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    To those still earning their name. Remember you have to live with the name you've earned.
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​Chapter One: Dust and Wanting
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The cattle moved like something dying. Forty head of Mexican beef strung out across the flats south of the Dragoons, their ribs showing through hides caked in dust so thick it looked like they'd been dipped in the earth itself. Emmett Lacey rode drag behind them and breathed what they left him, which wasn't much. The bandana over his nose had gone stiff with it. His eyes burned. Constance moved steady beneath him, her sorrel coat gone pale as adobe, and he kept one hand on the reins and the other on his thigh and did not complain.

He had been riding with them for eleven days.

Nobody had told him this was what it would be. Not the work itself. He'd pushed cattle since he was twelve, since his father was still alive and they still had land that could be called land without somebody laughing. He knew the work. What nobody had told him was the silence. How little these men spoke when there was something real to be done. On the trail they were ghosts with faces, each one sealed inside himself, and Emmett rode at the back because that's where they put him and he understood why. You don't put a thing you haven't tested anywhere it can cost you.

Up ahead, maybe forty yards, Dutch Haber sat his horse like a man who'd been born in the saddle and never found reason to leave it. Thick through the shoulders and the neck. He hadn't looked back at Emmett since morning. Hadn't looked back at much of anything. Dutch didn't check on what he'd already decided was handled, and he'd decided Emmett was handled the moment he told the kid where to ride.

Beyond Dutch, somewhere in the dust and the shapes of cattle, Sam Kearns worked the left flank. Emmett could hear him sometimes, a sharp whistle, the crack of a coiled rope against leather, but couldn't see him. Sam ran hot even in the quiet work. Emmett had learned in eleven days to know where Sam was at all times the way you learn to know where a dog is that has bitten someone before.

Cole Britten was somewhere on the right. Emmett hadn't heard him since dawn.

And Blackwell was not here at all.

That was the thing Emmett was still learning. Mr. Blackwell did not move cattle. Mr. Blackwell did not ride in dust or sleep on the ground or eat what the rest of them ate, which tonight would be the same thing it had been every night. Coffee so thick it could sole a boot and whatever dried beef Dutch had packed in the canvas bags. Mr. Blackwell was in Tombstone, or near it, or somewhere else entirely, and when the cattle were delivered to the buyer on the far side of the Sulphur Springs Valley he would be there too, or his instructions would be, which amounted to the same thing.

Emmett had met him once. Eleven days ago, the night Dutch brought him in.

It had been in a house. Not a saloon, not a camp, but an actual house south of Charleston with a wood floor and a glass lamp on the table. Blackwell had been sitting when Emmett came in and did not stand. He was lean in a way that looked intentional, like he'd carved away everything that wasn't necessary, and his face had the color of old leather and the patience of something that hunts by waiting. He wore a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the forearms and no gun belt that Emmett could see, though Emmett was sure there was something close. Men like Blackwell didn't go unarmed. They just didn't need you to see it.

Dutch had said, "This is the Lacey kid."

And Blackwell had looked at him. Not up and down the way some men do, measuring your size or your gun or your boots. He looked at Emmett's face. Into it. Like he was reading something written there that Emmett himself had never seen.

"Your father was Bill Lacey," Blackwell said. Not a question.

"Yes sir."

"He's dead."

"Yes sir."

Blackwell was quiet for a moment. The lamp hissed. Outside, a horse stamped in the dark and Emmett knew it was Constance because he knew the sound of her the way he knew his own breathing.

"Dutch says you want to ride with us."

"I do."

"Why."

It wasn't a question either. It was a door, and Emmett understood that what he said next mattered more than anything he'd said in his life. He could have talked about money. He could have talked about his mother, about the house that was falling in on itself, about his sister's grave behind it where the wooden cross had already started to lean. He could have said any true thing.

What he said was: "I want to be worth remembering."

Something moved behind Blackwell's eyes. Not warmth. Recognition. The way a man looks at a tool and sees that it's sharp.

"You'll ride drag," Blackwell said. "You'll do what Dutch tells you. You won't speak to me unless I speak to you first."

"Yes sir."

"Your horse."

"Sir?"

"The sorrel out front. She yours?"

"Her name is Constance."

And Blackwell had smiled. Just barely. Just at the corners. It was the most frightening thing Emmett had ever seen because it meant the man understood something about him that Emmett hadn't meant to show, and it meant the man was pleased by it, and being pleased by Thomas Blackwell felt like being chosen and being used at the same time though Emmett wouldn't know that second part for a long while yet.

"Go with Dutch," Blackwell said, and turned back to whatever had been in front of him before Emmett existed, and Emmett walked out of that house feeling taller than he'd ever felt and not understanding that he'd just been purchased for the price of being seen.

* * *
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NOW HE RODE DRAG AND ate dust and watched the mountains change color as the sun dropped behind them. The Dragoons to the west went from brown to purple to black, and the sky above them bled out in reds so dark they looked like something wounded. Emmett had grown up under this sky. He'd been born twenty miles south of where he sat right now, in a two-room adobe with a dirt floor and a roof that leaked in the monsoons, and he had watched this same sky do this same thing a thousand times and it had never once made him feel small. It made him feel like he was inside something enormous and alive, and that was different from small, though he couldn't have said how.

Constance shifted beneath him and he leaned forward and put his hand on her neck. She was warm and real and hers was the only heartbeat he trusted in this country. He'd bought her two years ago from a man in Bisbee who didn't know what he had. A leggy sorrel mare, fifteen hands and some, with a chest deep enough to run all day and a mind quiet enough to stand still when gunfire started. He'd paid for her with every cent he'd saved from three years of ranch work, money his mother didn't know about, money he'd hidden in a tin beneath the floor of the house where his father used to hide his whiskey. The symmetry of that was not lost on him.

"Easy, girl," he said, and his voice sounded strange to him after so many hours of silence. Constance flicked one ear back to listen and kept walking.

The cattle lowed ahead of him. Somewhere a quail called out. Three sharp notes and then nothing, like it had thought better of announcing itself. The desert was cooling fast. By midnight it would be cold enough to see his breath, and he'd sleep in his coat with his saddle for a pillow and his rifle across his chest and his hat over his face and the stars above him thick as spilled salt, and he would not sleep well because he had not slept well since he was a boy, since before his father went away and came back different and then went away and did not come back at all.

He did not think about his father.

He thought about the name he didn't have yet. About what it would take to earn one. About the men ahead of him in the dust who already had names. Dutch, who was called Dutch because he was half something European that nobody remembered and it had stuck. Sam, who was called Kearns by everyone except Blackwell, who called him Samuel, which Sam seemed to both hate and crave. Cole, who was just Cole, and who didn't seem to care if he had a name at all, which was the thing about Cole that Emmett found most disturbing.

And Blackwell. Who was Mr. Blackwell. Who needed no first name because the surname was enough. Who carried his name like a weapon he never had to draw.

Emmett Lacey. Named for an uncle he'd never met. Lacey, which sounded like lace, like something fragile, like something a woman would wear. He'd hated it as a boy and hated it still, and when he imagined the name people would know him by it was never his own. It was something earned. Something hard. Something that would sound right in a story told around a fire by men who hadn't been there but wished they had.

He didn't know yet what that name would be. He just knew it was out ahead of him somewhere, in the dust and the dark and the work he hadn't been asked to do yet, the work that Dutch and Sam and Cole had done and would not speak of, the work that smelled like gun oil and copper and fear.

He was willing.

God help him, he was so willing.

* * *
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THEY MADE CAMP IN A wash below a ridge of volcanic rock that looked like broken teeth against the sky. Dutch picked the spot without asking anyone and nobody questioned it. There was no water but they had enough in the canteens for the men and nothing for the cattle, which would drink tomorrow when they reached the tank on the east side of the valley. The cattle knew they were thirsty. They moved restless and stupid in the dark and Emmett could hear them knocking against each other, the dull wet sound of hide on hide.

He unsaddled Constance first. Always first. Before he ate, before he drank, before he pissed. He set the saddle on a flat rock and ran his hands over her legs and checked her hooves by feel in the failing light and then brushed her with the brush he kept in his saddlebag, the one thing he owned that could be called gentle. She stood still for it and dropped her head and blew out through her nose, and in the sound was everything he needed to hear from another living thing.

"Good girl," he said quietly. "You're all right."

Sam had a fire going. Small and low and pressed into a notch in the rock where the light wouldn't carry. Emmett had noticed this about them. Everything they did was built around not being seen. They camped in washes and coulees. They moved at dusk and dawn. They kept fires small and voices low and they watched the ridgelines even when there was nothing on them. These were not men who lived in the open. These were men who had learned, through what experience Emmett didn't know yet, that the open was where you died.

He sat at the edge of the firelight with his plate of dried beef and his cup of coffee that was more mud than coffee and he ate without tasting it and watched the others.

Dutch sat closest to the fire and sharpened a knife on a stone he carried in his vest pocket. The sound of it, that slow, rhythmic scraping, was the only conversation Dutch seemed to need. His hands were enormous. Emmett had noticed his hands the first day and couldn't stop noticing them. They were the hands of a man who had done things with them that he did not regret and did not discuss.

Sam sat across the fire and cleaned his revolver and talked. Sam always talked. About the buyer, about the price per head, about a woman in Tombstone he'd either had or wanted or invented. His voice carried an edge even when the words were nothing, like a blade wrapped in cloth. Every few minutes he'd look over at Emmett the way you'd look at a dog that had followed you home. Not with cruelty exactly, but with the clear understanding that the dog hadn't been invited and might not be kept.

"Lacey," Sam said. Not looking up from the revolver. "You lose any back there?"

"No."

"You sure? You count em?"

"I counted them."

"How many."

"Forty-one. There were forty-one this morning and there's forty-one now."

Sam looked at him then. The firelight did something to Sam's face that Emmett didn't like. It made the hollows deeper, made the eyes darker, made him look like something that lived in a mine.

"Forty," Sam said. "There were forty."

Emmett said nothing. He had counted. He knew.

"Boy says forty-one," Dutch said without looking up from his knife. "Then it's forty-one."

The scraping continued. Sam stared at Emmett for a long moment and then went back to his revolver, and something in the silence between them had changed, had shifted like a rock that looks solid until you step on it and find the ground moving beneath you.

Cole was already asleep. Or appeared to be. He lay on his back with his hat over his face and his arms at his sides and his chest rising and falling with the mechanical regularity of a man who had taught himself to sleep the way other men taught themselves to shoot. Through repetition, without feeling, because the alternative was worse.

Emmett finished his coffee and rinsed the cup with a handful of dust and set it on his saddle and checked on Constance one more time and then lay down with his rifle and looked at the sky through the gap in the rocks above him.

Forty-one. He had counted three times because that was what you did when you were new and nobody trusted you and the only thing you had was being right. He had counted three times and he would have said forty-one to God himself and not flinched.

He closed his eyes. He could feel the ground still moving beneath Constance, the phantom rhythm of a day in the saddle, and in his mind she was still walking, still carrying him forward, into the dark and the dust and whatever was waiting on the other side of it.

He fell asleep thinking about the word worth. What it meant. What it cost.

He was eighteen years old.
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​Chapter Two: The Price of Beef
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They reached the tank at midmorning and let the cattle drink. The water was low and green and smelled like something that had lived in it and died, but the cattle didn't care. They pushed against each other and sank their muzzles in and drank with a desperate mechanical rhythm, their throats working, their eyes half-closed, and Emmett sat Constance on the ridge above and watched them and felt something close to tenderness for them, which was foolish. They were stolen. They had been someone's livelihood in Sonora and now they were product moving north through country that didn't ask where things came from, and whatever Emmett felt for them didn't change what they were or where they were going.

He let Constance drink downstream from the herd where the water was cleaner, or at least less churned. She drank deep and steady and he sat the saddle and looked east across the Sulphur Springs Valley and tried to see where they were going. The valley floor ran flat and pale to the Chiricahuas, which rose blue and jagged against the morning sky like the spine of something buried. Somewhere between here and there was the buyer. Somewhere between here and there was money, and the money would become other things. Whiskey for Sam, silence for Cole, whatever Dutch needed that he never spoke of, and for Emmett, if there was enough, if he'd earned enough to warrant a share at all, the beginning of Mercy.

He'd held a Colt once. A Single Action Army that belonged to a drover named Petty who'd come through his mother's town when Emmett was sixteen. Petty had been drunk and generous and let the boy hold it, and Emmett had stood in the street with the weight of it in his hand and understood something that he couldn't put into language. It wasn't the power of it, though there was that. It wasn't the machinery of it, the cylinder and the hammer and the geometry of death, though there was that too. It was the completeness of it. The feeling that the thing in his hand was an answer to a question he'd been carrying his whole life. He'd given it back to Petty and watched the man ride away and the absence of it in his hand was like a phantom limb, a weight that wasn't there but should have been, and he'd felt it every day since.

Seventeen dollars. He'd asked the price at the shop in Tombstone the week before Dutch found him. The man behind the counter had looked at Emmett, at his boots, his clothes, his age, and told him the price the way you'd tell a child the distance to the moon. Something true and impossible. Emmett had nodded and walked out and stood in the street and done the math and understood that seventeen dollars was more than he'd ever held at once in his life but that it was not more than he was willing to earn.

"Move em out," Dutch called from below, and Emmett pulled Constance from the water and took his place at the back and the herd lurched forward and the dust rose again and he was inside it.

* * *
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THE BUYER'S PLACE WAS a ranch, though calling it that was generous. A low adobe house with a brush ramada on the south side and a set of corrals built from mesquite posts and ocotillo ribs, the thorns still on them so the cattle wouldn't lean. There was a windmill turning slow in a wind that Emmett couldn't feel and a water trough beneath it that was overflowing into a dark stain in the dirt. Two horses stood in a small pen near the house. A dog lay in the shade of the ramada and raised its head when the herd came in but didn't stand.

A man came out of the house. He was short and wide and Mexican or half-Mexican, with a mustache that drooped past his chin and a vest that had once been fine and was now just a vest. He stood in front of the house with his hands at his sides and watched them push the cattle into the corrals and said nothing until the gate was closed and the dust was settling and Dutch rode up to him and dismounted.

"Salazar," Dutch said.

"Mr. Haber."

They didn't shake hands. Emmett noticed that. He noticed everything now in a way he hadn't before. The way men stood and where their hands were and what their eyes did when their mouths were talking. Eleven days on the trail had done that to him, or maybe it had been in him all along and the trail had just given it room.

"Forty-one head," Dutch said.

"I was told forty."

"Then you were told wrong."

Salazar looked at the corrals. He was counting. Emmett could see his lips moving, just barely, and he felt a hot pulse of something in his chest. Vindication, small and sharp. Because there were forty-one and he'd known it and Sam had tried to make him doubt it and here it was, confirmed by a man with no reason to lie.

"Forty-one," Salazar said.

"Six dollars a head. That was the price."

"That was the price for forty."

"The price is the price. Forty or forty-one. Six a head."

Salazar looked at Dutch and Dutch looked back at him and the silence between them had a quality to it that Emmett recognized from growing up around men who settled things without courts. It was the silence of calculation. Not of numbers but of risk. Salazar was measuring Dutch and Dutch was letting him, because Dutch didn't care about being measured. Dutch already knew how this ended.

"Two hundred forty-six dollars," Salazar said.

"That's right."

Salazar went inside. The dog watched him go and put its head back down. Sam had dismounted and was leaning against the corral fence rolling a cigarette, and he looked
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