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“That isn’t a cooking fire.”

Eldridge Sample said it to the dun horse. The horse didn’t answer, but its ears flicked back, catching the sound of the man’s voice over the dry rasp of the wind.

The dun was tired. It had carried Eldridge across the width of Texas, through the Devil’s Spine, and down to the river and back. Now they were drifting west, hugging the line where the Pecos country bled into the hard rock of New Mexico.

Eldridge pulled up. He rested his hands on the saddle horn. He squinted against the glare of the afternoon sun.

Five miles to the north, a column of smoke punched a hole in the blue sky.

It wasn’t the wispy, gray smoke of a campfire made of mesquite roots. It wasn’t the white steam of a train. It was black. Thick, oily, and rolling. It looked like someone had set the earth itself on fire.

“Oil,” Eldridge said. “Or pitch pine. Or a roof.”

He touched the Mexican coin star pinned to his vest. It was hot from the sun. He hadn’t polished it. It was still dull, stained with the memory of Boone’s blood. It wasn’t a federal badge. It didn’t give him jurisdiction here, west of the Pecos. It barely gave him jurisdiction in Texas.

But smoke was smoke.

“Let’s go look,” Eldridge said.

He neck-reined the dun. The horse sighed, expanding its barrel against the cinch, but turned north.

They rode for an hour. The terrain was flat, broken by arroyos and clusters of prickly pear that stood like green sculptures in the heat. The silence was absolute. No birds. No cattle. Just the sound of shod hooves on hardpan.

As they got closer, the smell hit them.

It wasn’t just woodsmoke. It was the smell of burning hair. Cooking meat. And the copper tang of blood that had been spilled in the dust and baked dry.

Eldridge pulled the Winchester from its scabbard. He didn’t rack the lever. He just laid it across his lap.

He crested a low rise and looked down into the shallow valley of the Lazy J.

He knew the place. He’d stopped here three years ago, on his way to Fort Smith. He’d watered his horse at the windmill and eaten a steak with the owner, a man named J.D. who poured whiskey with a heavy hand and complained about the price of beef.

The windmill was still there, the blades turning slowly in the hot wind, squeaking.

The house was gone.

The main structure, a rambling adobe and timber ranch house, was a gutted shell. The roof had collapsed inward, feeding the fire that still smoldered in the ruins. The black smoke Eldridge had seen was coming from the barn. It was fully involved, the hay inside burning with a fierce, crackling heat that sent sparks drifting across the yard.

Eldridge watched from the ridge. He scanned the treeline. He scanned the rocks.

Nothing moved.

“They’re gone,” Eldridge whispered.

He nudged the dun down the slope. The horse stepped carefully, nervous, smelling the death.

Eldridge rode into the yard. The heat from the burning barn was intense, drying the sweat on his face instantly.

He saw the dogs first.

Two collies, lying near the water trough. They hadn’t been shot. Their heads were crushed. Someone had used a rifle butt or a club. It was efficient, brutal, and quiet.

Eldridge dismounted. He tied the dun to the corral fence, away from the heat. The corral was empty. The gate was smashed outward, the wood splintered.

He walked toward the house.

A woman was lying on the porch steps. She was wearing a blue dress that was soaked dark red across the chest. She was face down, her arms reaching out as if she were trying to crawl away from the fire.

Eldridge stopped. He looked at the ground around her.

Boot prints. Dozens of them. Deep, heavy heels.

He walked up to the woman. He knelt. He didn’t turn her over. He saw the entry wound in her back. Small. Neat.

“Pistol,” Eldridge said. “Close range.”

He looked past her, into the smoking ruin of the living room. He couldn’t go in; the heat was too much. But he could see shapes. A boot sticking out from under a fallen beam. The iron frame of a bed, twisted by the fire.

He stood up. He walked back to the yard.

He found the foreman near the bunkhouse. The man was on his back, his eyes open, staring at the sun. He had a Winchester lying next to him, but he hadn’t fired it. He’d been shot three times in the chest.

Eldridge walked over to him. He picked up the man’s rifle. The lever was closed. The hammer was down.

“Didn’t even clear leather,” Eldridge said. “They rode in friendly.”

He looked at the ground. He walked a circle around the body, reading the dust.

The tracks told the story. A group of riders, maybe twelve, maybe fifteen. They had ridden right up to the house. No sneaking. No circling. They had ridden in like guests.

Eldridge found a brass cartridge casing glinting in the dirt. He picked it up. It was hot.

.44-40. Same as his.

He walked ten feet and found another. And another.

“Brass,” Eldridge said.

He looked at the tracks again. Shod horses. Iron shoes with calks on the heels for traction.

He looked at the dead foreman. He looked at the woman on the steps.

If this had been Apaches, the bodies would be different. The clothes would be stripped. The mutilation would be specific—a message to the next white man who came along. And they wouldn’t leave good brass lying in the dirt. Brass was valuable.

This wasn’t a raid. It was a liquidation.

“White men,” Eldridge said. “Rustlers.”

He walked to the barn. The heat pushed him back, singing the hair on his arms.

He looked at the ground leading away from the corral.

The earth was churned into a highway of dust. It looked like a river of dirt had flowed west.

Cattle.

Hundreds of them.

“Five hundred head,” Eldridge estimated, looking at the width of the trail. “Maybe six.”

He walked along the edge of the trail. He saw the tracks of the drive horses flanking the herd. The riders knew what they were doing. They were pushing the cattle hard, keeping them tight.

He stopped by a mesquite bush. Something was snagged on a thorn.

He pulled it off. It was a piece of fabric. Red wool.

Eldridge rolled it between his fingers. It smelled of sweat and cheap tobacco.

He looked west. The trail was clear. A blind man could follow it. A herd of five hundred cattle didn’t disappear. They had to be watered. They had to be fed. And they had to be sold.

“Lazy J,” Eldridge said. “J.D.’s herd.”

He walked back to the house. He couldn’t bury them. Not alone. Not without a shovel, and the barn probably had the tools burning inside it.

He looked at the woman again.

“I’ll send someone,” Eldridge promised her.

He walked to the dun. He checked the cinch. He slid his rifle back into the scabbard.

He looked at the badge on his chest. The Mexican coin. It felt heavy.

He wasn’t a marshal. He wasn’t a Texas Ranger, not really. He was just a man with a fast horse and a low tolerance for men who killed women on their front porch.

He mounted up.

The dun turned its head, looking back at the fire.

“I know,” Eldridge said. “It’s bad business.”

He turned the horse west. He didn’t look back at the smoke. He looked at the highway of hoofprints cutting through the desert.

The rustlers had a four-hour start. But they were moving beef. Beef was slow. Beef was loud.

Eldridge Sample kicked the dun into a trot. He wasn’t drifting anymore. He was working.
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“He isn’t in the house.”

Eldridge Sample said it to the silence. The fire in the barn had settled down to a sullen, red glow, popping every few seconds as a timber gave way. The heat was still a physical weight, pushing against his back, but the roar was gone.

He walked away from the porch where the woman lay. He stepped over a rosebush that had been trampled into the dirt by a horse’s hoof.

He looked at the ground.

The yard was a mess of prints—shod horses, boot heels, the drag marks of spurs. But amidst the chaos of the raid, there was one track that was different.

It was a boot print. A square toe. It was deep at the heel, light at the toe. A man walking heavy. A man walking hurt.

Eldridge followed it.

The track led away from the house, away from the burning barn, toward the stone water tank at the base of the windmill. The windmill was squeaking, a rhythmic scree-raw, scree-raw of dry metal on metal.

The trail wasn’t clean. There were drops of blood in the dust, black spots that the flies were fighting over.

Eldridge walked to the tank. It was built of limestone blocks, waist-high, filled with green water pumped from the deep aquifer.

A hand was resting on the rim of the tank. A hand holding a Colt Dragoon, the heavy iron barrel resting on the stone.

Eldridge stopped. He didn’t draw. He just watched the hand. It wasn’t moving.

He walked around the curve of the tank.

J.D. was sitting in the mud on the north side, in the narrow strip of shade cast by the tank wall. He was sitting with his legs straight out, his back against the limestone.

He looked like a man who had tried to fix a fence and the fence had won. His shirt was soaked red from the pockets down. His face was the color of old parchment, dry and yellow. His eyes were closed.

Eldridge kicked the toe of J.D.’s boot. Gently.

“J.D.”

The rancher’s eyes opened. They were gray, clouded with shock, but they focused. He looked at Eldridge’s boots. He looked up at the Winchester in the crook of Eldridge’s arm. He looked at his face.

A small, bloody smile touched the rancher’s lips.

“The whiskey drinker,” J.D. whispered. His voice was like dry leaves scraping together. “From Fort Smith.”

“That was a long time ago,” Eldridge said.

“Three years,” J.D. said. He coughed. It was a wet, heavy sound. He spat red onto his shirt. “You still owe me for the bottle.”

“I paid you,” Eldridge said. “Silver dollar. You said keep the change.”

“I was drunk,” J.D. said. “Don’t count.”

He tried to lift the Dragoon. It was too heavy. The barrel banged against the stone. He let it go. It slid into the mud.

“You see Martha?” J.D. asked. He didn’t look at the house. He looked at the horizon.

“I saw her.”

“On the porch?”

“On the porch.”

J.D. nodded. A tear cut a track through the dust on his cheek. “She ran. I told her to get the shotgun. She ran for the door.” He closed his eyes for a second. “They didn’t have to shoot her. She was just running.”

Eldridge crouched. He put his rifle on the ground. He looked at the wound in J.D.’s stomach. It was a rifle shot. Close range. There was nothing to be done. The old man was bleeding out, slow and hard.

“Who were they, J.D.?”

“White men,” J.D. said. “Not Comanches. Not Apaches. White men. Wearing dusters. Big hats.”

“How many?”

“Twelve. Maybe more. Rode in like they was looking for water. Friendly. Then the big one… the one with the red beard… he shot my foreman. Just… shot him. While he was shaking hands.”

“Red beard,” Eldridge repeated.

“Big man,” J.D. said. “Laughed like a donkey. He wanted the beef. Said he had a contract.”

“Contract with who?”

“Didn’t say. Just said the beef was going west. Said he needed five hundred head.” J.D. looked at Eldridge. “I worked twenty years for that herd. Twenty years of drought and screw-worm and freeze.”

“They took them,” Eldridge said.

“Took ‘em all. Swept the range.” J.D.’s breathing hitched. He winced, his hand clutching at his belly. “Where’s… where’s the law? Where’s the sheriff?”

“Sheriff is in Del Rio,” Eldridge said. “That’s three days ride.”

“Three days,” J.D. whispered. “They’ll be gone. They’ll be in Mexico. Or Arizona.”

He looked at Eldridge’s chest. He saw the vest. He saw the badge.

The Mexican coin star. Dented. Stained.

“You…” J.D. stared at it. “You ain’t a marshal no more.”

“No.”

“Ranger?”

Eldridge looked down at the badge. He felt the weight of it. He felt the ghost of Boone standing behind him, smelling of tequila and gun smoke. He thought about the woman on the porch. He thought about the foreman with the unfired rifle.

“Yeah,” Eldridge said. “I’m a Ranger.”

J.D. let out a breath. It was a long, shuddering exhale. Relief.

“Good,” J.D. said. “That’s good. Rangers… they don’t stop.”

“No. They don’t.”

“You get ‘em, son,” J.D. said. His voice was fading, getting thin. “You get that red-bearded son of a bitch. You tell him… tell him J.D. sent the bill.”

“I’ll tell him.”

“And the cows…” J.D. looked at the empty corral. “They’re branded. Lazy J. Left hip. Don’t let ‘em… don’t let ‘em sell my work.”

“I won’t.”

J.D. looked at the sky. “It’s hot. Why is it so hot?”

“Sun’s up,” Eldridge said.

“Martha…” J.D. whispered. “She wanted… a garden.”

He stopped talking. He stared at the blue sky. His chest rose, fell, and didn’t rise again.

Eldridge stayed crouched for a minute. He watched the ants start to move toward the boots.

He stood up.

He picked up his Winchester. He picked up J.D.’s Dragoon from the mud. It was a heavy, old-fashioned pistol, a relic of the Mexican War. He checked the load. Five shots. He stuck it in his belt.

He walked back to the dun.

The horse watched him come. It swished its tail. It was ready. It didn’t care about justice; it cared about moving.

Eldridge mounted up. He looked at the ruined house. He looked at the woman on the steps.

“I can’t bury you,” Eldridge said to the dead. “Not today. The ground is too hard and the day is too short.”

He turned the dun away from the yard.

He rode to the edge of the churned-up earth where the herd had been driven out. It was a highway of stolen property. Five hundred head of cattle leave a trail you can read from the moon.

He looked west.

The tracks were deep. The cattle were heavy, fat on grass. They were moving slow.

But the riders… the riders would be pushing them. They wanted distance. They wanted the river.

Eldridge touched the badge on his chest. He rubbed his thumb over the rough edge of the coin.

He wasn’t J.D.’s friend. They had shared a bottle once. That was it. But in this country, sharing a bottle was a contract. And killing a woman on her porch was a breach of the peace that required an answer.

“Arizona,” Eldridge said. “Or Hell.”

He kicked the dun into a trot. He settled into the saddle, his eyes fixed on the wide, dusty scar that cut through the scrub. He wasn’t looking for water. He wasn’t looking for a town. He was looking for a red beard.

He cut the trail.
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The trail wasn’t a path; it was a scar.

Five hundred head of cattle, pushed by men who didn’t care about tallow or weight, don’t leave a polite mark on the world. They tear it open. The ground was churned into a fine, powdery flour that hung in the air long after the animals had passed, coating the mesquite and the prickly pear in a gray shroud.

Eldridge Sample rode through the dust. It gritted in his teeth. It settled in the creases of his neck.

He looked down at the tracks.

“They’re running them,” Eldridge said.

The hoofprints were deep, splayed. The stride was long. Cattle are meant to walk, to graze their way to market. These animals were being driven like horses.

“They’ll run the meat right off the bone,” Eldridge told the dun. “By the time they hit the Pecos, they’ll be selling hides and horns.”

He stopped to check a set of rider tracks cutting across the main drag.

This rider had been working the flank, snapping a quirt, keeping the stragglers in line. The horse was shod with heavy iron, a bar shoe on the left front.

“Twelve riders,” Eldridge counted again. “Maybe fifteen.”

He’d seen the sign back at the ranch, but out here, stretched along the drive, it was clearer. They had a point man, flankers, and drag riders eating the dust at the back. They moved with a military precision that J.D. had been right about. These weren’t cowboys drifting through; they were a crew.

He nudged the dun forward.

The heat was a hammer. The sun sat high and white, bleaching the color out of the scrub. A lizard sat on a rock, panting, watching Eldridge pass with unblinking eyes.

A mile later, Eldridge found the first casualty.

A steer, a two-year-old Hereford mix, lay on its side in a patch of shade that wasn’t big enough to cover it. Its tongue was lolling out, black and swollen. Its eyes were glazed. It wasn’t dead, but it was done. Its ribs heaved in shallow, desperate gasps.

Eldridge dismounted. He walked over to the animal.

The steer tried to lift its head. It couldn’t.

“Ran you ‘til your heart broke,” Eldridge said.

He saw the brand on the left hip. Lazy J. J.D.’s mark.

He looked at the steer’s flank. There were lash marks. deep, bloody welts where a quirt had cut the hide. They had beaten the animal trying to get it to stand, trying to force another mile out of it. When it wouldn’t move, they left it.

Eldridge pulled the Dragoon from his belt. He didn’t like using the heavy pistol for mercy work, but he didn’t want to waste a rifle cartridge.

“Sorry, son,” Eldridge said.

He shot the steer behind the ear. The animal shuddered and went still.

Eldridge stood up. He looked west. The dust cloud from the herd was a smudge on the horizon, miles away. They were making time. They wanted the river before dark.

He walked back to the dun. He checked the cinch.

“They’re in a hurry,” Eldridge said, mounting up. “Men in a hurry make mistakes.”

He rode on.

The terrain began to dip, sloping toward the Pecos valley. The brush got thicker, catclaw and agarita tangling together to form walls of thorns. The cattle had smashed through it, leaving tufts of red and white hair snagged on the branches.













