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The road bent north out of Harlan and the sky came down to meet them. Audie rode point with Burl on his left and Wayne behind, and the country ahead had gone the color of a bruise from the horizon to the ridgeline.

Percy caught up from the rear. "That's moving fast," he said.

"Ride through it," Audie said.

They had a deed dispute to settle at the Calloway spread and a man named Dubois who'd been running cattle across Calloway's water rights for the better part of a season. Nobody spoke much riding out.

The storm hit when they were still three miles short. Not rain first but wind, a wall of grit that took the hats off anyone who hadn't tied them down. Wayne cursed and went for his. Percy's bay spooked sideways and nearly put Percy into a scrub oak before Percy got her squared up.

The rain came after the wind. Cold and driving. By the time they reached the Calloway gate the horses were nervous and the road had gone to mud.

The spread was quiet. Too quiet for midday, but the storm explained that. Burl rode a loop around the outbuildings while Audie and Wayne went to the house. The man who answered the door was Calloway himself, a lean gray-haired rancher who'd written the letter that brought them out.

"Thought you might not come," Calloway said.

"We said we'd come," Audie said.

Dubois was at the far water tank when they found him. He had three hands with him and the hands stood close together watching the riders approach in the rain. Dubois himself sat his horse straight, both hands on the reins, watching them come.

Audie laid out what Calloway had and what Dubois owed and what the remedy was. Dubois looked off across the wet pasture and said he'd need time to move his cattle out.

"You've had the season," Audie said.

"I'll need two weeks."

"Five days," Audie said. He looked at the men behind Dubois and they looked back. "Five days and you ride out clean."

Dubois's lead hand, a thick-necked man with a soaked mustache, put his hand on his gun without drawing. Nobody on Audie's side moved first.

Then something slipped. Wayne had ridden a half-step wide of where he should have been, and when the thick-necked man's hand went to his gun, Wayne went for his. The thick-necked man drew on the motion and fired without aiming and the shot went wide but not wide enough. It caught Burl across the upper arm as Burl's horse sidled. Burl's horse went sideways and Burl grabbed the mane. Wayne had his gun out and the thick-necked man froze.

Dubois pulled his own hand back from his gun very slowly. He kept his eyes on Audie.

"Five days," Audie said again.

Dubois nodded. His hands stood still in the rain. The thick-necked man lowered his gun and let it drop back into his holster.



Burl sat on the fence at the Calloway barn and Percy tied off the wound. The bullet had opened a four-inch gash along the outside of the arm. It had missed the bone. The bleeding was slowing. Percy worked in the rain with Burl's bandanna and a strip of cloth Calloway's wife brought out.

"Hurts," Burl said.

"It should," Percy said.

Burl looked at his arm and then at the sky. The storm was moving east. The light was coming back at the edges.

Calloway stood in his barn doorway watching the work. He said he was sorry about the hand getting shot. Audie told him the hand getting shot was Dubois's doing and Dubois would answer for it if he didn't clear out in five days. Calloway said that was satisfactory.

They rode back in the last of the storm, the horses picking through standing water in the road. Burl rode with his arm tied against his body. He didn't mention it.

Wayne too wide. The angle off. The thick-necked man had found space to draw. Burl's horse had been in the wrong position at the wrong moment and Burl caught a round.

The crew rode in silence. Wayne rode in the back with his jaw set and said nothing the whole way home. Percy kept half an eye on Burl.

The town came up out of the flats as the last clouds moved off. The air had gone cool and clear. The lights in Leonard's saloon were already lit against the early dark.

Audie pulled up at the hitch post in front and sat his horse a moment. Behind him Burl and Percy and Wayne came to a stop.

"Burl," Audie said. "Get that looked at proper."

"I will," Burl said.

They tied off and went inside.
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The table sat eight men that morning with two chairs empty at the far end. A cattleman named Hess had ridden in from up north with a complaint about a man named Rourke who was running hogs through Hess's winter pasture and had been since October. Audie listened to Hess tell it while the others drank their coffee and Rourke sat three chairs down pretending the window was interesting.

When Hess was done Audie asked Rourke about the pasture. Rourke said the fence line had been poorly marked and he hadn't known. Hess said the fence line had not been poorly marked. Rourke said he'd had his survey done in '97. Hess said the survey in '97 had been done by Rourke's own man.

"Whose survey does the county recognize," Audie said.

Burl had it in the books. He said Hess's, from 1894.

"Then Rourke moves his hogs," Audie said. "By the end of the month."

Rourke looked at the table. He didn't say anything else.

After Hess and Rourke both left, Grady leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. "That took forty minutes," he said.

Wayne told him to keep quiet.

Grady kept quiet.

At the far end of the table Pell Norwood sat with his hat in front of him. He hadn't spoken through the hog dispute and he didn't speak now. He was a big man and he sat still. He'd come to the table every week since the end of summer. Nobody had said anything about why he came.



Jenny brought a pitcher of water around midday. Lance was at the near end of the bar going over supply receipts with the stub of a pencil. She set the pitcher on the counter and Lance set the pencil down. She said something to Leonard across the room. Lance went back to the receipts.

Audie came up from the table and poured himself a glass. Lance moved his papers to make room. Audie stood and drank and looked out the front window at the street. A dog was crossing unhurried in the dust.

"I need somebody to go out to Dillon Creek," Audie said. "County's putting a new boundary post and they want a witness from our side."

Lance said he could go.

"Take Percy," Audie said.

He hadn't checked with anyone else first. Merle would have told him who was already promised out that week and who was free. Burl brought the book over with a finger on the page and said Percy was already going to Harlan Friday for supplies.

"Then Garth," Audie said.

Lance said Garth was with the Norwood crew today.

"I'll go alone," Lance said.

"Take somebody," Audie said.

Lance took the pencil back up and said he'd find someone.



The afternoon came slow. The heat sat low and still. A few men played cards at a back table and somebody won and somebody didn't and the money changed hands without ceremony.

Grady Orcutt had a glass of whiskey going and had been at it since before noon. He had a lean, angular face and a mouth that moved more than it needed to. He pushed back from the table and looked at Pell at the far end.

"You hear anything from Merle Norris lately," Grady said.
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