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Chapter 1




The sheriff's office in Sandridge was no more than a crooked square of lumber and cracked windows, the kind of place where justice wasn’t handed out—just weighed like bad meat and sold cold—the place stank of old paper, sweat, and burnt coffee. Clay Rawlins leaned against the wall beside the door, arms crossed, eyes half-lidded, hat low. Any other day, he would be at home, in the shade, sleeping most of the day away. Travelling to Sandridge was not something he had in mind, especially given the area's reputation for trouble. 

It was hot. Not the clean kind of hot that came with dry sun and hard work, but the suffocating kind that settled in a man’s clothes and left him damp under the arms. Flies buzzed without purpose.

Sheriff Ames sat behind his desk, slouched forward with his forearms resting on the wood like he didn’t much care to be a sheriff anymore. The brim of his hat was soaked in sweat. Across from him stood a sharp-vested man with oil-slick hair and a voice that didn’t belong out west—Mr. Lionel Hatch, manager for the Midland & Gulf Rail Company.

“Let’s not dress it up, Clay,” Ames said. “We’re asking you to ride shotgun on a train run we probably shouldn’t be making.”

Clay didn’t answer right away. He uncrossed his arms and stepped forward, the wooden floor groaning under his boots. His face was stone, eyes pale and unreadable.

“You already said that part,” Clay muttered. He then glared at Hatch.

Hatch gave a nervous little cough, like he wasn’t used to being around men who talked like that. He tapped the papers in his hand and glanced at the sheriff.

Ames leaned forward. “We got a stretch of track that runs west through Dustcreek Cut. You know it?”

Clay nodded.

“Then you know it’s hell. No patrols out there anymore,” the sheriff continued. “After the Turner gang ambushed a federal mail train two months ago, the line was shut down. Too risky, they said. Folks either got shot or disappear completely.”

“And now you want to run a train through it.”

“Short run,” Hatch broke in. “Two cars only. Cargo and a private car. No civilians, no scheduled stops.”

"For you?" Clay asked.

"God, no," Hatch said with a nervous smile. "I know better than to run trains through there, let alone myself. That being said, it is in my interest…all of ours…to see that train safely to the other side, leaving today. It's time sensitive, from what I've been told."

“Clay, let's not let this back-and-forth go on for too long,” Ames said. “We’re offering a job, it pays well, and you know why.”

Clay let the silence hang for a moment. Then he walked to the window, looked out at the baked street, and watched a dog trot across the dirt like it had forgotten where it was going. Beyond that, there was desert country. Untamed, but not abandoned. He knew of a small town somewhere there, long since taken over by indecent folks. No mayor, no law. Among the range, there were small spots where some could set up camp and comfortably survive, if they were tough enough to do so.

“How many passengers?” he asked, not looking back.

Hatch hesitated.

Ames answered for him. “One. High-value passenger. Said to be with the government.”

“Said to be,” Clay echoed.

“That’s all we’re told,” Ames said. “You know how these types are.”

“I know how they lie.”

"The government lies, too, so what difference does it make? We're all liars, Clay, but money won't lie to you."

Hatch finally stepped forward, trying to regain control. “We’re hiring three men. Yourself. Another gun, name of Wes Harper—young, fast, little green but eager. And an older hand who goes by Miller. He’s done a few rough runs south of El Paso—worked for me for some time now, so he is reliable. To be honest, I was hesitant to lend him to this fellow hiring the train. Miller is—”

“I know Miller,” Clay said. “How much?”

“Hundred and fifty dollars for the run,” Hatch said quickly. “Another hundred and fifty when you get there.”

Clay turned around and looked at Hatch. Three hundred dollars is more than good money—in fact, it showed that whoever was funding the operation was desperate, or an idiot. Maybe both. At the back of Clay's mind, a voice told him that working for desperate, dumb men was an easy way to get shot, not paid. Yet, three hundred dollars spoke louder than the voice—and as Ames said, money doesn't lie.

Clay exhaled slowly through his nose. Clay turned back to them. “What time does it leave?”

“As soon as the passenger gets here, which should be soon,” Hatch said. “There's more than enough coal to get you to the other side of Dustcreek... you can take a much safer route on your way back and collect the other half of your payment.”

Clay nodded and opened the door. Hatch hurriedly followed him and then led the way to the train, where Harper and Miller were waiting.


      ***The engine hissed like a cornered snake, thick steam rolling along the gravel undercarriage and disappearing into the already-sweltering morning. The train was short—just the engine, a cargo car for Clay and the others, and a private passenger car. It looked out of place on the edge of Dustcreek country, like a church bell in a gambling den. Sandridge was to be its last stop before heading back, but this time, it was going all the way into Dustcreek country and further West.

Clay stepped up into the rear platform of the cargo car, the wood creaking beneath his boots. Miller was already leaning against the frame, hands on his belt, squinting at the horizon like the sun had offended him. “Something about this stinks,” he muttered.

“Just one thing?” Clay asked. The two of them shook hands after meeting again. One professional to another, they both had the look of men wondering what they had gotten themselves into.

Miller chuckled wryly. “Suppose it’s more than one, but I’m trying not to give myself a headache this early.”

Wes Harper climbed up behind them, rifle slung too loosely across his back, hair a little too tidy for a ride like this. He had that nervous look. “We all set?”

“As we’ll ever be,” Miller said.

“Engineer?” Clay asked, still scanning the landscape.

“He's up front. Name’s Jonah,” Wes said. “Quiet fella. Said he used to run cattle trains down from Wyoming before he started working for Hatch.”

“Long as he knows how to keep this thing moving,” Clay muttered.

Behind them, the engine roared to life again, wheels shifting, steam belching into the air like a ghost escaping a furnace. The conductor called something unintelligible over the rattle, probably a go-ahead.

Then the passenger car door opened.

The man stepped out just enough for them to catch a glimpse—young, maybe mid-twenties, pale as paper, with polished boots and a suit so pressed it might’ve been sewn onto him. He wore gloves. Not work gloves, but the thin kind city folk wore to the theater. His hair was slicked back in a way that looked deliberate, like every strand was being paid a salary to stand in line. He reeked of money, too, which only made sense considering how much they were being paid.

He didn’t say a word, just glanced in their direction, nodded once without warmth, and stepped back inside, shutting the door behind him.

Wes tilted his head. “Is that the guy?”

“Looks like it,” Miller said.

“Huh,” Wes muttered. “Don’t seem like the government type—too young.”

Clay hummed in agreement.

“Maybe he’s carryin’ something valuable?” Wes asked.

“Could be. Could be he is the ‘something valuable,’” Miller said. “Either way, it don't matter.”

Clay stepped out of the cargo car, walked through the passenger car, and past the suit, straight to the train engine. He leaned up into the engine cab, where Jonah sat on the bench, working a single control.

“You ready?” Clay asked.

Jonah looked over, wiped his brow with a rag, and nodded once. “We run clean, we’ll be through the Cut by sundown. Fifty dollars! Not bad for a day trip, ha!”

Only fifty dollars. Probably more than Jonah made in a long time, Clay thought, so who was he to judge Jonah? Still, he decided to keep his three-hundred-dollar pay to himself. Clay nodded and returned to the back of the train.

The engine let out one last hiss of steam before lurching forward, wheels grinding against the rails. Slowly, the train pulled away from Sandridge, leaving behind the dry streets.

Ahead lay an open desert. Dustcreek Cut. And whatever waited in the shadows.

Clay sat down on a crate, rifle laid across his knees. He watched the sun crawl higher in the sky, its heat clinging to every bone in his body, along with a bad feeling in his gut.

Inside the cargo car, Miller lit a smoke with one hand and cupped the match against the dry wind sneaking through the slats. Harper sat across from him on a crate, rifle resting beside him, trying to look relaxed but shifting too much to pull it off. Clay stayed near the open door at the back, legs planted, arms folded, watching the track unfurl behind them.

“You know about the train the Turner gang hit on this track,” Miller said suddenly, as if picking up a conversation they hadn’t started. He exhaled smoke through his nose.“Mail run? On the way to Las Piedras.”

Wes looked up. “Yeah… well, not much.”

“Six of 'em. Fast horses, faster hands. Thing is, they weren’t waitin' on the tracks. They chased it. They had no idea when trains came through, but they knew where the engineer would have to slow, a sharp bend just past a dry wash. Horses caught up easy. One of 'em climbed aboard like he’d done it a hundred times.”

“Didn’t anyone try to stop them?” Wes asked.

“Sure,” Miller said. “Couple guards in the back car. They got one of the Turners. Didn’t matter. The rest killed the guards, took what they came for, then burned the last car just for spite. Dry wood burns easy.”

Wes ran a hand through his hair. “You think they’ll try something like that again?”

Miller shrugged. “Turner gang’s smart. Mean, but not stupid. If they can catch us, they will try.”

“We’re only two cars,” Wes said, as if to reassure himself. “Shorter, faster. No civilians. We just keep movin’.”

“That’s the hope,” Miller said, tapping ash onto the floor. “That we’re too fast for trouble to catch up, and maybe we catch them by surprise, too. Just blow on through. Trains ain't exactly nimble, though, and this track runs rough through the Cut. Lotta curves. Lotta blind spots.”

Wes looked out the open door, trying to judge the landscape. Nothing but scrub and sandstone so far. “So what do we do if we see riders?”

“Shoot 'em,” Clay said, voice low.

Both men turned. He was still standing by the door, eyes squinting at the distance like they might burn their way through it. That settled like grit in the back of Wes’s throat. He nodded slowly, but the look in his eyes was different now, less sure. He shifted again on the crate, checked his rifle. Then checked it again.

Miller gave a dry chuckle and stood, stretching his back with a pop. Seeing the young man look a little more serious seemed to make him smile. Wes looked up, not appreciating Miller's twisted idea of fun.

The train rocked harder as it climbed a grade, wheels groaning against the incline. Outside, the scrub gave way to sharper rock and jagged hills that looked like broken teeth. The entrance to the cut wasn’t marked, but anyone with a grain of sense could feel it.

Clay glanced back at the passenger, and for a brief moment, he saw their unnamed passenger looking back at them. The young man turned to face forward again. Clay also returned to staring at the tracks they left behind.









