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PROLOGUE



  
SAL





  Horse hooves sounded thunder on the hard-packed earth.




  Queenie ran lathered beneath him, her body stretching and lengthening in rhythm with the beating of his own heart, his sweat dripping to mingle with hers.




  A gunshot sounded, and Sal heard a whistle over his shoulder. It had missed, but not by much.




  “Ya!” he cried, smiling so broad he could feel the wind cold against his teeth.




  He shifted in his stirrups, turning to look behind him, careful not to upset Queenie’s stride.




  Jack and Tom were close behind, their mounts lathered, too, working harder than Queenie yet moving slower, falling behind by lengths every minute or so.




  The edge of the wood was only a mile off now, Sal was sure, though distances could be misleading where the land flattened out this way, where the foothills of the Rockies gave way to that unending sea of grass. The flatness played tricks on the eye, especially after so many days spent in the narrow, winding trails of the mountains.




  The next bullet whizzed over Sal’s head. The Rangers were a long way back—half a mile, maybe. They had dismounted for better aim and had the high ground, their shots alarmingly accurate.




  How did they find us?




  Another shot sounded—crack!




  Careful and fluid—always fluid—Sal turned again in the stirrups, readying a second exuberant cry, but another preempted his own, a primal scream that could have come from man or beast.




  He watched Tom’s horse falter and stumble and go down, dragging Tom with him.




  “Ho!” Sal cried, reining Queenie abruptly, turning her in a wide arc.




  “Boy!” Jack yelled, but Sal could barely hear over the beating of blood in his own ears.




  Another bullet whistled by harmlessly, biting the earth with a spray of dirt.




  “Tom!” Sal yelled, leaping from Queenie. He kept hold of the reins in case she spooked.




  Tom groaned pitifully, pinned beneath his mount.




  The horse was dead, its tongue lolling grotesquely from its mouth, its eyes open, one in the dirt, one reflecting the blueness of the sky. A trail of blood glistened in a yard-long stretch, too much to be a man’s. It was pooling beneath the horse, too, the horse and Tom—a lake of it pumped out in a handful of beats by that powerful heart.




  Letting Queenie’s reins drop, Sal grabbed the bridle of Tom’s horse with both hands, hauling at the animal with all his strength, its muscled neck bending unnaturally.




  Tom screamed as the weight of the horse slid off him in slow increments.




  Jack had reached them by then, though he still sat his horse. He had lit a cigarette. “You’ve got ten seconds to mount up if you want to escape.” He said it conversationally, like life and death were not hanging in the balance.




  “But Tom,” Sal said, turning again to the man. No, a boy, even younger than me.




  Tom writhed on the ground, clutching and twisting his wide-brimmed hat. His leg must have been broken badly by the angle it made at the knee.




  “Look at him. You ain’t blind. He’s in no state to travel.” Jack’s mount sidestepped nervously as another gunshot flew by, but Queenie stood unfazed, content to catch her breath.




  “We can’t just leave him!” Sal pleaded.




  For his part, Tom seemed in too much pain to understand what was happening, the negotiation of his fate.




  “They’ll be mounting up now that we’ve stopped,” Jack said. “They’ll gain fast. They have remounts.”




  Tom groaned again and touched his knee, his face going white then yellow.




  Sal shook his head and scrunched his eyes and leapt atop Queenie. “Here,” he said, unfastening his tin canteen and throwing it down beside the man.




  If Tom saw the canteen, he gave no indication.




  Jack made a crooked smile.




  Sal touched the brim of his own slouch hat then wheeled Queenie toward the wood, giving her a two-footed kick. From the corner of his eye, he saw the glint of gunmetal as Jack drew his weapon.




  Jack fired twice.


  “What are you doing?” Sal yelled, but the words were lost in the wind of Queenie’s stride. Besides, he knew the answer, knew the truth of it when Jack had said they must leave the boy. Tom would have spilled his guts to the first Ranger who found him.




  I should have kept the canteen. But the gift eased his conscience. He told himself he had not known.




  Sal put Tom out of his mind the way he had put out his father, who had moved the family west and into the waiting cataclysm, the way he had put out his mother, who had followed obediently, the way he had put out his brothers, who had known no different.




  If Pa could see me now! Sal smiled to think of it as he galloped toward the wood with half a million dollars in gunnysacks, pursued by Texas Rangers, following in the footsteps of the great, the enigmatic, the ruthless Jack Holloway.




  He smiled and again put them out, walled them off.




  This is living!




  He leaned forward in the saddle and savored the coolness of the wind against his face once more.
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  “Ho!” Jack barked when they reached the wood.




  Sal had been prepared to plunge forward, but he stopped Queenie instead.




  “Leave the horses here,” Jack said, dismounting with an economical leap. He still held the cigarette between his lips.




  “But Queenie—” Sal protested. She had been his constant companion in the West, had made him an outlaw even, though he had not realized then the price he put on his own neck in freeing her from Spicer—an unrepentant abuser of horseflesh. It had been an easy initiation into that life outside the law. It had been right.




  Jack did not bother to repeat himself.




  Cursing, Sal dismounted and looped Queenie’s reins around a branch so she would not follow. He looked her in the eye a moment—it was as long as he could stand—then gave her a pat on the neck and put her out of his mind with the rest.




  Jack shouldered two gunnysacks and Sal did the same. There were four in all—packed with bills and even some bullion.




  Wordlessly, Sal followed Jack into the woods at a trot, followed those unflagging legs until his lungs burned and followed them after.
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  An hour later they reached a stream where Jack slowed mercifully and stopped.




  Sal dropped his load and doubled over, hands on his knees, sucking air.




  Jack seemed unfazed by the exertion. He pointed down the bank to the streambed. “Follow the stream. Run in the water to cover your prints. You’ll have all four sacks, so it’ll be slow going, but you got to get far enough. Go a half mile at least and find a hollow and hide out ’til night.”




  All four? Sal adjusted his hat and swallowed hard. “Aren’t you coming with me?”




  Jack shook his head. “I got to lead ’em off.”




  Sal nodded as if he understood, as if his nerves were not vibrating with fear.




  “Then, in the dark, you make your way south all the way to New Mexico,” Jack instructed. “Then you walk it to Texline.”




  “That’s fifty miles!”




  “You walk it all night every night for a week if you have to. Then in Texline, you get yourself a horse. And don’t steal it, neither.”




  “Queenie!” Sal began, but the protest died on his lips.


  “You buy a good horse and then you ride another hundred miles ’til you find a sleepy town and you lay low. You wait a month and you send me a letter—in code like always. Send it to . . .”




  Jack trailed off, indecision warping his voice.




  For a moment Sal became aware of the depths of fear that would take him if anything happened to Jack. Even that brief, flickering uncertainty was a leak sprung in the hull of Sal’s confidence. With Jack—with Queenie?—Sal had survived a hail of gunfire. Without?




  “Send it to Graves Point, Texas,” Jack said, the old confidence upon him again.




  “Okay,” Sal said, giving Jack his most earnest expression. “Graves Point.”




  “Then you keep quiet, ’til the boys and I come for you.”


  “Okay,” Sal repeated.


  “Good,” Jack said. “Now git.”




  Sal sprang to action as if awakened from a trance. He shouldered the sacks and scrambled down the embankment, dropping one along the way in his haste.




  He stooped to pick it up, now soaking, the meltwater climbing cold-fingered up his dungarees.




  “Sal, one more thing,” Jack called.




  Sal hefted his load and looked up at Jack, who stood atop the embankment like a monolith. He was only five feet tall, but he looked bigger from this angle, casting a long shadow in the early morning light.




  “For Christ’s sake, don’t go back for that goddamn horse!”




  Sal stared a moment, thinking, his pale blue eyes shining silver in the light. Then he nodded and headed south, just as Jack had told him.







  Behold the Caprocks of the Texas Panhandle—a thousand feet of abrupt, vertical rock, propelled upward by some unimaginable force, a brushstroke across the landscape, a new horizon. Yet for all their drama, the Caprocks are but an interval, a palisade beyond which spreads the real impossibility—that endless sea of grass, the Llano Estacado, sloping gently, almost imperceptibly, upward toward the distant Rockies.




  This is where the Comanche and the Kiowa once made their homes, mingled their horses with the buffalo, watered them in fleeting playa lakes.




  This is where Nash Warrick died.




  This is where the railroad now runs, a steel river, bringing life to the land like a vein opened upon the earth, a gout of modernity, of spurs, of barbed wire, of towns, laws, circuit judges, and courthouses.




  This is where John Donovan staked his fortune, where he sought the nascent town of Three Chop. This is where he chose to set his will against the indomitable vastness, to create from it a monument to civilization, one that would outlive him. He did this to prove—to whom? himself?—that he needed no birthright, that with nothing but his own clenched fists he could batter the landscape into submission.




  This is where Jack Holloway, the enigmatic outlaw, would descend with his gang, following the trail of Sal, that steel-eyed boy. It is where they would seek to wrest their hoarded riches, a legacy of another kind, where a battle would be fought—not the final battle, for the war would drag on much as the war with the Comanche dragged on after Adobe Walls—but a turning point of sorts, a signpost in the struggle for the soul of the West.




  And this is where, in the streets of Three Chop, fate would finally catch up with Pete Rayder, his one eye glimpsing truth at last, where with him would die, too, the dream of Nash Warrick, of unfettered primalism, of wilderness.











  
PART I:
HOT-BLOODED MEN










  CHAPTER 1




  Donovan




  THREE MEN FORMED A TRIANGLE IN THE STREET, GUNS HOLSTERED. IT was high noon.




  “Mr. Sheriff,” Nash Warrick said.




  John Donovan’s chest heaved with ragged breaths. His head tilted downward, his eyes on the dirt before him, his shadow nowhere to be found. Sweat dripped from his angular nose and pooled in the dust by his boots. He was a man defeated.




  “I’m nobody’s sheriff,” Donovan said, legs trembling.




  Warrick spit through the hole between his front teeth and smiled. “Ain’t that the truth,” he said. “The whole town up and left you here to die.”




  One-eyed Pete Rayder chimed in, “The town left town!”




  Warrick nodded with iron in his eyes. “John, I cain’t tell you how much pleasure I get each time I kill a Yank. And I always make ’em face facts before they die. Only for you, the facts are especially pathetic. Yer outgunned, outmanned—about to die in defense of a town that don’t exist no more, if it ever did. You couldn’t have picked a more meaningless cause. Even the dogs have run off.”




  “I’m nobody’s sheriff,” Donovan repeated, his voice hoarse.




  Then he did as Warrick instructed, looking to his right and to his left. He was facing facts.




  The town’s meager buildings lay abandoned. There was not a single man to stand with him against the outlaws. Donovan was not the only one who had staked his fortune in this place, but he was the only one willing to die for it.




  And it was true: Even the dogs had run off.
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  Sunlight startled Donovan awake. He knew by the heat of the room it was already late morning. He cursed and sat up, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. He felt the familiar twinge in his back then. It was becoming a morning ritual, those first tendrils of pain as reliable as the first cup of coffee. Only in his dreams did he forget them—and then only sometimes.




  But his dreams had their own tortures, Nash Warrick chief among them, two gunshots and twenty years later.




  Donovan grimaced as he swung his legs over the bed—pale, thin spindles—the withered legs of an old man. He avoided the looking glass when he stood. When last he chanced to catch his own reflection, it was his father’s face he saw, wiry gray beard and all.




  Stiffly, Donovan dressed in tan trousers and vest, donning his Stetson and pinning his badge to his chest. He slung his gun belt around his waist, the holster hanging down his right thigh. With a last, wistful look at the bed, Donovan swilled a mouthful of yesterday’s black coffee.




  Outside, he found the dogs waiting in the shade. Three sat on his stoop, slack-jawed and mangy. He eyed them with dismay, kicked at them halfheartedly.




  They scattered, used to the routine.




  Eschewing the crowded boardwalks, Donovan strutted like a rooster in the street, admiring his town, the dogs slinking in his wake, traffic parting before the esteemed Sheriff.




  The earth beneath his boots was a dry powder. He kicked up a steady dust. This was the only credit on the town’s prosperity, that dryness a lengthening shadow, and it showed on the shrunken, depressed faces of the farmfolk, even if the townfolk had yet to really feel it.




  “Morning, Sheriff,” a farmer called from his wagon. He sat atop a load—bales of cotton, sacks of spring wheat piled three feet high. A dozen wagons just like it dotted the street at intervals. They traveled east toward the railroad depot, pulled by plodding farm horses as if driven by some forgotten instinct.




  “Morning,” Donovan said, touching the brim of his hat.




  “Reckon we’ll have more rain this year?”




  Donovan shrugged. “God willing.”


  “So says the Reverend.” The man frowned. “Only the Almanac don’t agree.”




  Donovan smiled back but said nothing, slowing his gait so the man would outpace him. He was in no mood for pleasantries. Already his back ached terribly, and he had only just risen.




  “You worried about the election?” the man asked over his shoulder.


  Donovan quickened his step. “Worried?”


  “About Jacob?”


  “What about him?”


  “Ain’t you heard?” the man asked, grinning now, pleased to know something the Sheriff did not. “Jacob is going to run against the mayor next month.”




  Donovan stopped in his tracks, his own dust cloud catching up with him.




  The farmer looked back, waiting for Donovan to say something, then shrugged and plodded on.




  Donovan clenched and opened his fist to feel the old calluses pull taut.




  It took him a minute to realize he was standing still in the middle of the street. He ran his hand down his beard and started forward, sifting through the sediment of his preoccupation.




  A man with a fruit cart waved to Donovan as he passed Marvin Step-shaw’s boot shop and haberdashery and tossed him a red apple. He was one of the Reverend’s congregants—the Reverend now that there was only one—friendly but sallow faced, though his name escaped Donovan. It was mostly the farmfolk who had fled to Reverend Aaron’s congregation, but there were townfolk, too—enough to be counted.




  “They came just yesterday,” the man said. “On the express.”


  “Thanks,” Donovan replied, touching the brim of his careworn hat. He polished the apple on his vest and ate as he walked, juice running down his chin and into his beard.




  He ate mindlessly, the muscles of his jaw working like a cow’s chewing cud. Jacob for mayor? He had known the bothersome saloonkeep’s discontents—they were perennial, as old as the town itself—and yet somehow Donovan had never expected a challenge to his mayor. Perhaps he had become complacent. Distracted?




  Mayor Cordell was a dependable man, if prone to occasional mis-steps. But folk knew who really ran the town, and a challenge to Cordell was a challenge to Donovan himself.




  Three times Donovan had saved the town—four if you counted clearing the plains of the Comanche and Kiowa in the first place. First, in the 1870s, he had faced down Nash Warrick and One-Eyed Pete Rayder in the street, freeing the town of an existential violence. Then, in the ’80s, he had restored order in the heyday of the cowpunchers, taming their energy and their silver as a watermill tames a river. And again at the end of the decade as the cattle boom faded and the cowpuncher silver dried up, he and Congressman Atwood had convinced the Fort Worth and Denver City Railroad to build Three Chop a feeder line, a coveted link to that great steel vasculature.




  A legacy.




  Still walking, Donovan passed beneath the shadow of the saloon, Jacob’s saloon, the Lady May. He threw his half-eaten apple to the dogs and cursed the man beneath his breath.




  He nodded curtly to the women on the porch, dressed in shambles of silk. They fanned themselves lazily, their legs and arms looped luridly around railings, their red lips parted, tittering.




  “Hi, Mr. Sheriff.” A blithe chorus.




  Donovan felt his cheeks redden.




  Even at this early hour, there were men around them—the eager, the constitutively amorous—although the girls would not ply their trade until after sundown. That had been one of Donovan’s earliest reforms and his first real rift with Jacob.




  Even in the disarray of the early days, the Lady May had flourished, rising from one story to three, an all-in-one bar, gambling hall, whore-house, and inn. It stood higher now than any other building in town, a monstrosity casting a dark shadow in the late morning sun. And when it could not grow higher, it had sprawled outward, overtaking the surrounding buildings, an agglomeration of additions and renovations.




  Donovan shook his head to think of the silver in Jacob’s till. How he has thrived thanks to the sweat of my own labor! And now!




  Suddenly a sharp pain bloomed in Donovan’s spine and knocked the wind from his gut.




  He staggered off Front Street into the alley between the saloon and Sallie Winthrop’s dry goods store. Out of the view of passersby, Donovan hunched forward behind a water barrel and struggled for air, his heart pounding. He retched up black coffee and bits of apple, spilling his guts in the dirt. It took half a minute for the pain to ease and even then it left him feeling empty, a turned-out gunnysack.




  Donovan stood straight and grimaced, wiping the sweat from his forehead. It was too early to go home. He had yet to make his rounds, and a lawman who did not make his rounds was as good as retired. As good as dead.




  When he had recovered, Donovan hurried from the alley, lest he find himself confronted by the widow Winthrop. Twice this week she had accosted him over the drys, whom she accused of sabotaging her liquor shipments and of throwing rocks at Haddock, Jacob’s half-brother, a crippled black piano man.




  Donovan waved to a group of traders haggling over horses, hoping none had seen him doubled over in the alley.




  They touched their hats, uttering the usual pleasantries. They, like most of Three Chop’s residents, were grateful.




  No one seemed upset by the drys except the usual malcontents: Sallie and Jacob, both of whom sold the stuff, and the blacksmith Todd Waiverly, whom Donovan could only surmise was overly fond of drinking it.




  A trio of young girls in twill skirts passed with parasols, waving and giggling. Donovan smiled, suddenly overcome with nostalgia, remembering the days when he had been Three Chop’s most eligible bachelor. It made his present circumstance seem altogether impossible, and a pleasant feeling of unreality settled upon him.




  Sick? Beset by an election challenger? What were these beside the image of that younger man who had carved a path for civilization on the plain of the Llano Estacado? Death and defeat could not be his destiny. Surely Doc Marshall was wrong. Surely Jacob’s latest ploy would fail just as every other challenge to Donovan’s supremacy had failed over the years. A new century dawned, but he was still the same man.




  I am John Donovan!




  He quickened his step, turning his boots toward the offices of the Three Chop Star, driven by a new urgency, buoyed by a new optimism.




  He spit, trying to rid his tongue of a lingering taste of bile.











  CHAPTER 2




  Chasby




  “NEVER SEEN THE HILL COUNTRY SO DESOLATE,” ROD SAID, WIPING bacon grease on his chaps. His mount ambled beneath him. “We’ll have better luck here on the plain. It’ll be good to see Three Chop, too. I got a girl or two must miss me.”




  Maze Chasby listened to Rod prattle as he finished his own bacon. It was burned near black owing to Ike’s neglect, but even Ike couldn’t burn off the taste of salt. Chasby tried to savor it, even if it was the same meal he had eaten every day for two weeks.




  The boiled coffee was starting to take effect, too, reinvigorating his stiff limbs. They were off to a late start, having cleared their camp several hours after sunup. Then again, they probably would not be bandits if they had any measure of ambition.




  “I’m not going back to Three Chop,” Chasby said, mumbling into the mouth of a tin cup.




  Ike rolled his eyes and looked at Rod. “Why’re you so afraid of that old preacher anyhow?”




  “He isn’t that old,” Chasby responded.


  “Preaching ages a man,” Rod offered. “Makes him soft. Gives him gravy-toss.”




  Chasby laughed. “Gravitas,” he said. It was the first time he remembered laughing in weeks, and it surprised his companions.




  “What’s so funny?” Ike asked, twisting his wiry body in the saddle to look back at Chasby.




  “Oh, nothing,” Chasby said. “Only I never thought of the Reverend being soft. He beat me near every day growing up.”




  I am the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt . . .


  “My daddy only beat me when he was drunk,” Ike said, sounding impressed.




  Chasby shrugged. “He held me to a high standard, I guess. Tried to, anyway.”




  Thou shalt have no other gods before me . . .




  Somehow the Reverend had commandeered his own head, turned a part of Chasby against himself. He tried to shut out the voice.




  “Explains why yer scared of him,” Rod said, emptying the dregs of his coffee on the ground. “But I reckon you could take him now.”




  “Not scared exactly. Just . . .”




  Chasby trailed off as his mind emptied. It started with a buzzing, and then, suddenly, he was floating outside his own head—disorienting but not unpleasant—though it usually presaged a bout of panic. He struggled to confine himself.




  “It’s just,” Chasby said, his voice sounding like the echo of another man’s. “I’m not sure I don’t deserve it.”




  Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain. . .




  He emptied his own dregs and dropped the mug in his saddlebag. Then he removed a flask from his jacket pocket and took a long swallow to settle his nerves.




  “Ain’t surprising you cain’t follow the Reverend’s rules,” Rod mused. “You ain’t got a reverend’s blood. It’s cold blood a man like that needs. Hot-blooded men like us—we ain’t got a chance in hell of resisting certain temptations.”




  Chasby considered this as his belly absorbed the familiar warmth of whiskey. He thought of Hattie then abruptly forced her out of his mind, her memory equal parts joy and shame. He took another pull from his flask. “I reckon we all have a chance, but maybe the hot-blooded are too stubborn to take it. Or maybe the cold-blooded men are hot-blooded, too, and they’ve just figured out how to corral it.”




  “Chasby, how long we been together?” Rod asked, rhetorically, adjusting himself in his saddle. “Two months? And I cain’t tell whether you got too much corral or y’ain’t got enough. But yer always in yer own head, and what I’m sure of is t’ain’t good for business.”




  “Business,” Chasby scoffed.




  Ike shook his head, packing his cheek with a plug of chew.


  “See, that’s it right there,” Rod said. “You didn’t have to join our little gang if you didn’t want to. But you did join, knowing full well our proposition. T’ain’t like we tricked you into nothin’. Y’brought yer own horse and yer own goddamn gun.”




  “Look, I didn’t mean anything,” Chasby said, squeezing his eyes closed, commanding himself to relax. “I’m glad to be here. It’s just new to me—a new path.”




  “T’ain’t a path, neither,” Rod said, exasperated. “It’s just doing something. Everybody’s got to do something, and this is what we do. It don’t lead nowhere.” Rod sighed and rubbed his temples. “When Sid and Ambrose left to wrangle cattle at that old Mexican ranch, it left Ike and me a duo, and a duo don’t cut it out here. So we looked around town for someone who could cut it. And we picked you, because we knew you could ride ’n shoot, and because yer an outsider like us. You didn’t belong in town, and you definitely didn’t belong in no church, and y’knew it, too, and I think that’s why you came with us. But if we come to find you don’t belong here, neither, then you got to start to wonder where it is you do belong.”




  Don’t belong in church? Chasby wondered.




  The three men rode in silence. Between the alcohol and the swaying of the horse beneath him, Chasby calmed. He reached in his jacket pocket again, this time to touch the dog-eared Bible he stowed opposite his flask. The worn pages had a reassuring softness.




  “I have hot blood, too,” Chasby said after a while.


  “Hell yeah you do,” Ike said, slapping his leg. “I’ve seen you piss drunk getting kicked out of the saloon enough to know you got hot blood!”




  Even Rod smiled.


  “Remember when the circus was in town and you were drunk, and you let them llamas loose and the whole circus was out trying to wrangle them llamas in the middle of the night?” Ike slapped his leg again and burst into a fit of laughter. “I’ll never forget seeing that no-leg man running out of the saloon on his hands.” Tears rolled down his cheeks.




  Chasby shook his head, but he was smiling, too. He downed another slug of whiskey.




  “Maybe yer real pa was a hell-raiser like us,” Ike said when he was sufficiently recovered.




  Chasby shrugged. “I don’t know much about the man.”


  “The Reverend must’ve told you so,” Rod said.


  “Wasn’t anything to tell.”


  “But you know why he left you—there’s proof enough of hot blood in that story.”




  Chasby’s mind took leave of his head again. He squeezed his eyes shut.




  “The Reverend only told me he found me one morning in a basket on the church doorstep,” Chasby said distractedly.




  “The Reverend must be cold-blooded not to tell you a thing about yer pa in all that time,” Ike said, spitting a jet of tobacco juice and wiping his mouth on his shirt sleeve.




  “Maybe there ain’t much to tell, like you say, except what brought yer pa to Three Chop in the first place,” Rod said, taking a chaw of his own.




  Chasby reined in his horse abruptly. He sat speechless, blinking. What brought my father?




  Rod and Ike stopped their mounts, too, and turned their horses sideways so they could look at Chasby.




  “You look like you seen a ghost,” Ike said, scratching his head.


  Chasby’s hands had turned white where they gripped the reins. “What brought him to Three Chop?” he asked, his mouth dry as fresh sawdust on a saloon floor.




  “Maybe this ain’t a good time,” Rod said. “We got a job to do, and I don’t want you distracted.”




  “Tell it,” Chasby demanded.




  Ike and Rod exchanged glances.


  “Alright,” Rod said finally, crossing his arms. “What I know I seen mostly myself. I was probably fourteen or fifteen then. Yer pa was a homesteader, taking his family west like all the rest. It was your pa and ma and you and some kids—I don’t remember how many.”




  “You met them?” Chasby asked, dumbfounded. Kids?


  “Naw I never met ’em,” Rod said. “Don’t know how many or whether they was boys or girls. But don’t get yer hopes up. They died with yer ma.”




  Chasby’s stomach curdled, and he thought for a moment he might throw up the morning’s drink. “Died? How? When?” Instinctively, he reached into his coat as he spoke, feeling the weight of the flask. Half empty. How far again to Three Chop?




  “They was dead when yer pa showed up in town with you,” Rod said solemnly.




  Ike looked away.


  “He said they was ambushed and killed by Injuns. He begged the Sheriff to raise a posse to go after ’em. Now Donovan—you know how he is about what goes on outside the county so long as it stays there—he didn’t much care to chase a bunch of Comanche round the plains, and the mayor came out against it anyhow. Said the Injuns had been licked long before and it was probably highwaymen. So yer pa snuck off at night with an armful of stolen guns and never came back. Left you at the church. But he left hot-blooded sure enough! He left looking for revenge!”




  “Hell,” Chasby said, his mouth hanging open. He spat dust, closed it.


  “I always figured you knew,” Rod said.


  “Hot-blooded,” Ike added.


  “I guess it don’t change much anyhow,” Rod continued. “Except you oughtta know yer one of us.”




  “What,” Chasby swallowed. “What was he like?”




  Rod looked up, ran his tongue across his teeth, remembering. “Well, he looked a lot like you. Or I guess you look a lot like him—same green eyes, dark hair. And he always had a book with him.”




  “A book?” Chasby’s hand strayed to the pocket with his Bible.


  “Yeah, always a book, always different. That’s what folks said. Said he was a learned man.”




  This struck Chasby as a revelation.


  “A Bible?”


  “No, no,” Rod said. “A book, like a . . . well, something you’d read. Not something you’d preach.”




  Chasby’s thoughts jostled against one another in an effort to be heard, attended. I look like him? The same hot blood? Books? Did he have the same fear? Or was it the Reverend who put that in me? He vowed to ease up on the liquor, to consider this information in a clearer light.




  “Thank you,” Chasby whispered.


  “Sure,” Rod shrugged. “And there’s somethin’ else, too.”


  “Oh?”


  “You wasn’t delivered in no basket,” Rod said, scratching at his beard, half black, half gray. “Your pa delivered you to the Reverend. They talked. The Reverend would know him better than any man.”




  A strange pressure was building behind Chasby’s eyes.


  “He was only in town a few days, mind, but the Reverend—”


  “Hold it!” Ike interrupted, suddenly craning his neck northward, toward Three Chop, the direction they had been traveling. He stood in his stirrups and peered intently at the horizon. “I seen somethin’.”




  Chasby squinted into the distance, grateful for the distraction. He held up his right hand to block the sun, unable to find the right angle for his hat.




  “Whaddya see?” Rod asked, scanning the horizon himself.


  “Over yonder,” Ike said, pointing north-northwest.




  Chasby followed the line of his arm and saw in the distance a thin skein of gray smoke stretching into the sky. He had to blink to be sure it was there.




  Rod searched his saddlebag and pulled out a telescoping spyglass. “Definitely a camp,” he said, focusing the instrument. “Small. Cain’t be more than a few people.”




  “How do you know?” Ike asked, still watching the smoke in the distance.




  “They’ve only got one wagon with ’em and t’ain’t a big one at that.”


  “What’s in the wagon?” Ike asked, rubbing his dirty hands together with villainous glee.




  “It’s a spyglass,” Rod replied. “It don’t see through things.” He drew his horse alongside Chasby and handed him the spyglass. “Here, see if you can make anything out.”




  Chasby held it to his right eye and tried to focus. The horizon wavered and distorted in the grip of his unsteady hands. The column of smoke looked bigger, but he still could not make out much about the camp. He thought he saw the wagon, but that was all.




  Not this morning. Not with so much on my mind. Somehow the thought of his father reading books gave Chasby a sudden sense of new possibilities, of futures he had never envisioned for himself, to know that reading might be in his blood, too.




  Owing to their lack of success in the hill country, Chasby had only been part of two holdups, and those occurred late enough in the day that he had been sufficiently drunk. Even so, he had been able to hang back, not even drawing his gun. He was a deterrent, a third man, a silent partner, and his lack of participation was so far the only thing that made the work bearable.




  Thou shalt not steal . . .


  “Hard to make anything out,” Chasby mumbled, handing the spyglass back to Rod. If the Reverend saw me now. Chasby took another swig from his flask.




  “Cool it on the booze,” Rod said. “This is yer opportunity to show us you belong. I want you to take the lead. You think you can handle that, Chaz?” He spit into the dust beside his mount.




  “Sure,” Chasby lied. “Not much to it.”




  Chasby heard himself speak, and he understood the words, but somehow it felt like someone else had said them. Where am I? He was outside his head again, looking down at himself astride the old mare he had taken from the Reverend’s stable. He wondered if it might be better to float away for good. But where would I go? he wondered. Where would I belong?




  He patted the flask in his jacket and tried to forget the book in the other pocket. He tried to forget the Reverend, too, and thoughts of his family lying butchered on the plains and of his dad riding to his death with a haul of stolen guns.




  Honor thy father and mother. . .


  “Follow me,” he commanded, as if he had said it a thousand times.


  He spurred his horse forward. After a minute he turned to see that Rod and Ike had fallen in behind him, their mounts kicking up clouds of dust as they flew north across the plains.




  Hot-blooded, just like yer pa.




  It was in that moment that Chasby made up his mind: When they got to Three Chop, he would confront the Reverend. He would know the truth.











  CHAPTER 3




  Donovan




  DONOVAN FOUND RASCAL REMINGTON PERUSING THE THREE CHOP STAR at his desk. The Star was the pride of Three Chop thanks to Rascal’s prolific pen, and the only weekly newspaper on the whole of the North Texas plain.




  Donovan listened from the doorway as the man whispered to himself, reading every word of a draft edition aloud, his eyes following his right index finger, his left hand engaging a crystal tumbler filled with Kentucky bourbon.




  “Well!” Rascal exclaimed upon noticing Donovan in the doorway. He gave the Sheriff a heartfelt salute. “If it isn’t our legendary Sheriff, father of this paradise!”




  Donovan crossed the room, calibrating his ear to Rascal’s prattle. “A paradise except for the damn paper.”




  “I’ll drink to that!” Rascal said, raising his tumbler.




  Donovan grunted as he took a seat at the desk opposite Rascal. The desk was piled high with ink-stained newsprint and half a hundred old notebooks. “I’ve found your newspaper works well for kindling, and that’s about it.”




  “You have wit, Mr. Sheriff,” Rascal chortled, slapping his belly and swilling a mouthful of whiskey. “Should have been a newspaperman yourself. In fact—”




  “I never could sit still long enough even to read the paper, Rascal, much less write it,” Donovan cut in. “Why do you think I have you give me the headlines?”




  “You’re too early for that today, Mr. Sheriff. Hours too early, I’m afraid. I’m still on my early drafts.”




  Donovan pulled a tin from his coat pocket and set it on Rascal’s desk. He opened it, letting the scent of tobacco steal into the room.




  “Is that Lone Jack?” Rascal asked, suddenly attentive.


  “Sure,” Donovan replied. “Came in just yesterday.”




  Rascal wet his lips with the pink slug of his tongue. “I’ve been out of Lone Jack going on a week.”




  “Oh?”


  “Left the month’s wages on the card table, you know.” Rascal smiled sheepishly, eyes large as eggs and blinking behind his glasses. “A run of bad luck.”




  “A man’s luck can be a fickle thing,” Donovan allowed.




  Donovan rolled a cigarette, sealing it with a protracted lick. He struck a match against the grain of Rascal’s desk.




  “A fine quirly,” Rascal said admiringly. “Though I’m more partial to the pipe myself.”




  “Why don’t you take a pinch?” Donovan said, motioning to the tin.


  Rascal already had his meerschaum pipe in hand. He looked demented the way he concentrated, packing his favorite Virginia tobacco like it was flaked gold.




  At one time imported tobacco might have been as precious as Rascal made it seem—before Three Chop had sway, before the railroad brought California produce and eastern manufactures twice weekly. Rascal was in fact Three Chop’s first and longest resident. What had drawn the little epicure in those early days, Donovan could only guess. And why had he stayed?




  Like so many towns in the West, Three Chop had been founded by speculators—eastern men with oiled hair, men who had never set foot on the plain, men who had long since been forgotten like distant ancestors. Greedily they had snapped up land under the Homestead Acts to stoke demand and sell it for twenty times profit.




  Rascal had been the instrument of that frenzy, paid to distribute the Three Chop Star to the furthest reaches of the country to lure settlers with tales of fertile land and unimaginable wealth and nubile Indian princesses.




  Donovan had found his own copy of Rascal’s newspaper in a restaurant in Austin, though it was not the pursuit of wealth that had brought him exactly. It was something else—a sense of destiny, perhaps.




  Rascal had the bowl of his pipe smoking. He sniffed the tobacco box between puffs, baring his incisors.




  “Reminds me of my father, you know,” he said, the pipestem clenched between his teeth. “A real bastard of a man, but he did a few things right, and tobacco was one of them.”




  “The headlines?” Donovan asked.


  “Oh, Mr. Sheriff,” Rascal lamented as he struck another match. “Can it really be true? Are headlines all anyone reads anymore?”




  Donovan’s laconic eyebrow said they’re all anyone ever did.


  “Very well,” Rascal muttered, clearing his throat and resetting his glasses. “We begin, Mr. Sheriff, with a three-column head, ‘Mayor Cordell Tumbles Down the Well.’ ”




  Donovan smiled emptily. “The first sentence, Rascal.”


  “Yes, err, the first sentence,” Rascal said quickly, and he began:


  “Early Thursday morning, approximately two hours past midnight, none other than Three Chop Mayor Clarence P. Cordell emerged from the second-story kitchen of the Lady May, where, according to multiple witnesses, he was pestering Madame Fuselli for a second complimentary steak—free dinners wrought by the masterful hand of chef Mr. Sam, of course, being one of many perks that come with the almighty mayor-ship of this fine town—and then, witnesses say, clutching an empty bottle of bourbon in his right hand, an empty bottle of Scotch in his left, the bumbling Mr. Cordell stumbled, fumbled, and then tumbled, rolling like a sack of potatoes down the stairs and crashing into chairs and tables and onlookers below, not one of whom extended a helping hand to their poor, innocent mayor, whose fall from grace began like so many, with a belly full of drink and a series of unfortunate steps.”




  “All that was one sentence?” Donovan asked.




  Rascal nodded gravely, puffing his pipe. “You asked. I delivered.”


  Donovan sighed. Ordinarily the mayor’s antics did not concern him—after all, it was good to remind the town now and again who really held power in Three Chop. But with Jacob in the running . . .




  Donovan clenched and flexed his fist. “What’s next, Rascal?”


  “To our delight, we have a second story about our sure-footed mayor, a two-column head that reads, ‘Moreau to Chalenge Cordell.’ ”




  “Challenge him to what?” Donovan asked, feigning ignorance.


  “I’ll be damned!” Rascal said. “C-H-A-L-E. I’m short an L!” He made a mark on his copy with a thick pencil.




  “Challenge him to what, Rascal?”


  “I’m two-for-two on piquing your interest,” Rascal said, grinning. He licked his lips, adjusted his glasses, and began again:




  “Mr. Jacob S. Moreau, the fifty-four-year-old owner and founder of this town’s one and only drinking establishment, the beloved Lady May, pledged in the early hours of Thursday morning—in a fiery speech for which he cast aside his apron and stood atop his bar—to challenge our longtime mayor, Clarence P. Cordell, in next month’s town election, pledging to restore dignity to an office that, just minutes before and in that very location, had plummeted to new depths of embarrassment—literally!—with a fallen Mr. Cordell writhing on the floor, squealing like a stuck pig for the assistance of his late Aunt Bess Parker, bless her soul, and complaining about the pain in his rheumatic knee—”




  “That’s enough,” Donovan commanded, smoldering.


  “Hadn’t you heard?” Rascal asked, suddenly shy.


  “I had heard a rumor,” Donovan said. “I had hoped the rumor was false. And barring that, I had hoped Jacob’s boast was something off-handed—not Sam Adams declaiming from a bar top.”




  Rascal cleared his throat and took a moment to polish his glasses on his lapel.




  “I want you to strike the article,” Donovan said after a minute. His tone made it an order.




  “Mr. Sheriff!”


  “Strike it, Remington.”


  “But I witnessed it with my own eyes!”




  Donovan did not reply, only fixed the man with a stare.




  Rascal took a series of quick puffs on his pipe, frowning at the smoke and fidgeting in his chair.




  “Sir,” he said after a minute. “Regarding tomorrow’s newspaper—”




  “Yes?”


  “What I read aloud, as I said, was a first draft—very rough, very rough indeed—and in need of a rewrite, full and complete.”




  Donovan nodded.


  “Perhaps I should delay publication until I can review the article again. Maybe find another source.”




  “That sounds reasonable,” Donovan said, standing up and donning his hat. “You’re a hell of a journalist, you know. The integrity of the Star is unimpeachable.”




  “Yes,” Rascal agreed, his eyes losing focus.


  “Any other troublesome headlines you want to run by me?”




  Rascal pursed his lips in thought. “Not a headline exactly, but I do have an interview with Haddock about the violent incident—”




  “Boys throwing stones,” Donovan said, waving his hand. “Lamentable but nothing more.”




  “On the record?”


  “On the record,” Donovan agreed. He walked to the door, leaving the tin of Lone Jack on Rascal’s desk. “Remington,” he called from the doorway.




  “Yes, Mr. Sheriff?”


  “Cut the poor mayor some slack. It’s not easy running this town.”


  “You would know it, sir.”











  CHAPTER 4




  Chasby




  FROM THE MOMENT CHASBY MADE OUT THE MAN’S SILHOUETTE, HE felt sick.




  They had ridden a hard ten minutes to the camp, the telltale column of smoke growing larger until they could smell charred meat and burnt coffee.




  What bothered Chasby first was the man’s posture. He stood with hunched shoulders like a man trying to withstand the onslaught of a gale.




  Chasby’s discomfort only grew as they approached. When they were close enough to see the man’s features, Chasby realized he was older than expected. His face was tanned and leathered and hatched with deep lines. He squinted at the riders beneath the brim of a worn riding hat. He held a shotgun in the crook of his arm, the gunmetal glinting in the sunlight.




  A smarter man would have shot us already.




  But the worst shock came when Chasby saw the man’s companions and the state of their meager encampment. A woman stood behind the wagon clutching an infant to her breast. She seemed too young to be the man’s wife—probably no more than seventeen—thin and red faced. A daughter, perhaps. Or a niece. Anxiety and exhaustion battled for control of her countenance.




  Chasby thought immediately of Hattie, who was not much younger, with blonde hair and a heart-shaped face, and he prayed that she met no men like him in Wyoming.




  Thou shalt not commit adultery . . .




  The wagon was small and mostly empty, except for blankets and a smattering of supplies—a few days’ worth at best. Their only other possession appeared to be a tired old horse with showing ribs.




  Chasby looked pleadingly at Rod as they reined in their own mounts. Let’s just leave them alone. He willed the thought at Rod.




  But Rod jerked his head and mouthed, “Go on!”




  Chasby grimaced. He patted the flask in his jacket and cleared his throat. You’ve seen them do it. Just say the same words and try not to shit yourself.




  “Howdy,” he managed. His throat was dry and the words came out a croak.




  The old man gave the slightest nod, his gray eyes darting from one rider to the next. They had fanned out into a semicircle, half surrounding the small encampment. The man might kill one of them with his shotgun, but he would not kill two. Chasby watched him take a slow step backward toward the girl and her baby.




  “Where’re you headed?” Chasby asked. The day was noiseless, and in the silence that followed his question, he heard only the strain of leather straps and the jingle of spurs as the horses shifted and stamped.




  “He said where’re you headed,” Rod spoke up impatiently.


  “West,” the old man said. “Far as we can git.” He spoke with an accent that reminded Chasby of the Reverend. An Alabaman?




  “Don’t look like you’ll get much further,” Chasby said, nodding to the empty wagon. His tone was almost sympathetic.




  The old man grunted.


  “Some people ain’t cut out for going west,” Rod said.




  Chasby looked at Rod again. He thought he would retch, but Rod urged him on.




  “Well you know there’s a toll through these parts,” Chasby said weakly. If Rod and Ike did not want him, who would?




  When the old man did not respond, Rod said, “We’re lawmen, see? We provide a service. These plains’re lawless. There’s Indians who’d scalp you, bandits who’d murder you and do worse to yer girl and her babe. We keep ’em and their kind at bay for the safety of travelers like you. But there’s a cost to it, y’know? Horses, guns, ammo, victuals. We sure ain’t tryin’ to get rich, but we gotta feed ourselves all the same.”




  “I reckon there’s some good-for-nothin’ lowlifes roaming these parts indeed,” the old man said, pretending to survey the land. “Outlaws an’ robbers. The kind of cowards that’d take advantage of an old man an’ his daughter an’ her sick babe.” He spat on the ground. “Too bad for those men we ain’t got nothin’ left to steal.”




  “You got a horse,” Ike cut in. “A horse’ll pay the tax as well as anything, and so will bullets.”




  The scorn in the old man’s face melted into fear. “It’s a murderer who takes that horse,” he said, stiffening. “That babe needs a doctor, and we’re on our way to town to find him one. Without that horse, we’ll die out here.”




  “You won’t die,” Rod said. “There’s a town thirty miles west—Blue Spring. You can walk there in a day or two.”




  The old man shook his head. “Not tired as we are an’ with a sick babe. We wouldn’t make it, no. Not all of us. Y’kill him if you take that horse.”




  “What else you got?” Chasby asked, praying they had something, anything that would please Rod and Ike enough to leave them alone—a necklace or some family heirloom.




  “I told you we ain’t got nothin’.”


  “You got a horse!” Ike screamed, drawing his gun. “A horse’ll do just fine!”




  Ike’s threat was interrupted by the crack of a gunshot.




  Chasby heard the bullet sigh in his ear as it passed. Startled, he looked around. The old man still held his shotgun loosely in the crook of his arm. He looked as surprised as anyone. Then Chasby saw the girl. She was gripping the baby in one hand and a six-shooter in the other, its barrel pointed right at him. Her hand was shaking. Instinctively, Chasby reached for his gun.




  Ike returned fire first, having already drawn his weapon. Rod was close behind, and before gun smoke clouded his vision, Chasby saw the old man raise his shotgun too, bewildered.




  Chasby raised his pistol and fired six shots, emptying the chamber without aiming anywhere in particular. The gun kicked in his hand, jarring the bones of his arm up to his shoulder.




  The sound of gunfire faded into a dull thudding as Chasby felt his mind leaving his body. This time he had no desire to wrangle it. His head buzzed pleasantly, but there was a wave of panic growing inside him. He was only vaguely aware of the horse beneath him whirling and bucking, agitated by the gunfire. He felt himself slide sideways and hit the ground as his mind still looked down from above. He watched as he scurried away from the stamping hooves on hands and knees. Old Mary isn’t used to gunfire, I guess. She was a farm horse after all.




  Chasby came to himself as the last gunshots rang out. He staggered to his feet, heart pounding. He was covered in sweat. As the gun smoke cleared, he saw Rod and Ike had dismounted and were milling about, apparently unharmed.




  Rod’s horse lay on the ground, kicking weakly, its chest a mass of blood and hair. Chasby watched as Rod loaded his six-shooter, spun the chamber, and fired a bullet into the animal’s brain. It kicked once more and lay still.




  The old man was lying still, too, beyond the horse. Chasby watched as Ike walked over to the man and kicked him roughly in the side. The man did not react.




  “Dead,” Ike called, the satisfaction evident in his voice. “The old bastard’s dead.”




  Horror gripped Chasby as he looked to the wagon where the girl had been standing. Her body lay inert, her tattered white blouse blotted red with blood.




  Chasby ran toward her and was kneeling beside the girl before he realized what he was doing. Her chest was still. Hot tears filled his eyes, and he choked back a sob. All the guilt he had felt over Hattie—the way he had used her, ignored her, gotten her sent away all for the sake of his own pleasure, his own weakness—came spilling out of his eyes then, loosed by the sight of another girl, innocent like Hattie, now dead before him.




  And by whose hand? a voice screamed in his head. The Reverend’s voice or his own? By whose hand?




  His ears were still ringing from the gunfire, but he heard a new sound now, a sound out of place in this vast, desolate prairie where gun smoke hung blue and hazy in the air. It was the baby crying on the ground, spilled out of its mother’s arms.




  Rod heard it, too. “Shame,” he said, walking over and pointing his gun at the baby the same way he had done with the horse.




  “No!” Chasby cried, scrambling to his feet. He scooped up the child awkwardly, one hand on its head and one hand on its back—mimicking what he had seen Madame Fuselli do with one of the girls’ babies at the Lady May. “You can’t just kill it like that—like it’s an animal!”




  The baby cried harder in his arms.


  “You want to leave it to starve? Or worse?” Rod asked, confused. Already there were buzzards circling overhead.




  “No,” Chasby said, although he had not thought through the alternatives. We can’t let it die! Of this at least he was sure. “We’ll take it with us.”




  Rod snorted. “You wouldn’t know what t’do with a goddamn baby.”


  “We can take it to town and leave it with someone.” Like I was left.


  Rod shook his head. “Don’t you think people will wonder how we got mixed up with a baby? Don’t you think they’ll start asking questions we cain’t answer straight? We cain’t draw attention to ourselves, especially if we’re trying to sell any of this stuff.” He motioned to the cart, which Ike had climbed into and begun inspecting.




  “I ain’t listening to that thing scream for the next three days, neither,” Ike said. He was rummaging through the supplies. “This ain’t no place for a baby.”




  Chasby thought Ike meant the prairie, but he might as well have meant the world.




  “Besides,” Rod said, walking toward Chasby. “His granddaddy said he was sick—sick near dyin’, and we sure as hell cain’t take him to a doctor.” Rod reached out and put his hand on the baby’s head. “He’s hotter’n hell! Feel him!”




  Chasby had already felt the baby’s fever through the back of his head. Rod was right. He was burning up. As if on cue, the baby began to cough, a wet, sickly sound.




  “He won’t make it to Three Chop, will he?” Chasby asked, his chin trembling with emotion. “He won’t make it without his ma.”




  By whose hand!




  For some time he stood there, cradling the babe, wondering how it had come to this. Only yesterday they had been ambling carefree across the plains. He’ll never make it. He turned his head away and held the baby out to Rod. “Take him,” he said, closing his eyes.




  The shot came only a few seconds later. Apparently Rod wanted it over quickly, too.




  “Ike, git me a blanket,” Rod called.




  Chasby kept his eyes shut. The silence was overwhelming.


  “It’s alright,” Rod said, putting a hand on Chasby’s shoulder. “It’s over.”




  Chasby turned around slowly. He saw a brown blanket spread on the ground a few yards away, covering a pathetic lump.




  Rod looked appraisingly at him. “I’m still not sure you’re cut out for this job, Chaz,” he said, rubbing the stubble on his cheek. “It’s a hard thing scratching a living from this here dry earth. But I like you. I think you got potential. Maybe you remind me of me someway. Besides, you saved my life.”




  “Saved your life?” Chasby asked, confused in his grief.


  “Sure. You hit the old man just when he pulled the trigger. He would’ve got me instead of the horse.”




  The color drained from Chasby’s face. Thou shalt not commit murder . . .


  “We were all firing,” he said, his voice quavering.


  “Ike and I were firing at the girl,” Rod said, shaking his head. “You got the old man. You saved my life.”




  “But I wasn’t even aiming.”


  “Look what I got!” Ike yelled, interrupting. He held up a gold-plated pocket watch on a long gold chain. “Found it in the bottom of a flour sack! Lyin’ old man was hiding it from us. I knew they had something!”




  The old fool, Chasby thought. Suddenly he was angry—angry at the old man and his daughter for making him pull the trigger, for putting that black mark on his soul. Was a watch worth dying for?




  Rod grinned. “Forget the cart then, boys,” he said, clapping his hands. “I’ll take the horse on account of mine being dead, and we’ll head for Three Chop. I’m sure ole Stu Lassiter will know someone who wants to buy that watch if he don’t want to buy it himself, and then we’ll have money enough for a good time at the Lady!”
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“. .. hasa chance to be judged one of those rare modern Western fiction classics.”
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