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The Singing Spring
Samuel Grent
New Mexico Territory, a young telegraph operator and map-lover, Alma Reyes, dares to outwit a ruthless rancher to restore an old mission acequia and a hidden spring. With a healer-smith, a quick-eyed boy, and a potter’s gift, she faces storms, gunfire, and law to bring water—and a town—back to life.
ProseHub


    
Dust and Wire
At daybreak the telegraph key on Alma Reyes’s desk tapped like a woodpecker worrying an old cottonwood. She held the brass sounder steady with two fingers so the vibration didn’t walk it across the scarred pine. The heat would come later, but the town already smelled of dry leather and alkali, of beans simmered too long and coffee not strong enough. Out the open window, the main street of San Amaro lay quiet except for a stray dog chasing its shadow and a scrap of newspaper skittering like a pale lizard.
Alma flicked her eyes to the map that she kept under the blotter. She had traced the territory around San Amaro in pencil and thin black ink, little hatch marks for mesas, a dashed line for the cracked arroyo that split the town like an old wound. She’d grown up with that map-fever, with a compass in her pocket and questions that pulled like a current. The telegraph had become her job after her father’s passing; teaching school had filled the months before that. She wore her hair under a red scarf to keep the dust from settling, and the scarf turned the morning light warm against her cheek.
Spurs jingled in the street. A wagon rolled by with barrels lashed tight, branded with a P crossed by a thunderbolt. The sound of it made the dog flinch and duck. Alma watched from the shaded window as two men in new hats and dusty coats posted a handbill on the well’s stone lip. Their boots left deliberate prints like stamps in wet clay. One of them tore down an old notice, tossed it in the trough, and the wind slapped it against the plank wall of the mercantile.
Will Carter pushed in the office door with his shoulder, a broad man whose hands had more scars than a fence post. The door’s bell clinked. He smelled of forge smoke and horsehair and the clean iron tang that followed him everywhere. He tipped his hat and set a wrapped parcel on her desk.
'Biscuits,' he said, voice like a bass string tuned low. 'Before the day turns mean.'
Alma smiled. 'You just want the news.'
'I can trade biscuits for the world,' he said, but he leaned to look out the window at the men and the barrels. His jaw worked. 'Prichard’s brand.'
The telegraph keyed chatter from the north. Yuma. The wires had been noisy with drought talk all week. Alma tore the tape as it printed. Another town dry. Another ranch foreclosed. Words that meant thicker lines on her map, sections of the land that turned from bread-color to bone.
Will read the new handbill out loud. 'Water to be sold at the discretion of Prichard Outfit due to scarcity. Payment due at point of draw. No exceptions.' He crumpled his free hand into a fist that showed the whitened scars across his knuckles. 'No exceptions means sick children, old folks.'
Alma folded the tape and slid it into her ledger. 'Sheriff won’t stop him.'
'No,' Will said. 'Sheriff likes his whiskey cold, and Prichard’s shade’s the only cool shadow right now.' He stepped back, looking at her, and the lines at his eyes softened. 'You keeping well, Alma?' The way he said her name made it feel like a thing set gently on a shelf.
Men from the ranch outfit moved down the street in pairs, rifles shouldered lazy and loud. A boy crossed their path without seeing them, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He stumbled at the trough, dipped a tin cup, frowned when he found it dry, and took a half step as if he might lean into the stone and drink it anyway. Alma started toward the door, but Will was already there, his legs long, his boots quick. He pulled his canteen and poured until the tin rang full. The boy’s Adam’s apple worked like a pulley when he drank.
'Gracias,' the boy gasped, hair stuck to his forehead.
'Go home,' Will said. 'Stay inside until that sky changes.'
Out by the well, old Alcalde Moreno argued with the men in the fresh hats. His white moustache bristled. He jabbed his cane toward the posted paper. 'That well is town property. My father laid its stones before your boss knew this county had a name.'
'Prices are posted.' The taller of the pair smiled without warmth. 'The boss is taking care of things.'
Alma felt a heat askew just under her ribs. She stepped into the street with the wrapped biscuits in one hand, Will beside her like a wall. The taller man lifted a brow. 'Morning, miss.'
'You should take those barrels to the sick house first,' Alma said. 'If your boss is caring for folks.'
He looked at her scarf, at the wire scars etched on her fingers, at the pencil tucked behind her ear. 'You work the wire. You know what scarcity means.'
'I know what greed looks like when it hires a driver,' she said.
His friendly smile cracked. 'You be careful.'
'Always,' she said, and went back inside, heart tapping to match the telegraph key. The office felt suddenly too small, the map too simple. She touched the page’s four corners like putting a charm on it. The pattern of the arroyos, the old mission land to the south, the hills that rose like knuckles. She remembered her father’s story, told once when the lamp had burned low, about a spring in the canyons that sang when you found it. He’d laughed, but the shape of his laugh had been tender.
She had not opened his trunk since the funeral. It had dust patterns on the lid where the cloth had been folded. The iron lock clicked under her thumb like a promise with teeth. Inside, the smell lifted, old leather and smoke and a whiff of camphor. His surveying book lay on top, with notes in the margins, and beneath that, a folded scrap of vellum, brittle as a dead moth’s wing.
She eased it open on the desk. Ink marks traced a canyon cut like a fishhook, a little cross near the barb, and a loose circle drawn around it with the word cantar scrawled. Sing. She breathed once, twice, and the room felt as if it leaned.
Outside, the barrels were unloading. The handbill flapped. The boy ran with his cup. Will’s boots creaked as he shifted his weight. Alma laid her palm on the vellum, and in the corner of her eye the map on her blotter seemed to tilt its lines toward the little cross, as if one were a glass laid over the other.
The saloon swung open, and laughter spilled thin as dirty water. Alma could hear the piano trying to keep keys in tune. Every sound in town sharpened around the absence of water—the squeak of a sign chain, the crackle of dust under carriage wheels, even a sneeze sounded like it hurt. She rolled the vellum again and slipped it into her blouse, the crisp edge warm against her skin.
Tawa stood beneath the cottonwoods down the street with her tilting table of pots, burnished red and black, painted with rain-ladders and step-patterns, with lines like snakes and clouds. Her gray hair was braided with blue thread. When Alma walked over, Tawa’s eyes lifted without surprise.
'Little map-walker,' Tawa said, her English softened by rhythm. 'Your eyes look like they hear music.'
'I need to ask you about a place south of the mission land,' Alma said, leaning close, pitched low so the outfit men wouldn’t catch wind of new words. 'A canyon shaped like a fishhook.' She traced the hook, small, in the dust on the ground. Tawa looked not at the drawing but at Alma’s face.
'Old songs run that way,' Tawa said. Her finger turned the hook into a spiral. 'But songs are stingy if you don’t feed them.' She lifted a small canteen from behind the table, clay polished to a dark sheen, its surface marked with white lines that curved and doubled like a trail of birds across sand. 'Take this. Pay me later when the town can breathe.'
Alma shook her head. 'I can’t take—'
'You can,' Tawa said, and her hand made the decision for Alma, placing the canteen against Alma’s palm. 'You listen when the world speaks. That is payment.'
The outfit men laughed too loud by the well, as if to make fear leave by shouting. Tawa’s braid stirred in the hot breeze. She leaned closer. 'The white lines point when the night things sing.'
'Night things,' Alma whispered.
'Crickets. Bats. A nightjar. When the air is thin of water, those who hide by day come looking. Put the canteen on the ground, and it will answer if you are kind.'
Alma’s fingers tightened around the clay. Will called her name from the telegraph office. She looked back and saw that he had the face he wore when decisions got made and couldn’t be unmade. She closed her eyes a heartbeat and opened them. 'Thank you,' she said to Tawa.
'Bring back a story,' Tawa answered.
By midday the sun felt like a skillet. Alma and Will stood in the cramped office as the wire ticked terse news about another rancher folding into Prichard’s ledger. Will picked up the vellum. 'Your father’s hand.'
'I think so.'
'You plan to look for it.' He didn’t make it a question.
Alma nodded. 'Before Prichard fences the sky.'
'You shouldn’t go alone,' he said, the words unrolling like an oath he was teaching himself to keep.
The church bell struck slow. Even the dust seemed to hush. Alma untied the scarf and retied it, as if that was all the time she needed to decide a life. She pressed her fingers to the clay canteen Tawa had given her. The white lines were not random; they intersected like paths on a map, and where two lines crossed, there was a small raised dot like a seed, the glaze slightly thicker. She ran her thumb along one of the intersections and felt a faint coolness, as if the clay itself remembered water.
'I’m not taking a gun,' she said. The sentence startled her, said aloud like that.
Will’s smile had sadness in it. 'Then we take two.' He patted the holster at his belt and the long gun in the corner. He pointed at her father’s compass on the shelf. 'You’ll need that. Rope. Two extra canteens. And we bring Nando.'
'Nando?' she said.
'He knows the lower arroyos like a coyote,' Will said. 'Boy’s legs are springs. He can spot a broken branch from the back of a trotting horse.'
At the door Nando hovered like a sparrow, dark eyes big, hat too big, too, making his ears stick out. He was thirteen, maybe, with the kind of thin muscles that came from running instead of from work. He held a slingshot and a coil of cheap rope. 'I heard,' he said, breathless. 'I can help.'
Alma hesitated. She could feel the raw hinge between safety and need. 'Your mother—'
'Went north to help my aunt,' Nando said, words too fast. 'My goats are with Dona Inez. I can help.' He said it like he would burst if someone didn’t let him be useful.
Will raised his chin toward Alma. 'He can keep low and quiet. He will listen.'
Alma nodded once. 'We leave at dusk.' She slid the vellum map into a tin and wrapped the tin in cloth. The compass went into her pocket, heavy as a coin you can’t spend. She held up the clay canteen and tipped it. The water inside whispered against the curve. Night things, Tawa had said. The line between doubt and believing felt like the line where the shade stopped and the street began. Alma stepped into the light and chose a side.

    
The Leaving Trail
They rode out with the last light, when the heat broke a little and the mesa threw a long purple shadow across the flats. Will’s bay gelding picked its way steady, ears twitching at the brush. Alma’s mustang, Miel, flicked her tail and huffed at every new smell, small and sure-footed, her coat the color of a toasted tortilla. Nando rode a scrubby dun with a white blaze, a string of rabbits’ feet tied to the saddle horn with twine. The town shrank behind them into a thin line of roofs and one tall cottonwood that kept its green like a secret.
West of town the land opened like a ledger turned to a blank page. Choya tangled under the moonrise. In the distance the mission walls made a low hump of pale in the last pink. They cut south toward the fishhook shape Alma held behind her ribs. She clicked her tongue and Miel slid into an easy trot.
'You ever been out past the old mission?' Nando asked, voice bouncing a little with his horse’s gait.
'Once,' Alma said. 'With my father. He made me count my steps between two mesquite posts and then made me count again when I forgot.'
Will laughed, a warm, short sound. 'Sounds right.'
Night came quick when it felt like this, just a handful of steps between yellow and blue. Alma stopped them at a low rise dotted with prickly pear and needlegrass. Will lifted the canteen from his belt and took one swallow, no more, tilted his head back so the stars cut his throat into silver. Nando tied his horse to a bush, made sure the knot would slip if the animal pulled hard. He set about gathering dung and brush for a cook fire. The smell when it burned was acrid, familiar.
Alma set Tawa’s canteen on the ground. She touched the raised dots on the white lines, feeling for a pattern. Crickets sang. Something swooped once just beyond the fire, a shadow with edges. Nando’s slingshot clicked as he fit a smooth stone.
'Let it live,' Will said softly. 'We need the night jar more than it needs us.'
Alma steadied the canteen and closed her eyes. She didn’t pray, not exactly. She listened. The crickets made a saw-blade rhythm. The canteen felt still at first. Then, as the first star came bright, she felt a tremor run up from her palm to her wrist, a little shift inside the clay like a breath. Alma opened her eyes. The white lines seemed to pick up the firelight, and near the canteen’s neck, where two lines crossed, the raised dot glinted damp, a drop of cool like sweat on a glass.
She pressed her fingertip to the dot and then to her tongue. Clean. Not the flat taste of boiled well water nor the metallic bite that came with their other canteen. Her chest loosened. She turned the canteen until another crossing caught light, and it steadied there, pointing, not like a compass needle but like a person leaning toward a door. Alma turned her head. South-southeast. Toward the hook.
Nando watched with his mouth open, a biscuit forgotten in his fist. 'How did you do that?' he whispered.
'Tawa did it,' Alma said, but her voice had pride threaded in. 'We listen. It speaks.'
The wind dropped and rose. Coyotes tuned their high voices thin and strange. Will rolled his bed out only halfway. He sat against his saddle, cleaning his rifle in small patient motions. The oiled metal smelled like summer rain might smell if the sky wasn’t so stingy. He looked up after a while, found Alma watching him. 'Your father ever talk about the canyon?' he asked.
'Only once. He had ink on his fingers that day, and he kept wiping them on his apron and then getting mad at himself.' She smiled. 'He said the spring had a voice like a kettle beginning to sing and that if you turned your head just so, it sounded like someone humming, like a woman in the next room.'
'And did he find it?' Will asked.
'He said he did. He said it scared him, the thought of crossing that ground. He laughed and said he’d leave it for me.'
Will nodded. 'Then let’s claim what was left for you.' His words fell heavy and generous all at once.
Cloud broad shoulders moved in from the west, too thin to be rescue. Alma lay down and put her hat over her eyes. Sleep came like a trick. The night rode past with its dry saddle and its star-stamped blanket. Once, Miel snorted and shifted, and Alma’s hand shot out without thinking, palm on warm hide, soothing.
Before dawn, wind lifted from the south tasting of old stone. Will shook Alma awake with a touch at her elbow. Nando already had the horses watered, careful with every drop. The embers winked red like old eyes. Alma stood and stretched the grit of the ground from her back. The horizon wore a faint blush. She held Tawa’s canteen and waited for the night things’ song to bleed through into day.
They set off as a pale line stitched the far ridge, a poor seam trying to hold night to earth. The horses found a rhythm, their hooves thudding, and the leather creaked in a minor key. The land flattened and then tilted. Mesquite gave way to low gray sage that smelled of bitterness and memory. They rode in a staggered line, Will scanning, Nando low in his saddle, eyes hunting signs—a stake of wood fallen, a tideline on a rock where floods once kissed, a curl of wire half buried.
Two hours later the wind changed. Alma tasted grit. A smear on the southern sky had been spread by a cruel hand. Will reined in and stood in his stirrups. 'Sand,' he said.
Alma licked her lips and they came back rough. 'We can make the shallow wash.' She pointed to a faint dent that ran like a vein through the scrub.
They drove the horses to a trot, then a gallop, the dun’s breath starting to rasp, Nando clucking. The smear became a wall and the wall began to move with a muscle of its own. The first fingers of grit reached them, tiny needles finding skin under shirts. Alma pulled her scarf up over her nose. Will dropped from his saddle, led his horse into the wash, pushed him to kneel. Alma threw herself against Miel’s shoulder, forcing the mustang to fold. Nando dove under his horse’s neck and curled up, hat pulled low.
The sandstorm did not rage with the noise of thunder; it hissed like breath forced through teeth. It filled every seam. Alma closed her eyes and felt the grit write its rough alphabet on her skin. She thought of the canteen, of the white dots, of Tawa’s braid. She kept one hand on Miel’s mane, fingers tangled.
It passed like pain does when you name it. The world returned by inches—the smell of hot horse, the sound of Will’s cough, the shape of a mesquite branch reappearing like a remembered friend. They stood slowly. Nando’s face was dust except for two wet tracks where his tears had cleared a path.
'I’m not crying,' he said, blinking grit, stubborn.
'Nobody said you were,' Will told him gently. He clapped the boy’s shoulder, then checked the horses’ eyes, their nostrils. Alma shook sand from her scarf and felt it in her teeth.
She fished the tin with the vellum from her shirt and checked it, hands shaking a little at the idea of the old paper turned to paste. Dry. She folded it away. The wind had shifted, and Alma heard a new sound: a rasp, a dry rattle, then silence. She froze, hand up. Nando froze, too, the slingshot raised halfway. Under the pale shade of a greasewood, a rattlesnake coiled, dusty diamonds dull as old coins, head up, tongue tasting.
Nando pulled back on his sling, breath held. Will’s palm lifted. 'No,' he said, soft, like greeting a skittish colt. 'Let it be. Step wide.'
The snake ratcheted another rattle, the sound fitting the land like a jagged seam. Alma swallowed and stepped slow, keeping her weight on her heels the way her father had taught her when he’d shown her how to cross a creek without waking it. Miel’s ears pricked, muscles bunching, but Alma’s hand was sure on the rein. The snake watched them, body tense with old knowledge, then let its coils slide, the dust taking back the impression as if the ground didn’t like to show where things had been.
Nando blew out a breath that made a small sound like a laugh. 'It was big as a wagon.'
'Bigger,' Alma said, and let the grin pull at the corner of her mouth until Nando’s fear washed down some.
They rode again with the sun climbing. Rocks grew taller. The mission’s white wall showed like a bone at the edge of a cut. By midday they reached the old place. Its chapel was roofless, its bell gone, but the adobe held the heat in a way a body holds a fever. Alma dismounted and tied Miel to a post that had once been a pew, the wood splintered but strong. The floor was packed dirt. Ghosts of candles stained the altar ledge.
Will found a ledger in a tin box under the altar stone, words inked in neat, patient Spanish, names and dates, lists of beans, a drawing of an acequia like a vein drawn down a wrist. He turned pages with his big fingers as if they were leaves that would bruise. Alma traced the drawing of the ditch with her fingertip; the line ran south into the land, then east toward where San Amaro would later grow like a burr stuck to a blanket.
'Look,' she said, pointing to a phrase written in a different hand, slanted and bold: Agua de Canta. 'It’s here, too.'
Nando’s thumb rubbed a patch of dirt until the silver of a coin winked. Spanish, old king’s head erased by time. He whooped softly, pocketed it with round eyes.
The air felt like someone else’s breath. They ate in the shade, apricots from a cloth bag, jerky, Will’s biscuits powdered with dust, laughter easy again for a few minutes. Alma took Tawa’s canteen and set it on the floor. Sun strip sliced through a broken roof beam and struck the clay. It did not glow, not like night. But Alma felt a persuasion in it, a pull like a hand at the small of her back when a dance starts.
'We’re close,' she said, soft.
Will nodded. 'Then we keep close to each other.' His eyes moved to the doorway. Someone had crouched there for a breath and was gone, a flicker like a lizard’s tail. Will rose, quiet as a man his size can be. Alma put her hand on the rifle without thinking.

    
Signs in Stone
Footprints, half-prints really, scalloped by the storm, led away from the mission and into scrub. Will touched a heel mark with the back of his hand, then pressed his fingers flat and lifted them. The dust on his skin stayed dry. Old enough to be cautious, recent enough to be troubling.
Alma slid the ledger into her saddlebag, the vellum folded tight in its tin. She knotted Tawa’s canteen to the horn, where it rode like a sentinel. Nando took point because the ground asked for light feet and good eyes, and the boy had both. He moved with a coyote’s jerky grace, alert and curious.
They climbed a low ridge where the brush gave out to rock the color of baked bread. The mesa to their east had a face you could have sworn was watching; shadows made eyes under its ledges. Alma kept the sun over her left shoulder, counting her steps without counting aloud, the way she’d been taught.
At a spill of boulders, the tracks disappeared. Will stood hands on hips. 'Someone who knows how not to be found.' He looked out over the land and sang, very quietly, a line from a hymn, a habit he had when thinking. The sound seemed to slide off the rocks.
Alma put her palm on the largest boulder’s face. The stone stored last night’s cool. She leaned, listening for anything a rock might say to someone patient. On the ground at the base lay a broken shard of green bottle and a scrap of red cloth caught on cactus spines. She held the cloth up. 'Prichard’s man at the well wore a red band.'
Will’s eyes sharpened. 'McKee. He likes to talk less than he likes to spit.'
Nando pointed. 'There.' A scuff mark just beyond the obvious corner, where someone had stepped and jumped to a flat slab without touching the patch of sand between. A trick Alma would have liked if she weren’t the one being tricked. She followed the leap with her gaze and found the next place a foot might land. She smiled despite herself and made the same dance.
They moved through a narrow slot between two walls, their shoulders brushing stone. The air grew cooler there, and the smell changed, less dust, more shadow. The slot opened into a basin scattered with pinyon, their sap sticky sweet where branches had oozed. On the far side, a pool held a skin of water thin as a breath, no deeper than a thumb, but water nevertheless, its surface filmed with yellow pollen.
Nando knelt at the edge, his face a prayer made of hope. Alma grabbed his shirt before his hands hit the surface. 'We can’t muddy it,' she said. She touched the canteen to it, just the lip, long enough to feel a chill slip into the clay. The raised dots on its lines cooled under her palms.
Will dipped two fingers, flicked them to his tongue, then stopped Alma’s wrist mid-dip. He pulled his handkerchief and filtered the water into the smaller canteen, careful, breath measured. 'It’ll keep you moving,' he said.
From above, a pebble skittered down, a sound small but with its own gravity. Will’s head came up. A shadow slid back from the rim. Will didn’t raise the rifle. He waited. Alma felt that itch under her skin again, the one that says someone’s choosing you and not the other way around.
A voice came, cracked but trying to be smooth. 'Afternoon down there.'
'Afternoon,' Will answered without warmth or heat. He looked up into the sun by habit, not by choice, squinting under his hat. 'You’re walking light.'
'Helps me float,' the voice said, and a man’s smile appeared before the rest of him did. He wore a red band at his hat’s crown. McKee. His boots were too clean for the country. He took off his hat as if greeting a lady in church, but there was something in it that said he only knew the gesture from a story. 'Boss says that spring water falls under his ledger now. New deed and all.'
'New deed doesn’t change the lay of the land,' Will said. 'It changes ink and paper.'
McKee chuckled and spat neat. 'Paper changes what men will die for.' He squinted down at Alma. 'You’re the telegraph girl. Your fingers must itch without that key.'
Alma set her jaw. 'Some things you only hear without a wire.'
McKee’s smile spread. 'Boss says to offer you folks a buyout if you happen on anything interesting. He’s generous like that.'
'We aren’t selling what isn’t ours to sell,' Alma said.
'Now that’s the thing.' McKee leaned on his rifle with a lazy grace that Alma didn’t trust. 'Boss says it’s his. And his say-so buys more bullets than yours.' He nodded once as if to himself. 'Careful now.' His head tilted. 'Nice canteen.' He faded back, his boots soundless now, a coyote everything but the tail.
They waited until the shadows got long enough to hold a person whole. Will let his breath out slow. 'He’ll keep just ahead or just behind, whichever makes your skin crawl more.'
'He won’t be the only one,' Alma said. The skin of the pool trembled as a fly landed and then lifted again. She felt how precious water was here, how alive. A small winged thing came down and drank. She felt like a thief only thinking of their canteens.
They pushed east along the basin. The rock face bore petroglyphs under a patina of age—deer with long necks, a man with his hands up, spirals. Alma pulled off her glove and laid her fingertips on one spiral. It was pecked deep. The white stone beneath the dark varnish felt like a scar. She remembered Tawa’s lines on the canteen, the dots at the crossings. The spiral here had four turns; Tawa’s had four dots along one arc.
'Nando, draw that,' she said. She took a piece of charcoal from the cook kit. The boy sketched the spiral on his palm first, then on an old envelope, tongue sticking out in concentration.
'A map?' he asked.
'A measure,' she said. 'An old one.' She stood back and sighted along the rock to a gap in the ridge. The line from the spiral’s heart through one notch pointed you past the largest pinyon and into a cleft so narrow a man would have to turn sideways. She smiled, surprised by it. 'We’re walking inside someone else’s thinking.'
The cleft smelled faintly of bat. Their footfalls softened to little poofs. Nando wriggled through first, then Alma, then Will who stripped his rifle, fed it through, then his chest, his shoulders going slow so nothing caught. On the other side the ground fell away in a series of shelves. Far below, a throat of canyon opened, red at its lips, shadow in its belly. Down there, a stand of cottonwoods kept their green despite all insult.
Alma’s heart lifted. Water. She could hear nothing, but the sight of green in that heat was sound enough. She put her hand flat on the rock and felt a very small tremor, like the purr of a mountain cat miles away. The canteen lines shifted cool again under her fingers.
Will looped rope around a rock and tossed the tail, tested it, nodded. He looked at Alma. 'You go first. I’ll be the ground you come back to if something frays.' He said it with a halfway smile that made the words steady instead of heavy.
She wrapped the rope, felt it bite her waist. The rock face had little holds, carved by water’s old teeth. She descended, boots testing, dust pebbles rolling. Miel, tied above, whickered, and Alma spoke soft nonsense back up to soothe. The rope hummed once where it rubbed, an eager sound that made Will check the anchor with another knot.
Halfway down, a red-tailed hawk rode a thermal like a thought. Alma grinned without knowing she’d done it. Her arms burned. When her boot reached the first shelf she paused and looked across the canyon. Scratches on the far wall caught light, brighter than mere lichens—a grid of small cuts that resolved into letters the longer she stared.
She dug the little spyglass from her pocket, a toy from a traveling peddler that had become a tool. Through it she read Spanish in a cramped neat hand: Concedido por la misión de San Rafael… A grant. Words about water, days of feast, obligations to irrigate for the pueblo as well as for the mission’s fields. Her breath caught. She looked up. Will’s face had the question in it. She nodded fast, once. He let out air like he’d been holding it for days.
By the time Alma and Nando stood on the canyon floor, sweat had invaded places sweat had no business going. Shade lay in the canyon’s curve cool as an invitation. The cottonwoods made a soft sound like secrets. The creek—because it was a creek, not just a spring—ran thin but steady over flat stones, a clear thread that came out of a tangle of red rock and willow, then bent away toward the notch that would, if the land made sense, lead back toward San Amaro.
Alma knelt and dipped the canteen. The clay made a sound like a sigh. She drank. It tasted like the inside of a word she’d been trying to say all her life. Will drank. Nando drank and laughed and cried at once and wiped his mouth on his sleeve and didn’t care. Will cupped water in his hands and threw it on his head. He shook like a dog and grinned and then sobered.
The rocks above shifted their language. A scrape. A whisper. Then a sound that had nothing to do with animals—metal on rock. McKee. He’d kept pace and waited for them to find what he’d been hunting.
'We can’t hold this ground in a canyon,' Will said. 'It’s a bucket you can’t climb out of fast if someone tips it.'
Alma’s hands went to motion without her telling them. She traced the old ditch in her mind, the acequia cut from the mission to the town. If the creek could be coaxed higher, if the old channel could be opened, the land would do the moving. The grant on the far wall would carry the weight of right. She stood and touched the rock that near-hid the spring’s mouth. Her palm felt a vibration not of threat but of pressure, water eager and choked by rubble.
She looked at Will. 'If we move this, just enough, the creek will speak louder.'
He nodded. 'Make him hurry, then. Hurrying men make mistakes.'

    
The Canyon and the Gun
They set their shoulders to the stones that plugged the spring’s mouth. The biggest rock had settled in like someone who arrives early and leaves last. Alma and Will pried with a juniper branch until their hands burned and the bark shred. Nando used the little shovel from his saddlebag and hissed at the heat it soaked up, juggling it from palm to palm. The creek hissed at their effort, as if encouraging and impatient both.
Above, McKee’s silhouette made a roofline against the sky. He didn’t fire. It wasn’t time for that yet; he liked to watch the trap swing before he slammed it. Alma heard his voice drift down, false-pleasant. 'Careful not to drown in a desert.' He whistled a nothing tune and the whistle curled around the rock like a snake.
The largest stone shifted. Water quickened. It curled around Alma’s wrists cool and dear. She heaved on the pry bar and felt something give, not stone, not wood—herself, flaring with the quiet ferocity that came when a thing that ought to be right finally moved that way. The rock rolled, a wet grind. Water rushed, not wild, not huge, but certain, breaking into light as it escaped. The sound rang like a bell without a church. In a blink the trickle became a braid as thick as a man’s boot, then double.
McKee swore above and called out, voice losing its lazy. More shadows showed. Other men. Prichard had not believed in waiting either. Alma wiped gritty water from her forearms and looked along the canyon floor. A side channel sat dry, strewn with willow sticks. That old vein could carry water into a natural shelf that then snaked east. The old map’s line leaped in her mind.
'Rope,' she said. 'We’ll pull brush into the dry channel. Give it a bed.'
Will got the coil moving. Nando ran. They scrambled, dragging branches, laying them to coax flow. The water obeyed with a child’s joy, choosing the right bed once shown the way. It bit at the brush and then slid over it, glistening. Alma’s boots went from caked to gloved. She laughed once, hard, without meaning to. The noise from above snapped mean: McKee shouting: 'Now.'
The first bullet spark-struck a rock and whined like an angry fly. Will shoved Alma behind the cottonwood and fired back, methodical. The echoes turned the canyon into a room where walls argued. Nando lay flat, his cheek in wet sand, eyes steady. He did not cry. He held a stone in his slingshot, picked his shot like it mattered, and it did—one hat leaped off a head above and a man swore in surprise and ducked back. It bought a heartbeat.
'They can’t come down easy,' Will said, 'but they can make trying to leave a hell of a trick.' Alma peered up. McKee’s eyes shone small under his hat brim. He had dynamite at his belt, two sticks bound with black tape and a fuse like a switchgrass stem.
He held one up as if toasting. 'Ain’t a day I don’t like making new geography.'
'If you blow that hole, you’ll damn the whole creek,' Alma shouted, voice bouncing crooked. She didn’t know if the echo would twist the sense but hoped the tone would carry.
'Boss will have the only water left. That simplifies bookkeeping.' He jammed his thumb in his belt. 'And no town to nag us with votes and old men.'
Alma moved before her body agreed. She scooped the ledger from her bag and showed it like a shield. 'A grant from the mission. It predates any deed you wave.'
'I wave bullets,' McKee said, and smiled, something tired under it. 'You good folks go on and pool your laughter.' He lit the fuse with a match that took on the second strike. Sparks ate toward the powder like starved insects. He threw. The stick hit rock and fell where the water roared strongest. Nando cried out. Will moved to cover it and Alma knew he’d never reach in time without losing his hand and half his arm. The fuse fizzed like a small devil laughing.
Alma flung herself face-down and slid on her belly, felt the scrape of little stones through her shirt. The water’s force pushed at her shoulder like a friend who won’t let you pass. She jammed her hand into the current to the elbow and groped. The fuse burned her wrist hair into a stink. Her fingers touched wet wrapped paper and the rasp of string. She yanked and flung it sideways into the dry wall pocket where it wedged and then detonated in a roar. The air punched her ribs; her ears went to cotton. Grit peppered her scalp.
'You all right?' Will’s voice sounded like it had traveled a long road.
She rolled over and grinned despite the ringing. 'I think so.' Her wrist hair smoked. She slapped it out and sat up. The blast had knocked loose a slab of old silt and rock from the low side. Water pounced on the new path and surged harder.
McKee’s second throw angled wrong in his hurry and exploded harmlessly against the cliff face, sending down a harmless snow of dirt. He cursed with feeling. 'Damn hiss of this canyon,' he snarled, his sound mashed and tossed by the shape of the gorge.
Will used the distraction to fire twice. One of the silhouettes above jerked and slid with a scraping cry, feet and hands clawing. The man saved himself on a ledge, cussing at the drop. McKee cursed at him too, almost fond, as if he permitted his men one mistake per day.
Nando tugged Alma’s sleeve. 'Look,' he said, voice thin. The water split where their brush dam ended, one branch running true east over a rock lip and then dropping into an old carved channel barely visible until wet. The other branch insisted on staying at the spring, loyal and fattening.
'That’s our road,' Alma said. 'For the water.' She grabbed the shovel and hacked away at the small ridge that kept the eastward cut from taking more. Will, between shots, kicked rock, then fired, then kicked again. Nando pulled brush and stones with his quick hands like a magician revealing a hidden card. The channel deepened. Water chose and then chose again, deciding east was the easiest way to be itself.
McKee swore as he watched his imagined dam become a river he didn’t own. He pulled the last stick on his belt. Alma knew by the way he held it that he’d throw it at them, not at the spring—a spiteful blessing. The throw sailed wide and thudded into the bank by Will’s knee. Will didn’t flinch in panic; he scooped mud and slapped it on the fuse and smothered it quick.
Bullets pinged. Bark spat. Alma ran crouched and slid the ledger under a slab. She came up on one knee. 'You don’t have to do this,' she called up to McKee. 'You could walk down and drink water you didn’t buy.' She didn’t know why she said it. Maybe because the human thing inside her needed to try.
'I been dry since before I had a name,' he called back. 'I don’t remember kindness tasting good.' He moved along the rim, feet quiet, eyes hard and far away at the same time, like a man listening to a song no one else could hear.
A shot cracked that didn’t belong to Will or to the men above. Deeper, rounder, from the canyon’s throat behind them. Will swung and then held, shocked and smiling. Sheriff Talbert stood in the narrow behind a cottonwood, hat tilted back, his deputy next to him pale and sweating. Tawa stood with them, straight as a post, holding a walking stick with a small bird carved into its head. The sheriff yelled, a legal phrase that got lost in the wind and the echo but carried all the same, words like hold and down and law.
McKee laughed. 'Law!' he called, like he’d been told a joke. But he did duck. He moved quick toward the way out along the ridge where a scramble could become a run. He’d didn’t like the odds when odds had uniforms.
Will fired a last time, not to kill, just at rock to make chips. Alma felt her knees go watery with spent fear. The channel flowed steady now. Not enough to fill the town in an hour, not with the right-of-way choked with years of neglect, but enough to carry proof in the open.
McKee paused at a outcrop and tipped his hat in a gesture that said another day. 'Boss will see you at the well,' he called. 'He likes to sign his own endings.' Then he was gone into sage and distance, no one sure which path he used to vanish.
Tawa’s eyes found Alma below and softened. She lifted her stick in salute. The sheriff huffed and stepped down as far as he dared. He yelled again, and this time Alma caught more words: bring it back, proof, town. She raised the ledger above her head and nodded. Will nodded, too, and his grin worked itself loose again.
They climbed out by rope, one by one, hands burning, the idea of water fastening something at the bright edge of their minds. All the while, Alma kept thinking of the mission’s drawing of the acequia, of the lines on the canteen, of the way water had chosen east. At the top she stood on the rim and looked back into the canyon. The cottonwoods flashed their leaves as if in applause. A sound rose from the new flow, a keen that might once have been called a song when the land was younger and better watered. She couldn’t stop the tears this time and didn’t try. The salt stung the dust in the cracks of her lips.
They didn’t wait for Prichard at the canyon. They gathered the things they could lift and left the rest. Nando tucked the Spanish coin deeper in his pocket and patted it once, superstitious and satisfied. Will adjusted his saddle and winced, his shoulder telling him about the day. Alma tied Tawa’s canteen where it bounced gently and looked like it smiled.
On the way back, the wind got cooler for a spell. The horses’ ears eased. They caught the acequia line twice, a shallow cut that had waited too long. Water already wandered in it like a traveler trying a door. One place lay clogged with tumbleweed. Will hopped down and dragged them clear while Alma held the horses. The water slid farther, sudden and pleased.
By the time the roofs of San Amaro edged the horizon, sun had sunk enough to turn the world gold and forgiving. The sight of the town with the day behind it usually made Alma feel used up and grateful. Today it felt like a valley of choices. The telegraph office window caught the last light like an eye open.
'We’re not done,' Will said, more warning to himself than to anyone else. 'Prichard’s not the kind to forget being told no.'
Nando spat in the dust, a boy’s oath. 'He can drink his hat.'
Alma reached forward and scratched Miel’s mane. 'We’ll meet him at the well,' she said. 'With the book and the water. He can bring all the paper he wants. We’ll have the sound.'

    
Bread and Water
San Amaro stood in small knots when they rode in. People leaned against walls or each other, hats in hands. The sound they made when they saw the water moving in the old ditch was not a cheer and not a sob; it was something made where both live. It rolled forward like a little tide. Children ran beside the acequia, pointing, then danced back when their mothers scolded. The smell had already changed, faint and lush as if an orchard had just agreed to be born.
By the well, Prichard stood with his thumbs tucked behind a big brass buckle. He wore a coat too heavy for the day and a smile too smooth for the weather. His eyes were pale as an old sky. He had two men at his back and more nearby, their faces the faces of men who had long ago made room inside for other men’s orders. Sheriff Talbert stood a little to the side, sweating, jaw set. Tawa sat on a bench near the cottonwood, hands on her knees, watching like a cliff watches.
Prichard took off his hat when Alma and Will stopped. He tilted his head at Alma the way a man tilts his head at an unusual bird. 'Miss Reyes,' he said, pleasant as tea left too long. 'You’ve found excitement to sell.' His eyes flicked to the ledger where it rode under Alma’s arm.
'No sales today,' Alma said. She slid from Miel’s back and landed steady. 'Water first.' She gestured, and Will pulled the rope on the little gate in the acequia that led the flow to the town trough. The first run hit the trough’s dry wood and clapped. Owen Prichard’s smile did not change and yet it changed.
'Now this is inconvenient for my men,' he said. 'Seems like you’ve redirected something that was meant for everyone. We maintain a fair price, you understand.' He nodded to the barrels that stood in rows like fat soldiers.
Sheriff Talbert cleared his throat. 'Mr. Prichard, there’s talk here about a mission grant, and I seen ink on rock myself with words about water for the town. There’s the matter of old rights.' His voice wavered on the word rights and regained itself on old.
'Old things get replaced,' Prichard said, gentle as milk. He produced a folded deed from inside his coat with a conjurer’s little flourish. 'New lawful ownership.'
Alma lifted the ledger. 'This one predates your deed, and it has the mission’s seal.' She set it on the well’s stone lip and opened to the drawing. People leaned in. Prichard did not. He looked at the crowd instead, calculating the angles a whisper made in a place like this.
'Paper,' he said, voice warming as if he were in a parlor. 'Is a complicated business, friends. You bring me old words. I bring you new ones. The law must decide.' He smiled at the sheriff as if their friendship were a jacket they shared.
Tawa stood. 'The land decides,' she said. She pointed her stick toward the trough, which now ran half-full. The sound the water made when it met more water in the trough was a syllable everyone knew without having to think.
Prichard’s eyelid ticked, then stilled. He stepped forward and picked up the ledger, a boldness that made a small gasp pull from three throats around him. He dipped his head to read. His mouth flattened. 'Interesting drawings. No seal. Forgery,' he said, the word neat, practiced.
Alma lifted her chin. 'Lift the back board.' She nodded toward the altar ledger’s back cover. Prichard flicked it open with the boredom of a cat. A small disc of wax, pressed and old as a grandfather’s joke, sat in a paper nest. The mission’s cross and ladder. The crowd murmured like wind through pines. Alma hadn’t known the seal was there until she had felt the stiff feeling in the binding and guessed. It had been a hope spoken in her hand, and it had answered.
Prichard closed the book with a clap that felt like the shutting of a corral gate. He set it where it had been. 'Even so. The territory has courts.' He glanced at McKee, who had slid in near the feed store like a shadow behind a sack. 'And in the meantime, water carries debt.'
Will stepped forward. 'It carries life. You want to bill us for that, get a bigger ledger.' His voice didn’t rise. It dropped, and in that drop was iron.
Prichard looked at Will like a man measuring lumber. 'Mr. Carter, you have a useful pair of hands. A shame you wrap them around other people’s business.' His smile turned narrower. 'This town keeps forgetting its size.' He gestured and two men moved toward the trough. 'Close that gate.'
Sheriff Talbert put a hand on his gun, then took it off again, then put it back. His face played a brief war. Tawa’s cane tapped the ground once. The sound, small as it was, drew eyes.
'You think you can keep sun in a sack,' Tawa said to Prichard. 'It bites you when you try.'
Prichard’s smile did not crack. He saw the two men stop, not by magic or law, but because Will took one step and every boy and man who had ever owed Will a splint or a set nail or a mended shoe took one step with him, a ripple in a pond when a stone hits true. The two men looked at that and at Prichard and at the rifle at Will’s back and did a numbers sum they didn’t like.
McKee touched Prichard’s elbow with two fingers, a signal with more meaning than its size. 'Tomorrow,' he murmured, not careful enough. Alma caught it. So did Will. Prichard’s eye flicked, and for a breath the smooth fell; something tight and thin sat underneath. He put his hat back on and smiled wider.
'We will address this,' he said, like promising weather. 'For today, let your little creek dance. Our patience is on display.' He turned to go, then turned back with an afterthought that had been waiting long enough to be practiced. 'Miss Reyes. You know how a key sings when it’s tapping? I will enjoy hearing it idle.' He tipped his hat and walked, his men peeling after him like bark.
Silence stayed put a long beat after they were gone, as if it needed proof. Then sound rushed back—voices, someone crying with relief, laughter that started strange and got easier. The trough overflowed, water finding low spots dusty with months of neglect. Barefoot kids stepped in the rivulet and squealed.
Sheriff Talbert blew out a breath. 'I will telegraph the judge about these conflicting rights. I will also need to get the water officer from Santa Fe to read that rock with his own eyes.' He shot a look at Alma. 'You don’t go anywhere that I can’t find you to testify.'
'I’ll be here,' she said. 'We have work.' She looked at the ditch. 'Nando, tell the molineros to bring shovels. We open the old channels tonight. We don’t sleep until we can float a leaf all the way to the far edge of town.'
Nando saluted with his slingshot like it was a serious weapon. 'Yes, ma’am.' He sped away, yelling names like blessings.
Will smiled down the corner of his mouth at Alma. 'You plan to run the town now?' he asked.
She shook her head. 'Just the water. The town can run itself to it.' She walked along the ditch and felt the ground’s low thrum in her boots. Tawa fell in beside her, the cane knocking a slow heartbeat.
'You fed the song,' Tawa said.
'We all did,' Alma said. 'Even McKee with his bad throws.'
Tawa’s laugh sounded like clay clicking. 'He will throw again. But now the throw will have to fight a river.' She patted the canteen at Alma’s hip. 'This likes your hand. Give it back when you forget to listen.'
Night settled with a sweetness the town hadn’t known in months. Lanterns strung along the ditch made a parade. Folks worked with their heads down and their hands sure. Patches of laughter broke like little springs. Alma shoveled until her arms trembled, then took a turn at the gate while Will taught two boys how to set stones so a wall would make the water slow to a walk instead of trip to a fall. He spoke like he shoed a skittish mare—steady, easy, no surprise.
Near midnight a sound came that didn’t belong to shovels or boots. Hooves. Fast. Alma straightened and saw McKee’s hat sliding low on a rider ghosting the far end of the street. He didn’t ride toward the well. He rode toward the telegraph office. Alma’s chest went tight. That wire had pulled out news and delivered it, shaped what folks knew and when, and now it could be used against them as easy as for them.
She ran, Miel’s reins in her fist, leaped up, and was in the saddle before her breath caught. Will saw her go and followed, no question, his bay moving like something twice its size. Nando appeared out of nowhere on the dun like a grasshopper on a hound.
They swung around the barber shop and came up on the telegraph office in time to see McKee throw a bottle against the door. Fire crawled across the sill and then leaped up greedily where old papers waited. Alma felt a wild flare in her head. She slid from Miel and kicked the door open, jacket over her face, heat licking at her hands. Will barreled behind with a bucket from the trough, soaked and sloshing. He doused once, and steam bloomed, smelled sharp. Nando, thin as a string, shot under Will’s arm and smothered a curtain with a wet burlap.
McKee sat his horse in the street, shadow-man with a match. 'Idle keys,' he said. 'Idle tongues. We’re evening the spread.' He lit another bottle and went to throw. Alma stepped into the street and lifted the rifle Will had pressed into her hands hours ago without her noticing. She sighted not at him but at his match-hand. Her heart beat like a hammer on thin brass. She squeezed. The match flew with his cry, unlit, the bottle slipping and breaking cold in the dust.
McKee wheeled his horse with a curse and bolted, laughing at his own pain like a man who had learned long ago to enjoy the wrong parts of the story. Will took one step to follow and then stopped, looked at Alma. She shook her head. 'We have water to move,' she said, and her voice surprised her with its plainness. He nodded. He always had liked a simple plan.
By dawn the ditch ran keeper to keeper, from the canyon’s mouth to the far gardens behind the church. You could float a leaf from Tawa’s table all the way to the low field where the Garcias grew their squash. Alma’s hands had gone soft then hard then clumsy, then steady again. When she washed them in the trough they came cleaner than she expected, like she’d rubbed something off that wasn’t dirt.
Sheriff Talbert rode up with papers and a face trying to be official while his eyes tried not to be tired. 'I wired Santa Fe. The water officer’ll come. The judge says until then, the town uses what flows through channels restored to their course, as per common custom. You made a custom into a fact.' He squinted at Will and then at Alma with something like respect trying to remember its way across his face.
Prichard came late, dressed exactly as yesterday, as if days were a habit he imposed on other people. He stood next to the well, which now overflowed with water a little, and he did not look at the overflow. He set a folder on the stone lip and opened it, then shut it. He stared at Alma.
'You will make this cost more than it’s worth,' he said. It wasn’t a threat in his voice, not the bark of one; it was the wonder of a man watching a math problem do something it hadn’t done the day before.
Alma rubbed a sore spot on her palm. 'Maybe worth has been due for a new price.'
He nodded, polite, the way you nod at a man who has shot your hat without touching your head. 'This isn’t finished.' He turned and started to walk. McKee drifted after him, a halo of bandage around his hand. He glanced back. His eyes were tired and bright. He touched two fingers to his brim at Alma and then was gone.
The town did not cheer. It went on. Men and women and children stood on banks and told the water where to go. The water listened. The sizzle of bacon came from the boardinghouse. A fiddle tuned in the saloon, tried out a waltz that stumbled before it found its feet. Tawa sold a pot for half of what it was worth and smiled like she’d gotten the better end.
Alma set the telegraph office right with Nando’s clumsy, fierce help. The key tapped again by noon, steady, as if it had only paused to breathe. The first message that came was from Santa Fe, the water officer’s assistant, a name she didn’t know. On its strip it said: hold fast, we ride. She smoothed the tape and tacked it by the window so anyone could read it.
Will leaned in the doorway, his face soft with the kind of tired that deserves a chair. 'You going to sleep for a week?' he asked.
Alma looked out at the ditch, at the way light wrote itself in broken pieces across the surface. 'Later,' she said. 'There’s a survey to finish.' She touched her father’s compass, the needle calm, then looked down at Tawa’s canteen. It felt lighter now, as if a weight had gone back to the earth.
Tawa walked in without knocking, like a breeze. 'Bring back a story,' she had asked. Alma held up the ledger, the tin, the canteen in one sweep of her hand. 'We did,' Alma said.
'You brought back a river,' Tawa said, and looked toward the street where the water ran. 'It will keep singing if you keep feeding it bread and work.'
Alma breathed, slow and deep. The room smelled like ash and coffee and a new thing she couldn’t name. She took off her scarf and shook out her hair, dust making its own brief constellation in the sunlight. Outside, someone shouted her name with the laughter of relief wrapped around it. She turned to go do the next thing that wanted doing, the map in her head unfurling like a horizon you could walk toward and never get tired of.
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