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Chapter one 

PAPPY CUSTER could see the casino through the 
window, above the ponderosas, its gold trim glinting in 
the sun. The longer he stared the closer it seemed to get, 
like a mast, expanding, consuming everything in its path. 

At the base of the mountain was a good chunk of the 
Flying-C—at least where some of the action was. The 
segundo and a few other hands had run about three 
hundred head into the corral and were now separating the 
calves from the cows. The days were long gone since 
Pappy was in the mix, though he didn’t miss it like he 
thought. Times were different and changing faster than he 
cared to keep up. Out in the pasture he could see his 
grandson riding this way astride a red roan, a small plume 
of dust kicking against the slanted rays of the rising sun. 
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As the roan drew closer, Pappy could see the calf across 
his grandson’s lap, what looked like entrails coming out of 
its midriff. He watched Cody dismount then pull the calf 
from the saddle as two ranch hands and the segundo 
rushed to help. They hauled the calf away, but not before 
exchanging a few words. Cody said something and 
everyone nodded except the short, barrel-chested one. He 
seemed to laugh, or maybe it was a scoff, before saying 
something back which made Cody turn and say something 
else, this time more assertive, pointing a finger at the calf, 
then at shorty. 

“Just initial here, here, sign and date here,” the attorney 
said, snapping Pappy’s attention back to the fold-out tray 
before him. 

He glanced at the document, pretending to skim it. 
“And that’s it, right? ‘Cause the last one come in wouldn’t 
do what I asked.” 

“You seem perfectly coherent to me. Once you sign, it’s 
stone.” 

Pappy lifted the cheap pen. His hand shook. He 
wondered why this guy hovering in his fancy suit couldn’t 
use something with a little more weight to it. He scratched 
his initials on a few pages, but couldn’t remember where 
he was supposed to sign so he looked up, hesitating when 
he saw the guy fixed on the bookshelf. 

“That flag is quite unique,” the attorney said. “Looks 
very old.” 

Pappy sighed. He kept forgetting to get rid of that damn 
thing. Have Cody put in storage or something, but 
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goddamn was he tired of looking at it. Tired of people like 
this guy asking questions about it.  

He told the attorney it was a parting gift from Uncle 
Sam after his great-grandaddy was slaughtered by Crazy 
Horse at Little Bighorn. 

The attorney swiveled back, looking down now over 
the gold rim of his glasses. “Your great grandfather was 
the Colonel Custer?” 

“Unfortunately.” 
“What do you mean, unfortunately?” the attorney said, 

bouncing from the flag and back to Pappy again. 
“Ain’t exactly a legacy I’m proud of. Man was an 

egotistical sumbitch. And the papers, they kept feeding it. 
Made up a load of shit and built him into this war hero he 
never was. Sure, maybe he's a fine officer a point in time, 
but he bought into his own press and that was beginning 
of the end. And how you think that served me—a last name 
comes locked and loaded with a shitass reputation?” 

The attorney looked uncomfortable, his eyes drifting to 
a corner of the ceiling. He started to speak but Pappy told 
him it was rhetorical. Tired now of looking at this guy, his 
narrow frame, his soft hands. Guy like this, a little pissant, 
he wouldn’t last a day on this ranch. 

The attorney said, “Yes sir, of course.” He wiped the 
sweat beading over his lip, then grabbed the document and 
tucked it under an armpit. “If you need anything...” 

“I didn’t sign it yet.” 
“Sorry?” 
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“The last page. I’s tryin to figure out where I’m 
supposed to sign when you started on Old Glory over 
there.” 

“Oh, right,” the attorney said, flattening the document 
on the fold-out again. He flipped to the last page, pointed 
near the bottom and held the edge as Pappy signed. “Now 
if you need anything, anything at all, my card is next to 
the lamp.” 

That’s when Pappy heard the boy coming up the porch 
steps, his boots popping over the wooden slats. 

 
 
CODY entered the ranch house thinking about the noises 
that heifer made when he found her. The high-pitched 
whines, the congested, gargled breaths. 

It had taken most the morning to round up the stock. 
Another hour and a half to run them down to the corral. 
He remembered having the roan at a nice lope, running 
ramrod, when the segundo cycled back on his paint mare 
saying, “Three-forty-nine, y tu?” 

“Shit, I thought my count was off.” Cody eased the 
contact against the roan’s mouth and looked at the tree 
line. “Keep ‘em movin. I’ll double back, see if any 
scattered.” 

He rode across an arroyo and breached the first row of 
trees. His world became a few shades darker, a few degrees 
cooler and it wasn’t long before Cody heard the cow 
mooing yonder, its drawl strained and weak. He halted the 
roan, feeling dwarfed by the ponderosas—a bunch of 
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derricks erecting from the earth. Their tips narrowing, 
disappearing into the fog. 

There it was again, another moo at nine, maybe ten 
o’clock. 

He put a heel into the roan and it wasn’t long before he 
came upon the calf, her tongue slack against a bank of 
ponderosa roots, half-chewed entrails staining a small 
patch of snow. Scanning the forest, he saw nothing which 
made the hairs on his neck rise.  

Something was out there, he was sure of it. 
He dismounted. Knelt before the calf. Tears and grime 

matted the hide beneath her ducts. Her breath was 
shallow, it seemed to crawl from the wells in her snout. He 
dug his fingers under her flank and started to lift when he 
heard it, the intermittent crunch over half-frozen snow… 

Tha-chunk, tha-chunk, tha-chunk. 
Twenty yards at his six, closing fast. 
Cody swiveled, drew a Colt 1911, shoved the front-sight 

at the grey wolf and squeezed the trigger thrice. 
And now, as he rounded the corner into Pappy’s room, 

he shoulder-checked a little man in pin stripes. Cody 
stared at him, thought about saying sorry or my bad, but 
didn’t. 

The man said, “Pardon me, sir,” but refused to make eye 
contact as he went out the door. 

Cody entered the room, saw the old man kicked back 
in the recliner, the whir of the oxygen machine filling the 
room. “Who the hell was that?” 
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“Just worry about the goddamn cattle, let me worry 
about the bidness. Wanna make yerself useful, load me 
another,” Pappy said, lifting an open-nosed syringe. 

“Doc said two mL’s ever four hours…I done gave ya a 
shot but two hours ago.” 

“Well, the way I feel, might not make it another two so 
shut up’n do what I tell ya.” 

Cody grabbed the syringe, crossed to the bedside table, 
jammed the tip into a bottle of morphine sulfate and 
watched the blue liquid fill the chamber. That's when he 
saw what looked like a business card. Plain white with 
block letters: 

JIM MOFFAT - ATTORNEY AT LAW 
Real Estate. Taxes. Estate and Family Planning. 

Cody glanced at the old man to make sure he wasn’t 
looking, then shoved the card in his pocket. 

“Saw you with that calf,” Pappy said. “She gonna make 
it?” 

“I don’t know.” 
“What was all that shit with the one guy…the hell’s his 

problem?” 
“That sawed-off sumbitch?” 
“Yeah, whatshisname?” 
“Randy-somethin,” Cody said, crossing to Pappy. 
“He any good?” 
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“He’s aright. Hard worker, stronger’n shit, but talks too 
damn much. Truth be told, I ain’t real fond of most a his 
opinions. Better learn his place or I’m a give him the boot.” 

“What’d he say about the calf?” 
“Didn’t think it worth the cost for Murdoch to come 

out, try’n salvage her.” 
Pappy said, “Whaddayou think?” and opened wide as 

Cody thumbed the plunger. He licked his lips and sunk 
into the chair, sucking air past the cannula plugging his 
nostrils. 

“It was a bull I’d say he’s right, but…” and Cody left it 
at that, the old man nodding in agreement until his eyes 
fell shut. He seemed to be off somewhere for a while. 
Mumbling, nodding, having a conversation with someone. 
Telling whoever he was talking to how much he loved that 
blue shit, how good it made him feel. 

Cody hated seeing him like this. Used to be such a 
tough geezer. Even into his seventies, Pappy could still 
punch cows and haul bales like a man of forty. Then one 
day, blink of an eye, he was dying. And Cody found 
himself awake most nights, scared of waking up one day 
in the same capacity, old and worthless, beholden to 
someone. He glanced out the window, saw the segundo 
heel a calf and drag it to the center of the arena. When he 
heard the old man begin to snore he moved for the door, 
walking soft on the balls of his feet to prevent the 
hardwood from creaking. 
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“How many’s that make?” It was loud and clear. The 
old man was awake again. “Where the hell’d you go—
Cody?” 

“I’m here.” 
“Well get back here where I can see ya.” Cody did and 

the old man said, “How many’s that make?” 
“If the calf…” 
“Yeah.” 
Cody took a deep breath. “Five calves, six cows. Three 

of ‘em heifers.” 
“Lotta beef. How many you figure in the pack?” 
“Three, four the most.” 
The old man’s eyes, a translucent blue, shifted this way. 
“They ain’t eatin all of ‘em. Get their fill on the calves 

and kill the cows. Like they’re doing it for sport. I’m tellin 
ya Pappy, these fuckers’re actin erratic, brazen sumbucks 
like I never seen.” 

“They rabid?” 
“My guess, yeah. Ever heard a wolf chargin a man?” 
“Not this part of the country, no. But back when I’s a 

boy, maybe seven or eight, this town was plagued with a 
lone wolf killing stock left and right. Horses, cows, didn’t 
make a lick. He’d castrate ‘em, mutilate ‘em. Course the 
papers, you know what they did—” 

“Made up a load of shit.” 
“Crazy talk. Sayin it’s some kinda mountain lion wolf 

hybrid. Calling it this outlaw wolf, hell-bent on vengeance 
‘cause its mate and pups were killed or whatever—you 
know the crazy stories them folks concoct.” 
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Cody nodded. 
“And, shit, I’m blanking,” Pappy said. “What’s that 

guy’s name, east of town?” 
“Mueller.” 
“Yeah. His daddy tracked the wolf five years, didn’t get 

squat. Never even saw the damn thing. Then the feds send 
in this guy named Williams, ordering him to stay in state 
till the wolf’s dead. And when he first sees that wolf—
you’ll never believe this, but two coyotes had teamed up 
with it—” 

“Bullshit.” 
“Honest to God. What they were doin, they’d flank the 

wolf, traveling ahead to warn him of any danger.” 
“What’d the coyotes get out of it?” 
“All the scraps they could eat. And Williams, he shot 

both ‘em pretty quick, which spooked the wolf and the 
only thing Williams saw for the next few months was 
some hair caught up in a triggered trap. Then another 
month goes by, attacks on the stock continue. And not but 
a few weeks before winter does that wolf step on a trap. 
But he don’t stop there. He runs about a hunnert fifty 
yards till he got caught up in a tree and broke the swivel 
off the trap. Three more miles,” Pappy said, holding up 
three fingers, his pincers making a circle, “Williams 
tracked him till he shot that wolf dead. And guess what? 
All that shit about it being a monster, this cougar half-
breed? Just a reg’lar wolf. Hunnert pounds soakin wet.” 

“I’ll be goddamned.” Cody rubbed his chin and realized 
he had forgotten to shave. 
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“All told, that sumbitch killed over five hunnert head.” 
“Five hunnert?” 
“Damn right. Now we got rabid wolves. As if it wasn’t 

hard enough making a buck, this cowboy shit.” Pappy 
shook his head, looked out the window. “Should keep you 
busy.”  

“Better’n bein bored, I guess.” 
“Ever think what you’d do if you didn’t grow up with 

all this?” 
Cody just looked at him. The thought never crossed his 

mind. 
“There’s a whole world out there. You gonna look in 

the mirror one a these days, be an old fart like me and 
realize ya ain’t never left this goddamn place. And yer 
gonna regret it.” 

“Aright, I think that’s enough morphine,” Cody said, 
moving for the door. “Holler you need anything.” 

“Maybe that’s what happened to yer daddy…” 
Cody stopped. 
“…Saw ‘at casino going up’n got out when the gettin 

was good.” 
“He’s gone ‘cause he was weak. Ain’t have what it took 

to run this outfit.” 
“Then I don’t need to tell you the importance of not 

losing another goddamn cow. Or you’ll find out what 
that’s like real fucking quick.” 

Before Cody could respond, he heard a voice say, “You 
can tell him…” and turned to see his sister in the doorway, 
a pink box in her duke. “But has that ever worked?” She 
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lifted her shades and grinned to insinuate she was joking 
but Cody knew she was just being a bitch. Regretting now 
that he didn’t walk out when Pappy had dozed. 

Cody watched Shea Custer approach the old man—he 
was chuckling at the dig—and ask if he was feeling as good 
as he looked. Which was ridiculous because he looked and 
smelled like shit. But what Cody couldn’t stand most was 
the softness in her voice, the touch of matron like she 
actually cared. You feeling as good as you look? 

Shove it. 
“Better now that yer here,” Pappy said, his eyes 

dropping to the pink box. “What’s this?” 
“Your favorite.” She opened it revealing six maple Long 

Johns. 
Pappy told her how kind, how thoughtful she was. 
“How about something to wash them down?” 
Cody thought he should be out there waiting for 

Murdoch. Or in the arena helping the guys. Or even on the 
pot taking a shit. Anywhere but here listening to them go 
back and forth, playing nice. It wasn’t until the old man 
asked for something whiskey-based that Cody intervened. 

“What’s it, gonna kill me?” Pappy said, turning now to 
look at Shea. “You’d think after eighty-eight years there’d 
be a point when people stop telling me what to do.” 

“Had ya listened to ‘em the first place, wouldn’t be in 
this perdicament.” 

“It’s predicament, you idiot,” Shea said. 
“Like I give a shit.” 
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“Shut it, Cody,” Pappy said. “Why’re you still standing 
there anyway, ain’t you got work to do?” 

 
 
HE waited in the hall for Shea to deliver the whiskey. 
When she closed the door to Pappy’s room, he said, “Don’t 
think I don’t know what you’re doin.” 

“And what is that exactly?” 
“You can blame it on a shitty childhood, fucked-up 

parents, whatever, but you deserted this family and this 
ranch. And now that Pappy’s dying, yer trying to weasel 
yer way back in. Kiss his ass enough, hope he cuts you in 
on the will.” 

She snickered. “The last thing I care about is the 
miniscule amount of money he has.” 

“Not the money. The land. And I don’t know why yet, 
but I know it’s got somethin to do with 
that…whatshisname…that Injun you seem so fond of.” 

“Go ahead, say it.” 
“What?” 
“What you wanted to call him.” 
“I was not.” 
“Please. You think I don’t know how you and Pappy 

talk when I’m not around? Well let me tell you something, 
Kenny’s done more for this town—” 

“Yeah, he’s a fuckin saint.” 
“Jealous, are we?” 
Cody squinted, used his tongue to shove the plug of dip 

to the other side of his mouth. “Guy’s a fuckin lotto 
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winner, Shea. He’s no good for this town and he’s no good 
for you.” 

“In all honesty, what would you know? You’re a 
mediocre cattle rancher who’s leveraged to his ears in 
debt.” She pushed past him, opened the storm door, saying, 
“I were you, I’d get on my knees and thank Kenny for all 
the revenue he brings this shit town.” 

“What is it with you? You get some kinda sick pleasure 
from all this?” 

She threw the door and turned back, letting it slam 
shut. “Oh no more than I did from Daddy all those nights 
in the pasture.” 

“That’s why then…payback.” 
“Oh don’t you dare judge me. You were never there 

when I needed you. Like many other things in this life you 
failed at being a brother.” 

Cody glared at her, a mass forming in his throat. He 
thought about everything he'd done. Things she’d never 
know. Things he swore he’d take to the grave. He stepped 
closer, kept his voice low. “Let’s get one thing clear: this is 
my ranch. I’ve sweat for it. I’ve bled for it. I’ve earned it.” 

She bit her bottom lip, showing some teeth—a stupid 
little grin. “Life doesn’t yield what you think you’ve 
earned. The only thing it yields is what you’re willing to 
take.” 

After she left, Cody found himself looking at a painting 
of Custer’s Last Stand. The colonel valiant over his 
wounded, fighting to the death. Saber in his left, smoking 
revolver in his right, trained on a charging Crazy Horse. 
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Beneath the painting Cody read a quote he had read a 
thousand times… 

“There are not enough Indians in the world to 
defeat the Seventh Cavalry.” 
—Colonel George Armstrong Custer 

He went into the kitchen, stopping dead when he saw 
the bottle on the counter, the cap lying adjacent. He 
thought about how it would taste, what it might feel like 
moving down into his stomach. The instant buzz. He 
contemplated a whiff, curious if he still enjoyed the notes 
of sour mash and oak. But he remembered the men that 
came before him. The inheritance. The poison in his blood. 

He fastened the cap and returned it to the cupboard, 
feeling more like he had lost a battle over emerging 
victorious.


