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More Praise for Erik Storey and his first Clyde Barr thriller,

NOTHING SHORT OF DYING

“Erik Storey is a singular new talent! . . . This man is a born storyteller!”

—Jeffery Deaver, #1 international bestselling author of The Bone Collector

“Erik Storey’s writing is exceptional. This is a splendid debut, harsh and gripping throughout.”

—The Times (London)

“Very, very good. It’s all here. Reacher is keeping an eye on this guy.”

—Lee Child, #1 New York Times bestselling author of the Jack Reacher series

“[Storey] really knows how to handle himself in these thickets. . . . [He] loves this rugged territory.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“A nerve-wracking, nail-biting quest . . . A roller-coaster of a read, fast-paced with surprising twists and turns.”

—The Washington Times

“Storey’s main character, Clyde Barr, is the quintessential man’s man, a modern version of every Wild West cowboy, sheriff, and drifter you’ve ever admired in books and on film. . . . The novel features great action scenes, fast pacing, and well-drawn characters, with sharp and blunt dialogue that always rings true.”

—Nelson DeMille, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Lion’s Game and Night Fall

“Clyde Barr—remember the name, because he could just become as famous as Lee Child’s anti-hero Jack Reacher. This remarkably accomplished debut [is] utterly compelling from the first page.”

—Daily Mail

“A mega-adrenalized page-turner that lends new meaning to the word ‘thriller.’ ”

—Jonathan Kellerman, New York Times bestselling author of When the Bough Breaks, A Cold Heart, Dr. Death, and Breakdown

“Clyde Barr is the kind of Reacher–Rambo–Liam Neeson manly-man that readers have been eating up since Achilles and Hercules. The book doesn’t just hurry from one shootout to another, it hurtles.”

—The Huffington Post

“Erik Storey’s Nothing Short of Dying is a whirlwind debut that sucks readers in and keeps them spinning until the very end. But the breath-stealing action is tempered by poignancy. Clyde Barr is not the typical hero—he’s skilled, loyal, tough, and beautifully broken. A must-read!”

—Lori Armstrong, New York Times bestselling author of No Mercy, Snow Blind, and Blood Ties

“Immensely enjoyable . . . [Clyde is] a Grail Knight in disguise, rescuing the good and punishing the bad.”

—Booklist

“Heralds the arrival of a new voice that will breathe new air into tough-guy literature . . . Storey is obviously aware of the tropes of the genre, and instead of trying to evade them, he tackles them and makes them dance to his own rhythm.”

—Crimespree Magazine
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For the world’s indigenous peoples


“There are not enough Indians in the world to defeat the Seventh Calvary.”

—George Armstrong Custer



CHAPTER ONE

The second time I saw the old Ute, he was dying.

It was late summer, hot and drier even than usual. I was riding a new mare and leading a reluctant mule named Bob across the lowlands of northeast Utah that lay between the hump of the Book Cliffs and the higher Uinta Mountains to the north. When I saw the old man’s truck idling in the bar ditch, I let go of Bob’s lead rope and kicked the mare into a half gallop. Jumped off and let the reins hang as I checked on the old man.

He sat slumped against the steering wheel of his rusty twenty-year-old pickup and was complaining that his arm hurt and that he had some serious indigestion. I told him to hang on, rummaged in my pack, and pulled out a bottle of expired aspirin.

“I’m fine,” the old man said. “Just ate a bad lunch. You don’t need to worry about me.”

“No, you’re not. Here, take these.”

I shoved a couple of pills in his mouth and made him chew. He grimaced, which made his aged face look even older.

“Tasty, huh?” I said. “I’m no doctor, but I think your ticker’s giving out. Try not to die for a second. I’ll be right back.” I tied my mare and the mule to some nearby piñons and went back to the truck.

The old man looked like he was concentrating, trying to control his breathing. He rubbed his arm and clutched his shirt. “Ain’t my ticker. I have the heart of a warrior. Strong.” He thumped his chest feebly, and the grimace returned.

I dug back into my pack and found my cell phone, which was dead. Of course. There aren’t many places to plug a charger into a horse.

“We need to get you to a hospital.”

He nodded, grunted, and tried to unbuckle his seat belt. I slipped my knife from its sheath and cut the strap before he could struggle it off, then ran to the other side of the vehicle and helped him into the passenger seat.

Once I got him halfway comfortable, I hopped in the driver’s seat and tried to remember how to drive an old ranch pickup. The gears were sloppy, the clutch slipped, and the engine loped like a panicked Appaloosa I once owned. The knack of relying on mechanical horsepower, not the animal kind, came back to me a few miles later. As the old codger and I rattled down the dusty, narrow highway, I thought back to the first time we’d met, twenty minutes before.

I’d been sitting atop my horse, trotting across the gray asphalt, when the old man had stopped and waved me over.

“Nice pony,” he’d said. The clipped way he said it, combined with his dark, wrinkled skin, told me he was a Native. That was the politically correct term these days. I remembered playing Cowboys and Indians as a kid. These days, I guess kids played something PC, like Good Guys and Bad Guys.

According to the map in my pack, I was getting close to the Uintah and Ouray Indian Reservation. This old man proved I was closer than I’d thought.

“She’s a little tall to be a pony,” I said as an understatement. The mare stood at least sixteen hands.

The old man laughed, his skin a map of deep canyons and craters. “I raise ponies just like that,” he said. “On my ranch. Quarter horses. Not as full of fight as the ponies my great-grandfather rode into war, but pretty good.” He laughed again, then asked where I was going.

I shrugged. “North, I guess.” It didn’t much matter where, as long as I was moving. Although it would be nice to get up into the range that I’d been riding toward the last couple of days. The cold granite, crystal water, and tall, fragrant pines would help fix what was eating away at me.

“You should come by,” he said. “Cook me dinner and I’ll tell you some stories.”

I told him I would, and I’d planned on it, but I’d barely ridden two miles before I came to his idling pickup.

Now, as the sun sank low in the sky and the surrounding stubby juniper and piñon trees cast grotesque shadows across the road, I divided my time between trying to keep the old beater of a truck on the pavement and glimpsing over at this man I barely knew, whose condition seemed to be worsening.

“You still with me?” I asked.

He grunted and motioned vaguely with his hand. “Go to Wakara. Straight ahead five miles. My daughter works at the clinic there. She’s a doctor—a good one. She’ll take care of me.”

I did as he said, driving through a long narrow cut that had rock walls rising up on either side, but I had to stop a couple of times to remove some debris that had probably fallen off a flatbed and would have shredded the truck’s tires. When we finally got into what barely passed for a town, the sun had disappeared behind the rocky horizon and the clinic was closed.

“Where’s the nearest phone?”

He shrugged, pointed to the only building out of the ten or so in town that had a light burning. I drove there, told the man to sit tight, and walked toward the door.

As I neared the slumping building, I heard the rumble of laughter and jeering. The place looked like it wouldn’t make it through the winter. The outside walls were a mix of peeling plaster, missing windows, and artful graffiti.

The inside was worse.



CHAPTER TWO

Once I opened the front door, my nose caught the pungent scents of dried leather and manure, and my eyes took in the sight of rows and rows of haphazardly placed goods for sale. On one wall were tightly packed clothes, and on another was an assortment of hunting and fishing supplies. Occupying the room’s center were stacked cases of canned goods and packaged food. Where the back wall should have been was a recessed area that featured a bar. And in front of that bar were at least twenty loud, burly bikers in leather jackets and chaps. Surprisingly, all were white. No Natives in sight, despite the fact that I was officially now standing inside an Indian reservation.

There was no one manning the small checkout counter by the door, so I waded into the boisterous room.

“Hey,” I yelled, barely able to make my voice heard above the drunken racket. “Is there a phone here?”

The room went quiet. Which gave me time to notice details. Like the patches on the bikers’ jackets. Their club was apparently called the Reapers, and they were one-percenters, what they call the hardest of the hard. I’d met bikers before and seen outlaw patches similar to these. Normally they wouldn’t have bothered me. What did bother me was the way these men held themselves. Most were leaner and more muscled than the bikers you see on TV or in the movies. But more important was their eyes. They were full of menace. For some reason, this crew reminded me of the Janjaweed—a deadly horseback militia in Sudan that I’d once made the mistake of upsetting.

The biggest of the men, a giant who must have topped six foot six, shoved his way ahead and moved to stand in front of me. His patches said he was the club’s president, and that his name was Jury. “No phone. Store’s closed for a private party. Leave.” I could feel his hot breath on my beard.

His men smiled. I said, “I’ve got an old man outside—he’s in bad shape. I need to borrow someone’s phone.”

Jury grabbed a beer bottle out of the nearest biker’s hand and slammed it to the floor. Glass shattered and tinkled against my boots. “Let him die.”

For an instant I tried to assess how much of this stone-cold-killer response was an act. Maybe he was just testing me, waiting to see if I’d offer the secret “bad guy handshake” or whatever. Should I say something clever? At that moment, I couldn’t think of a single comeback other than “I can’t.”

At that, Jury’s friends’ eyebrows all raised like coordinated curtains, and twenty heads shifted slightly to see what the president’s next move would be.

“I think you will.”

“Won’t.” I didn’t move. Instead, I matched his stare.

“Listen, bumpkin,” he said. “When our club rolls into a little town like yours, we own it. We make the rules, and we make the demands.” He stared hard at his men, paying special attention to a couple of the sloppier Reapers wearing Nomad patches—the only ones who weren’t yet coiled for action. “We also say who lives and who dies. And if you don’t leave in the next three seconds, you and your friend outside will both be dead.” Time slowed as I fought to control my adrenaline. Twenty bikers continued to stare at me like hungry hyenas at night, waiting to see if they could feed. My hands shook. I wanted, more than I’d wanted anything in a long time, to pop Jury in the throat and wade into his friends with chin jabs. But there was an old man dying outside. So I put my hands up and backed away.

“That’s right, walk away, bumpkin. Go play with the Indians. And if you ever interrupt us again, I’ll stomp you into six kinds of flat.”



CHAPTER THREE

It was full dark when I hurried back outside and climbed into the truck. In the glow of its overhead light, the old man seemed paler. Beads of sweat broke off his forehead and ran into his eyes. He didn’t wipe them away. “Still hanging in there?” I asked.

It took him a moment to answer. “Don’t worry about me. Even at eighty, I’m stronger than you.”

“Probably,” I said. “Where’s the nearest hospital?”

“No hospitals. They’re full of Mormons who poke you with needles and try to convert you at the same time. Take me to my house.”

“I could, but then you might be dead in an hour. We’re going to the hospital. Point the way.”

This time, I noticed, he didn’t put up any fight. For all his stubbornness, he probably knew he was in a bad way. He pointed north. “Thirty miles that way, in Vernal,” he said, then curled up tighter and clutched his chest.

I shifted into drive and was about to pull out when a teenage Ute boy ran around the corner of the building and grabbed at the truck’s door handle. He tried to talk, but his run had left him breathless. He wore a dishwashing apron and a flat-brimmed ball cap over his long hair.

“What’s wrong, kid?” I asked, wanting to get out of there.

Panting, the kid pointed at the old man and said, “My grandpa. I heard you say an old man was hurt, and I hoped it wasn’t him, but I came out to see, and . . . and it is.”

The old man mumbled, “Taylor?”

“I’m here, Grandpa.”

“This guy wants me to get poked by Mormons.”

The boy looked at me for an explanation and I said, “Your grandpa’s heart is giving out. You want to come with me to the hospital or not?” He hesitated only a second before jumping in the back. The rear door was just slamming shut when I peeled out and pushed the rattling pile of metal up to its max speed of sixty. Above us, the stars shone brightly in the thin desert air.

The old man groaned again and looked over at me. “Why are you helping me?”

My eyes never left the road. “You offered a fellow horse lover dinner, right? If you die, I’ll never get to eat it.”

I thought about what would happen when we got to the hospital. Some insurance lady would probably have us fill out ten forms while the old man was taking his last breath. It seemed smart to phone ahead. I called into the backseat. “Hey, kid, you got a cell phone on you?”

In the rearview mirror, the kid’s face looked genuinely anguished. “It was almost dead when I got to work. I need to charge it. Damn, my mom should know what is happening.”

I sighed. Why is it that all the machines that are supposed to make life easier go on the fritz when you really need them? I pushed my foot down harder on the gas pedal and hoped this machine I was counting on to eat up the miles wouldn’t give out, too.



CHAPTER FOUR

We made it. Barely. The insurance lady must have been on break. The blond nurses who took the old man away on a gurney told us if we had been five minutes slower, he’d be dead. They said he was going into intensive care, and to take a seat in the waiting room for God knows how long. So we did. The facility was much bigger than I’d expected. Acres of shiny floors and clean walls and beeping machinery. It smelled of cleaning products. I hadn’t been in a hospital this modern in my life. Most of the times I’d been patched up, it was in some godforsaken place, with foreign languages being spoken and people screaming in pain from lack of anesthetics.

Taylor and I found open chairs with plush cushions and took a seat. Magazines of every variety were splayed in a circle on a table in the middle of the room, but most of the people waiting were glued to the television hanging from the wall by the entrance.

Taylor looked away for a moment and wiped at his eyes, hoping I wouldn’t see. He knew his grandpa wasn’t out of the woods, and he was obviously rattled. I stared at the ceiling tiles and consciously tried to drain away some of the adrenaline that had been surging for the last hour. When I looked back at the boy, he was borrowing someone’s phone charger and plugging the device into the wall. He wandered back over to me, having put on his toughest mask, and asked, “Is my grandfather going to be okay?”

I wasn’t going to tell him there was nothing to worry about. “Intensive care is never a good thing. But your grandpa seems pretty stubborn. I wouldn’t bet against him.”

He nodded, seemed lost in thought. Then he pointed at the giant screen. “Have you seen the news?”

The display showed a newscaster I’d never seen before talking in an excited rush about something big. Words ticked across the bottom of the screen as he spoke. The guy continued for a few minutes, describing an escalating event somewhere two hundred miles south of us. He mentioned a terror alert, and the moving words at the screen’s bottom reported that all major concerts and sporting events would be canceled until whatever was occurring to the south was resolved. I shrugged, looked away, and picked up a fishing magazine.

Taylor, however, continued staring at the TV. “That’s just south of here, man. Down by Green River, on the interstate. I canoed all the way there once. Sounds like the government is looking for something there, and that terrorists might be involved. Can you believe it? In Utah?”

I shrugged again and returned to the article I was reading about catching lake bass. My ho-hum response must have reminded Taylor where he was, because a few seconds later, he took his partially charged phone into an alcove, presumably to call his mom. If her car was faster than the rattletrap truck I’d driven, she could be here in twenty-five minutes.

As I surveyed the waiting area, I noticed that most eyes were still focused on the TV. This terror news was exactly what I was trying to get away from by going into the mountains. Death, fear, and worry—what was the point of brooding on all that stuff anyway? The situation would all blow over eventually. Even if you were caught in the middle, you’d deal with it then. Why spend your life stressing over might be’s and could be’s?

I finished the lake bass article and was just beginning a story that rated the best rods and reels when I noticed that Taylor had wandered back and was once again staring worriedly at the TV. “Hey, kid,” I said, “you need a diversion. Why not grab some fine reading material?” I reached into the pile of magazines, pulled out an issue of Cosmo, and handed it to him.

“Cosmo, man? Really?”

“It’s got lovemaking tips. Plenty of pictures of good-looking women, too. Read up.”

The kid smiled for the first time, and riffled through the pages. “Ugh,” he said, pointing to a model who seemed to be pitching moisturizer. “Too skinny.” He flipped through more pages for a couple of minutes, then tossed down the magazine. “I hope my mom gets here soon. She was trying to sound calm when I told her, said how they really know what they’re doing here and everything would be okay. But I could tell she was barely holding it together.”

“Is she really close to your grandpa?”

“They have this running thing. Each pretends that the other is exasperating. Grandpa is always pushing the old ways, and my mom reminds him that the old ways didn’t work out very well. But you can tell that they both love each other, you know?”

“Family is important,” I said evenly. For me, family was simultaneously lots of great memories and lots of horrible ones. Sometimes I preferred not to go there.

“Hey,” Taylor said, brightening, “my mom asked what your name is and I didn’t know.”

“Clyde Barr,” I said, and stood to stretch my bad left leg.

“My mom says to tell you thanks, but you don’t have to stay. She says you can borrow my grandpa’s truck to get back to town, if you want.”

“I’ll stay,” I said, taking my coat off and stuffing it under my chair.

“Why? You don’t know us.”

I shrugged. Why was I staying? I guess that, after seeing so many people who crossed my path end up dead, it felt important to see someone survive.

There was something else, too. “Your grandpa reminds me of a man I used to sit up late with, watching the campfire die. He told stories about his people, and I listened.”

“Who were his people? Ute?”

“He was Mayoruna. Met him in Peru, near the Brazilian border. Good guy.”

“You’ve been to Peru?”

“I’ve been around.” We were killing time, so I took him on a ten-minute tour of the countries I’d visited, especially places in Africa and South America. I emphasized the cheery sights I’d seen—the marketplaces, the temples, the festivals. I left out the bodies lying bloated in the streets, and the fetid smells that hover over battlefields long after the last life has been snuffed out.

“Sounds cool,” he said.

I smiled. I’d been like that once, always believing that what lay over the horizon was way more satisfying than my current surroundings.

Maybe I was still like that.



CHAPTER FIVE

I’d just finished leafing through a magazine called Southwest Designs, which seemed very focused on something called “Native American accents,” when I heard a woman’s voice call out, loud enough to be heard by everyone in the waiting room. “Taylor!”

Obviously, Taylor’s mother had arrived. I looked up to see a slender woman smothering her son in a bear hug. “How’s he doing?” she asked breathlessly. In the embrace of his mother the boy could no longer hold back his emotions. He sobbed into her chest. She looked over at me. “You the one who drove him?”

I nodded, suddenly feeling self-conscious about my unshowered, dust-caked appearance. She was beautiful: unusually tall, with long hair the color of a wet crow. “Thank you,” she said. “Have you talked to a doctor yet?” I shook my head and she took off, determinedly marching in search of her peers.

Taylor tried to hide his wet face, and I sat down and pretended not to notice. I patted my pockets, an old habit from before I’d given up smoking, and remembered that even if I’d had cigarettes on me, nowadays you couldn’t smoke indoors—certainly not in a hospital. Taylor’s mom came back about ten minutes later and filled us in. “Myocardial infarction,” she said, wiping at tear-reddened eyes. “He’s stable now, and his prognosis is good. He’d be dead if you hadn’t found him, Mr. . . . ?”

I stood, offered my hand. “Clyde Barr, ma’am,” I said.

She shook my hand firmly, with more strength than I expected. “Lawana Nicholas,” she said. “Thanks again. Did my son mention you could take the truck?”

I nodded and once again said that I was staying. She didn’t argue, say no, or ask why. She just put her arm around her son and led him to a seat in the waiting room.

To give them space, I wandered outside and looked up at the stars—at least, those that I could see against the glare of the streetlights. Then I took a quick stroll across the lawn just to feel the soft earth under my boots. The walk was surprisingly calming.

When I came back inside and took a seat, I overheard Lawana and her son talking in worried tones about the family ranch. Apparently the three of them—grandfather, daughter, and grandson—all lived there. Lawana was saying that she’d now have to add to her duties at the clinic daily trips to the hospital to check on her father, whose name, I’d learned, was Bud. Taylor had school and his part-time job, and the man whom Bud had hired to care for his horses and get the haying done had up and quit only two days before.

What can I say? I’m an impulsive guy. I walked over and said, “Uh, I couldn’t help overhearing. It sounds like you need help working the ranch. I’m available.”

Lawana and Taylor seemed somewhat surprised that I was still there.

“Why?” Lawana asked warily. “You aren’t family.”

“No, but you need help, and my calendar is clear.”

For Lawana, my eagerness was apparently suspicious. What did she know about me anyway? “It’s generous of you to offer, but—”

“I know a lot about horses,” I cut in. “Heck, I was riding a horse when I met your dad.” In that moment, I remembered that I’d left my animals tied up to some piñon trees by the highway. I wondered if they’d worked themselves free already and were wandering around.

“Being able to ride a horse is not the same as running a horse ranch,” Lawana said dismissively.

“Actually, I’ve worked on a few ranches.” I didn’t tell her that I’d done that type of work in Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Uruguay. Nor did I tell her that I’d once pulled double duty in Argentina, in the vast grasslands of the Pampas, as both cowboy and security guard. The country had been spiraling downward, and crime had spilled out of the cities into the rural areas. I’d agreed to work for room and board, as long as I promised to carry my rifle every time I rode. It came in handy.

Taylor stood and said, “Let him help, Mom. He saved Grandpa, and he’s been all over the world. I’ll bet he—”

I cut him off. “I’ve been in trouble myself before, and I know what it means to have someone help out.”

“We can’t pay you much,” she said with a look on her face that said, I’m going to regret this.

“I’m not asking for anything. Just to help.”

She still wasn’t quite ready to yield. “The hired man was sleeping in an old tack shed we fixed up with a bed and an outside faucet for showers. It’s pretty basic.”

“So is the bedroll on my horse. It’ll do just fine.”

“And another thing. You don’t go in my house without permission. I catch you there once without my say-so, you’re gone. And I do keep a shotgun by my side at night.”

Taylor rolled his eyes. “Mom, he’s not John Dillinger.”

Lawana was cold steel. “Mr. Barr, my son seems to have confidence in you, but I just met you, and I’ve already decided that you’re not like most men around here. You still have some proving to do, okay?”

I was liking her more and more.



CHAPTER SIX

After I was sure the old man wasn’t going to croak, I took the truck and retrieved my horse and mule, who were a little peeved I’d left them for so long. The next day I began the glorious work of shoveling horse manure and slinging hay at the Nicholas’s ranch. Through Taylor and Lawana, I learned that the family name was a corruption of the name of their great war chief ancestor, Nicaagat. He’d led his warriors in one of the last actions against the U.S. government, right before his people were forced out of the mountains of Colorado and into the alkali desert of Utah.

The place had a beauty of its own, though. In the mornings, the dew balled up on the sage, and when the sun rose the light refracted through every small drop of water, turning the flats into a brilliant kaleidoscope. At night, when the sun dropped below the rocky mesas to the west, the higher hills and mountains to the east would bleed red in the alpenglow. I fed horses and cut hay during the day, and frequently I’d be visited by ravens and magpies and deer. It definitely wasn’t like the high alpine meadows that I was headed toward, but at least I was outside.

Also, the physical labor of tossing hay bales and digging post holes helped to ease the pain that I’d been keeping bottled up. The exhaustion dulled memories of my rough childhood, the wars I’d fought in the third world, my time behind bars because of a mix-up between the Mexican government and the cartels, and the people I’d loved and lost along the way. One person in particular—a girl who’d thrown in with me and didn’t make it.

My third day on the ranch, I had some unexpected help.

Lawana had left early, when I was drinking my first cup of coffee, but Taylor hadn’t gone with her, as he’d done on previous days. Instead, he poured himself a cup of the black stuff and leaned against the counter, mirroring what I was doing. “It’s Saturday,” he said. “No school, and my boss at the store told me to take the day off. I think his business is hurting with all those bikers hanging around. The people in town are mostly staying away.”

I sipped the hot black coffee and asked, “So, are you going to play video games in your room all day? I hear that’s what kids do these days.”

He shook his head and grinned. Over his grin were the beginnings of a scraggly, half-grown mustache. “Nope. I’m going to show you how to work.”

Fair enough. We finished our coffee, then went out and started working.

He helped me pull the final ditch dams out of the last irrigated fields, then helped me close the headgates on the ditches, officially shutting off the water for the season. While we did this, he never stopped talking.

Until we saw a mare lying down. Taylor ran to the small pen, threw open the gate, and rushed inside. “Damn it,” he said, then grabbed a halter hanging on the fence. “Help me get her up!”

“What’s wrong with her?” I asked as I helped him push and prod the older chestnut-colored horse to get up. She continued to stubbornly lie on her side, her barrel chest struggling with each breath.

“Colic. Or founder, or something,” Taylor said, tugging on the sick horse’s lead rope. “I don’t know for sure, but Grandpa said if Seeley laid down, I had to make her walk.”

A couple of tugs and prods later, the feeble animal managed to pull her front feet under her and stagger up. Taylor yanked the rope again and made her take a few steps.

“Sounds like he knows what he’s talking about,” I said.

“He does. He’s the best. He helped raise me the past five years, and I learned everything about horses from him.”

“Yeah?”

“Yup. My dad died when I was ten. He was in Afghanistan—an army captain. The plan was for him to come back here when his deployment was up. He was going to help run the ranch while Mom ran the clinic.” He looked down so I wouldn’t see his eyes grow moist. “The guy who came to the house to tell us—he had a note with him. It was from Dad’s commanding officer. It said that he”—his voice caught for a second—“it said he died trying to save his men.”

“Sorry, kid,” I said. “Rough.”

He kept the horse moving and said, “Yeah. I try not to think about it too much, because it’s something you can’t undo, you know? Anyway, it’s pretty nice here—on the ranch, I mean. The rez isn’t so great, but I got a couple friends. Mom, though, it’s pretty bad for her. She’s sad all the time. I think that’s why she works so much. It takes her mind off things.”

He panted and pulled the rope, his feet dragging with each step. I took the lead from him and kept walking the horse in a slow circle. “Hey,” I said, “no disrespect to your dad or the beauty of this place, but why doesn’t your mom move you guys to the city? Must be a lot of smart fellows there who’d pay attention to someone like her, an educated, beautiful woman.”

Taylor climbed and sat on the fence, rubbed his arms. “Way before I was born, two of my aunts killed themselves. Which happens a lot here. Three kids in high school did it last year. Anyway, Mom went to school to become a doctor just to show our people that there’s hope—that we Utes can be anything we want, make something of our lives. Most people don’t care, but she does. She works her ass off helping everyone and trying to make this place better.”

I nodded and kept walking. Half an hour later, Taylor decided the horse would be okay, and we took the halter off and went on to the next chore, making sure to check on her occasionally throughout the day. Taylor kept talking as we made our rounds, telling me more about his mom and life on the rez. The way he told it, his mom was a saint and the rez was a hole. I didn’t know enough about either to argue, not that I wanted to. He seemed to be a good kid, and the more he talked and kept up with me as we worked, the more I liked him.

When the sun disappeared, I went back to the old tack shed to clean up, and Taylor did the same in the main house. About a half hour later, he came out with a tray of food. By now I knew the drill. Lawana wouldn’t be returning until much later—something that happened every day so far. Taylor seemed unusually quiet as I forked up a plateful of leftover casserole, then washed it down with a few swigs of water. As I ran a napkin over my mouth and began loading my glass, utensils, and plate back onto the tray, Taylor said, “Thanks, Clyde.”

I shrugged. “No problem.”

“No, I mean, thanks for staying and helping. When that lazy-ass Virgil Peters lit out of here, Grandpa said he’d quickly find someone else. That’s Grandpa—he always wants you to know he’s got it handled. But then a couple days later, he had that attack. There’s just too much to do around here for Mom and I to handle it ourselves.”

“Well, I don’t know about that. You set a pretty good pace.”

“Yeah, and you’d better keep up.” He laughed and picked up the tray, but I caught him with a wadded-up napkin as he reached the door. He laughed again. After that, I lay back on my bunk for a long while and listened to the night sounds.



CHAPTER SEVEN

The next morning, after I’d trimmed hooves on twenty of the ranch’s hundred and fifty horses, I drove into town to pick up the horseshoes I’d need later. Wakara in daylight looked far worse than it had at night. Trash was piled in heaps in many of the yards, half of the windows on most buildings were boarded up, and I counted no less than ten feral dogs roaming the streets. The so-called downtown consisted of the bar/general store that I’d been in that first night, across the street from the school. To the south was small tract housing that I guessed was built for and run by the tribe. A few scrubby cottonwoods and scraggly Siberian elm trees grew randomly along the streets and in yards. In some places there were signs of revival and care. The medical clinic and community center had both been recently renovated and painted, and the grass around them recently mowed.

As I moved farther into town I heard a sound drifting from somewhere to the west: the thump of drums and the high-pitched notes of people singing. The music’s steady beat called to me for some reason, so I decided to drive to where it was coming from.

It didn’t take long to find the music’s source. Pickups and older-model cars were lined around the block surrounding a circular pavilion. A large pole in the center of the hard-packed dirt held strings of waving flags that flapped above the arena and were tied off at the edges. A crowd was gathered on the dirt field next to the pavilion, and underneath, in the center, women were swirling and stomping and waving what looked like feathered batons. All wore colorful beaded clothing and feathers. Off to the side, four men beat large drums and sang. I got out and milled with the crowd, just as taken with the music and dancing as the rest of the onlookers. Mixed in with the beats was the jingling of bells strung around the dancers’ ankles.

After the first song, a man came on the loudspeaker and announced that the men’s fancy dancers would be next. A rumble of excitement passed through the crowd, and I couldn’t wait to see what the hubbub was about.

But instead of the drums starting up again, we heard the unmistakable roar of Harley motorcycles. Along with most of the crowd, I spun and saw five Reapers ride through the onlookers and park in the arena. The men dismounted. I recognized them from the store, but their leader, Jury, wasn’t with them. Four went right to the women who’d finished dancing and grabbed them. The biggest biker, a mountain of a man wearing a bandanna and sporting a collar-length beard, took advantage of the sudden quiet and yelled, “Don’t stop on our account. This is a dance, for God’s sake.”

Nothing happened. No one moved except the Reapers who were trying to keep the women from squirming from their grasp.

“Play the goddamned drums, Injuns,” the bandannaed biker said. “We’re gonna dance with you, even though you forgot to invite us to this shindig.”

Still nothing.

The big biker pulled a pistol from under his jacket, racked the slide, and pointed it at the drummers. “Play . . . the . . . drums,” he said.
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