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The body was still in the street when Eldridge Sample rode into Sedalia.

Not the boy’s body — they’d taken that one inside already, up the steps of the Farmers and Merchants Bank and through the tall doors and into the back office where the manager kept his good furniture, as if the quality of the room might soften what had already happened to a twelve-year-old boy who’d been in the wrong place at the wrong moment on a Tuesday morning in June. What remained in the street was the aftermath — a dark stain in the dust that the flies had already found, a woman’s dropped basket of early corn sitting where she’d left it when she ran, and two men standing at the edge of the boardwalk across the street looking at the stain the way men look at things they don’t know how to stop seeing.

Eldridge pulled his roan up at the hitching post in front of the barbershop two doors down from the bank and took the scene apart piece by piece before he stepped down. He’d ridden in from the east, from Warrensburg, three hours in the sun on a road that hadn’t improved since the last time he’d traveled it, which was four years ago when he’d still been carrying a marshal’s badge and the particular weight that went with it. He wasn’t carrying that weight anymore. What he carried now was lighter and in some ways worse.

He stepped down and looped the reins and stood a moment with his hand on the roan’s neck, feeling the animal’s heat against his palm.

A man in a canvas apron came out of the hardware store and stopped when he saw Eldridge standing there.

“You hear about it?” the man said.

“Some,” Eldridge said.

“Coy Burchett.” The man said the name the way people say the names of storms — not with anger yet, but with the particular flatness of shock that comes before anger finds its footing. “One-armed son of a bitch walked in there this morning and took eleven hundred dollars and shot Denny Foard’s boy when the boy ran for the door.”

“How old?”

“Twelve. Maybe not yet twelve.” The man looked at the stain in the street. “He was running for the door. That’s all he was doing.”

Eldridge looked at the bank. “Denny Foard still in there?”

“Where else would he be.”


The bank smelled of pine oil and old paper and underneath that something copper and wrong that no amount of pine oil was going to address. The manager, a narrow man named Tillbert Crane, met Eldridge in the lobby with his hands clasped in front of him like a man about to deliver a sermon he hadn’t finished preparing.

“We’ve had the sheriff,” Tillbert said. “And two of his deputies. And a man from the railroad office who had no business being here at all but came anyway.”

“I’m not any of those things,” Eldridge said.

“No. I can see that.” Tillbert looked at him — the road dust, the worn leather of his coat, the Winchester in the saddle scabbard visible through the front window. “What are you, then?”

“A man looking to speak with Denny Foard.”

Tillbert studied him another moment, then turned and walked toward the back. Eldridge followed him through a low gate and past two teller windows, one of which had a long smear across the brass cage where someone had grabbed it, or been grabbed near it, and past a young woman sitting on a stool with her hands in her lap and her eyes fixed on the middle distance of a wall that held nothing worth looking at. She didn’t look up when they passed. Eldridge didn’t make her.

The back office had a large desk and two chairs and a horsehair sofa along the wall, and on the sofa, with his coat folded over his knees and his hat on the floor beside him, sat Denny Foard. He was a compact man of perhaps forty-five with the kind of face that had been weathered by something other than sun — a long, ongoing weathering, the kind that comes from years of small worry and careful management and not enough sleep. He had that face and now he had this day on top of it, and the combination had done something to him that Eldridge recognized and did not look away from.

Denny Foard looked up when Eldridge came in.

Tillbert said, “This man would like to speak with you, Denny. I can ask him to come back—”

“It’s all right,” Denny said. His voice was the voice of a man who had been talking to sheriffs and deputies for three hours and had said everything he knew how to say and was now simply enduring the remaining daylight.

Eldridge pulled the chair around and sat in it without being invited, which put him at the same level as Denny and facing him directly instead of looming. He’d learned this from a federal judge in Kansas City fifteen years ago and had never stopped using it.

“I’m sorry about your boy,” Eldridge said.

Denny Foard looked at his coat, folded across his knees. He smoothed a crease in it with his thumb. “Marcus,” he said. “His name was Marcus.”

“I’m sorry about Marcus.”

The room was quiet. Outside, through the single window that looked onto the alley behind the bank, a dog was investigating something in the heat.

“You’re not a lawman,” Denny said. He wasn’t asking.

“Not anymore. My name is Eldridge Sample. I hunt men for posted reward, which is a plain way of saying what I do, but it’s the plain truth of it.” He paused. “I’ve been at it six years. Before that I was a U.S. Marshal out of the Western District of Missouri. I know this country and I know the men who move through it, and I know Coy Burchett’s name, though I’ve never been paid to find him before today.”

Denny looked up from the coat. “The county posted a reward?”

“Forty dollars.”

Something moved across Denny Foard’s face that was not quite a laugh and not quite the opposite of one. “Forty dollars.”

“It’s not enough,” Eldridge said. “I know that.”

“You’ll take it anyway.”

“I’ll take it,” Eldridge said. “And I’ll find him.”

Denny studied him for a long moment. The dog outside found whatever it was looking for and went quiet.

“What do you need from me,” Denny said.


What Denny Foard gave him took forty minutes to get through, and most of it Eldridge already knew from the shape of the thing, but some of it was new and one piece of it was useful. Coy Burchett had come in alone, which wasn’t a surprise — Coy had always worked alone, which was a matter of temperament and not tactics, since Coy was not a man who got on with people in enclosed spaces. He’d come in at twenty minutes past nine, when the bank held only Tillbert Crane, two tellers, and Denny Foard himself in the back. He’d used a sawed-down shotgun held against his right side with the stump of his left arm, which left his right hand free for the canvas bag. He’d taken what was in both teller drawers and then gone behind the cage for what was in the floor safe, which Tillbert had opened with the precise and practiced cooperation of a man who understood that eleven hundred dollars was less than the cost of dying over it.

Marcus Foard had been outside on the boardwalk, waiting for his father. He’d looked in through the window, seen what was happening, and run for the door — not away from the bank but toward it, which told Eldridge something specific about the boy’s character that hit him somewhere low and mean and stayed there.

Coy had shot him through the door as it opened.

Then he’d walked out over the boy, stepped into the street, mounted a dun horse that the stableman three blocks down now remembered seeing tied there since before eight o’clock, and ridden east.

East was the useful piece.


The sheriff of Pettis County was a man named Arlis Webb — not the Webb who would complicate things later, but a different and more straightforward specimen of the type — and he found Eldridge at the livery an hour before dark, while Eldridge was checking the roan’s left front shoe, which had been loose since Warrensburg and was not improving.

“Tillbert Crane says you’re hunting Burchett,” Arlis Webb said.

Eldridge didn’t look up from the hoof. “That’s right.”

“I’ve got two deputies in the field.”

“I know it.” Eldridge set the hoof down and stood up and looked at the sheriff, who was a large man gone somewhat soft through the middle but still carrying the original frame underneath it, which meant he’d been substantial once and still had access to it when he needed it. “I won’t be in their way.”

“What I’m asking,” Arlis said, “is what you know that I ought to know.”

Eldridge considered this. It was a fair question and Arlis Webb had asked it straight, which he appreciated.

“He rode east,” Eldridge said. “Not south, not north. East. A man riding east out of Sedalia with eleven hundred dollars and a killing behind him is a man riding toward something, not away from it. He’s got somewhere to be.”

Arlis Webb took his hat off and turned it in his hands. “His people are east of here. Brothers, I think. Over near the Meramec somewhere.”

“One of them a lawman?”

Arlis put his hat back on. He looked at a point past Eldridge’s shoulder for a moment. “I couldn’t say.”

Which meant yes.

Eldridge turned back to the roan and ran his hand down the animal’s leg. “I’ll need that shoe reset before I ride out.”

“Hoskins can do it in the morning.”

“I’ll need it done tonight.”

Arlis Webb looked at him. “You’re riding out tonight.”

“Coy Burchett has had all day,” Eldridge said. “Tonight’s already a courtesy.”


He found the ferryman at dusk, three miles east of town where the road bent down toward the Meramec and the river ran brown and high from two weeks of upstream rain. The ferry itself was pulled up on the near bank, a flat-bottomed platform of weathered oak planks attached to a cable strung across the current, and beside it, sitting on an upturned crate with a tin cup and the expression of a man who had been waiting for something to happen for a very long time, sat an old Osage man in a canvas jacket and a hat that had been good once.

Eldridge pulled up and looked at the river.

“You cross today?” he said.

The old man looked at him. “I cross every day.”

“One-armed man on a dun horse. This morning, probably before noon.”

The old man drank from his tin cup and took his time with it. He had a face like creek-bottom limestone — layered, patient, shaped by the passage of a great deal of water over a great deal of time.

“He cross?” Eldridge said.

“He crossed.”

“He try to shortchange you?”

The old man looked at him with something approaching respect. “He tried.”

“What’d you do?”

“Took his rifle,” the old man said. “While he was getting back on his horse. Slid it out of the scabbard while he was occupied.” He reached behind the crate and held up a Henry rifle, old but maintained, the brass receiver gone green along the bottom edge
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A COLD TRAIL.
A RUTHLESS KILLER.
ONE MAN WON'T STOP
UNTIL JUSTICE IS DONE.
















