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The Telegraph Key
Leonhard Stramm
In an Arizona Territory town, telegraph operator Eliza Hart hears a crooked message about the only spring for miles. With a roan mare, a portable key, and help from a blacksmith and a surveyor, she rides for proof against a ruthless cattle baron, outwits his hired gun, and brings law and water home.
ProseHub


    
The Wire at Las Piedras
At dawn the wire began to chatter like a nervous bird, little taps that ran along the counter and into Eliza Hart’s fingertips. The telegraph office at Las Piedras was a one-room box beside the depot, whitewashed and peeling where the sun bit the hardest. Dust sifted through the door seam and laid a neat line across the floorboards. Eliza kept a small broom near the stool, and between messages she swept in quiet, brisk strokes, as if she could sweep the desert back to the horizon.
“Coffee,” Maria Santos said, shoulder nudging the door, elbow steadying a pot and two tin cups. She was short and quick, with her sleeves rolled to the elbow and a grin that could cut or bless. “Brown as a saddle and twice as strong.”
Eliza smiled and lifted the sounder’s lever to pause the clicks. “I’ll take both. Anything to sweeten your morning?”
Maria poured, then leaned her hip on the desk. “Just the sound of that tapping. Means we’re not alone out here.”
They drank in easy silence. Through the open window, the town stretched in a line: the livery’s timber ribs, the clapboard hotel, the Iglesia Santa Luz with a bell that rang irregularly, and beyond that the rippling suggestion of the territory itself, dun and gold and indigo where the buttes began. Eliza listened to wind and wire together and breathed steam from the tin cup.
Jonah Pike rang his spurs on the step and filled the doorway, tall, freckled, and young enough that the badge seemed to weigh him forward. “Ladies.” He touched two fingers to his hat brim. “Train’s due at ten, and I’d bet my last nickel Mr. Mercer’s on it.”
Maria’s grin thinned. “Clay Mercer. He can turn my coffee to vinegar from a mile away.”
Eliza felt her jaw tighten at the name. The cattle man had brought coin to Las Piedras. He had also brought men who laughed while their boots were still dusty from someone else’s land. “He doesn’t take the back way when there’s a main street,” she said. “He’ll want to be seen.”
The sounder stirred. Eliza set down the cup, put her fingers to the key, and read with her head bowed. A freight delay east of San Marcial. A county notice about water rights to be certified next week in Santa Dalia. Another chatter, faster, the rhythm off, like a heartbeat in a fever. She wrote as she listened, pencil scudding on the page: SD–urgent–auction of Coyote Spring parcel. Present title required or parcel forfeit.
Coyote Spring. The only water worth the torment of staying through August. The town drank it, baptized in it, traded by it. Maria’s eyes flicked, quick and fierce. “Present title? We have title.”
Jonah rubbed his neck. “Sheriff Caldwell says the original deed’s in Santa Dalia. Safe and sound. But safe’s a strange word lately.”
The key clicked in stutters. Eliza frowned. It wasn’t a line she knew. It had pauses where there should be none and a slant to the letters—someone’s hand, someone with careless habits. She wrote, counted, rewrote. A name fell out of it like a bone from a stew: Mercer.
Outside, the wind made a long, low sound, just a breath along the edges of the buildings. Eliza’s pencil stopped. She read the dictated message again: Hold deed. Delay notice. Auction will proceed without small-town claims. Do not transmit further to Las Piedras. Her thumb whitened under the metal lever.
“Jonah,” she said softly. “This was meant to be intercepted. It’s crooked. See the weight here? This is no clerk in Santa Dalia.” She tapped the shape of the R in proceed. “It’s a private key.”
Jonah chewed on his lower lip. “Then the spring’s wide open if Caldwell doesn’t fetch that deed.”
Eliza glanced at Maria, expecting panic, but found a calm that looked like anger given manners. “He will fetch it,” Maria said, and it was almost a prayer.
The ten o’clock train announced itself with a distant clank and steam that broke into the sky like a cloud making a decision. The platform filled: laborers from the grading crew, three women with parcels, a salesman with a mustache so confident it looked like its own passenger. When Clay Mercer stepped down, the track seemed to make room for him. He wore a suit the color of dry mesquite and gloves he didn’t need. Two men shadowed him, one broad and bearded, one narrow with a smile that never reached his eyes.
“Morning, Las Piedras!” Mercer called. He spread his arms as if to embrace the town. “Fine day to discuss the future. Sheriff Caldwell, a word?”
Caldwell was older than the badge and had a cough he could hide for the time of a handshake but not longer. He stood opposite Mercer with the measured distance a man keeps from a rattler he hasn’t seen strike yet. “Mr. Mercer,” he said. “You bring rain?”
Mercer laughed, and the narrow man’s smile sharpened. “I bring rail, water, and work. There’s a spring with no paper, so far as the county can tell. I’m a generous man. I’ll hold it in trust. You’ll all drink well.”
“You can’t hold what isn’t yours,” Maria called from the depot window. A few heads turned. She said it as if she were asking about beans. “All you can hold is your hat.”
Mercer’s eyes touched the window and slid past as if he hadn’t heard. Eliza felt the way of the look. He wanted witnesses and applause, not back-and-forth. The bearded man’s hand hovered near his belt as if the habit had its own heartbeat.
The sounder clicked again, fast enough to skip. Eliza dropped her gaze to the strip of paper. The same wrong rhythm, the same firm, rubbery R. She made out another short instruction: burn duplicates before night. She swallowed and felt the coffee go bitter in her mouth.
Maria saw her face and went still. “What is it?”
Eliza slid the message into the ledger and closed her hand on the cover. “Someone’s planning a bonfire.” She steadied her breath. “We need that deed, and we need a judge at the auction, and we need them both alive.”
“Alive,” Jonah echoed. His hand went to his badge, then to the butt of his pistol as if the second gesture were an apology. “I’ll speak to Caldwell.”
By noon the town baked to a glaze. Heat quivered above the street, and men walked short distances as if their boots were dragging history. Maria’s cantina smelled of beans, onions, and lime. She moved through the room with her tray like a small storm cloud bringing something kind in its wake. Eliza sat at the corner table with her ledger closed and her mind open to the wire, which seemed to click now even when it rested silent.
“Who was the thin one?” she asked as Maria refilled her cup.
“Wade Cullen. Mercer’s right hand. Left hand’s a fist,” Maria said. “He watches without blinking. I saw him once outside my place at night with his hand on a horse’s nose. He didn’t speak. The horse didn’t breathe. I prayed in my head, and then he was gone.”
Eliza shivered despite the heat. “Caldwell won’t move fast,” she said. “He’s good, but he’s careful.”
Maria set the pot down. “Then we move fast. You have a horse?”
“El Paso was my last ride. I took the train after that. The wire got me here. The wire can help us again, but it won’t run papers down a trail.” Eliza brushed sweat from her temple. “Two Ravens has horses he trusts to nobody.”
As if summoned, the old Diné man stepped in from the brightness, a silhouette that gathered edges as he entered. He had hair silvered like river stones and eyes that saw scrapes in the air. Two Ravens sold hides and stories, and no one knew which paid better. He nodded to Maria, to Eliza, to the room.
“Señor,” Maria said, moving towards him. “We need to borrow trouble.”
“Then use my horse,” Two Ravens said before she asked. His voice was a slow drum on packed earth. “You hear things in the wire, girl. I see you listening with your teeth. My mare is troublesome, but she listens. She will not betray you.”
Eliza set her palms flat on the table. “I don’t know if I should go. I work a key. That’s my duty.”
Two Ravens looked at her hands. “A key is a tool. So is a horse, a rifle, a pot of coffee. The tool does not decide the day. The person does.”
Jonah appeared, hat in hand, hair darker where sweat slicked it. “Caldwell says wait for a letter from Santa Dalia,” he said, and his mouth twisted as if the words hurt. “He doesn’t want to rush a county paper. He says Mercer can’t do anything until Monday.”
“It’s Thursday,” Maria said. “He’ll do plenty. He’s already begun.” She jerked her chin toward the depot. “Fire eats in the dark.”
Eliza stood. Her chair rasped. “I’ll ride. I can cut across arroyos the wagons can’t, and I can send messages when I find a line. I need wire. Loose, not fixed.”
Maria grinned. “You want a pocket telegraph.”
“I want a way to trick distance. Fences carry current. So do the rails. If I ground it right, I can talk to anyone between here and Santa Dalia who’s awake enough to answer.”
Two Ravens led Eliza to the livery at dusk when the heat broke into sheets and blew down the street. The mare was a red roan with a white blaze and a watchful way of holding her head as if the world owed her an explanation. “She is called Chamisa,” Two Ravens said. “Like the bush. She grows where she wants.”
Eliza stroked the sleek shoulder and felt power under skin. “Hello, Chamisa,” she said, and the horse flicked an ear. The smell of oiled leather and sweet hay rose around them. Two Ravens adjusted the cinch and checked the bridle with a care that suggested prayer.
“Take water,” he said. “Not just for you. For her.” He tied two canteens low and snug. “Ride at night when you can. In day, ride high and watch the ground for mouths.”
“Eliza,” Jonah said behind her, and when she turned, he looked both older and younger, old in fear, young in hope. He held out a small wooden box, hinged and oiled. “I got this off a tinker last month. He said it would talk to the sky if I wanted. I think it talks to more honest things.” He opened it. Inside lay a compact telegraph key, the lever polished by another’s thumb. Beside it, a coil of copper wire wrapped in cloth and a small iron spike.
Eliza took a breath that lifted her ribs. “This will do,” she said. She looked at Jonah’s hand. It shook just enough for her to notice. She touched the back of his fingers. “You hold the town. I’ll hold the messages.”
Maria came running across the yard, hair escaping its knot, a small bundle under her arm. “Pan dulce,” she said, panting. “And matches. And a knife.” She kissed Eliza’s cheek as if they were girls before a river.
Caldwell stood in the shadow of the doorway, silhouette thick, cough folded into his chest. “I didn’t forbid you,” he said, which was the closest he could come to permission. “Bring back proof. Paper. Or a witness with a hat bigger than mine.”
Eliza slipped the little wooden box into her saddlebags, checked the coil to make sure it nestled true, and swung into the saddle. Chamisa shifted and then stood easy, as if she had expected the weight all along.
Two Ravens placed his palm on Eliza’s ankle. “You are not only hands,” he said. “You have eyes, and a heart, and a head that keeps the rest from foolishness. Use all of it.”
Eliza nodded. The sky had turned the color of a bruise ripening to purple, and the first stars were careful pinpricks in the east. She gathered the reins. “Back in three days,” she said. “Before Sunday. Hold the spring.”
Maria lifted her hands. “Go, hija. We’ll keep a table warm.”
Eliza pressed her heels and felt Chamisa gather herself. They moved into the street and then beyond it, out where the town’s lights fell away and the land spread loose and unkind and honest. The wire hummed faintly from the poles that stepped beside the rails. Eliza listened and rode.

    
Choice of the Trail
Night on the open flats sounded like insects rehearsing. The moon lifted slow, an old coin rubbed thin. Eliza kept to the higher ground, where low grass broke the wind and her mare could see the dips before they stole a leg. The earth smelled like warm iron and dry sage. Sweat prickled under her blouse, then cooled, then came again as the work of riding made itself known through her thighs and hands.
She thought of the wire as a map more faithful than any drawn by men. Poles toward Santa Dalia ran a line almost straight, but the land bent, and any fool who tried to cut without looking earned a busted ankle or a dead horse. After two hours of careful pace, she saw a fence strung tight along a ridge, barbed wire catching the moon like dew. She dismounted, dropped the reins, and the mare stood as if taught by patient women.
Eliza knelt and unfolded Jonah’s box. She drove the iron spike into the ground with a series of short prying twists. She bared a patch of fence wire with the knife until bright metal shone and wrapped a length of the copper coil around it. The key lay on her knee. She licked two fingers, touched the ground, touched the wire, felt a tiny sting. The sounder she did not have. She had learned to read with her fingertips when the office was full of voices. Tonight she read with the bones.
She tapped the key twice, long, then short. The current bumped through her skin. She waited. She tapped again. Far off, she caught the faintest answering tremor.
This is LP—Las Piedras—operator needs contact with Santa Dalia office. Urgent—water papers. She sent it slow, then fast. She waited. Another tremor came, then a longer one, then a steady hand. SD here. New operator tonight. Who is this on a fence?
Eliza smiled despite herself. She sent her name and asked for the clerk of deeds. The line went still. Minutes scraped by. A woman’s hand returned. This is Clara Perdue at County. I can say little. Office is watched. Man with pale hat waits by door. He buys drinks for anyone who talks.
Tell him you’re a brick wall, Eliza sent. Tell me about Coyote Spring.
Clara’s reply came steady and sure. Title filed twelve years back by Father Esteban and town council. Original deed stored at mission Santa Luna after fire in county vault. We hold the duplicate. Duplicate rumored false by a complaint this afternoon. Complaint signed by “trustee” Mercer. Auction forced. Monday.
Eliza breathed out through her nose and cleaned sweat from her upper lip with the back of her hand. Where is Santa Luna mission? she asked.
Clara’s rhythm slowed. Across the badland. Arroyo del Leon to the east fork. Walls still stand. Watch for owls and men without owls’ sense. Take water. Please be careful. They want someone to be foolish and early.
Chamisa’s ears moved like clock hands as Eliza packed the wire again. “We go to church,” she told the mare. The horse blew out a patient breath, and they headed southeast, the stars a bowl, the land a set of heavy blankets thrown over old furniture.
Near midnight, a glow moved on the horizon like a lantern in a slow hand. Eliza guided Chamisa lower, into a wash carved by sudden storms. The walls smelled of clay and cooled sand. She heard laughter above. Two men. One whistled an aimless tune cut by pauses, as if the tune had to make room for words not fit for polite company. The other said, “We ride the arroyo at dawn, tell Wade she went that way even if she didn’t. He’ll like the chase.”
Wade. The narrow man with the unchanging smile. Eliza stilled her breath and wrapped the mare’s reins twice around her fingers. Chamisa lowered her head as if to sleep.
They passed within thirty feet. Eliza could smell the leather of their saddles and the onion on one man’s breath. She counted with her pulse until the sound scraped away toward the ridge. She stayed low a long time, until her shoulders relaxed by accident.
Miles later, the wash opened to flats again. A shape rose ahead—an old sotol stalk. On it hung a strip of blue cloth, tied in a way Eliza recognized: Two Ravens’ sign for a passable path. She tipped her hat to the sky where he could not see and followed his faith.
Near dawn, she saw the glow of a cook fire and the square shoulders of a canvas tent. A low picket fence kept three horses nose to tail. A man turned at the sound of her approach and lifted his palm. He was dark-skinned, hair close-cropped, shoulders like a wall. The blue of a worn cavalry coat hung over a stump near the tent. He watched her as one soldier recognizes another in the will, not the clothes.
“Morning,” he said. His voice carried a smooth Virginia roll. “You’re a far ride from a desk.”
Eliza fought the immediate urge to defend that desk. “The desk can’t stampede a herd,” she said. “Eliza Hart. Las Piedras.”
“Isaiah Cole. Fort Redemption, when the Army remembers. Blacksmith when it doesn’t. You running from or toward?”
“Toward,” she said, and the word steadied her. “Mission Santa Luna. Paper we need before Monday.”
He considered. His eyes had the habit of measuring loads and timber. “That mission sits in a bowl where sound puddles. If men are waiting, you won’t hear their boots. But you’ll hear their horses’ tails slap flies.” He pointed to the iron equipment by the fire. “Eat, and I’ll walk you through that country with words.”
Isaiah’s coffee tasted like he had promised it would—honest and stern. He drew a map in the sand with a stick. “Here’s the Leon. It turns on itself like a snake, then opens his jaw here.” He tapped a crescent-shaped canyon. “The mission sits on this ledge, with the arroyo at its feet. There’s a ruined bell tower. If you need to lose a man, climb the tower and drop into the chapel. Wind laid dust there like a rug. You’ll leave light tracks.”
Eliza leaned on her haunches, studying it. “If I need a witness?”
“There’s a survey man, Ortiz. He camps two miles south when he’s drawing lines that make sense. He works for whoever pays him, but he knows right from trickery. He likes to be asked questions that don’t insult him.” Isaiah reached to his bedroll and pulled out a carbine with careful ease. “Take this. She shoots straighter than the truth when you want it most.
Eliza looked at the metal and wood, then at her own hands. “I’ve shot at bottles in El Paso. Bottles don’t shoot back.”
Isaiah worked the lever and checked the sight. “They also don’t think. Men do, sometimes. If you don’t need to shoot a man, don’t. But don’t let a man make that decision for you.” He smiled then, an easing that warmed the early light. “And this—” He went to his anvil, pried open a small tin, and nested out a coil of finer wire and a brass clip. “Harness for your fence trick. Clip to rail iron too, if you see it. Better ground.”
Eliza took the coil and felt the strange thrill of possibility. “You’ve used one?”
“Back when messages outran horses but not men’s malice. We’d wire fence to fence across Texas to make up a mile. Worked until a bull decided to argue with a post.”
She laughed, light and quick. “Thank you. For the carbine. And the map. And the wire.”
“You’ll thank me when you’ve used them and come back in one piece.” Isaiah nodded to Chamisa. “Good horse. She’ll stop twelve feet before a snake and look twice.”
“I’d like that habit in every friend I have,” Eliza said, and Isaiah’s grin widened.
“Then don’t forget this place. If you need to fall back, fall back here.” He squinted toward the pale line of dawn. “They’re out there. Men who think the law is a rope to pull toward themselves. They do not like a woman with an unfrightened gaze.”
Eliza wiped her hands on her trousers and stood. “They’ll learn to manage their dislike.” She swung into the saddle, settled her feet. “Thank you, Mister Cole.”
“Isaiah,” he corrected. He lifted two fingers. “Ride easy until you can’t.”
By midmorning the land opened into broken stone. Cholla threw shadows like maps of veins. The mission rose sudden as a whale bone in low tide, the tower listing, a bell long gone. The adobe walls wore holes like tired eyes. Chamisa snorted and set her hooves precise on the path. Eliza slid down and walked the last stretch, leading the mare, her palm on the warm neck.
Inside the mission yard it was cooler, as if the dust remembered water. Swallows stitched the air under the eaves. A wooden door sagged into the chapel. Eliza stepped into the shadow and let her eyes decide their work. Pews lay tumbled. Sun made blades on the floor through a cracked roof.
There was a chest at the back, sheeted in gray. She crossed to it, knelt, and felt the lock. Old iron, stubborn but not noble. She drew Maria’s knife and worked it until the bolt grumbled. Inside lay bundles tied with twine. The smell of rat and paper rose in sharp little breaths. She read labels: baptismal, marriage, land.
Her hands shook once, and then were steady. She found a packet labeled Coyote Spring. The ink had bled just enough to make such words feel like sweat. She opened it, found the deed written in Father Esteban’s hand, a neat design like someone walking a straight path with care.
A sound prickled her neck—flies suddenly disturbed. She looked up. Dust moved along the aisle like breath. Footsteps. Eliza folded the deed into her blouse, slid the packet into her saddlebag, and moved for the side door. A shadow feathered across the wall. Wade’s kind of shadow. It had patience in it.
She climbed the bell tower by a ladder that had given up dignity long ago. At the top, she crouched behind the lip. Two men entered the chapel below, their figures broken by beams of sun. Their boots whispered on sand. The narrow one smiled without lips. Wade’s voice went soft and smooth. “Like a library for a town that can’t read.”
The other laughed badly. “She’s here. I smell soap.”
Eliza’s heart slammed a fist against her ribs. She laid the carbine along the bell ledge, sighted on the door. She did not want to shoot. She wanted to leave with paper and breath. She let the thought of shooting sit in the room of her mind without either feeding it or locking it out.
Wade looked up and smiled into the rafters as if he could taste fear. “Come on down, miss. I ain’t a barbarian. We can talk. You give me a paper and I give you my word you’ll ride away, pretty and whole.”

    
Arroyos and Barbed Wire
Eliza slid back from the ledge as quietly as her knees allowed, then eased herself over the far side of the tower into the shell of the sacristy. Her boots found a beam and then another. She dropped the last six feet into dust that bloomed and then sank with the soft grace of resignation. Chamisa’s ears pricked outside, a whisking sound like a broom.
Wade’s steps moved toward the tower. He had the walk of a man whose feet seldom argued with his mind. Eliza pulled the deed from her blouse and tucked it under her belt against skin, then slipped through a gap in the adobe into the courtyard. For an instant, sun hit her full, and heat flashed in her eyes. She kept to the wall’s shadow, carbine low. If she had to shoot, she would aim for the ground first and make stone speak for her.
She reached Chamisa, slid the saddlebags across, and mounted with a small grunt she could not help. Wade’s man came through the arch a heartbeat later, and his face arranged itself in surprise so pure it might have been childlike if not for the gun he raised. Eliza wheeled Chamisa, kicked, and the mare surged. The first shot struck adobe behind her. It coughed dust at her back. The second sliced air at her shoulder. She leaned low over the neck and felt the animal’s muscles answer in clean, hard lines.
They flew down the arroyo where Isaiah’s stick-map had shown a turn like a jaw. The walls closed in. Sound pooled. Behind, the echo of pursuit slapped the stone back and forth. Wade called something pleasant that the canyon made into a taunt.
Eliza cut left at a break in the wall where shrubs clawed for sun. The path climbed rough and mean. Chamisa lunged and found purchase on rock edges, hooves ringing like spoons on a kettle. They topped out onto a shelf of flat stone that sloped away into a field of yucca and drought-blown grass. Eliza looked back and saw Wade below, his hat pale as bone, his body easy in the saddle. He did not look up. He knew his path.
Ahead, wire ran along cedar posts, barbs catching scraps of paper and bird feathers. Eliza swung down, pitched the iron spike into the soil, clamped Jonah’s brass clip to the wire, and thumbed the key. Her breath came like tight little words.
LP on the line. Any station east, respond. Emergency. Need a friend with wheels.
A spark tickled her fingers. A calm hand answered. This is Sam Rivera, engineer westbound milepost 90. Who are you and why does your message taste like fence?
Eliza sent a burst of apology and a map in words. Five miles from mission. Two riders behind. Need a distraction to cross cattle ground without collecting lead.
Sam answered with humor and steel. I can blow a whistle and not stop. I can also throw smoke. You get your tail across the track when I make the biggest noise these hills have heard since thunder was invented.
Eliza unhooked the clip, snatched the spike, and remounted. She led Chamisa parallel to the rails, low in a wash cut by water that had dreamed of rain and almost got it. The land opened and closed like a fish’s mouth. She saw the track, two iron lines on ties, stretching into heat shimmer. The train would come from the west, hugging the long side of a hill, then screaming across the flats.
Hoofbeats folded into the land behind her, nearer. Wade did not hurry. He had the patience of a man who thought the world would always arrange itself for him. Eliza angled toward the junction where fence and rail kissed. She pulled off her hat, wiped her brow, and tied the hat under her chin so the wind would not steal it. No use feeding the desert once you were gone.
A whistle rose, thin and far. Eliza felt it in the bones of her jaw first, then in the ground, then in the air. She could almost see it, a white ribbon drawing itself in the sky. Smoke smudged the horizon. Chamisa pricked her ears forward and snorted in question.
Wade’s voice came clear. “No use, miss. The ground’s flat. No place to hide. I’ll take that paper and send you home with something to learn.”
Eliza’s mouth dried, then filled with the taste of copper, like a lie bitten in half. She patted Chamisa’s neck. “I hear you,” she murmured to the mare, which made no sense except to both of them.
The train appeared, black and earnest, dragging its burden like an apology. Sam Rivera leaned out the cab and saw her. He lifted one hand and put the other to the whistle. The sound that came out made birds lift from the mesquite in a burst of black syllables. The whistle arced up and up until Eliza thought it would cut the sky. The engine blew a second note, lower, a bellow that vibrated her shirt and rattled her teeth.
Cattle scattered like water thrown on a skillet. A herd that had looked like land itself surged, bawling, fifty head turning in a panic the shape of itself. The ground became a rolling sea of bodies and horns. Wade’s horse danced, then fought, then lost. Wade sat deep and did not curse. Eliza kicked, and Chamisa went. They threaded the edge, skirting muscle and fear, and sprang the rails as the engine hurtled by, hot and massive, a man-made storm.
Sam flashed a grin and tossed something that glittered. It hit the ground with a thud and fell open: a tin of railroad fuses and a strip of grease-stained cloth. Eliza hauled, scooped it up, and urged Chamisa on. Behind them, Wade’s horse reared at a horn point and smashed a hoof down into empty air. Wade rolled, quick as a cat, and came up laughing without sound.
Eliza rode until the herd was a smear of dust in the rear of her thoughts. She slowed when the land turned to broken shale. The day’s heat began to slacken, not by mercy but because even heat had hours. She found the surveyor as Isaiah had promised, under a canvas fly stretched between two willows that had found the creek’s stubborn vein.
Ortiz was a small man with a careful mustache and ink on his fingers. He did not look surprised at armed women or wild eyes. He looked at boots first, then horse, then hands. “You need proof of something that is true,” he said, as if there were no other way to begin a conversation in this country.
Eliza dismounted, water-sore and grateful. “Coyote Spring. Title filed years ago. Someone claims the duplicate is false.” She took the deed from her belt and laid it on the table. Ortiz’s eyes softened, like a man seeing a child he recognizes from an older photograph.
“This is Esteban’s hand. He wrote with his shoulder, not his wrist. He pressed hard here.” Ortiz pointed to the signature, the way it lay on the page like an oath. “No clerk can fake a priest’s weight. That is not science. That is a kind of music.”
“We need a witness Monday,” Eliza said. “Or sooner. They’re burning duplicates.”
Ortiz folded the deed into oilcloth, careful and sure. “I will ride at first light with you. I will also draw the survey lines as they were before the men with hats forgot where charity lives.” He looked at the sky. “Tonight you sleep, and I sharpen my pencil.”
Eliza resisted the urge to keep moving. Her blood still ran with the whistle. “They’re behind us.” She described Wade with three plain words. Ortiz’s eyebrows climbed and then settled. “I know that kind of smile.”
He gave her a bowl of beans and a pile of tortillas and did not talk while she ate. When she finished, he said, “I will say one thing. Don’t aim at their hearts. Men like that build a second one the moment the first is threatened. Aim for the hand that holds the weapon. Then give them the chance to choose a different profession.”
Eliza cleaned her hands, checked Chamisa’s water, and lay on a bedroll that smelled like soap and dust warmed in the sun. Sleep took her by the hand. It was not gentle, but it did not take no for an answer.
The morning came with wind and a pale sun that looked like a coin even fools would not bend to keep. They rode north and west, tracing an arc that would land them behind the shoulders of the buttes and then pour them out toward Las Piedras. The wire ran their way too, clicking now and then as if reminding them it existed.
Eliza clipped onto a fence near midday and called the county again. Clara answered, her rhythm better, as if she had slept on courage. Trouble, she sent. Mercer’s man tried to see our ledgers. I told him the pages smelled of vinegar. He blinked as if sniffing would teach him law.
Eliza told her they had the deed and a witness. Clara’s reply all but jumped. Judge Halvers will be at the auction. He has a clean coat and a mean look for men who borrow more than they return.
Eliza felt her shoulders ease. She wrote to Jonah too, tapping a chain of fences and rails that shook like old men dancing. Hold the town. Keep water. Be where the judge can see you.
Jonah’s touch came back, warm in its clumsy power. Sheriff’s cough worse. Maria made him tea that could melt a nail. Mercer built a tent at the spring, says he’s guarding it. Wade not in town.
Not in town meant on the road behind her. Eliza glanced at Ortiz. He rode upright, hat strapped, pencil tucked behind his ear even now. “They’ll try the pass,” he said. “Las Piedras is a sieve. Only so many ways in without swallowing dust you didn’t order.” He pointed with his chin. “We hide behind that ridge and watch who thinks the wind is a curtain.”
They reached a shelf of rock that curled above the pass, a bowl within a bowl. Eliza slid from the saddle and crept forward. Hooves approached, slow and then slower, as if the riders wanted the land to decide for them.
Wade first, of course. He had a way of placing his horse that spoke a dialect only a few men knew, a language built of no wasted inches. Three others with him, rough, sunburned, one with a braided rawhide quirt. Wade stopped and lifted his gaze, not with his eyes but as if his skin itself were sensing. He turned his head and looked up toward their ridge without seeing. “Feel that?” he said. “Like a hand on your neck when nobody’s behind you.”

    
Smoke over Las Piedras
Eliza let her breath out slow. Ortiz touched her elbow, and she nodded. When she stood, it would be not to shoot a man off his horse but to break a hand open long enough to loosen his grip. She raised the carbine and sighted on Wade’s gun hand. The barrel felt light and heavy at once. She squeezed, not jerked.
The shot cracked and leaped between the walls. Wade’s pistol blew from his hand like a tossed stone, spinning bright, then burying itself in grit. He did not flinch. He looked up at her and smiled a new smile—one that reached his eyes and found something there, if only for an instant. His men snatched iron. Ortiz fired wide to strike a rock at their horses’ feet. The animals danced, and one man yelped when his own reins burned his palm.
Eliza worked the lever, felt the brass slide warm under her cheek, and called down, “Ride around. Go count your teeth somewhere else. We’ve got paper and a judge waiting.”
“That paper will feed a fire better than it’ll feed your town,” Wade said. He spoke through his smile as if it hurt not at all to have his hand bleeding. “But I don’t mind a ride.” He gathered the reins in his left hand and turned his horse with a touch of knee. “See you at the spring, miss.”
They went, unhurried, which told Eliza more than speed would have. Wade would choose the ground. He always had.
Ortiz’s eyes shone with a quiet pride. “You shoot where a man will remember it every time he shakes hands.”
Eliza swallowed past the tightness in her throat. “Let’s make the most of their politeness. We move.”
They rode hard after that, saving horses only when the land warned of breaks and gullies. The wire paralleled their path, a dark line with its own music. Eliza tapped twice for luck and felt nothing but the bounce of the clip in her pocket.
They crested the last ridge above Las Piedras at late afternoon. Smoke rose from the far end of town. Not a tower, not a sheet—more like a smear, a brush of dirty gray over the livery. “Not the spring,” Eliza said aloud, like a charm.
They cut down the slope, rock and scrub grabbing at stirrups. Maria’s cantina door stood open, and she herself stood in it with a bar towel in one hand and a shotgun across her arm. “You’re late for lunch,” she called, and then her eyes caught the oilcloth in Ortiz’s grip. She made a small sound that did not belong to any language and grabbed Eliza’s shoulders. “You went and did it.”
Jonah strode from the sheriff’s office with a face that had learned several new ways to be tired. “Caldwell’s in his bunk. The judge’s here, mean as promised. Mercer’s got men posted where he calls ‘company property.’ He says the spring wore a suit and signed itself over.”
They crossed the street to the edge of the crowd at Coyote Spring. Mercer had indeed set a tent there, white and proud, a flag with his brand on it snapping above like a dare. Two barrels stood near the tent, one with drinking cups hanging from a board on pegs, as if he were hosting a picnic. His men formed a polite semicircle that looked like a fence that talked.
Judge Halvers, square and pressed, stood with a ledger and a traveling inkwell. He had the kind of jaw that made liars rub their throats. “We are not in court,” he said crisply, “but we are not children. I will see papers.”
Mercer lifted a leather folio. “Trusteeship duly drawn under county statute, Your Honor. For lack of present title by those who currently squat.” He smiled that reach-for-eight-hands smile. “Temporary custody in the public interest.”
Maria made a noise that could salt meat. Eliza stepped forward with Ortiz. “Original title,” she said, her voice calm enough that she was proud of it. “Filed by Father Esteban. Held at Mission Santa Luna after the county fire. Witnessed by a surveyor who knew the lay of water and a judge who was too busy to sign until Monday.” She met the judge’s eyes. “But he’s early, and so are we.”
The judge took the oilcloth bundle, unwrapped it, and read. His face shifted like a man trying a new wrench with an old bolt—satisfaction when it bit, then restraint so as not to break the head. “This looks good,” he said, and Mercer’s smile tightened by a fraction no one but a telegraph operator might see.
Wade stood to one side, his right hand wrapped in a bandana that had once been white. His eyes rested on Eliza’s hands. The judge looked around. “We will adjourn until Monday for proper filing in Santa Dalia,” he said. “In the meantime, control of the spring remains with the town committee established in the original deed.” He handed the paper to Jonah. “Deputy, see that this goes somewhere safe that does not smell like either whiskey or gasoline.”
Mercer spread his hands. “Judge, I fear for the safety of your order. My men detected an attempted arson on the livery an hour ago. Surely you’d prefer a controlled trust than chaos.”
“A controlled trust? Like a hand on a man’s neck?” Maria said, and several townsfolk laughed, not with teeth but with hope. The judge’s mouth twitched.
Eliza stepped toward the tent, and Wade’s eyes flickered just enough to be seen. She knew then where the kindling lay. She reached the flap, lifted it, and looked in. Two crates sat by a small desk. A lamp, a ledger, and a leather bag with the county seal pressed into its wax. “You’ve been shopping without a receipt,” she said.
Mercer’s gaze cooled to a temperature that could not freeze but might itch all winter. “You’ll want to be careful with accusations.”
Eliza lifted the leather bag so all could see. “This came from the county,” she said, “and it came in secret. But secrets leave tracks. Clara Perdue sent word that a bag walked out the back door with a man in a pale hat who never signed the book. That’s theft.” She laid the bag on the judge’s table and opened the mouth. Inside lay three bound bundles of papers, still warm from their own importance.
The judge’s eyebrows rose like drawn curtains. “Mr. Mercer?”
Mercer’s smile held. “Protective custody. Someone burned the duplicates in Santa Dalia. There is much confusion. I was merely ensuring no further loss.”
“Interesting,” Eliza said, tapping the side of the bag with a finger. “Because the man who told the clerk to burn the duplicates sent a message over the wire with a private key.” She raised her voice. “Would you like to hear it?”
The town looked at her with a silence that had weight. Eliza’s heart sped but found a rhythm it could keep. She had one more trick. She took the coil of wire from her pocket, the clip, and the little key. She ran the wire to the tent pole, where the company had installed a pole-mounted sounder for “convenience.” She clipped in, drove the spike into the damp soil near the spring, and touched the key. The borrowed sounder chattered, a clear tapping voice.
Eliza had long fingers and a clean memory. She set the lever and sent what she had transcribed with Jonah the day before, adopting the same heavy R, the same smug spacing. burn duplicates before night. auction will proceed without small-town claims. do not transmit to las piedras. When she finished, the air felt different. Sound changes a room.
Wade’s face remained a road with two lanes: one straight, one crooked. Mercer’s went flat at the edges. The judge closed the bag with a precise motion. “Mr. Mercer,” he said, “you are under suspicion for theft of county property and for conspiring to interfere with lawful process. You may wait by my side until a U.S. Marshal arrives, or you may make me fetch you in irons.”
Mercer laughed, a quick bark. His men stiffened as if tied to his breath. “Judge, you’ll be thirsty before tomorrow. The spring is the only friend you have. I am the spring’s friend.”
Maria stepped up beside Eliza. “No,” she said. “The spring’s friend is someone who sweats carrying buckets.” She cocked the shotgun and aimed at the ground between Mercer’s boots. “You’re just a man with expensive paper cuts.”
Two Ravens, who had appeared as the shadows lengthened, stood silent at the edge of the crowd. His eyes took in the wires and the people and the drifting dust and judged each on whether it kept a promise. He nodded when Eliza’s gaze flicked to him. Not approval. A simple bearing witness.
Mercer made a small motion with his chin that meant more than words. The bearded man reached for the lamp near the crates. Eliza saw the intent like a headline. Fire runs fast along canvas and faster along paper edges. She moved before thinking, stepping between lamp and crates, lifting the lamp with her left hand, and sliding the flame down into damp mud by the spring to smother it. It hissed like a snake told to be quiet.
Wade moved too, not for the lamp but for her. His bandaged right hand stayed at his side. His left lifted, open in a gesture that could be comfort if wielded by someone else. He reached for her wrist. Eliza didn’t step back. She stepped to the side, twisted, and laid the flat of the carbine against his forearm. Not a blow. A barrier. His fingers flexed and folded around air.
“Deputy,” the judge said softly without looking away from Mercer. Jonah took that like a bell struck, circled, and came up behind the bearded man with a rope he had not had the day before. He moved like a man taught by other men in old barns, when calves needed to learn a gate. He put the rope on the man without drama.
The crowd breathed in a new way. It was not cheering. It was the way people breathe when they have decided something together. Eliza heard it, and she felt the line in her chest slacken for just a second.
Mercer aimed his smile at her now. “You could have been on my crew,” he said. “Smart, quick, no false pride. I pay better than the government. I keep my people close.”
Eliza looked at Maria, at Jonah, at Two Ravens, at Ortiz with his ink still on his fingers. “I already have a crew,” she said. “They pay in water and sleep.”
Horse hooves rattled at the far end of town. Isaiah Cole rode in at that moment with dust on his boots and a look that said he hadn’t found a better story anywhere else. He saw the rope, the judge, the tent, and Eliza with the key in her hand like a little scepter. He took up position on the edge of the circle and did not dismount.
The judge took a breath. “Clay Mercer,” he said, “you will sit in the hotel with two men at your door, and you will write a complete account of how that bag ended up under your care. If you take half a step the wrong way, you will discover the shortness of your own name.” He lifted the bag. “Deputy, escort.”
Mercer bowed as if at a dance where the music did not suit him but the floor did. He allowed Jonah to lead him, Wade trailing, his left hand empty and his right still tied in its bandage. The crowd parted. People looked at Eliza the way you look at someone who speaks a language you don’t but says your name well.
That night, candles shone in windows up and down Main Street. The wire ticked brilliant gossip from station to station: judge arrested cattle man; woman operator played the key like a fiddle; the spring still ran. Eliza walked the street once, twice, Chamisa’s lead rope in her palm. Maria pressed a bowl of stew into her hand whether she was hungry or not. Two Ravens passed her an amulet woven from grass and blue thread. “For not forgetting you have more than hands,” he said.
At midnight, Eliza sat again at her desk in the depot. The sounder whispered like an old friend leaning close. She tapped Jonah a good night on the wire. He answered with clumsy affection. She touched the little wooden box and the fine wire and thought, with relief so sharp it made her grin, that Monday would come, and they would be ready. The desert breathed outside. The spring murmured. The town slept and snored and dreamed of papers that said what was true.
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