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CHAPTER 1: TEN MILES TO MEXICO


[image: ]




Somewhere near the Mexican border...

The desert tried to kill them with heat before the marshals could kill them with bullets.

Cole Coleman leaned low over his horse's neck. The animal's coat was black with sweat. Foam at the bit. Three days of hard riding and the gelding still had heart, still had speed, but physics didn't care about heart.

Sarah rode beside him. Her blonde hair had come loose from its pins hours ago. Now it whipped behind her like a battle flag. Her mare—-smaller, faster—-pulled slightly ahead on the straightaways before Cole's gelding caught up on the climbs.

They'd been running since dawn.

The sun was nearly overhead now.

Behind them, three riders. Maybe half a mile back. Maybe less. The dust made it hard to tell.

US Marshals. Federal men. The kind who didn't quit.

Cole risked a glance over his shoulder.

Still there. Black horses. Determined. Gaining on the flats, losing ground in the arroyos. Professional trackers who knew the land and knew their business.

Just not as well as two people who had nothing left to lose.

"How far?" Sarah shouted over the thunder of hooves.

Cole squinted at the horizon. Heat shimmer made everything dance. But there—-barely visible through the haze—-a cluster of buildings. Adobe walls the color of bone. A church bell tower rising like a skeletal finger.

"Six miles!" he called back. "Maybe seven!"

"The horses won't make it!"

"They'll make it!"

They had to make it.

The border town sat just inside Mexican territory. Ten miles from where they'd camped last night. Ten miles of open desert, scattered mesquite, and arroyos deep enough to hide in but too obvious to use.

The marshals knew that too.

So it was a straight race. Speed against endurance. Desperation against duty.

The landscape blurred past. Creosote bush. Prickly pear. The skeletal remains of a prospector's shack that had surrendered to the sun decades ago. Everything bleached white or burned brown. The sky so blue, it hurt to look at.

Cole's horse stumbled.

Just a half-step. Recovered immediately. But Cole felt it—-the animal was running on courage now, not strength.

"Easy," he murmured. "Easy, boy. Just a few more miles."

Sarah looked over. Saw his face. Understood.

She eased her mare back slightly. Matching his pace instead of pulling ahead. They'd ride together or not at all.

Behind them, a rifle cracked.

The bullet hit twenty yards to their left. Kicked up dust. A warning shot or bad aim—-didn't matter which.

"They're getting brave!" Sarah shouted.

"Or desperate!"

The marshals had warrants. Federal warrants for the murder of Judge Harlan Booth. Cole Coleman, wanted for assassination. Sarah Morrison, wanted as an accessory.

Both carrying death sentences.

The marshals didn't need to bring them in alive.

Another glance back.

Three riders, spread out now. Two flanking wide, one straight behind. Tactical. Smart. Trying to cut off their angles if they broke for cover.

But there was no cover. Just open desert and the promise of Mexico somewhere ahead.

The lead marshal was a big man. Even at this distance, Cole could see his size. Six feet easy, maybe more. Black hat, black coat despite the heat. The kind of man who made wearing black in the desert look natural.

Reeves, Cole thought. John Reeves. Of course they sent Reeves.

That changed the odds considerably.

His horse was fresh. Or fresher than Cole's anyway.

The other two marshals rode lighter mounts. Faster. Built for this terrain.

All three were good riders. Excellent, even.

Just not good enough.

Cole leaned lower. Found a rhythm with his horse. Felt the animal respond. They'd been together since Silver Creek. Two years of trust built up. The gelding knew his voice, knew his touch, knew that when Cole asked for speed, it mattered.

The horse gave him everything it had left.

Sarah did the same. Her mare stretched out. Hooves pounding a drumbeat against the hardpan. Mane flying. Every muscle working.

They pulled ahead. Not much. Maybe fifty yards. But enough to breathe.

Enough to hope.

Four miles to the town now.

Cole could see it clearly. Adobe buildings clustered around a central plaza. The church with its white-painted bell tower. Dust hanging in the air from whatever life happened there—-goats, chickens, children playing.

Safety. Sanctuary. Mexico didn't honor US warrants.

All they had to do was reach it.

The marshals fired again. Three shots in quick succession. Closer this time. One bullet sang past Cole's ear with that distinctive whine that meant death had missed by inches.

"They're getting their range!" Sarah called.

"Keep riding!"

What else could they do?

Turn and fight? Three armed marshals against two exhausted fugitives on dying horses?

Suicide.

Their only chance was the border. Mexican soil. International law. The marshals would have to stop or risk a diplomatic incident.

Or they wouldn't stop.

Cole had killed a federal judge. Allegedly. The marshals might decide justice was worth the risk.

Three miles.

The horses were faltering. Both of them. Cole could feel his gelding's stride shortening. The animal's breathing harsh and ragged. Foam now streaked with pink—-blood from burst capillaries in the lungs.

He was killing this horse.

The thought came unbidden. Unwelcome. True.

This animal had carried him faithfully for two years. Had never failed him. And now Cole was running it to death for a crime he didn't commit.

"I'm sorry," he whispered. "I'm so sorry."

But he didn't slow down.

Sarah's mare was in worse shape. Smaller. Less stamina. The animal was giving everything—-past everything—-running on nothing but the will to keep going.

The marshals were gaining again. Close enough now that Cole could see their faces. Grim. Determined. Men doing a job.

Hunting murderers. Bringing justice.

Except he wasn't a murderer.

Didn't matter. The newspapers said he was. The witnesses in Tucson said he was. A federal warrant said he was.

The truth was whatever enough people believed.

Two miles.

The lead marshal raised his rifle. Sighted. Fired.

Sarah's mare screamed.

The animal stumbled. Recovered. Blood streaming from a gash along its flank—-the bullet had grazed it.

"Sarah!"

"She's okay! Keep going!"

But the mare was limping now. Favoring the wounded leg. Slowing despite Sarah urging her forward.

The marshals saw it. Smelled blood in the water. Pushed their horses harder.

One mile separating hunter from prey now. Maybe less.

Cole made a decision.

"When we hit the town, split up!" he shouted. "They can't chase both of us!"

"Like hell—-"

"Sarah, listen! You go left, I'll go right! Meet at the church!"

"No!"

"That's an order!"

"You're not my sheriff anymore!" She looked at him. Blue eyes blazing. "We ride together or we die together! Your choice!"

Cole looked ahead. The town was close now. So close he could see individual buildings. See the cantina with its faded sign. See laundry hanging on lines. See people moving in the street.

See salvation a thousand yards away.

The marshals fired again. Multiple shots. Bullets kicking up dust all around them.

One hit Cole's saddle. Punched through the leather. Missed his leg by maybe two inches.

Too close. Way too close.

Five hundred yards to the town.

Four hundred.

The church bell started ringing. Someone had seen them coming. Seen the chase. Was sounding an alarm or a warning or maybe just marking another day in a border town that had seen this before.

Three hundred yards.

Cole's horse was dying. He could feel it. The animal's breathing a wet rattle. Blood speckling the foam on its neck.

"Just a little more," he pleaded. "Please. Just a little more."

The gelding found something. Some reserve of will or stubbornness or love for the man on its back.

It ran.

Two hundred yards.

People scattering in the street. Children pulled inside. Doors slamming. Everyone knew what gunfire meant. What desperate riders meant.

Stay inside. Stay down. Let the violence pass.

One hundred yards.

The marshals were right behind them now. Close enough to hit. Close enough to end this.

The lead marshal raised his pistol.

Cole and Sarah crossed into the town.

Adobe walls rose on either side. The street narrowed. The church plaza dead ahead.

And standing in front of the church—-arms crossed, rifles in hand, faces hard—-were maybe twenty Mexican men.

The town's defenders.

The marshals pulled up short. Horses sliding in the dust. Reeves cussed.

Cole and Sarah didn't stop. Rode straight into the plaza. Into the circle of armed men. Into Mexico.

Into safety.

Cole's gelding took three more steps.

Then its legs folded.

The animal went down hard. Cole jumped free. Rolled. Came up with his pistol drawn.

Sarah's mare collapsed beside him. The animal's sides heaving. Blood pouring from the bullet wound.

Sarah knelt beside the mare. Her hands on the animal's neck. Tears cutting clean lines through the dust on her face.

The Mexican men surrounded them. Rifles pointed at the marshals who sat their horses fifty yards away. On the wrong side of an invisible line that meant everything.

The lead marshal—-Reeves—-stared at Cole across the distance. His face gave nothing away. It never did.

He holstered his pistol. Turned his horse north. Rode away.

The other two marshals followed.

Gone.

For now.

Cole holstered his own weapon. Looked at Sarah kneeling beside her dying horse. Looked at his gelding lying in the dust, sides heaving, blood pooling beneath it.

They'd made it.

They'd reached Mexico.

They were safe.

And it had cost them everything.

Again.

END CHAPTER 1
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CHAPTER 2: SANCTUARY
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The mare didn't make it through the night.

Sarah knelt beside the animal in the stable behind the church. Dawn light filtered through gaps in the wooden slats. The mare's breathing had stopped sometime before sunrise—-quiet, peaceful, like falling asleep.

Cole's gelding stood in the next stall. Barely. The animal's legs trembled. Its sides heaved. But it was breathing. Fighting.

"She gave me everything," Sarah said quietly. Her hand on the mare's neck. Still warm. "Every time I asked, she gave me everything."

Cole knelt beside her. Said nothing. What was there to say?

They'd killed these horses running from a crime he didn't commit.

"I'm sorry," he finally managed.

"I know."

They buried the mare behind the church. Padre Miguel said words in Spanish that sounded like prayers. The alcalde—-Ramón Gutierrez—-stood with them. A handful of villagers too. Poor people who understood loss.

The hole was shallow. The ground was hard. But it was respectful.

That counted for something.

The village was called San Miguel de las Cruces. Maybe fifty families. Adobe houses clustered around the church plaza. Goats in the streets. Chickens scratching in the dust. Children everywhere—-running, playing, laughing despite the poverty pressing down on everything.

The marshals were camped two miles north. Just across the border. Watching.

"They will wait," Alcalde Ramón said. He was maybe fifty, weathered like old leather, smart eyes. "Maybe a week. Maybe two. But they will wait. And when you cross back into their territory\..." He shrugged. "Pues, then you are theirs."

"We ain't goin' back," Cole said.

"Everyone goes back eventually, señor. Mexico is not so large that you can hide forever. And the federales\..." Ramón shook his head. "They do not like when Americans bring their troubles here. You understand?"

Cole understood.

They were tolerated. For now. But Mexico didn't want a war with the United States over two fugitives.

Eventually, they'd have to move. Keep running. Or find another way.

Cole tried to earn money.

The villagers had horses—-skinny, overworked animals that needed care. He offered to help. Trimming hooves, checking teeth, treating a gelding with colic that would've died without intervention.

An old woman tried to pay him. Three pesos. Maybe half a day's wages for her.

"No ma'am," Cole said. "Can't take your money."

"But you help—-"

"I know. But you need it more'n I do."

She argued. He refused. Eventually she pressed the coins into his hand anyway and walked away before he could give them back.

Three pesos. Enough for maybe one meal between him and Sarah.

He spent it on grain for his gelding.

The children loved him.

Cole didn't know why. Maybe because he was tall. Maybe because he was a stranger. Maybe because he actually listened when they talked.

There was a boy—-couldn't have been more than seven—-who followed Cole everywhere. Name was Mateo. He wanted to learn to ride.

"My papa, he say I too small," Mateo explained in careful English. "But I not too small. I big enough."

"You are," Cole agreed.

He spent an afternoon teaching the boy. How to approach a horse. How to stand so the animal knew you weren't afraid. How to mount without spooking.

Mateo fell off twice. Got back on three times. By sunset, he was riding circles around the plaza while his mother watched with her hands over her mouth—-torn between pride and terror.

Other children gathered. Wanted turns. Cole let them, one by one, until the light failed and parents called them home for dinner.

Sarah watched from the church steps.

She'd never seen this side of him. The patience. The gentleness. The way he knelt down to a child's eye level and spoke to them like they mattered. Like their questions deserved real answers.

She imagined him with their children.

The thought came unbidden. Unwelcome. Dangerous.

They were fugitives. Running for their lives. Planning futures was foolish when they might not survive the month.

But the image stayed with her anyway.

Cole Coleman teaching their son to ride. Their daughter how to gentle a horse. Building something real instead of just running from what was broken.

Someday, she thought. If we live through this. Someday.

That evening, Padre Miguel brought them bread and beans. Sat with them in the small room he'd given them. Two narrow beds. A crucifix on the wall. A window that looked out on the plaza where oil lamps flickered like earthbound stars.

"You cannot stay here forever," the padre said gently. His English was good, accent soft. "You understand this, yes?"

"We understand," Cole said.

"The marshals, they wait. The Mexican government, they will ask questions soon. And\..." He hesitated. "There are rumors. Men asking about you in other villages. Offering money for information."

"Bounty hunters," Sarah said.

"Sí. Many of them." Padre Miguel looked troubled. "This is a poor village. Three hundred pesos is more money than most families see in a year. Someone will talk. Someone always talks."

Cole nodded. He'd expected this.

"How long do we have?"

"A week. Maybe less." The padre stood. "I am sorry. I wish I could offer more. But my duty is to my people. I cannot put them in danger for strangers."

"We understand," Sarah said. "Thank you for what you've done."

After he left, they sat in silence.

Cole was cleaning his pistol. Methodical. The motions automatic after years of practice.

Sarah watched him. Watched his hands. Watched the concentration on his face.

"We need money," she said quietly.

"I know."

"The locals can't pay. They got nothin'."

"I know that too."

"And we can't stay here much longer. Marshals are waitin'. Bounty hunters are comin'. Mexican government's gonna want us gone." She paused. "We need to clear your name. Need to prove Patterson framed you. But that takes resources. Takes travel. Takes—-"

"Money," Cole finished. "I know."

He set down the pistol. Looked at her.

"What're you suggestin'?"

Sarah took a breath. Here it was. The thing she'd been thinking about for two days. The thing she'd hoped she'd never have to say.

"Stagecoaches."

Cole went very still.

"We rob coaches," Sarah continued. "Like I used to. Clean. Professional. Don't hurt anyone. Just take enough to fund what we need. Get supplies. Get back to Silver Creek. Gather evidence against Patterson."

"No."

"Cole—-"

"No." He stood. Paced to the window. Stared out at the night. "I ain't a thief, Sarah. I'm a lawman. Was a lawman. And I ain't throwin' that away just 'cause Patterson framed me."

"You already threw it away when you ran from Silver Creek."

The words hit like a fist. Cole turned. Stared at her.

"That ain't fair."

"Maybe not. But it's true." Sarah stood too. Moved toward him. "You ran because stayin' meant hangin' for a crime you didn't commit. That was smart. That was survival. But Cole, we can't survive on nothin'. We can't fight Patterson on nothin'. We need money and we got no way to earn it except—-"

"Stealin'."

"Yes."

"From innocent people."

"From Wells Fargo and banks and people who can afford to lose it." Sarah's voice stayed calm. Reasonable. Like she was explaining something obvious. "I did this for months. Never hurt anyone. Never took more than I needed. Just\... redistributed wealth from people who had too much to people who didn't have enough."

"That's a real pretty way of sayin' robbery."

"Call it what you want. It worked. It kept me alive long enough to find\..." She paused. Looked at him. "\...you."

The words hung between them.

Cole's jaw tightened. His hands opened and closed at his sides.

"I can't," he said. "Sarah, I just\... I can't. You don't understand what that badge meant. What bein' sheriff meant. It was the first time since the war I felt like I was doin' somethin' good. Somethin' that mattered. And now you're askin' me to become exactly what I spent two years fightin' against—-"

"I'm askin' you to survive!"

Her voice cracked. Cole stopped pacing.

Sarah's eyes were wet. Not crying. Not quite. But close.

"I already lost Thomas," she said quietly. "Lost my parents. Lost everything I ever cared about. And now I got you. Just you. And I ain't losin' you too. Not to marshals. Not to Patterson. Not to your goddamn pride about who you used to be."

"It ain't pride—-"

"Then what is it?"

"It's\... it's who I am."

"No." Sarah moved closer. "Who you are is the man who rode into a mine full of killers to save me. Who stood up to Nathaniel Cross when everyone else was afraid. Who just spent all afternoon teachin' poor kids how to ride horses for free because it was the right thing to do." She took his hands. "That's who you are, Cole. Not the badge. Not the job. You."

"And what if I lose that? What if I start stealin' and I can't stop? What if I become—-"

"You won't. Because I won't let you." She squeezed his hands. "We do this together. We take exactly what we need and nothin' more. We don't hurt anyone. And the second we clear your name, the second we can stop, we stop. I promise."

Cole looked at her. At the woman who'd been the Red River Bandit. Who'd done what was necessary to survive and somehow kept her soul intact.

Could he do the same?

Could he cross that line and come back?

He didn't know.

But he knew they needed money. Knew they couldn't earn it honestly. Knew that every day they sat here doing nothing was another day Patterson stayed free. Another day the lies about Judge Booth's murder spread further. Another day the truth died a little more.

The silence stretched.

Outside, someone was singing. A woman's voice. Soft. Spanish words Cole didn't understand but the melody was beautiful. Sad and hopeful at the same time.

Like everything in this town. In this life. In this impossible choice.

"I did worse things in the war," he finally said. Voice barely above a whisper. "Killed men who were just followin' orders. Burned farms. Left families with nothin'." He looked at Sarah. "Maybe you're right. Maybe the badge don't matter as much as I thought. Maybe what matters is\... this. Us. Doin' what's necessary to survive long enough to make things right."

"Cole—-"

"But if we do this," he continued, "we do it your way. Clean. Professional. We don't hurt anyone who don't need hurtin'. And the second we got enough to clear my name, we stop. We find another way. We become somethin' better than thieves hidin' in Mexico. Deal?"

Sarah nodded. "Deal."

Cole pulled her close. Held her. Felt her heart beating against his chest.

They stood like that for a long time. Two people who'd lost everything holding onto the only thing they had left.

Each other.

When they finally pulled apart, Cole moved to the table. Picked up his pistol. Checked the cylinder. Loaded. Ready.

"Alright," he said. Voice steady now. Decided. "We'll do it. We'll rob stages. We'll get money. We'll fight Patterson. And we'll win." He looked at her. "Together."

Sarah nodded.

Together.

Outside, the singing continued. The night deepened. The marshals waited across the border.

And in a small room in San Miguel de las Cruces, a former lawman and a former outlaw prepared to rob a stagecoach.

END CHAPTER 2
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CHAPTER 2.5: NEWS TRAVELS FAST
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Fort Worth, Texas — Three Days After Cole Coleman's Escape

Ruby Malone was on her second coffee when she saw the newspaper.

Not the local paper. The Silver Creek Courier, three days old, delivered by express stage from New Mexico Territory. Someone had left it on the table by the window, folded open to page one.

She read it standing up. Read it twice.

Set it down very carefully.

Went upstairs to their room where Pearl was cleaning her pistols.

"We're leaving," Ruby said.

Pearl looked up. Didn't ask why. Just started reassembling the Colt in her hand with the quick, practised efficiency of a woman who'd been doing it since she was sixteen.

"Where?"

"Silver Creek."

That made Pearl pause. Look at her sister directly. "The mine town."

"Cole Coleman's wanted for murdering a federal judge. Ten thousand dollar bounty." Ruby pulled her travelling bag from under the bed. Started packing. "Happened three days ago."

Pearl set the Colt down. Picked up the second pistol. "Coleman doesn't kill judges."

"That's what I thought." Ruby held up the newspaper. "Then I read what they're saying he did."

Pearl read it. Her face didn't change much — it never did — but something shifted in her eyes. She set the paper down on the bed between them.

"He shouted his own name," she said.

"In front of a dozen witnesses. Before the shots."

Pearl was quiet for a moment. "That's either the stupidest thing a killer ever did."

"Or the most useful thing a frame ever had." Ruby took the paper back. Folded it. Put it in her bag. "I don't know which yet. But I want to see Silver Creek. Talk to people who were there."

"And if it's the frame?"

"Then ten thousand dollars is a lot of money to turn down for a man who might be innocent." Ruby closed the bag. "And if it's not the frame—"

"Then it's still ten thousand dollars."

"Stage leaves in two hours."



Fort Worth Stage Station

The westbound stage was loading when they arrived.

Six passengers. A circuit judge heading to Albuquerque with a leather briefcase he wouldn't let out of his grip. A mining equipment salesman who'd already claimed the window seat and looked prepared to defend it. A Mexican woman with three children who moved through the station like she'd been navigating difficult spaces her entire life.

And a man so large he had to turn sideways through the station door.

Six feet five. Built like a man who'd spent his working life making other men regret their decisions. Canvas coat despite the Texas heat. A flat cap that sat wrong this far south — the kind of detail that said he'd come from somewhere with worse weather and hadn't bothered adjusting. Small eyes that moved through the station in a single slow sweep and registered everything, including Ruby and Pearl, before settling on the ticket window like none of it had been particularly interesting.

Ruby knew him.

"William Cross," she said.

He turned. A slow smile that acknowledged the recognition without warming to it. "Ruby Malone." He looked past her. "Pearl." A nod to each. "Didn't expect Fort Worth."

"Passing through." Ruby bought two tickets. "You?"

"Same." He showed his own. Santa Fe. "Read the papers this morning."

"We did too."

"And?"

"And we're on the same stage heading the same direction." Ruby looked at him directly. "Which tells me enough."

Bill Cross bought a stick of hard candy from the station counter. Put it in his mouth. Looked at her with those small careful eyes. "Big money. Lot of competition coming. Rather work with professionals than waste time tripping over them."

"Depends on the professional."

"Eight years Pinkerton. Five independent." He picked up his bag. "You know Silver Creek?"

"Two weeks. After the trial."

"Good." He walked toward the stage. "Three heads."

Ruby watched him go. Then looked at Pearl.

Pearl was already watching the door Bill Cross had walked through. "Laramie," she said quietly.

"Laramie," Ruby agreed.

They boarded.



The stage rolled west out of Fort Worth into the flat endless Texas afternoon, the landscape offering nothing to look at and plenty of time to think. The circuit judge slept almost immediately. The salesman stared out the window at country he clearly found beneath him. The Mexican woman managed her three children with the quiet competence of someone used to managing difficult things alone.

Bill Cross sat across from Ruby with his hands on his knees and his eyes on the road ahead and said nothing for the first hour.

Ruby let him. She'd worked with men like this before — men who processed information slowly and thoroughly and didn't speak until they'd reached a conclusion. Rushing them produced nothing useful.

The stage hit a rough section of road. Everyone grabbed what was nearest. The judge woke briefly, looked offended, went back to sleep.

"Tell me what you saw in Silver Creek," Bill said. Not a question exactly. More like an instruction.

"Town was chaos. Treasure hunters, claim jumpers, Patterson's men. Nathaniel Cross had just been acquitted — judge ruled insufficient evidence. Half the town thought he was guilty. Half thought Cole Coleman had manufactured the charges to cover his own involvement in the mine business." Ruby watched the road. "Coleman tried to hold it together. Kept the peace when most men would've walked away from it."

"Or stayed because walking away didn't serve his interests."

Ruby looked at him. "You think he did it."

"I think ten thousand dollars says he did it." Bill's voice was flat. Professional. The voice of a man who'd been paid to find guilty people for eight years and had gotten good at it. "Judge Harlan Booth acquitted Nathaniel Cross. Three days later, Booth's dead and Cole Coleman's running for Mexico." He shifted his weight. "You want to know what that looks like from the outside?"

"Tell me."

"It looks like a man who'd built his whole case around putting Cross away. Who'd staked his reputation, his badge, his standing in that town on the verdict going his way. Who watched a corrupt judge let a guilty man walk." Bill looked at her steadily. "And who snapped."

"Coleman's not the type—"

"They're always the type." No heat in it. Just the certainty of a man stating something he'd seen proved repeatedly. "The ones who hold it together longest are the ones who break the worst when they go. I've seen it. Pinkertons see it all the time — the upright man, the principled man, the man everyone says would never. Then something tips him and he does the thing that surprises everyone except the people who understand how pressure works on character." He paused. "And he shouted his name."

"That's the part I keep coming back to," Ruby said.

"I know what you're going to say."

"Then say it."

"You're going to say no guilty man announces himself before pulling the trigger. It's too obvious. Too stupid." Bill turned to the window. The Texas landscape rolling past. Flat. Merciless. "And you're right. It is stupid. It's also exactly what a man does when he's past caring about the consequences. When the rage is bigger than the calculation." He looked back at her. "Booth had just set a murderer free. Coleman wanted witnesses. He wanted everyone on that street to know who did it and why. He wanted the whole territory to understand that letting Nathaniel Cross walk had a price."

Ruby thought about that.

She thought about the Cole Coleman she'd watched in Silver Creek — careful, controlled, a man who thought three moves ahead. She thought about the rage that would have to be running underneath that control to produce what the witnesses described. She thought about whether she'd ever really known what was underneath it.

"It doesn't fit," she said. But she said it quieter than she'd meant to.

"Doesn't have to fit your picture of him. Has to fit the evidence." Bill put the candy stick back in his pocket. "Either way. We bring him in. Let the courts decide."

"The same courts that acquitted Nathaniel Cross."

Something moved across Bill's face. Gone before she could name it. "The bounty's the same either way," he said.

Across the stage, Pearl had been looking out the window the entire conversation. She hadn't said a word. She spoke now, quietly, without turning from the glass.

"The judge who acquitted Cross. Booth. What did Patterson pay him?"

Silence.

The stage rattled over hard-packed road. The sleeping circuit judge shifted in his seat. One of the Mexican children said something soft in Spanish and was answered in a whisper.

Bill Cross looked at Pearl for a long moment.

"That's an interesting question," he said.

"It's the only question." Pearl turned from the window. Her eyes were steady. "You want to know if Coleman did it, find out what Booth was worth to Patterson. Find out who benefits from Booth being dead and Coleman being blamed." She looked at Bill with the particular patience of someone who had thought about this longer than he had. "Because if Patterson paid Booth to acquit Cross, then Patterson also needed Booth to stop talking. And he needed someone to blame for the silence."

The stage moved on.

Bill Cross said nothing.

He looked out the window at the flat country and turned Pearl's logic over in the careful methodical way he turned everything over, and Ruby watched his face and could not tell what conclusion he was reaching.



Way Station — New Mexico Border, Second Night

They stopped in a place that offered beds and hot food and not much else. The circuit judge took the best room. The salesman complained about his. The Mexican woman settled her children without fuss.

Ruby sat on the porch after dinner while Pearl slept. Bill Cross joined her after a while. Didn't ask. Just sat.

The desert night came down fast and cold. Stars appearing in their thousands, the kind of sky you only got this far from everything.

"Eight years Pinkerton," Ruby said eventually. "You ever bring in an innocent man?"

Bill was quiet long enough that the question had time to settle.

"Once," he said. "Maybe."

"What happened?"

"Courts decided." He looked at the stars. "That's what courts are for."

"And if the courts are Patterson's?"

He didn't answer that.

A coyote called somewhere out in the dark. Another answered from a different direction. Ruby thought about Cole Coleman in Mexico — if that's where he still was — and about the distance between what the newspaper said and what she'd seen with her own eyes in Silver Creek.

She thought about Pearl's question. Find out what Booth was worth to Patterson.

"The brass knuckles," she said. "Custom made. Gold-tinted." She'd noticed them at the station. "Pinkerton issue those?"

"No." Bill looked at his hands. "Made them myself. Long time ago." He paused. "Reminder."

"Of what?"

"That I don't always get to use the thing I'd rather use." He looked at the dark beyond the porch. "Sometimes the job requires different tools."

Ruby thought about that.

She thought about the ten thousand dollars. About Silver Creek and what was waiting there. About Cole Coleman — guilty man making a run for it, or innocent man being hunted toward a verdict he'd never survive.

She thought about the difference between those two things and how much it mattered to her personally and whether it mattered enough.

She hadn't decided yet.

But she was going to Silver Creek to find out.

The stage left at dawn. Ruby was on it before the circuit judge had finished his breakfast. Pearl was already seated when she arrived.

Bill Cross came last. Ducked through the door. Took his seat.

He looked at Pearl.

Pearl looked back at him.

Neither of them spoke. But something had shifted overnight — some acknowledgement that the question Pearl had put into the air the day before had been sitting with Bill Cross in whatever he'd used for a bed, and that it had not stopped sitting with him.

The driver cracked the whip. The stage rolled west.

Toward Silver Creek. Toward the truth of what had happened to Judge Harlan Booth.

Toward ten thousand dollars and whatever it was worth.

END CHAPTER 2.5
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CHAPTER 3: BLOOD IN THE DUST
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San Miguel de las Cruces — Dawn

The entire village turned out to see them leave.

Cole and Sarah stood in the plaza with their single horse — Cole's gelding, recovered but still thin from the border run, standing with its head slightly lowered. Breathing steady. Alive.

Unlike Sarah's mare, buried behind the church.

Padre Miguel blessed them. Made the sign of the cross over each of them in turn. Spoke words in Spanish that Sarah didn't fully understand but felt the weight of anyway — the specific gravity of a man asking something large on behalf of two people who might not deserve it.

"Vaya con Dios," he finished. Go with God.

"Gracias, Padre." Cole shook his hand. Held it a moment. "For everything."

"You gave us more than we could repay," Sarah said.

The old priest smiled. Sad and knowing in equal measure. "Then repay someone else. When you can. When this is over." He looked between them. "And it will be over. One way or another. God does not abandon the righteous."

Sarah thought about what they were riding toward. What she'd proposed in that small room three nights ago. What Cole had agreed to.

She nodded anyway.

The children were gathered at the edge of the plaza. Mateo — the seven-year-old who'd followed Cole like a shadow since the second day — stood with his mother, tears tracking clean lines through the dust on his face, trying very hard to be something he wasn't old enough to be yet.

Cole knelt in front of him. "Hey. What'd I tell you about cowboys?"

"Cowboys don't cry," Mateo managed.

"Wrong." Cole's voice was quiet. "Cowboys cry when it matters. When they're saying goodbye to people they care about. That's the only time it's allowed." He pulled the boy into a hug. "You keep practising your riding. Next time I see you, you better be able to outride me."

"Sí, Señor Cole." Muffled against Cole’s shoulder.

When they pulled apart, Cole pressed three pesos into the boy's hand. The same three pesos the old woman had forced on him four days ago.

"Give those to your mama. Tell her it's for the riding lessons."

Sarah watched this and felt the particular ache of watching a good man in a bad situation be good anyway. Cole with nothing left to give, giving it. Cole gentle and patient with a crying child when the world had handed him every excuse to be otherwise.

Alcalde Ramón approached last. Pressed a small leather pouch into Cole's hand without ceremony. "For the road. Not much. But enough."

Cole looked inside. Twenty pesos at least. A fortune for this village.

"We can't—"

"You worked. You helped. You gave when you had nothing." Ramón's voice settled the matter. "Now we give back." He turned to Sarah. His eyes were direct. "Take care of him. Men like that don't survive long without someone watching their back."

"I know," Sarah said. "I will."

They mounted the gelding — Sarah in front, Cole behind, his arms around her waist to hold the reins. The village watched them go. Children waving. Padre Miguel standing in the church doorway with his hand raised.

Sarah looked back once.

Mateo was still crying. Still trying not to. Still failing.

We'll come back, she thought. Someday. If we live.

The village disappeared behind them. The desert opened ahead.



Two Days Later

They'd been riding double for forty-eight hours when they spotted the road.

Rutted. Dusty. Running east-west through the desert — a stagecoach route, identifiable by the wheel ruts worn into the hardpan and the scatter of horse droppings at regular intervals.

Cole dismounted. Studied the terrain without speaking for a moment.

"There." He pointed to where the road squeezed between two rock walls — a natural narrowing, maybe twenty yards across, where any driver would have to slow his team or risk the wheels. "Stage has to drop to a walk through there. Grade's wrong for anything faster."

Sarah looked at the canyon. Then at Cole.

His face had changed. Not the expression he wore for people — open, readable, the face of a man who'd spent two years being a sheriff and had learned that being legible was part of the job. This was something else. Older. The war face. She'd seen glimpses of it before and always felt the distance it put between them.

"When's the next one due?" she asked.

"No way to know. Could be hours." He looked at the sun. "We wait."

They made camp in the rocks above the road. Out of sight. Clear sightline in both directions. The kind of position a man learned to find without thinking after enough years of needing it.

The stage came at sunset.

Wells Fargo. Four horses, foam at the bits from a long afternoon. Driver and shotgun guard up top. The strongbox would be under the seat — it was always under the seat.

Sarah's heart was doing something she didn't have a name for. Not quite fear. Something adjacent to it.

"You ready?" Cole said.

"No."

"Me neither."

He said it simply. No performance of bravery. And that honesty — more than anything else — was what made her pull the bandanna up over her face and move into position on her side of the canyon.

The stage entered the narrow section. The driver reined in the team, exactly as Cole had predicted.

Sarah stepped out onto the road.

"Wells Fargo! Stop the coach!"

Later, she wouldn't be able to say exactly what happened in the next thirty seconds. She remembered the shotgun guard swinging toward her — the barrel coming around faster than she'd expected — Cole's voice shouting gun — the dive behind the rock, the buckshot hammering the stone an inch from her boot.

She remembered the shot that came from Cole's side of the canyon. The guard's cry. The weapon falling.

She remembered standing back in the road with her pistol raised and the driver's hands going up and the passengers climbing out one by one into the failing desert light, and feeling, very clearly, that something had changed that could not be unchanged.

Cole worked quickly. Professional. Efficient. He returned their personal effects to the passengers — wallets, rings, a woman's locket — and took only the strongbox. He told the driver to get the wounded guard to town. He was calm. Reasonable. He didn't look like a man in the middle of the worst decision of his life.

Only Sarah knew he was, because she was standing beside him and she could see his hands.

They didn't shake. But they were very still in the deliberate way of hands that would shake if they were allowed to.

The stage lurched into motion. Disappeared down the road in a cloud of dust.

They stood in the sudden silence.

Sarah counted the money later. $2,200. Enough for horses, supplies, ammunition. Enough to keep moving.

She didn't say we did it. Cole didn't say anything.

They mounted and rode east into the dark and neither of them spoke about what they'd become.



The Trading Post — Three Days Later

The trading post sat at a crossroads with the particular stillness of a place that had seen everything and judged nothing. White adobe. Corral out back with a dozen horses. The owner — a Mexican man named Esteban, broad and quiet, with the eyes of a man who'd survived by being useful to people he didn't ask questions about — took American dollars without comment.

"You go in," Sarah said. "Buy supplies and look at the horses. I'll stay with the gelding."

Cole nodded. "One hour."

Inside: cool, dim, the smell of leather and dried chilis and tobacco. Esteban led him to the corral. A roan mare, maybe four years old, good legs, steady temperament. Cole checked her teeth. Her hooves. The evenness of her breathing.

"Eighty dollars," Esteban said. "Tack her up as well."

"Done."

Cole turned to go inside for the transaction—

"Hey."

The voice came from behind him. He went still before he'd consciously decided to.

Two brothers. He'd clocked them when they arrived — Texas drawl, early twenties, the casual armament of men who hadn't yet met serious consequences. He'd watched them go inside and filed them as low-level trouble and turned back to the horse.

He should have watched them longer.

The taller one was looking at him with the dawning focus of a man adding up a set of numbers he'd memorised from a piece of paper.

"I know you."

"Don't think so."

"Yeah, I do. Saw your face on a wanted poster in El Paso." The hand drifting toward the gun. Unhurried. Certain. "Cole Coleman. Federal warrant. Murder of Judge Harlan Booth. Worth ten thousand dollars."

The shorter brother made a sound that was half laugh, half disbelief. "Ten thousand? That's a fortune, Billy."

"Sure is." Billy's face had arranged itself into the expression of a man who has just found something valuable on the ground. "You Coleman?"

"Name's Smith. You've got the wrong man."

"Don't think so." Billy stepped closer. Comfortable. The comfort of a man who believed the arithmetic was already settled. "That woman outside with the horses. That your wife?"

Cole's mind ran the calculation. Jake moving toward Sarah. Sarah not knowing. The distance between the corral entrance and where she was standing.

"Go check on the woman," Billy said over his shoulder. "See if she matches."

Jake grinned. Started for the door.

Cole said: "Wait. Let's talk about this."

"There's nothing to talk about. You're worth ten thousand dollars."

"I'm telling you it's the wrong man. But even if it wasn't—" Cole looked at him steadily. "You really think you can take me?"

Billy's confidence was the confidence of a man who'd never been in the room with someone who could. "Two of us. One of you."

"Then you're stupider than you look."

Billy's face went hard. "Jake. Get the woman. Now."



Outside, Sarah was checking the gelding's near foreleg when she heard boots on gravel.

She straightened slowly. Turned.

The shorter brother walking toward her with his hand near his gun and a smile that meant nothing good.

"Afternoon, ma'am. Mind if I ask you something?"

"Depends on the question."

"You Sarah Morrison? The Red River Bandit?"

Her hand moved. His was already faster — gun clearing leather, pointed at her chest before she'd cleared the holster.

"Hands where I can see them."

She raised them slowly. Looking for the angle. Finding none.

Jake grabbed her arm. Yanked her against him, gun at her ribs. "Billy!" Calling toward the trading post. "It's her! We got them both!"

Inside, Billy's gun came out. Aimed at Cole. The arithmetic on his face: done.

"Ten thousand for you. Five hundred for her. That's—"

Cole moved.

The first shot. Billy went down.

Cole dropped. Jake's two shots went over his head. Cole came up in a single motion, sighted on the only target available without hitting Sarah—

The shot took Jake's right knee. He went down screaming, dragging Sarah with him. She scrambled clear.

Jake was on his back. Gun still in his hand. Trying to raise it through the pain.

Cole's second shot ended it.

Silence came back to the trading post like something that had been waiting just outside.

Sarah stood in the dust. Looking at Cole. At what was left of the two brothers. At the smoke from Cole's barrel drifting in the still air.

Four seconds. Maybe five.

Cole was already moving — holstering, turning to the horses, his hands working the saddle straps with the quick efficiency of a man who'd had a long time to practise moving after violence.

"We need to ride," he said. "Now."

Sarah didn't argue.

Esteban emerged from the back room. Looked at the scene without visible surprise. Sighed the sigh of a man adding something to a long list. "Go," he said. "I'll tell anyone who asks you rode west an hour ago."

"Why?" Cole said.

"Because bounty hunters are dogs." Esteban reached for the shovel without further comment. "And you had no choice."

They rode east. Fast. Not looking back.

Behind them, Esteban started digging.



Ten Miles East — Late Afternoon

They slowed when the horses needed it, not before. Found defensible ground — rocks, high sightlines, a dry streambed. Good enough.

Cole unsaddled both horses. Gave them water. His hands moved through the routine on their own, which was useful because the rest of him was somewhere else.

Sarah watched him from across the camp.

"You've done that before," she said eventually. "Today. At the trading post."

"Yeah."

"How many times?"

He was quiet long enough that she thought he wasn't going to answer. "The war teaches you things," he said. "How to move before you think. How to read a room. How to know when there's no other way." He checked the gelding's leg. The limp wasn't serious. Just fatigue. "I hate that it's still there. That I don't have to find it anymore. It just—" He stopped.

"It comes," Sarah said.

"Yeah."

She moved closer. Sat beside him on the rock. Not saying anything for a moment.

"If you hadn't—" she started.

"I know."

"Jake had me. There was no other way."

"I know that too." Cole looked at the desert going dark around them. "Doesn't make it sit easier."

"No," she said. "I don't think it should."

That surprised him. He looked at her.

"If it sat easy," Sarah said, "you'd be someone else. Someone I wouldn't trust." She held his gaze. "The fact that it doesn't is the reason I'm not afraid of you."

Cole looked at her for a long moment.

"You said something earlier," he said. "When Jake had the gun on you. Before I—" He paused. "You said someone you love."

The fire crackled between them. Small. The desert dark pressing in from every direction.

Sarah didn't look away. "I did."

"Did you mean it?"

"I don't say things I don't mean."

The silence that followed wasn't empty. It was the silence of two people deciding whether to step across a line.

Cole reached over. Took her hand. Not a romantic gesture — something simpler than that. Something that said I heard you and I'm still here without making a speech of it.

They sat like that while the fire died down to embers and the stars came out overhead in their thousands.

"We need to move at first light," Cole said eventually. "Stock up in the next town. Get off the main roads."

"I know."

"More will come. After today—"

"I know," she said again. "Tomorrow."

She leaned her head against his shoulder.

Tomorrow they'd run. Tonight they had this.



Before Dawn

Cole woke to hoofbeats. Multiple riders. Less than a mile. Moving their direction.

He was up before he'd finished waking. Pistol in hand. Already reading the sound — the number of horses, the pace, whether they were tracking or moving blind.

Tracking. Moving too deliberately for anything else.

"Sarah." Quiet. She was already awake, already reaching for her gun — the instincts coming in, same as his, whether she'd wanted them or not.

"How many?"

"Four. Maybe five."

They kicked dirt over the fire. Saddled in the dark by feel. Grabbed what they needed and left the rest.

The hoofbeats were closer. Half a mile. Quartering toward them.

They mounted and rode east without speaking. Two horses in the pre-dawn dark, moving fast and quiet across ground that cared nothing for either of them.

Behind them, the riders searched the camp they'd left behind.

Ahead, the next town. Fifteen miles.

The next decision after that.

END CHAPTER 3
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CHAPTER 4: SANCTUARY IN DUST
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Fifteen Miles East — Dawn

They rode through the last of the night without speaking.

Cole's gelding. Sarah's roan mare. The desert going from black to grey to the particular pale gold of early morning, the sky lightening ahead of them while the dark held on behind. The hoofbeats from the camp had faded an hour ago. Either they'd lost them or the riders had stopped tracking in the dark.

The town appeared with the sunrise.

Small. Adobe. Fifty buildings around a dusty plaza, a church tower catching the first light, a cantina with its shutters still closed. The kind of place that sustained itself on discretion.

They rode in slowly. Cole's Spanish secured the horses — eighteen pesos, and the livery owner saw nothing, heard nothing, would remember nothing. The gelding's limp had worsened over three days of hard riding. It needed real rest, not hours but days, and Cole knew it and couldn't afford it and gave the horse an extra measure of grain anyway.

"Room first," Sarah said. "You get supplies. One hour."

"We should—"

"We're faster separate." She was already moving. "One hour."

Cole watched her walk toward the boarding house. She moved differently than she had in Silver Creek — not better or worse, just changed. More deliberate. More aware of angles and distances and the positions of people in the street.

He headed for the general store.



The General Store

The smell of old coffee and leather and the particular dust of a building that had been accumulating it for decades. An American behind the counter — unusual this deep in Mexico — with a Texas drawl and the incurious eyes of a man who'd made his living asking no questions.

"Help you?"

"Ammunition. Food. Medical supplies."

"You law?"

Cole almost laughed. "Not anymore."

"Good. Don't like law." He started pulling boxes. "What calibre?"

".45 Colt. .38."

"Both?" The eyebrow. "War you're planning or war you're running from?"

"Running. Ammunition for a .45 and a .38. Trail rations and proper food. Bandages, laudanum, surgical kit. Whiskey — good whiskey."

"Man of taste." The proprietor assembled the order without hurry. Tallied it. "Eighty-two dollars."

Cole counted the bills. American money still worked in Mexico. Probably always would.

"Anyone asking questions? About Americans passing through?"

"Always someone." The proprietor pocketed the money. Wrapped the purchases. "But if I was you, I'd move on tomorrow. Town's getting crowded. Too many strangers, too many eyes. Whatever you did, whoever's behind it — they're not far." He handed over the packages. "And friend? Stop carrying yourself like law. The badge is gone but it's still in how you stand. Makes people nervous."

Cole touched the place on his chest where the star had been.

"Tomorrow," he said.

"See that it is."



The Boarding House — Noon

Sarah had taken a room on the second floor. Corner position. Window overlooking the plaza on one side, the livery on the other. Two beds, a washstand, a chair that could be wedged under the door handle.

She'd already assessed it. Cole could see that in how she was positioned when he walked in — back to the wall, facing the door, pistol disassembled on the bed in front of her in the organised way of a woman who cleaned her weapon when she needed to think.

He dumped the supplies. Sat on the other bed. The weight of three days landing on him all at once.

"Proprietor says we move tomorrow," he said.

"Agreed." She reassembled the pistol without looking at it. Spun the cylinder. "This town feels wrong. Too many people watching."

"Bounty hunters?"

"Maybe. Thieves probably. Anyone who sees two Americans with money and horses." She holstered the pistol. Saw the whiskey. "Planning to celebrate?"

"Planning to forget."

"The brothers."

"Everything."

Sarah looked at him for a moment. Then she reached over and opened the bottle. Poured two measures into the tin cups from the washstand. Handed him one.

They drank without toasting.

The afternoon sat heavy around them. The sounds of the town drifted up — horses, voices, someone arguing in the street below. The church bell marking the hour.
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