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Chapter One
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Blood in the Grass

The first dead longhorn lay in a wash of pale sand and crushed sage, belly swollen, eyes filmed over like old marbles. Flies had already found him. So had Tate Rawlins.

He swung down from the saddle and let his horse, Copper, stand easy on a loose rein. The morning sun was climbing, but the air still held a cold bite—one of those high-plains dawns that fooled a man into thinking the day might stay gentle.

It wouldn’t.

Tate crouched beside the steer and pushed his hat back. The animal’s hide was dust-caked and stiff, ribs showing under the skin like someone had tightened a rope around him. But that wasn’t what caught Tate’s eye.

He leaned closer, careful not to brush the flies, and saw the dark crusted ring just behind the shoulder.

A bullet hole.

He pressed two fingers to the wound and lifted them. Dried blood flaked away like rust.

“This ain’t sickness,” he muttered.

Behind him, boots scraped rock.

“Find somethin’, Rawlins?” a voice called.

Tate didn’t turn fast. There was no need. He knew that voice—Hank Dillard, trail boss for the Cross-Bar outfit, a man with a square jaw and a permanent squint like he’d spent his life staring into sun glare and trouble.

Tate stood, dusting his hands on his trousers. “Found your problem.”

Dillard came up with two riders behind him, both young, both carrying their rifles like they expected to use them before dinner. The nearest one, a skinny kid with a neckerchief tied too neat, stared at the dead steer like it might stand up and accuse him.

Dillard crouched, his shadow falling across the carcass. “Lord,” he said, low. “That’s the third one this week.”

“Third one you found,” Tate corrected.

Dillard’s eyes narrowed. “You sayin’ there’s more?”

“I’m sayin’ somebody’s shootin’ your stock. And they ain’t doin’ it for sport.”

Dillard ran a thick hand along his jaw. “Could be rustlers. Could be Comanche.”

Tate’s gaze stayed on the bullet hole. “Could be either. Could be neither. But this was close range and steady. Not a panicked shot.”

Dillard spat into the sand. “What kind of man kills cattle and leaves ’em?”

“The kind that wants you broke,” Tate said. “The kind that don’t want to bother drivin’ a herd away when he can make you quit the trail instead.”

Dillard stared at him a beat, then looked off toward the low line of hills that cut the horizon. The prairie lay quiet, grass rippling like water. Too quiet.

“We’re headed for Silver Mesa,” Dillard said. “Two more days, maybe three if the creek’s low. That’s money we can’t lose.”

Tate nodded once. “Then you better stop bleedin’ along the way.”

One of the young riders shifted, gripping his rifle. “You talk like you know who’s doin’ it.”

“I talk like I’ve seen it before,” Tate said.

He walked around the carcass and studied the tracks. Hoofprints from the herd, plenty of them. Boot marks, too—fresh, careful, placed like a man had stepped light. He followed them with his eyes until they vanished into scrub.
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