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Sundown Verdict
Geraldine Moss
A young photographer rides into a thirsty New Mexico town and finds a land baron trying to own water itself. When her telegraphist brother vanishes, she follows a trail through quarries and ranch gates, using flash powder and nerve to expose forged deeds, free her kin, and help the townsfolk claim their spring.
ProseHub


    
Dust and Glass
The stagecoach lurched as if it had stepped on a rattler. Dust boiled up, coughing through the seams. When the door swung open, Juniper Ames set her boots to the street of Drybell and felt the town’s heat roll under her skirt like an oven door. A red water tower leaned on its stilts. A line of hitching posts baked by the false-front shops. The sun sat on the mountains and did not blink.
“Junie!” A skinny boy in a telegraph cap ran from the depot. His ears were too big for his head, and his grin went ahead of him.
She let him slam into her. “You grew,” she said into his hair. It smelled of ink and hot dust. “Or else I shrank on the road.”
Eli bounced back and tried to look like a man. “I got promoted to night watch for the wire. Mr. Granger says I can type with eyes closed.” He peered at her cases. “It all made it?”
Juniper patted the wooden trunk and the leather satchel that held her camera, plates, tripod. “All here. No broken glass. I’ll need a dark corner and water. Plenty of both, I hope.”
Eli’s grin faded. “Water’s a talk people don’t finish lately. Come on. I’ll show you the livery. Ocho lets folks rent a stall if they keep it neat.”
They crossed the narrow street. A piano clinked inside the cantina. The canvas door slapped open and a warm smell of beans and fried dough drifted out. A woman with a braid thick as a rope watched them from the shade—eyes careful, hands gentle on a boy’s shoulders.
“That’s Widow Estrada,” Eli said. “She feeds half this town when their pockets go thin. She’ll feed you, if you let her.”
Juniper tipped two fingers off her hat. Widow Estrada nodded like they’d already met. In the livery, a dozen horses flicked tails. Dust motes spun in a shaft of light. Juniper unbuckled her cases and rolled up her sleeves.
“We can black out this corner,” she said. “Hang the tarp. I don’t need much.” She tested boards with her knuckles. “This’ll do.”
“You ain’t setting up no glass contraption,” a voice said behind her.
She turned. A tall man with a red vest leaned in the door. He had a neat mustache you could measure fence lines with. Two men stood behind him with spurs talking in whispers.
“I’m Calder Nash,” the man said. “I own Red Butte, and most water from here to the ridge. Don’t want folks snapping up pictures and stirring gossip with ‘em. A camera makes a man look twice where once would do.”
Juniper set the satchel between her boots. “I take landscapes. Families. Babies in bathtubs. Gossip is your own business.”
He smiled. It didn’t touch his eyes. “Keep your glass away from my spreads. We’re clear?”
Eli stepped closer to her side. Juniper watched the men’s boots. Spurs new. Dust not from town. The tall one on the right had a scar running like a creek down his jaw.
“If you’re asking,” Juniper said, “then I’ll think on it. If you’re telling, you’ll have to try harder.”
Nash laughed once, a sound like a dry crack of wood. “You got sand. This territory has a way of shifting sand into gullies. Enjoy your stay.” He touched his hat brim and walked out without turning his back. His men went with him, boots whispering.
Eli blew out his cheeks. “You made a friend.”
“Names,” Juniper said, “are things you put on your pictures so you don’t forget what you saw. I’ll remember his.”
They spent the next hour tacking up canvases, carving a workspace from the livery’s shade. She wiped boards with vinegar. She checked hinges and poured water from a barrel until it ran clear. Outside, afternoon sagged toward evening. The telegraph clacked a steady beat, like a cricket that had learned Morse.
Widow Estrada came by with a tin plate of stew and corn cakes. “Eat,” she said, eyes lingering on the satchel. “You carry it like a child.”
“It sees better than I do in some ways,” Juniper said. “Thank you.”
A wind toppled a broom. The horses shifted. Eli ran to the depot at the dispatch bell, tossing, “Back soon!” over his shoulder.
Juniper ate standing, tasting pepper and smoke. She wiped the plate clean with the corn bread and felt the shake of the wire through the floor. Footsteps scuffed outside again. A man in a blue chambray shirt stepped into the doorway, carrying a coil of rawhide and a quiet that didn’t show off.
“Name’s Ezekiel Crow,” he said. He had skin dark as the new moon and eyes that weighed things. An old cavalry hat perched low with a beaded band that told a story she didn’t know. “I heard our town has got itself a photographer. I scout some for the army still. I also mind my own. But sometimes my own reaches into other people’s business.” He set the coil on a peg. “You keep to truth?”
“I try,” Juniper said. “Pictures don’t lie. People do.”
He nodded once. “Both need a steady hand.” He touched the split rail with his knuckles and went out as if that had been the whole conversation.
She stood in her little room, the light turning honey in the boards, and felt the day angle toward something tense. The telegraph hammered hard. A shout rose from the depot, then cut off. Juniper slid the stew plate aside and grabbed her hat.
The depot door swung and slammed. Eli didn’t come out.
She crossed the street. The operator, Mr. Granger, stood stiff as a fence post by the counter. “Message from Santa Fe,” he said without looking at her. “Marshal’s delayed. That’s all.” His eyes flicked toward the back room.
“Where’s my brother?” Juniper asked.
Granger licked his lips. “He was here.” He looked at the floor. “Then he went for air.”
Juniper pushed through the back door into the alley. The smell of damp rope knives into the throat. Flies worried a broken crate. At the far end, near the tracks, Eli’s cap lay on its side, brim kicked flat. The little metal “Western Union” pin was gone.
Her stomach went cold, then hot. She scooped up the cap with both hands and pressed the dent back as if his head might somehow appear. The tracks ran away like two bright threads into scrub and shimmer.
Boot marks crowded the dirt. Two sets. One light and narrow. One heavier. A third, half on the boards and half off. She crouched, steadying herself on a post. The heavy prints turned toward the cattleguard and the open scrub beyond. The light ones—Eli’s—skipped, scuffed, then vanished where the boardwalk ended.
Juniper stood and wiped her hands on her skirt. The wind carried a far laugh from the cantina and the careful forbearance of a town pretending not to see its own shadows.
“Junie?” Widow Estrada stood behind her, the boy from earlier tucked under her arm. “I heard you calling.”
“Have you seen Eli?” Juniper held up the cap.
The widow’s mouth thinned. “No. But there’s been men asking about the wire. About who sends what.” She touched Juniper’s wrist. “Come inside.”
“No,” Juniper said, but not sharp. “I need to move.” She slid the cap into her satchel. The leather mouth of it felt like a friend.
She checked the camera, the tripod, the case of plates. Her breath steadied as her hands touched familiar brass. She slung the satchel, tied it off against her hip, and stepped into the street.
Calder Nash sat his bay at the far end, talking to the deputy out front of the short, square jailhouse. He saw her and tipped his hat again as if nothing in the world could surprise him.
Juniper walked past him and out to the edge of Drybell. Sage spread like a ragged green coat. Mesquite hunched low. The land opened in a flat yawn to the red uplift in the west—Red Butte, a table of rock set for a god too big to sit. The spring called Palo Seco lay beyond, so folks said. It fed the whole basin. A silver line of cottonwoods marked its draw.
She climbed the little rise where the town’s graveyard nuzzled its nose against the wind. From there she raised the tripod, slid the camera into place, leveled it with a pinch of dirt under one leg. Her hands moved by memory. The ground glass showed the town backwards. She took one plate of the street, a second of the butte, a third of the cottonwoods. She felt calmer with each dark slide drawn.
Hoofbeats ticked behind her. She didn’t turn. “If you’re here to tell me not to look toward a spring everyone drinks from,” she said, “you’ll be late to a fight already started.”
“I came to offer a map,” Ezekiel Crow said. She could hear the leather in his saddle speak and the creak of old wood. “And to say you should mind the wind. It carries faces in it. It also carries powder.”
She glanced at him, then back to the glass. “My brother’s missing.”
“I see his cap,” Ezekiel said. He waited. When she didn’t speak, he went on. “Palo Seco ain’t just water. It’s right to pass and wrong to hold. Folks are being squeezed. Nash buys papers. Men sign because the drought made their throats small. Others don’t sign. Their barns burn. Your brother handles wire. Wire holds words. Words can cut.” He reached into a saddlebag and set a small tin on the ground. “Flash powder. Magnesium and a pinch of pine rosin. It turns night into day for a blink. It stinks like brimstone. It will blind a man long enough to choose your way. Keep it dry. Don’t breathe the smoke.”
Juniper looked from the tin to his face. “Why help me?”
“Because I figure you see true,” he said. “And because I ain’t eager to bury another boy.” He lifted his chin at the cottonwoods, their leaves flashing like coin in the wind. “You want a trail? Watch for the drift where cattle pass the draw. Nash runs them at dusk so no one counts. If your brother got grabbed, it’s there you’ll find sign.”
She packed the powder into her satchel the way you’d put away a secret. “I’ll bring him back,” she said. The words surprised her with how steady they were.
Ezekiel’s mouth twitched. “Say what you can do, not what the world will let you do. But say it anyway.” He nudged his horse away from the headstones. “I’ll be around.”
The sun went down behind Red Butte and the land cooled from iron to clay. Juniper broke down her camera, shouldered the wood and leather, and headed for the cottonwoods. The wind smelled of damp rock. A bird clicked once and went quiet.
At the draw, she found the drift Ezekiel had spoken of. Hooves had chewed the bank into puckers. Fresh prints—today’s by the crumble of edges. She found a scrap of blue thread snagged on thorn. Eli’s shirt.
Voices mumbled down the draw. She crouched behind a fallen trunk and eased the tripod open. The world had gone blue with afterlight. She guessed the distance, set the lens, flicked the cap. A match flared below. Two men hunched by the path, the one with the jaw scared white, the other leaner and younger. Eli sat with his hands roped, breathing hard through his nose.
Juniper slid a plate. She lifted the tray with the flash powder. Her fingers shook only once. She blew on the match in her mind, tried to time the wind. Then she stood and struck steel to flint. Light exploded like a noon of its own. The men shouted and threw up hands. Eli toppled sideways and started to roll.
“Run!” Juniper yelled. The night swallowed her voice and gave it back thin and fierce.

    
Trail of White Fire
Eli scrambled on his knees, wrists still bound. The scar-jawed man swore and groped for his pistol. Juniper had already cracked the tray and dumped sand over the last spark. Smoke stung her eyes. She grabbed the tripod like a polearm and swung it into scar-jaw’s shins. Wood met bone with a crack. He barked and folded.
The younger man darted at Eli. Juniper didn’t think. She threw her satchel as if she were casting a net. It hit him across the face and he reeled, hands up. Eli kicked his feet toward her. She grabbed and dragged him behind the fallen log. Bullets buzzed like mean hornets. Bark spat into her hair.
“Can you run?” she hissed.
“I can fall in a straight line,” he said through clenched teeth.
“Good.” She cut the rope with a shard of the fallen branch and hauled him up. The ground tilted but held. They slid into the cotton shadows and crawled uphill.
Hooves clattered. More men. Juniper tasted metal in her mouth like a coin you couldn’t swallow. They made it to the graveyard fence. Eli clung to a cross as if saints might get up and drag him the rest of the way.
“Junie,” he gasped, “they said the wire was telling on them. They want to know who reads what. They’re going to shut the town up by Monday.”
“We’ll need to open it wider first,” she said. “Can you get to Granger and send to a marshal you trust?”
He shook his head, eyes watering. “They set Pike Drummond to watch the depot. He grins like an ax.”
“Then we’ll go around him.” She stared past the graves to the red shape of the butte. The wind brushed the grass with a hand she could almost see.
Back in the livery, she stowed the camera and fixed three plates in her little darkroom while Eli stood guard at the door with a hay fork. She watched the image bloom in its bath, silver lifting out of the milky wash—two men by the path, their faces knife-sharp even in the dusk; Eli’s profile; the brand on a calf’s flank in the background where a shadow shouldn’t have been.
“Brand’s wrong,” she whispered. “He’s running other folks’ beef through his spring.”
Eli said, “Will that prove anything?”
“It will help folks choose. Then we need the rest.” She rinsed the plates and slid them into the rack like bread cooling. “We can’t stay here. They’ll sweep every room.”
“Where?”
“Where men don’t look close,” she said. “Under their noses.”
Widow Estrada’s back room was a cave of cool. Juniper and Eli slipped in the kitchen door while the cantina out front rattled with music. Ramona closed the door with her hip and set two mugs of coffee by the washbasin.
“They came by,” she said, pouring beans into a pot with a hiss of oil. “Asked if I’d seen a boy with too many words. I said every boy fits that.” Her smile was quick and gone. “You shook them up at the draw.”
Juniper sipped coffee that bit like a small animal. “I need a horse,” she said. “And a way to look in Nash’s house without putting my hands on his throat. He has papers. He has a ledger. He counts men like beans.”
Ramona tilted her head. “I have a mare not much to look at. Cinder. She runs on smoke and spite. She’ll carry you if she agrees with you. As for a way in—Nash likes to look pretty. He’s hosting a meet for buyers day after tomorrow. He’ll want to show his bull with that ugly face of his. A poster for the rail towns would make him taller.” She set a finger on the table. “I could tell him we have a lady who paints with glass and fire.”
Eli stared. “You’d put Junie under his roof?”
Ramona met Juniper’s eyes. “I would put her where she can see. And I will stand at the door, and Ezekiel will stand at the road, and the town will be awake. But it must be you who decides.”
Juniper set her mug down. Her fingers left damp rings. “If I ride to Red Butte, I’ll need to know the land.”
“If you go by day, Pike Drummond will see you,” Ramona said. “If you go by night, the rocks will break you. Go at dawn when the coyotes yawn. Talk to Nita at the old mission. She reads the earth like you read faces.”
“Pack light,” Ezekiel Crow said from the doorway, not surprising anyone. He had a habit of standing where his shadow was useful. “And don’t bring the boy. He has a different job.” He eyed Eli. “Find a wire not watched. Miles out. Send to Dodge for Marshal Avery Pike. I owe him. He’ll listen.”
Eli bristled. “I can shoot.”
“You can live,” Ezekiel said. “That will help more men breathe tomorrow.”
The mission was a skeleton of adobe ribs and a bell that hadn’t rung since the last flood scoured the valley. Cactus pushed up through the old nave. A woman sat in the doorway where the shade measured itself, braiding yucca strips into a rope. Her hair was streaked with iron and moon. Her eyes weighed Juniper, then passed judgment without a word.
“Nita?” Juniper asked.
The woman nodded. “You carry a box that eats light,” she said in a voice like worn leather. “It spit at Nash’s men and made them blink.” She smiled without humor. “Good.”
“I need a way to come at Red Butte without waking a nest,” Juniper said. The wind pushed the loose ends of her braid into her mouth. She spit hair and waited.
Nita set the rope aside and stood. She walked past Juniper to Cinder’s shoulder, laid her palm there, and murmured something. The mare’s ears tipped forward. “She listens,” Nita said. “Follow the dry wash that runs under the second shelf of rock. It smells of damp stone even in noon. There’s a snake of clay that looks like water if you don’t look hard. Men from the ranch ride on the ridge and don’t see it. It will spit you into the back of Nash’s canyon by the old quarry. There’s a door there that isn’t a door.”
“A door?”
“His father dug stone there and left tunnels. Nash keeps more than cattle in the cool. He keeps ink. He keeps paper. Paper cuts the throat quieter than a knife.” Nita’s mouth thinned. “Bring your fire if you must. But don’t burn what you need to show. Fire runs faster than horses.”
Juniper nodded. “Thank you. What do you need?”
Nita looked at the sky, the way a woman looks at a child who is late. “I need rain.” She shrugged. “Failing that, I need Nash to remember he drinks what we all drink.” She pressed a small leather bag into Juniper’s palm. Inside, something rattled. “Blackthorn seeds. Chew one when you need to keep awake. Spit it after. It will bite you if you don’t.”
Juniper tucked the bag in with the powder. “We go at dawn.”
Nita touched her elbow. “You will smell iron today. Walk anyway.”
They left when the stars were still arguing with the horizon. Ezekiel rode with them until the mission was a tooth behind. He carried a Spencer across his lap and a patience that didn’t creak. Eli, under orders and protest, took the east road in a cloud of his own anger to ride for the second relay station with a message rolled tight in his hatband.
Juniper and Cinder slid down into the dry wash Nita had named. It smelled of damp stone in a land that had forgotten rain. Their hooves thudded soft as drumbeats. The world compressed to a ribbon between walls of rock, then opened like a secret. Above, the ridge was a black knuckle against a coming blue day.
At the quarry, the air cooled. Juniper swung down. Her boots sank in fine dust. Crickets practiced. The “door that isn’t a door” stood in shadow. It was only a split in the rock, squared by hands, with a timber laid across the top where someone had hung a broken bridle.
“You go in,” Ezekiel said. “I’ll tie Cinder and watch the ridge. If you don’t come out in half an hour, I’ll come in angry.” He handed her a coil of thin cord. “Tie this to your belt. Two tugs if you need to leave bright. Three if you need to leave brave.”
Juniper almost asked which was which. Instead she tucked the powder tin under her arm, slid the camera case off her shoulder, and worked sideways into the cool. The tunnel smelled of old water and paper. It breathed out as if something inside had been waiting too long.
Her fingers found a lantern on a shelf, a box of matches beside. She struck one with her thumbnail. The flame licked blue and then yellow. Ledger books slept on a table. A chair waited with its back to the door like a man you don’t trust. She lifted the top ledger and laid it open. Names, dates, brands. Her tongue dried until it felt like leather. Marks that were the same hand pretending to be five men. Ramona. Estrada. A blank by her name, like a threat that had to wait.
Footsteps scuffed. She snuffed the lantern with wet fingers and pressed herself against the wall. The powder tin dug her ribs. Two men came in, voices low.
“Mr. Nash wants Pike’s boys to bring the kid at dusk,” the first said.
“The one from the wire? Why not now?”
“The marshal’s delayed, the wire says. Best to make a show when the buyers sit down. Folks learn quicker if the lesson’s right in front of ‘em.”
Juniper’s breath went shallow as a quail’s. She slid the ledger into her case, eased the latch shut with her thumb, and pulled the cord at her belt twice. The answer came back: a steady, soft tug. Bright.
She moved when their backs turned, a shadow that had decided to be a person again.

    
Red Butte Reckoning
There was a bit of theater to the way Calder Nash showed his animal. He had strung bunting in the dust. He wore a fresh vest. The buyers, men with whiskers that looked like brush fires and girls on their arms too young to know the price of wool, sat on benches drinking lemonade against the heat. The bull, a slab of muscle and bad temper, stamped and popped snot when the shade shifted.
Ramona had not lied. She took Juniper by the elbow and delivered her to the yard like a gift the town thought Nash should have. “You’ll have your poster,” Ramona said to him. “She works fast.” Her eyes stayed on Juniper like a hand on the small of her back, steadying.
“You’ll have to shoot the animal from the front,” Nash said. “His profile makes him look like an insult.” He laughed. Men laughed with him.
Juniper set the tripod near the corral. She moved slow, as if the world couldn’t start without her saying so. Inside the satchel, her fingers found the ledger by feel. It felt heavier than a book ought. She slid it into a second pocket and set a spare plate in its place, already exposed in the quarry, the brand sharp as if stamped in fire.
Pike Drummond drifted near, all teeth and laziness. “Heard a story about white fire down by the cottonwoods,” he said. “You ever handle lightning, miss?”
“I’ve held worse,” Juniper said. “I’ve held babies who didn’t want to be still.”
“Babies spit,” Pike said. “Lightning burns.” He went to scratch his chin and came away with his hand near the butt of his pistol, like a man reminding a dog about fences.
She tipped her lens up and caught the bull’s roll of eye. He huffed and planted both feet as if he’d just made up his mind to either be a statue or a storm. Juniper pulled the cap and counted heartbeats. She slid the cap back and nodded like she and the bull had done a hard thing together.
“I’ll set plates in the kitchen,” she said. “I need water.”
“Lupe,” Nash snapped. “Show the lady to the basin.” A girl of sixteen stepped forward, apron wrung to a rope. She didn’t meet Juniper’s eye. Her knuckles were raw like they had fought a wall.
In the back, out of the open yard’s glare, the kitchen was a low roar of pots. Lupe led Juniper past a pantry door. Juniper’s shoulder brushed it and heard a breath on the other side. She looked at Lupe, who flicked a glance upward, then down. He was in there. Eli was in there.
Juniper whispered, “If I open it, will you scream?”
“If you don’t, I will,” Lupe whispered back, a smile like a cracked plate. She lifted a pot and clanged it to cover the squeal as Juniper slid the bolt.
Eli sat on an upturned bucket, wrists tied to a hook set low in the wall. He looked like he’d tried to bite through rope. He looked like someone who had decided to be stubborn as a plan.
“Junie,” he said, and his voice broke on the first hill of the word.
She crossed the room in two strides, cutting at the knot with a little knife she kept in her boot. “Quiet,” she breathed. “We’re going to step into a garden full of snakes and pretend the cucumbers are fine.”
He rubbed his wrists and nodded like an old man. Lupe shoved a basket at him. “Take this. Walk,” she said, cheeks stiff, eyes wet.
They moved like people who had to learn not to run. In the pantry doorway, Juniper paused long enough to set a plate in a tray and strike flint to the flash. Light hammered the room for an instant. Men shouted in the yard. In the white afterglow, she slid her stolen ledger on top of a stack of flour sacks.
“Why hide it?” Eli whispered.
“Because if it’s in my case, Pike will take it,” she said. “If it’s in Nash’s pantry, he’ll swear it’s a grocery list.” She grinned, a sharp little thing she didn’t recognize as hers. “And he’ll be right where I want him when we fetch it back.”
They reached the porch as a man hollered, “Fire!” There wasn’t one. The flash smoke had crawled into a corner, sulked, and might as well have been a ghost. In the confusion, Ezekiel appeared at the edge of the yard, his horse grazing a lie. He tipped his hat toward the road.
“Time,” he mouthed.
Pike Drummond’s head came up like a hound’s. He saw Eli and his smile flowed slow. “Look what the pantry grew.”
Juniper stepped into him, the tray against her hip, the camera case open like a mouth. “Hold this,” she said brightly, shoving the tray into his hands in a tangle of clattering bottles. The surprise put his weight back. She drove her shoulder into his chest, and he stumbled. Eli was already running. Lupe dropped her apron, seized a broom like a spear, jabbed it at Pike’s shin, and bolted the other way.
Guns came out like ideas. Juniper turned the flash up and lit the yard. Everyone blinked. The bull bawled, decided at last on storm, and blew through the corral rail.
“Run!” Ezekiel’s voice cut through the yell.
They ran. Boots hammered boards. A buyer lost his hat to the bull and his dignity to a low branch. Juniper and Eli cut behind the bunkhouse, tore down the slope to the quarry mouth, and slid on their heels the last body-length into the shadow.
Ezekiel landed beside them, breath steady, like he’d simply chosen to be there between one blink and the next. “You always leave parties like this?” he asked.
“Only the good ones,” Juniper said, laughing because she was shaking too hard to do anything else.
They cut through the tunnel to the back of the ridge. Cinder had already turned herself, ears pricked at the far clatter. Ezekiel tossed the coil on his saddle and swung up. “Buy us a minute,” he said, and kicked out past the wash mouth to draw the riders.
Juniper bundled Eli up behind her. “Hold,” she said. “Don’t fall, or we’ll have to turn into bats.” She felt him clutch her waist as if the bones there were handholds carved just for him. She clucked to Cinder and the mare sprang forward, more thought than motion.
The dry wash tunneled them under the land again. It spat them out south of the main road where cottonwoods made a little hymn out of the wind. Juniper tugged the reins. “We need that ledger,” she said. “And we need a witness who ain’t us.”
“Doc Mae?” Eli panted. “She’s stubborn as a stump.”
“That will do.” They cut across mesquite, staying low. In the distance, gunfire popped like corn. Then stopped. The skin under Juniper’s ribs pulled tight. She couldn’t go back. She had chosen forward. “We use the wire if you can. Send to Marshal Pike in Dodge. Tell him water rights and forged papers. Tell him Nash aims to make the town quiet with fear.”
They slipped into Drybell through the smell of hot bread and horse and fear. Doc Mae kept a practice in a square room with windows like little stern eyes. The doctor’s glasses sat on her head. Her sleeves were rolled. She smelled of whiskey and herbs.
“You look like hell,” she said pleasantly when they burst in. “And you brought it with you.”
Juniper put the ledger on the table, breath coming in squares. “Ink that hurts,” she said. “If we can make the town see it.”
Mae flipped through and snorted. “He tried to make left-handed men right for a page and forgot what hand they were born with. Amateur.” She pushed it back. “This will stir a nest. He’ll deny. His men will swear. You need more.”
“I need a brand on the wrong cattle and a water map that shows Palo Seco is a common well,” Juniper said. “I have the brand. Nita told me where the old mission papers are. She said there’s a map stamped by a priest’s seal before any of us were born.”
Mae slid a drawer open and handed her a strip of cloth. “For your head,” she said. “You’re bleeding.”
Juniper touched her hairline and found a line of sticky. “Huh.” She wrapped it one-handed. “We’re going back out.”
“Eat first,” Mae said, shoving a biscuit into Eli’s mouth as if he were a patient who’d forget chewing otherwise.
“Wire first,” Eli mumbled around crumbs. “Granger isn’t safe. There’s a relay down at Painted Rock. I can get there at dusk.”
“Take the dog,” Mae said.
“What dog?” Eli asked.
The blue heeler that slept under Mae’s desk opened one eye. “Bible,” she said, scratching his head. “He’ll bring you home if you forget where that is.”
By dusk, Drybell watched its own breath. Juniper fixed prints in her darkroom and hung them like prayer flags. Ramona came in and looked at the proof and did not smile. “I’ll make coffee for the meeting,” she said. “We’ll give the town something to hold while it decides if it wants to hold a gun.”
Eli left by the east trail with Bible at his heel, a dot against the rib of hill that rose like a sleeping horse. Juniper watched until dust swallowed him. Then she slid the ledger back into the satchel, tucked the prints into a wrapped sheaf, and checked the powder twice.
At the edge of town, Pike Drummond set his horse sideways in the street so folks had to make a choice between stepping off the sidewalk into hot dirt or waiting for him to move. He watched Juniper come and didn’t move.
“You lit my day up,” he said, easy. “Boss says you’re cute. I say you’re trouble.” His hand rested on the saddle horn like a man holding a snake by the neck.
Juniper blinked slow. “Men often get those two confused.”
He grinned, counting her like cards. “You going somewhere?”
“I’m taking pictures of a sunset. I was told they’re free.”
“You were told wrong.”
“Then I’ll take a picture of a fence,” she said, and smiled back. “You seem fond of those.” She raised her camera and pretended to set a plate. He leaned involuntarily to look. She tossed a pinch of powder at his boots and struck a spark. White bloomed. His horse danced sideways like a cat that found a cucumber. Pike cussed with art.
She was already moving. Cinder slid by him, close enough Juniper could have taken his pulse with a whisper. She kicked once, felt the mare gather, and they were out past the last house and into the low hum of the brush.
Red Butte cut the sky like a promise and a threat. She didn’t aim for it. She turned instead to the mission, its bones bright in the last light. In the nave, the earth had given up a corner of old paper to a pack rat that didn’t know the value of seals. Juniper dug where Nita had shown, fingers raw, and found a brass tube and, inside it, the map.
She held it up to the window. A seal like a ring pressed in wax swam at the bottom. Spanish words. An arrow pointing to Palo Seco. A note about common use. She laughed, and the sound went into the rafters and came back calmer.
On the way out, Bible’s bark rolled up from the east, then a shout, then the flat snap of a rifle.

    
Sundown Verdict
Juniper led Cinder up the mission steps two at a time, paper clenched in her fist. The sky had gone violet, the kind that makes a man think about God whether he wants to or not. She shoved the map into her shirt and swung into the saddle, powder tin bumping her ribs. Bible streaked across the yard and skidded to a halt, nails scraping adobe.
“Where’s Eli?” she asked the dog like he could answer. He answered the way dogs do—by blasting out the gate again, looking back once, certain she’d follow. She did.
They cut across gullies that yawned as if they liked the idea of keeping you. At the rim, sounds sorted themselves. Hoofbeats beating a straight time. A voice calling in pain. The far-off jeer of Pike Drummond. Juniper put her knees to Cinder and they slid down a wash and up the other side, breath scrubbing their throats.
Eli lay on his side by the outcrop at Painted Rock, one hand on Bible’s collar, the other clutching his hat. Blood had picked a path through his hair. He blinked when he saw her.
“I made the wire,” he said, teeth red. “Avery Pike’s on a stage out of Las Vegas. He’ll be here by tomorrow noon, if no one shoots his wheels.” He tried to sit. Juniper laid a hand on his shoulder.
“You sit tight. Can you breathe?”
“Not politely,” he said.
Pike Drummond sat his horse at the top of the rise. Two men flanked him, not the scar-jawed, another pair with appetites on their faces. “Evening,” Pike called. “Did you get your sunset?”
Juniper eased Eli back and stood. The map crackled under her shirt like a conscience. “I did.” She held up the wrapped sheaf of prints and the ledger, then tucked them away again. His eyes narrowed, calculating weight, distance, the time between a trigger and a fall.
“We could finish this now,” he said, “and skip all the pretty speeches tomorrow.”
Bible’s hackles lifted. Cinder stamped once and blew. Juniper felt how her hands had learned to be still. “You could try,” she said. “Or you could consider that you and your boss will look better not shooting a woman and a boy in front of a church.”
He laughed, then stopped, listening. Ezkeiel’s whistle came down the wash like a hawk’s shadow. A gun clicked behind Pike. “You got a decision, little snake,” Ezekiel said softly from where rock met sky. “Do something we can forgive you for later.”
Pike weighed the wind. Then he eased his horse back. “Tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll have our dance.” He touched his hat. It was almost polite. Then he was gone in that sudden way men vanish when they live by edges.
Morning came with a sound like held breath. Drybell gathered in the square. Men had shaved. Women had put on clean calico. Children leaned from doorways and got yanked back by ears. In front of the jail, Calder Nash set out a table with a clean cloth and three glasses of water, one for him, one for the deputy, one to stay full. It was a trick, Juniper thought—making thirst part of the scenery.
Ramona pour coffee for the town. Doc Mae handed out biscuits that made men forget for a minute to check their pockets. Ezekiel stood by the step with his hat brim low, the Spencer naked in his hand like an opinion everyone understood without saying.
Sheriff Lyle blew his nose into a square of cloth that had seen better days and worse. “We’re called to talk,” he hollered. “And to listen. Mrs. Ames would like to show us some papers and such. Then Mr. Nash will have his say. Then we’ll have ours.”
Calder Nash smiled like a picture. “No need to make this hard,” he said. “I’ve bought rights fair and square. I offer good money. A man can sign or not. That’s America.” He lifted a glass and looked through the water as if it loved him. “This fuss comes from a girl’s toy and a boy’s gossip.”
Juniper set a white sheet on the side of the general store and pinned it with clothes pegs. She laid the prints on the table. Faces leaned. Whispers moved like a small wind. “This was last night,” she said. “At the draw. Nash’s men running cattle with other men’s brands through Palo Seco, where brands get washed from a distance.” She lifted the ledger. “Here’s his hand signing for five men who were holding their own pens at the same time in three different towns. The strokes don’t lie.”
Nash laughed. “You planted that in my pantry.”
“Yes,” she said, and his laugh caught. “Because I wanted you to say so here. Because if it’s in your pantry, it’s yours. And because we all know I couldn’t get in your kitchen unless someone told me to.” She looked at Pike. He practiced a blank face and didn’t do it well.
Murmurs swelled. Men who had been waiting to let their anger move now looked at each other to see if it was time. Ramona slammed a mug onto a table so hard coffee leapt. “This town is thirsty,” she said. “We drink from that spring. Ask the priest who died and planted the map.” She held up the rolled paper. “It says Palo Seco isn’t a purse to pull from. It belongs to the land and the people on it. Before there was a flag here, there was that.”
Doc Mae took the map and translated the Spanish in a voice that could cut fabric. “Common. Not to be restricted. Not to be sold from a single hand. To be kept clear for travel and stock. Stamped by Father Miguel in eighteen hundred and three, under witnesses.” She folded it and set it flat. “You put that in your mouth and chew, Mr. Nash.”
Nash’s smile slid. “Old paper and a child’s trick with smoke,” he said. “You all going to hang your lives on that?” He waved, and ten men stepped forward with rifles. “I tried to be pleasant.”
Ezekiel raised his Spencer, not like a threat, like a promise. “Drop your iron, Pike,” he said. “Or I’ll shoot the smack out of your grin.”
Pike’s jaw twitched. He lifted a hand. His men paused. He didn’t drop his gun. His eyes cut to the alley where hoofbeats gritted the dirt and a stagecoach rolled into the square as if God had decided that punctuality was part of mercy.
A thin man in a long coat jumped down. He wore a badge that had scratches where other men’s opinions had tried to live. “Avery Pike, U.S. Marshal,” he said, not loud, just right. “I have papers of my own.” He held up a packet. “Warrants for theft, conspiracy to defraud, and assault on a telegraph rider.”
Pike Drummond smiled like a man about to show off a dance step. “Well now,” he said. “We have the same last name.”
Marshal Pike looked at him as if he were a horse with a stone in its hoof. “No relation I will answer for,” he said. “Drop it.”
The street squeezed. A child hiccuped. Then a gun flashed and the world went narrow.
Pike Drummond had flinched the wrong way. His bullet took a chunk from the water trough. Ezekiel’s shot snapped his hat off and clipped the grinning part of him. Juniper moved without knowing she would. She struck her flint to the last of the powder and threw it wide. The blaze strobed the square. Men blinked. Nash grabbed for the map. Juniper slammed the ledger into his wrist. Bones met the corner. He yelped like a calf felt the iron.
“Get the spring!” someone yelled. “He’ll run his men there and lock it!”
Drybell ran like one body. The stagecoach rattled after as if it had decided to see how the story ended. Juniper swung onto Cinder with Eli behind her again because he refused not to be. Bible darted at heels and cut corners like a sheep with too much brain.
They hit the draw at a lope. Dust jumped, small lizards flicked. Nash and four men were already there with crowbars and chains, working to lever the old gate down into a position that would make the water a private creek. A handful of ranchers who had stood on both sides of the fence now stood at its top, pointing guns they had decided to point at the hand that paid them.
“Stop,” Juniper called. Not loud. Not a plea. A stone dropped in a well.
Nash ignored her and leaned his weight on the lever. Water hissed where metal scraped stone. Juniper slid off Cinder and tucked the camera under one arm. She walked to the bank. “You want to drink alone,” she said. “But a man dies quick that way.” She looked at the gate and then at the old bolts that held it. Rust had made a weak place.
“Ezekiel,” she said without turning.
“I see it,” he said.
“On three,” she said. “Not to kill. To open.”
He nodded. Men who had come to shoot did something harder: they aimed and didn’t shoot until counting told them. On three, they put lead into metal where rust had eaten. The gate shuddered. Nash yelled and clung. The bolt sheared. The old gate groaned and swung home not closed, not his way, but wide.
Water surged like a sigh finally let go. It poured around Nash’s boots, soaking his fine trousers, mud claiming his shine. He swore, reached for a gun, found Bible instead. The dog had him by the cuff and a piece of his certainty. He shook him like a rag.
Marshal Pike put his hand on Nash’s shoulder and bent him like a nail. “You’re under arrest,” he said. “You can keep your water. There’s plenty. Your pride, though—you’ll have to share the rest of your life with some other men in a small room.”
Juniper stood with her shins wet, the camera clasped to her stomach like a book of prayers. Eli pressed his forehead to her shoulder and breathed as if he meant to learn a better way. Ramona stood at the bank with her dress dark to the knee and laughed like someone who’d been holding their breath for a year.
Back in town, the marshal signed his name under the sheriff’s on a paper that would travel east. Men came, one at a time, to take back signatures they’d been made to give. Doc Mae patched a lot of knuckles and one pride that bled more than it had to. Ezekiel sat on a barrel and cleaned his rifle like a man reading the last page at his own speed.
Juniper tacked her first big print on the livery wall. It was the spring, white water and children and one dog, with Red Butte kinder in the background than it had been in her dreams. She wrote a title under it in her neat, square hand: Sundown Verdict.
“Leaving?” Ezekiel asked, as if a man might ask if the wind planned to change.
Juniper felt the grit in the cracks of the floorboards and the cool in the darkroom and the pull of land that had almost taken what mattered most. She thought of the map with its seal, and of a town that had stood for its water, which is another way to say its life.
“No,” she said. “There’s work.” She nodded at her plates. “Babies who won’t be still, and old men who want to look stern, and one lady who runs a cantina who deserves a proper portrait.”
Ramona stepped into the doorway, smoothing her braid. “You’ll make me look mean.”
“You’ll make you look true,” Juniper said.
Eli tied on a new pin above his ear. Bible sighed and put his head on his paws. Outside, the wire ticked a clean rhythm. The town breathed and didn’t flinch at the sound.
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