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  Chapter One

  
  




The bay horse stepped lively, lifting its hooves with a rhythm that said it knew where the next bucket of oats was coming from. It wasn’t dragging its toes in the dust or blowing hard with that wet, rattling sound that meant the water was gone and the miles were getting long. It moved with a snap, ears pricked forward, watching the trail wind through the mesquite like it was looking for a reason to run.

Eldridge Sample sat deep in the saddle, letting his body sway with the animal’s gait. He pushed his hat back with a thumb, letting the sun hit his face. It was hot, the kind of dry, baking heat that turned the skin brown and the mind quiet, but it didn’t bother him.

He felt good.

It was a strange feeling, foreign enough that he took a moment to inventory it, just to make sure he wasn’t mistaking heatstroke for happiness.

He checked his pockets.

In his coat, wrapped in oilcloth, was a pouch of tobacco. Full. Not dust and stems, but long-cut Virginia leaf he’d bought in the last town. Next to it was a box of lucifer matches that rattled when he moved.

In his saddlebags, he had two cans of peaches, a sack of Arbuckle’s coffee beans, and a slab of bacon that was salted heavy enough to last a week. He had a clean shirt. He had a bottle of rye whiskey that was only missing two swallows.

“We’re rich,” Eldridge said to the horse.

The bay flicked an ear back, acknowledging the sound but not breaking stride.

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Eldridge added. “Rich is temporary. Hungry is permanent.”

He reached down and patted the horse’s neck. The coat was warm, slick but not lathered. The animal was sound. No stone bruises. No splints.

Eldridge looked at the horizon. The sky was a sheet of polished tin, blue-white and empty of clouds. To the north, the purple line of the Dragoon Mountains scratched the edge of the world. To the south, the flat expanse of the high desert stretched out until it turned into a blur of heat haze.

He was between jobs. Between fights. Between the time a man pulls a trigger and the time he has to explain why he did it.

It was the best time. The quiet time.

“No posters,” Eldridge said. “No sheriffs. No widows looking for heroes.”

He took the tobacco pouch out. He rolled a cigarette one-handed, balancing the reins on his knee. He licked the paper, sealed it, and struck a match on his pommel. The sulfur flared, sharp and yellow in the sunlight.

He took a drag. The smoke tasted clean.

He thought about where he was going. Sundown. It was a cattle town, a railhead sitting on the edge of the Bar C range. He’d heard there was work there, or at least a game of poker that didn’t involve card sharps with sleeves full of aces.

He wasn’t in a hurry to get there.

“We make camp early tonight,” Eldridge told the bay. “Find a creek. Maybe shoot a rabbit. Eat the peaches.”

The horse snorted.

“You like peaches,” Eldridge said. “I remember. You ate the last can.”

He rode on. The trail dipped into a wash, the banks high and cut with the scars of flash floods. The air was cooler down here, trapped in the shadow of the red clay walls.

Eldridge scanned the rim. Habit. You don’t ride through a cut without looking up, even on a good day.

Nothing. Just a hawk circling high up, looking for a lizard.

He relaxed. He let his hand drift away from the butt of the Colt Peacemaker on his hip.

“Peace,” Eldridge said. “It’s a nice change of pace.”

He rode out of the wash and up a long, gentle slope. The view opened up again. A sea of sagebrush and ocotillo.

He saw a herd of antelope in the distance, white rumps flashing as they ran. They weren’t running from him. They were just running because they could.

“Fast,” Eldridge said.

He watched them go. He admired the speed. He admired the freedom.

He was thinking about stopping. About pulling up under a mesquite and taking a nap. Just because he could. Because nobody was waiting for him and nobody was chasing him.

Then he heard it.

It cut through the stillness like a piece of glass drawn across a chalkboard.

A scream.

It wasn’t a bird. It wasn’t a coyote. It was human. And it was female.

Eldridge pulled the bay up hard. The horse danced, tossing its head, the bit jingling.

“Whoa,” Eldridge said softly. “Easy.”

He listened.

The wind hissed through the dry grass. An insect buzzed near his ear.

Then it came again.

“No!”

Clear. Sharp. Terrified.

It came from the west. Over the next rise. Maybe a half-mile.

Eldridge sat there. The cigarette burned his fingers. He dropped it.

He looked at the sky. He looked at the empty trail ahead.

“Don’t do it,” he whispered.

He had beans. He had coffee. He had a good day going. A day without trouble.

If he rode west, he rode into someone else’s problem. A domestic dispute. A breakdown. Or worse.

“It’s not my business,” Eldridge said.

The scream came a third time. It wasn’t a word this time. It was just a sound of pure, desperate fear. The kind of sound a rabbit makes when the trap snaps shut.

Eldridge looked at the bay’s ears. They were swiveled toward the sound. The horse knew.

Eldridge sighed. It was a heavy, resigned sound.

“Damn it,” he said.

He reached down and checked the Springfield carbine in the scabbard. He loosened it. He checked the Colt.

The good day was over. The peace was gone.

He gathered the reins. He tightened his grip.

“Let’s go ruin it,” Eldridge said.

He kicked the bay.

The horse leaped forward. It went from a stand to a gallop in three strides, digging its hooves into the hardpan, throwing clods of dirt behind it.

Eldridge leaned low over the neck. He let the hat brim pull down tight. He forgot about the peaches. He forgot about the nap.

He rode toward the scream, closing the distance between the quiet man he wanted to be and the violent man the world kept asking for.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  






The scream didn’t happen again. That was worse than hearing it. Silence meant the trap had shut, or the rabbit had stopped kicking.

Eldridge Sample pushed the bay horse. The animal scrambled up the loose shale of a hogback ridge, its hooves striking sparks against the flint. Eldridge kept his weight forward, helping the horse climb, his right hand resting on the walnut grip of the Colt.

He crested the rise.

The land dropped away into a deep, jagged arroyo carved by water that only ran once a year. The bottom was a mess of tumbled boulders and driftwood bleached white as bone.

He saw the dust first. A cloud hanging in the still air.

Then he saw the violence.

It was a tableau of bad intentions frozen in the heat.

A buggy lay on its side, one wheel spinning slowly in the air, the spokes flashing in the sun. Ideally, a buggy didn’t belong in a wash like this, which meant it had been run off the road and dragged here. The horse that had pulled it was gone, cut loose or run off.

A man lay in the dirt near the wreck. He was wearing a black suit that was gray with dust now. He was face down, his arms spread wide. He wasn’t moving. A leather satchel had spilled its guts next to him—papers fluttering in the slight breeze like wounded birds.

But Eldridge didn’t look at the dead man. He looked at the living.

Three men.

One was mounted on a nervous sorrel, holding the reins of two other horses. He was watching the rim, but he was looking the wrong way. He was looking east, back toward the trail.

The other two were on the ground.

One was standing, laughing. He was a big man, heavy in the gut, holding a quirt.

The third man was on top of the woman.

She was fighting. She wasn’t screaming anymore because she was too busy trying to breathe and bite at the same time. She was on her back in the sand, kicking, clawing at the man’s face. Her riding habit was torn at the shoulder, the heavy green velvet ripped away to reveal white linen underneath.

The man on top of her was trying to pin her wrists. He wasn’t hurrying. He was enjoying the struggle.

“Hold still, honey,” the man grunted. “You’re just making it last longer.”

“Let her kick,” the man with the quirt said. “I like a little spirit.”

Eldridge didn’t shout a warning. He didn’t fire a shot in the air. He wasn’t a marshal anymore, and he wasn’t interested in arresting anyone. He was just a man who had his nap ruined.

He nudged the bay.

The horse slid down the embankment. It was a steep drop, twenty feet of loose dirt. The horse sat on its haunches and surfed, a cascade of gravel rattling down ahead of them.

The noise alerted the man on the sorrel.

He spun his horse. He saw Eldridge coming down the slope like a rockslide.

“Company!” the rider yelled. He went for his gun.

Eldridge leveled the Springfield he had pulled from the scabbard—no, the carbine was too long for the drop. He used the Colt.

He fired.

BOOM.

The shot was deafening in the confined space of the wash.

The bullet hit the rider in the chest. It punched him backward over the cantle of his saddle. He flailed, his boots catching in the stirrups, and the sorrel bolted, dragging him ten feet before he shook loose.

The man on the ground—the one with the quirt—spun around. He looked at his friend dying in the dirt. He looked at Eldridge.

He didn’t freeze. He was a professional. He dropped the quirt and drew his pistol.

Eldridge thumbed the hammer. Click.

He fired again.

The bullet hit the man in the stomach.

It wasn’t a clean kill shot. It was a gut shot. The man doubled over, dropping his gun. He grabbed his belly, falling to his knees, making a sound like a deflating bellows.

The third man—the one on the woman—rolled off her. He scrambled backward, crab-walking in the sand, trying to get away from the woman and the madman on the horse.

He was fast. He was skinny, with a face that looked like a hatchet blade. He scrambled to his feet, pulling a pistol from a cross-draw holster.

“Don’t!” Eldridge yelled.

The man fired. A snap shot, wide and high. The bullet whined off a rock near the bay’s ear.

The horse shied, rearing. Eldridge fought the reins, keeping his seat.

The man turned and ran. He didn’t run for cover; he ran for the horses. He grabbed the reins of a black gelding that was dancing near the wreck.

He vaulted into the saddle.

Eldridge brought the Colt down. The horse was moving, the man was low over the neck.

He fired.

The man jerked. His left shoulder dipped. He let out a yelp, but he didn’t fall. He spurred the horse.

“Lefty,” the man shouted—or maybe he was just cursing. He kicked the horse into a gallop, tearing down the wash, rounding a bend and vanishing into the dust.

Eldridge held his fire. He had two rounds left in the cylinder, and the target was gone.

He looked around the wash.

The first man—the rider—was dead. He lay twisted in the brush, eyes open, staring at the sun.

The second man—the one with the gut shot—was curled in a ball, moaning. He was out of the fight.

Eldridge holstered the Colt. He calmed the bay, stroking the damp neck.

“Easy,” he said. “Work’s done.”

He dismounted.

He walked to the woman.

She hadn’t moved. She was still lying on her back, staring up at the sky. Her chest was heaving. Her hair, dark and thick, had come loose from its pins and was spread out in the dirt like a fan.

Eldridge stopped five feet away. He took off his hat.

“Ma’am?” he said.

She sat up.

She didn’t swoon. She didn’t cry. She sat up fast, scrambling backward until her back hit the wheel of the overturned buggy. She looked at him with eyes that were wide, dark, and utterly furious.

She reached into her boot. She pulled out a small knife. A skinning blade.

“Stay back,” she hissed.

Eldridge stopped. He held his hands out, palms open.

“I’m not with them,” Eldridge said. “I’m the interruption.”

She looked at him. She looked at the dead man. She looked at the man groaning in the dirt.

“You killed them,” she said.

“Two of them,” Eldridge corrected. “One got away. The skinny one.”

“Lefty,” she said. The name tasted like poison in her mouth. “His name is Lefty. He works for my father.”

“Your father hires bad help,” Eldridge said.

She lowered the knife, but she didn’t put it away. She tried to stand up. She wobbled. Her dress was torn, exposing the white linen of her shift at the shoulder. She pulled the velvet together, trying to cover herself. Her hands were shaking, but her jaw was set.

“Are you hurt?” Eldridge asked.

“Just… bruised,” she said. She touched her cheek. There was a red mark there, the imprint of a hand
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