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CHAPTER ONE

Two Days to Dodge
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The prairie had a way of making a man feel small.

Jack Ransom had been riding it long enough to know better than to trust that feeling.

Two days from Dodge City, and the cattle were moving steady beneath a wide Kansas sky that looked too peaceful for the kind of world it covered. The herd had thinned since Texas. Storms had taken some. River crossings had taken others. But six hundred head still moved north in a rolling sea of horns and backs, hooves drumming low across sun-hardened earth.

The drive had been clean.

Hard, but clean.

No stampedes worth mentioning. No sickness. No serious trouble.

That was what bothered Ransom.

The quiet.

He rode point beside Eli Morgan, both men sitting easy in the saddle, reins loose, eyes scanning the horizon more from habit than fear.

“You ever notice,” Eli said, adjusting his hat against the glare, “how the last stretch always feels longer than the first?”

Ransom didn’t look at him. “That’s because it is.”

Eli chuckled. “You’re a bright one.”

Ransom let the corner of his mouth lift slightly. Eli had a wife waiting in Abilene and a habit of talking when silence stretched too long.

Behind them, Tom Yates was humming again. A boy barely twenty, riding flank like he was born to it. Loud laugh. Quick draw. No sense yet that the world could turn without warning.

Old Pete Calloway dragged the rear, steady as oak. Pete didn’t hum. Pete counted cattle.

Three good men.

Ransom marked that thought without knowing why.

The wind carried the smell of dust and animal and something faint underneath — something metallic that didn’t belong.

He lifted his head slightly.

“Hold up,” he said quietly.

Eli followed his gaze.

“What is it?”

Ransom listened.

The prairie was never truly silent. There was always grass whispering, insects ticking, leather creaking. But now there was something else.

A vibration.

Low.

Fast.

Hooves.

Not theirs.

Ransom’s eyes sharpened.

“Circle ready,” he called calmly.

The herd reacted before the men did. A few steers lifted their heads, nostrils flaring.

Then the riders crested the ridge.

Five of them.

Hard and fast.

Bandanas tied tight across their faces.

Rifles already raised.

The first shot cracked like lightning.

A steer dropped.

The herd erupted.

Cattle scattered in a wall of dust and horns, bawling in panic. Riders split wide, firing low, driving the herd into chaos.
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