
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


DUST BEHIND HIM

C.C. COCHRANE


Copyright © 2026 by J.C. Hulsey Books

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

This book may contain views, premises, depictions, and statements by the author that are not necessarily shared or endorsed by J.C. Hulsey Books

No part of this book may be reproduced in any written, electronic, recording, or photocopying form without written permission of the author/publisher.

For information contact: info@jchulsey books.com 

Cover Design by J.C. Hulsey Books 

Published by J.C. Hulsey Books

January 2026

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One: Southbound
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Pedro Marales rode south with the sun at his back and trouble on his heels.

He didn’t look behind him anymore. There was no point. He knew what would be there—dust rising in a thin, patient line, riders spaced just far enough apart to keep their horses fresh and their intentions clear. They weren’t chasing blind. They were following sign, time, and certainty.

Pedro leaned low in the saddle and let his horse stretch out, hooves striking hard ground that rang like iron underfoot. The land here offered little mercy—yellow grass burned short by heat, stone ridges that broke the wind but not the eye, and long open runs where a man could be seen miles before he ever knew it.

Mexico lay ahead.

Not close. Not yet. But south meant hope, and hope was enough to keep a man moving long after sense told him to stop.

Pedro’s mouth tasted of dust and old fear. He shifted in the saddle and winced as pain flared along his ribs, a deep bruise earned two nights back when the shooting started. He hadn’t planned for it to go bad. He never did. Plans were for men who believed the world listened.

The world didn’t listen.

It collected.

Pedro reached down and touched the small leather pouch tied beneath the saddle skirt, making sure it was still there. It was. Heavy enough to matter. Heavy enough to kill him if the wrong men caught up.

That was the truth of it.

Not justice. Not law. Just weight and want.

He rode until his horse’s breath came hard, then eased him down to a steady lope. Killing your mount only shortened the road. Pedro had learned that early, riding contraband across dry country for men who never showed their faces and never paid in full.

He had learned a lot of things early.

Most of them had led him here.

The sun climbed higher, bleaching color from the land until everything looked the same—sky, ground, distance blurring together into a pale, punishing glare. Pedro pulled his hat lower and rode on.

He thought of the river.

The Río Grande wasn’t wide where he planned to cross, but it was quick and cold even in summer, fed by mountain water that didn’t care how close a man was to home. If he reached it before nightfall, he might lose them there. Water hid sign. Water confused horses. Water gave a man a chance to become someone else.

If.

A sound carried faintly on the wind.

Hooves.

Pedro’s jaw tightened.

They were closer now.

He veered east toward a line of low hills, angling for broken ground where the ride would slow and the chase might thin. His horse handled the turn well, sure-footed and willing. Pedro murmured to him, words without meaning meant only to steady both of them.

The hills rose ahead, red and jagged, their shadows offering brief relief from the sun. Pedro cut between two outcroppings and followed a narrow wash where last season’s rain had torn the earth raw. The footing was bad, but the walls rose steep enough to hide him for a time.

He slowed to a careful walk, listening.

The hooves behind him faltered, then split—some riders staying high, others dropping down to test the wash.

Good men, then.

Not angry. Not reckless.

That made them worse.

Pedro rode on, choosing his turns carefully, doubling back once where stone masked his track, then pushing forward again. Sweat ran into his eyes. His lungs burned. Still he rode.

He thought of Sonora.

Of a whitewashed house set back from the road. Of his mother’s hands, strong and scarred, kneading dough as if the world could still be shaped by effort alone. Of a boy he used to be—barefoot, laughing, believing borders were lines men drew only because they were afraid of open space.
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