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[image: ]




The little sorrel horse was finished—used up to the last ounce of strength in his narrow frame. Each time he set a hoof down, it landed hard and flat, without any trace of spring or life. His head sagged to wither height, ears dull, sides heaving with every labored breath. Dust clung to the sweat on his flanks, turning his coat a dull, caked brown.

The rider leaned forward in the saddle, doing what he could to ease the burden—shifting his weight, speaking low, urging without spurring—but there wasn’t much left to give. The horse had already given everything.

This made the third mount in two days.

And still, it hadn’t been enough.

The American border lay somewhere ahead, a hard twenty miles or more. It might as well have been a hundred.

The rider twisted in the saddle and looked back. Far to the south, a plume of dust rose into the sky, wide and growing, like a storm building on the horizon. He didn’t need to see them clearly to know who they were.

Don Molina’s vaqueros.

They were coming hard.

For five years, he had worked for Don Molina—done anything the man demanded without question. Herding, hauling, guarding, punishing... whatever was required. Molina had treated him a shade better than the others, mostly because he was a gringo and useful in ways the others were not. But “better” didn’t mean good.

The vaqueros and their families lived like animals—crammed into hovels with barely enough clothing to cover themselves and never enough food to fill their bellies. Children with hollow eyes. Women worn thin before their time. Men broken slow by endless labor.

For five years, the rider had kept his head down. The job had given him something he needed more than comfort—he had stayed out of sight of the American authorities. Safe, or as close to it as a man like him could get.

But there were things a man could only watch for so long.

The hunger.

The beatings.

The way Molina treated people like worn-out tools.

Something in him had finally snapped.

He hadn’t planned it. Not really.

He had walked into Molina’s office one morning, same as always. Molina had been behind his desk, counting money, barely looking up. The rider had stepped close, pulled his pistol, and without hesitation brought the butt down hard across Molina’s skull.

Once. Twice.

That had been enough.

He hadn’t stayed to see if the man would live.

Instead, he had gone straight to the cabinet—knew right where Molina kept his wealth. Silver coins, paper notes, everything he’d wrung out of the backs of the people under him. The rider had filled his saddlebags until the leather strained.

When he saddled his horse, he already knew the load was too heavy.

But leaving it behind hadn’t been an option.

Not after what he’d seen.

Molina starved his animals the same way he starved his people. The horses were small, rib-thin Mexican stock—tough by nature, but pushed beyond what even they could endure. No proper feed, no rest. Just work until they dropped.

As he rode out through the peon village, he slowed.

A woman stood near one of the huts—the same one who had shown him small kindnesses over the years. A word here, a look there. Enough to remind him he was still human.

He reached into his saddlebag and pulled out a handful of silver—dobie dollars, the coin of northern Mexico.

He tossed them to her.

She stared, stunned.

He rode on a few yards, then stopped again. Reached in. Threw more.

A third time.

By then her hands were shaking, and tears streaked the dust on her face. She didn’t speak—just stood there clutching the coins as if they might vanish.

He didn’t look back again.

Over the next two days, he rode hard, cutting through outlying camps belonging to Molina. Each time he stopped, he left coins behind—sometimes pressed into hands, sometimes tossed into the dirt for them to scramble after. And each time, he traded out his failing horse for whatever fresh mount he could find.

But “fresh” didn’t mean strong.

The horses were all the same—underfed, overworked, pushed to the edge of collapse. They gave what they could, and then they failed.

Just like this one.

Ahead, a rocky rise broke the flat land—a low hill littered with great boulders piled one atop another. Not much cover, but better than open ground.

He guided the sorrel toward it, though the animal barely responded.

When the horse stumbled for the third time, the rider swung down. His legs felt stiff, but he didn’t waste time. He took the reins and began to lead—then drag—the exhausted animal up into the rocks.

The climb was slow.

Painfully slow.

At last, they reached a pocket among the boulders where a man could at least make a stand.

He tied the horse loosely, though he doubted the animal would wander far. Then he slipped the Winchester from its scabbard—a fine rifle he had taken from Molina’s rack—and checked the action. Smooth.

Two full cartons of ammunition sat in the saddlebags.

Enough to make it hurt.

Not enough to save him.

He knew that.

There were too many vaqueros behind him. Even from here, he could see the dust cloud swelling larger, the dark shapes within it beginning to separate into riders.

Still, he wasn’t going to die easy.

He settled in behind a broad boulder, found a rest for the rifle, and then paused. Hunger clawed at him. He reached into his bag and pulled out a few dried tortillas—hard as leather.

He bit into one, chewing slowly.

“A hell of a meal,” he muttered under his breath, “for a man about to die.”

The vaqueros came on.

At first they were just dots. Then shapes. Then men—leaning low in their saddles, driving their mounts hard, rifles slung, pistols ready.

When they were a quarter mile out, he levered a round into the Winchester.

The click sounded loud in the still air.

He drew a breath, steadying himself, and laid the barrel across the rock. He picked a rider at the front—broad hat, red sash—and lined up the shot.

His finger tightened.

Then—

A sharp popping crack split the air from the west.

Not his shot.

One of the vaqueros jerked sideways and fell from the saddle.

Another crack.

Another man dropped.

The rider froze, eyes widening.

Gunfire erupted—rapid, echoing among the rocks. More vaqueros tumbled from their horses. Panic spread through the line. Some tried to turn, whipping their exhausted mounts, but it was too late.

From the low ground to the west, figures burst forward—swift, silent, deadly.

Apaches.

They came like shadows, rifles flashing, moving with deadly purpose. The fight didn’t last long. Those who tried to flee were run down. Those who stayed died where they stood.

Within minutes, it was over.

Silence settled again, broken only by the distant sounds of the Apaches moving among the fallen—taking weapons, ammunition, anything of use.

The rider remained still among the rocks, barely breathing.

Watching.

One of the Apaches straightened and turned, his gaze sweeping the boulder field. For a moment, it seemed his eyes fixed directly on the rider’s position.

The rider slowly raised his rifle, sighting along the barrel.

Ready.

But the Apache gave no sign. After a moment, he turned away and went back to his work.

The rider let out a slow breath.

Alive.

For now.

CHAPTER2

J.T. Lane had escaped into Mexico five years before. He had been just twenty years old when his life changed in a single violent moment. He had come home that evening expecting nothing more than a quiet supper, but instead he found a nightmare waiting inside his own house.

A man stood over his younger sister, striking her, his rage unchecked. His mother lay sprawled on the floor, unconscious, her gray hair tangled across her face. For a split second, J.T. froze—then instinct took over. He didn’t think, didn’t weigh the consequences. He grabbed a heavy chunk of stove wood from beside the hearth and brought it down hard against the attacker’s back.

The man staggered and turned, his eyes flashing with fury. In that instant, J.T. saw the pistol at the man’s side—and the man reached for it. J.T. was faster. He drew and fired without hesitation. The report of the gun echoed through the small house, deafening in the confined space. The man dropped where he stood.

Only then did J.T. realize who he had killed.

The man was a deputy sheriff.

The badge he carried meant something in Lordsburg. The man had a reputation—respected, trusted. No one spoke against him. No one knew, or at least no one admitted to knowing, what he did when no one else was watching. The women he had preyed upon carried their silence like a burden, weighed down by shame and fear.

J.T.’s mother had tried to stop the man, and for it she had been struck down. His sister, shaken and terrified, clung to him as the reality settled in. J.T. understood immediately what would come next. It wouldn’t matter what the truth was. The town would see only a dead deputy and a young man holding the gun.

There would be no trial. No chance to explain.

Only a rope.

He hugged his mother when she stirred, still dazed, and then his sister, holding her tight for a long moment. He left what money he had with them, his hands lingering as if he could somehow promise he’d return. But he knew better. Saddling his horse in silence, he rode out before word could spread, heading south as fast as the animal could carry him.

He crossed into Mexico barely an hour ahead of the lynching party.

For days he rode hard, pushing deeper into the Sierra Madre Mountains. The land grew rougher, wilder, and more unforgiving, but it offered him something he needed—distance from the life he had left behind. Eventually, he fell in with a group of vaqueros working cattle for a man named Don Molina.

Molina was a powerful rancher, wealthy and feared. When he met J.T., he saw something useful in him—a steady hand, quick with a gun—and offered him work as a bodyguard. The pay promised was generous, enough to tempt a man trying to rebuild his life.

But promises came cheap.

J.T. soon realized he would never see most of what he had been promised. Molina kept him close, not just as protection, but as a man he believed he could control. More than once, J.T. overheard him boasting to others, laughing about how the young American had nowhere to go. “He won’t cross back,” Molina would say. “Not if he values his neck.”

Molina’s wealth grew, but it came at a cost paid by others. The peon farmers under his control lived in constant hardship, their labor squeezed from them until there was little left. J.T. saw the hunger in their faces, the quiet resentment they dared not voice. Molina ruled through fear, and he showed no mercy.

J.T. stayed because he had little choice.

Until the day everything changed.

A group of vaqueros had been ambushed, and by the time J.T. reached the scene, the Apaches had already passed through. The bodies lay scattered, stripped of anything useful. The attackers had taken weapons, horses, and gear, leaving only what they had no use for.

J.T. stayed hidden at first, watching the distant hills until he was certain the Apaches were gone. He waited a full hour before moving. Leading his horse carefully down the slope, he approached the dead.

The sight was grim.

The vaqueros lay where they had fallen, the dust settling over them. The Apaches had gone through their pockets, but oddly, they had dumped the silver coins into the sand beside each body. Perhaps the coins had no value to them, or perhaps they had simply taken what mattered most and left the rest.
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