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Chapter One
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The Last Quiet Night

The herd was restless before the sky was.

Gideon Pike heard it in the dark — a low ripple of unease moving through eight hundred head like wind through dry grass. Not a stampede sound. Not yet. Just the kind of shifting that told a man the air was changing.

He sat on his bedroll with his boots still on and listened.

Thirty years on the trail had trained his ears better than most men’s eyes. Cattle felt weather before men did. They smelled it. Heard it. Knew it in their bones.

Pike stood slow and rolled his shoulders once to ease the stiffness.

This was his last drive.

He’d said it enough times that the words felt real now.

South Texas dust was behind them. Indian Territory almost done. Two more rivers. Three weeks to Abilene if nothing broke wrong.

If.

He stepped past the wagon and saw the night cook fire burning low. Harlan Fitch was crouched beside it, stirring the coals down to embers.

Fitch looked up.

“You hear it too?” the cook asked.

Pike nodded.

“They’re uneasy.”

Fitch spat into the dirt. “Sky’s too clear.”

Pike glanced upward.

Stars sharp as nails. Moon thin. No cloud in sight.

“That’s what I don’t like,” Pike said.

Fitch gave a small grunt.

“You reckon it’s comin’ tonight?”

Pike studied the horizon — long and flat and black.

“Reckon it’s comin’ soon.”

He didn’t add what kind of coming he meant.

Storm.

Or men.

Out here, they often arrived together.

The crew had settled in a loose ring around the herd. Two riders out on night watch. One green boy snoring too loud. One hand coughing into his sleeve.

Pike walked through them quiet.

They straightened when he passed.

Men trusted him.

That was the difference between a drive that held and one that broke. Not the rope. Not the horses.

Trust.

He stopped beside the remuda and rested a hand on the neck of his horse.

“Last one,” he muttered.

The horse flicked an ear.

Pike had a small parcel waiting in San Antonio — forty acres near water. A house that leaned but stood. Enough to grow something that didn’t bawl and push back.

He wasn’t built for sitting still.

But he was tired.

The kind of tired that came from counting miles instead of years.

A rider approached from the north edge of the herd.

Tom Keegan.

“Trail boss,” Keegan said low. “Thought I saw lantern light out past the ridge.”
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