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  Chapter 1

  
  




The cantina smelled like piss and mescal and the particular kind of sweat a man produces when he drinks in the afternoon. Calvert sat in the back corner where the adobe walls met, his shoulders against cool clay, a clear view of the door and the two windows that faced the street. The whiskey sat in front of him in a glass someone had washed maybe three days ago. He looked at it the way a man might look at an old friend who had turned mean.

The barkeep wiped the same spot on the bar he had been wiping for an hour. Three vaqueros played cards at a table near the door. The light that came through the windows had that quality it gets in southern Arizona in August, white and hard and capable of killing things. Calvert had been sitting there since noon. It was now past three.

The man who came through the door wore a suit that cost more than most people in Tucson made in a year. Brown wool, tailored in San Francisco probably, with a silk vest the color of dried blood. His boots had been shined that morning. He carried a walking stick he did not need. His face had the smooth prosperous look of a man who ate regular meals and slept in hotel beds and did not do work that involved his hands.

Frank Dellman. Mine superintendent for the Broken Bell Company. A man who knew where to find other men when he needed them.

He walked to Calvert’s table and stood there looking down. The vaqueros glanced over, went back to their cards.

“May I sit?”

Calvert looked at the whiskey. “It’s your territory.”

“It’s a free country.”

“That what they’re calling it?”

Dellman pulled out the chair and sat. He placed the walking stick against the table where it caught the light. Silver head shaped like a dog. Probably a hunting dog. The kind of detail a man included to tell you who he was.

“You’re drinking,” Dellman said.

“Looking at it.”

“I heard you stopped.”

“Then you heard wrong.”

Dellman smiled. He had good teeth. White and even. A man who could afford dentistry. “You want to know why I’m here.”

“I figure you’ll tell me.”

“I have a job.”

“Good for you.”

“For you. A job for you.”

Calvert picked up the glass, held it to the light, set it back down. The whiskey had the color of burnt sugar. “I have a job.”

“Sitting in cantinas?”

“It’s steady work.”

The barkeep came over. Dellman ordered brandy. Spanish brandy, the good kind. When it arrived he took a sip and made a face like a man tasting something that disappointed him but which he would drink anyway because he had ordered it.

“You used to work for Wells Fargo,” Dellman said.

“That’s right.”

“Detective. Recovered stolen property. Tracked down stage robbers. Very good at it, from what I hear.”

Calvert said nothing.

“Until you got fired.”

“Until that.”

“For drinking.”

Calvert looked at Dellman. Really looked at him. The man’s eyes were gray and flat like river stones. The kind of eyes that could watch a thing happen and not blink. “You come here to remind me of my past, Mr. Dellman, or did you have some other purpose?”

“I came to offer you work.”

“What kind?”

“The kind you’re good at. Finding things that have been stolen.”

Dellman reached into his jacket, came out with a leather folder. He opened it on the table. Inside was a piece of paper with typing on it. Official company letterhead. Broken Bell Mining Company, Tucson, Arizona Territory. Calvert looked at it but did not touch it.

“Three days ago,” Dellman said, “our mine payroll was stolen. Forty-seven thousand dollars in gold certificates. Wells Fargo strongbox, the Tucson to Tombstone stage. Three men. Masks. Winchesters. They knew exactly when and where to hit it.”

“Wells Fargo investigating?”

“Of course.”

“Territorial Marshal?”

“Deputy Marshal Wardlow is handling it personally.”

“Then you have good people on it.”

“I want better.”

Calvert almost smiled. “I’m not better. I’m cheaper.”

“You’re available.”

“That too.”

The vaqueros finished their card game. Money changed hands. They got up and left, the door swinging shut behind them. Now it was just Calvert and Dellman and the barkeep, who found another spot on the bar to wipe.

“Twenty percent recovery fee,” Dellman said. “Standard rate. That’s nine thousand four hundred dollars if you bring it all back.”

Calvert thought about that number. Nine thousand four hundred dollars. He made seventy-five cents a day mucking stables when he could get the work. Sometimes he got two dollars for breaking up fights outside the saloons. He had twelve dollars and thirty cents to his name.

“Who does the payroll belong to?”

“The company.”

“But it was meant for miners.”

“It was meant for payroll. Same thing.”

“Miners still get paid?”

Dellman’s face did not change. “That’s between the company and its employees.”

“So no.”

“The company is out forty-seven thousand dollars, Mr. Calvert. That money needs to be recovered.”

Calvert picked up the glass again. The whiskey caught the light from the window, threw amber shadows on the scarred wood of the table. He had been looking at this glass for three hours. He set it down.

“Why me?”

“I told you. You’re good at this work.”

“Was good.”

“Skills don’t go away.”

“Some do.”

Dellman leaned back in his chair. The wood creaked under his weight. Outside, someone drove a wagon past and the wheels made sounds like bones breaking. “You want to know the truth?”

“Always a good start.”

“Wells Fargo won’t put their best men on this. It’s a regional payroll, insured but not critical. They’ll send someone competent who will look for a week and file a report. The Deputy Marshal is the same. He’ll make the right noises, interview some people, tell us the trail went cold. In six months everyone forgets about it and the company writes it off.”

“But you don’t want to forget.”

“I want the money back.”

“Why?”

Dellman smiled again. Same smile. The kind that never reached past his teeth. “Because it’s mine to want back.”

The way he said it made something move in Calvert’s gut. Not fear exactly. Recognition maybe. The sense that a man was showing you his true face even while he smiled.

“You’ll give me access?” Calvert said. “Mine records, employee information, the crime scene?”

“Whatever you need.”

“What about Wells Fargo and the Marshal?”

“You’re a private citizen conducting a private investigation for a private company. They have no authority over you.”

“They could make things difficult.”

“They could. But you know how to handle difficult.”

Calvert looked at the paper on the table. The typing was neat and professional. Someone had used a good machine. The company letterhead had an engraving of a bell with a crack through it. Broken Bell. He wondered if that was irony or just a name.

“I’m going to need an advance,” he said.

“How much?”

“Fifty dollars. Supplies, a horse, information.”

Dellman reached into his jacket again. This time he came out with a leather billfold. He counted out five ten-dollar gold pieces and put them on the table between them. The coins made small precise sounds when they touched the wood.

“You’ll start tomorrow?”

“Today. I’ll ride out to the ambush site before dark.”

“Good.” Dellman finished his brandy, stood up. He picked up his walking stick and tucked the leather folder back into his jacket. “I’ll expect regular reports.”

“You’ll get them.”

“And Mr. Calvert?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t drink that.” Dellman nodded at the whiskey. “I need you sharp.”

He walked to the door and went out into the white heat. The door swung shut. Calvert sat there looking at the gold coins. Fifty dollars. More money than he had seen in six months. He picked up one of the coins and held it. It was heavy and warm from Dellman’s pocket.

The barkeep came over. “You want another?”

Calvert looked at the whiskey glass. Three hours he had sat with it. Three hours looking at that amber liquid and thinking about things he had done and things he had failed to do. The glass was filmed with dust now. A fly walked across the rim.

“No,” he said.

He stood up. The barkeep looked at the full glass, looked at Calvert. “You paid for it.”

“Keep it. Sell it to the next man.”

“Don’t work that way.”

“Today it does.”

Calvert put the gold coins in his pocket. He walked out of the cantina into the August heat. The sun hit him like a fist. He stood there for a moment letting his eyes adjust, then walked toward the livery stable three blocks east.

Behind him the cantina door swung shut. Inside, the barkeep picked up the glass of whiskey and held it to the light. He shrugged, drank it himself. Waste was a sin.

The street was empty in the afternoon heat. Nothing moved except dust devils that spun themselves into brief existence and died. Calvert walked past the old Spanish mission, past the butcher shop where hog carcasses hung in the window, past the hardware store with shovels and picks displayed like sculpture.

The livery stable belonged to a man named Kirby who had served with the Fourth Cavalry during the Apache campaigns. He sat outside the stable on a three-legged stool mending a saddle. When he saw Calvert he spat tobacco juice into the dirt.

“You come for your gear?”

“I need to rent a horse.”

“You got money?”

Calvert showed him one of the gold pieces. Kirby squinted at it, bit it, handed it back.

“Five dollars a day. Ten if you don’t bring her back.”

“I’ll bring her back.”

“That’s what they all say.”

Kirby stood up. He was tall and thin like a man made of wire. His hands had rope scars across the palms. He led Calvert into the stable where horses stood in their stalls, tails switching at flies. The smell was sweet and ancient. Hay and leather and animal warmth.

“Got a bay mare might suit you. Good wind, steady. Not fast but she’ll go all day.”

“That’ll work.”

While Kirby saddled the mare, Calvert went to the small room in the back of the stable where he kept his things. Not much. A bedroll. A spare shirt. A tin cup and plate. A box of .45 cartridges. And wrapped in oilcloth, his Colt Peacemaker.

He unwrapped the gun and checked it. Seven and a half inch barrel, walnut grips worn smooth from use, the bluing rubbed off in places but the action still clean. He had carried this gun for six years with Wells Fargo. It had saved his life twice and taken three lives in return. He loaded it with six rounds, left the hammer on an empty chamber, and strapped the belt around his waist.

The weight of it felt familiar. Not comfortable exactly. Familiar. Like putting on an old coat.

Kirby had the mare ready. Calvert tied his bedroll behind the saddle and put the cartridge box in the saddlebag along with some jerky and hardtack he bought from the store next to the stable. He filled his canteen from the pump.

“Where you headed?” Kirby asked.

“Tombstone road.”

“Stage got robbed out that way few days back.”

“I heard.”

“You looking to get robbed too?”

“Something like that.”

Kirby spat again. “You working?”

“Maybe.”

“About time. Man like you, sitting around drinking. Waste.”

Calvert swung up into the saddle. The mare shifted under him, testing his weight. He gave her a moment to settle. “I’ll be back in a few days.”

“Bring the horse back, anyway.”

“I’ll do that.”

He rode east through Tucson, past the scattered adobes that marked the edge of town, out into the open country where the land stretched flat and brown toward the mountains. The Rincons rose to the south, purple in the afternoon light. To the north the Catalinas. Between them the desert ran away to distances that had no names.

The road to Tombstone was hard-packed dirt, rutted by wagon wheels, marked with horse droppings and the tracks of travelers who had come before. Calvert let the mare pick her own pace. No hurry. The crime scene would keep. Three days old, whatever was there would still be there at dusk.

He thought about Dellman. The smooth suit and the flat eyes and the way he had counted out the gold pieces with the precision of a man who knew exactly what things cost. A man who knew where to find other men when he needed them. A man who wanted forty-seven thousand dollars back and was willing to hire a disgraced drunk to get it.

Why?

That was the question. Not could Calvert do the work. He could. The skills were still there, buried under six months of whiskey and self-pity but still there. A man did not forget how to read sign or follow a trail or ask the right questions in the right way. Those things lived in your hands and eyes and gut. They did not leave.

But why him? Why not Wells Fargo? Why not the Marshal? Why a private detective with a reputation for drinking and a past that ended in disgrace?

Because you’re cheap, he thought. Because you’re available. Because you’re hungry enough to say yes and broken enough not to ask too many questions.

The sun moved west. The heat came up from the ground in waves that made the air shimmer. A hawk turned slow circles high above, hunting. The mare walked on with her head down, her hooves making soft sounds in the dust.

After an hour he came to the place where the road narrowed between two low hills covered in mesquite and palo verde. This was where you would do it, if you were going to rob a stage. Good sight lines, cover for the horses, clear escape routes north and south. He could see where other riders had stopped here, looked around, moved on. The Marshal probably. Wells Fargo investigators.

Calvert dismounted. He ground-tied the mare and walked the scene.

The stage tracks were clear. Deep ruts from the weight of the coach, the pattern of six horses pulling together. Then the place where the driver had stopped. You could see it in the way the dirt was torn up, the brake marks, the scatter pattern where the team had fought the traces.

Three riders had come out from the north side of the road. Their tracks showed they had waited there maybe thirty minutes, maybe more. Patient men. Or men who knew exactly when the stage would arrive.

Calvert squatted in the dirt and looked at the tracks. Two of the horses were shod, one was not. That was unusual. Most men who robbed stages rode shod horses. Unshod horses meant Indian stock, or horses stolen from Indians, or a man too poor to pay a farrier. But if you were too poor for a farrier, you probably were not robbing Wells Fargo stages.

He followed the tracks to where the strongbox had been opened. Someone had pried it with a tool, probably a crowbar. The wood was splintered, the iron hasp bent. But then he looked closer and saw something that made him stop.

The lock was still closed.

He picked up a piece of the shattered wood, turned it over in his hands. Someone had forced the box open, but not by breaking the lock. They had pried the hinges off the back, lifted the whole lid away. That took time. And more important, it took tools.

Stage robbers did not carry tools. They shot the lock off or they took the whole box. They did not stand there in the open and carefully pry hinges. Not unless they had time. Not unless they knew they would not be interrupted.

Calvert stood up. He looked north where the three riders had come from, then south where they had gone. The tracks were clear for maybe twenty yards, then they split up. One horse went east toward the Rincons. The other two went south toward the border.

Professional work would have been to stay together, ride hard, split the money later. These men had separated immediately. Like they had planned it. Or like they trusted each other. Or like they did not care about being tracked because they knew no one would come after them.

The sun was low now, throwing long shadows across the desert. Calvert walked back to the mare and took out his notebook. He had carried this notebook for six years with Wells Fargo. Black leather, pages stained with sweat and dust and once with blood when he had been shot outside Yuma. He opened it to a clean page and wrote:

Three riders. Two shod horses, one not. Waited 30 mins or more. Knew when stage would arrive. Opened strongbox without breaking lock—used tools. Split up immediately after. One east, two south. Professional planning, amateur execution?

He closed the notebook. The light was failing fast now, the way it does in the desert. One moment you could see, the next you could not. He would have to make camp soon. No point trying to follow tracks in the dark.

He led the mare up into the hills and found a place where a dry wash cut through the rock. Some scraggly mesquite grew there, and a flat space big enough for a bedroll. He unsaddled the mare, rubbed her down with handfuls of dry grass, gave her some of the hardtack to eat. No fire. No point advertising his presence.

He ate jerky and drank water from the canteen. The water was warm and tasted like metal. He lay on his back on the bedroll and looked at the stars. They came out one by one, then all at once, until the sky was full of them. White and cold and very far away.

Somewhere in the distance a coyote howled. Another answered. The sound carried across the empty land like a conversation between ghosts.

Calvert thought about the whiskey he had left on the table. Three hours he had looked at it. Three hours of testing himself. In the end he had walked away. That was something. Not much, but something.

He thought about Dellman and his flat gray eyes and the way he had said “Because it’s mine to want back.” Like he owned everything. The money, the mine, the men who worked there. Maybe he owned Calvert too now. Fifty dollars in advance, twenty percent recovery fee. That was a kind of ownership.

But not yet. Not until the job was done.

The stars wheeled overhead. The mare made small sounds in her sleep. Calvert closed his eyes and tried not to think about whiskey or the past or the things he had done that could not be undone. He tried to think about the robbery instead. The three riders and their patient waiting and their careful work with the strongbox.

Something was wrong with it. He could not name what, but it was there. Like looking at a painting and seeing that one corner did not match the rest. A false note in a song.

He would find it. That was his job. That was what he was good at. Finding the thing that did not fit, pulling on that thread until the whole picture unraveled.

Tomorrow he would ride to the Broken Bell Mine and start asking questions. Questions about payrolls and timing and who knew what when. Questions that would make people uncomfortable. That was fine. Uncomfortable people told the truth, or they lied in ways that revealed the truth.

Either way, he would know.

The wind picked up. It blew down from the mountains, bringing the smell of pine and cold stone. Calvert pulled the blanket up and let himself drift toward sleep. His hand rested on the Colt beside him. Old habits.

Just before he slept he thought one last time about the strongbox and the way it had been opened. Not broken, not shot. Carefully pried. Like someone who had all the time in the world. Or like someone who knew the lock did not matter because they had the key.

That thought followed him into darkness.
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The sun came up hard and fast the way it does in the desert. One moment dark, the next light pouring across the land like something spilled. Calvert woke with his hand on the Colt and the taste of dust in his mouth.

The mare stood where he had left her, ground-tied, patient. He gave her water from his hat, rationing what was in the canteen. They would need it later. Then he saddled up and rode back to the crime scene in the early light.

Things looked different in daylight. Clearer. The tracks told their story in the dirt. He spent an hour walking the scene again, this time following each set of prints, reading what they said about the men who made them.

The first rider, the one with the unshod horse, was light. Maybe one-forty, one-fifty. The horse’s prints were shallow, no drag marks. A young man, or a small one. The second rider was heavier. Two hundred pounds easy, maybe more. His horse had favored its right rear leg, putting more weight on the left. That horse needed a farrier. The third rider was average weight but careless. His tracks wandered, overlapped the others. Either drunk or nervous or just stupid.

Calvert took out his notebook and added to what he had written the night before. Then he followed the tracks that led east, the unshod horse, the light rider. They stayed clear for maybe three miles, cutting through the low country between the hills, then they hit hardpan and disappeared.

He cast around for half an hour trying to pick them up again. Nothing. The rider had either known this country well or gotten lucky. Either way, the trail was cold.

Calvert rode back to the main road and turned north toward the Broken Bell Mine. The sun climbed higher. Heat came off the rocks in visible waves. A roadrunner burst from the brush and raced alongside the mare for twenty yards before veering away into nothing. The sky was blue and empty and so bright it hurt to look at.

The mine was ten miles north of the ambush site. He smelled it before he saw it. Sulfur and rock dust and the particular chemical stink of blasting powder. Then he came over a rise and there it was.

The Broken Bell spread across a shallow valley like a wound. The stamp mill dominated everything, a massive wooden structure three stories high with a corrugated metal roof that threw back the sun like a mirror. The sound of it carried for miles. Boom boom boom. Crushing ore. Steady as a heartbeat.

Around the mill clustered the other buildings. The company office, the assay house, the powder magazine set well away from everything else. Below those, the workers’ shacks. Maybe forty of them, rough board construction with tar paper roofs. Laundry hung on lines between them. Smoke came from cooking fires. Children ran in the dirt streets between the buildings, their voices lost under
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