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			CHAPTER 1

			Tucker Ashley stepped gingerly down from the freight wagon that had jarred his kidneys ever since leaving Cheyenne. He arched his back and stretched the kinks out. Riding the ox-drawn wagon these last weeks from Cheyenne to Custer City left him only slightly less sore than the cramped prison cell he’d occupied these last two years. Both designed—he was certain—to cripple even a strong man. Which Tucker was certain he no longer was.

			He counted the other freight wagons that stood waiting to be off-loaded at stores along Custer City’s main street—eleven in a row. His wagon had hauled bolts of gingham and muslin, shoes and dress of every fashion Montgomery Ward had to offer. Others, like the wagon in front of his, had hauled sugar and flour. A stiff wind caught a busted-open hundred-pound sack and flour washed over Tucker like a mini-blizzard. The bullwhacker tilted his head back and laughed as Tucker brushed flour off his face. In another time—before his prison sentence—Tucker would shut the man’s pie hole with a hard fist. But now, all Tucker wanted to do was be left alone and start to live again. Like he’d been broken by the prison screws.

			“Don’t you go wandering off now,” the bullwhacker said from his perch on the wagon seat. Where most ox men walked beside their oxen, this man was too fat and lazy to climb off the wagon seat. He’d only offered the name of ‘Jacque’ when they pulled out of Cheyenne, but that was all right—Tucker felt like being alone with his own thoughts, not talking to some crude bullwhacker.

			The driver looped the lines around the hand brake and pointed to the row of stores. “We’ll need to get these goods unloaded.” As if to punctuate his order, Jacque reared back and spit a string of tobacco juice only slightly milder than the string of cuss words he heaped upon his brace of oxen. “Then we got to get these critters some hay.”

			Tucker stepped aside, and the tobacco missed him by inches. He had gotten pretty good at avoiding Jacque’s spitting, though he couldn’t avoid everything about the man. Short and fat and obnoxious, Tucker wondered how the man lived to his fifties. Crude and water shy, he had declined dips in the creeks they crossed. “I worked too hard to get this smelly,” Jacque would smile and say when Tucker offered to let him use his cake of soap.

			“Now climb up back there and start off-loading.”

			“The prison paid you for my fare,” Tucker said. “And nothing else. You want me to help, it’ll cost you a quarter-eagle.”

			“Whoa!” Jacque said. “That’s… robbery. Just like those road agents been hitting the stages.”

			“Unload the wagon yourself,” Tucker said. “It might just work down that belly of yours. Besides,” Tucker looked around at the men waiting beside their wagons, to those riding their horses precariously in the deep mud of spring, to drunks knee-deep in gumbo staggering toward the saloons. “I got a pardner coming in from Deadwood to meet me.”

			Jacque spit out his chaw of tobacco. He cut off the corner of another from the plug and stuffed it in his cheek. “You ain’t fixin’ to try your hand in the gold fields, now are you? ’Cause if you are, I heard all the claims have been snapped up.”

			An oxen in the front wagon let loose with its own yellow stream and Tucker backed away. Spray caught him in the cheek and mouth and he swiped a hand across his lips. “My pard’s got a claim registered. All we got to do is work it.”

			“Work it? Hell, son, all you got to do is hang onto it,” Jacque said. “Deadwood’s infested with men with bad intentions. Like claim jumpers. Men who will kill you for the price of a stiff drink.” He nodded to Tucker’s waist. “And you ain’t even packing.”

			Tucker shrugged. It was all he could do. When the army had taken him into custody for assaulting a sergeant, the captain had taken his guns. His mule. Even his saddle and bridle. And when he was released from the new Territorial Prison in Wyoming, the screws had no idea where his possessions were. “Wouldn’t be the first time for that,” one of the turnkeys said as he issued Tucker his five-dollar gold piece and chit to ride the freight wagon to Custer City. “Just be glad you still have your life after being in here.” Tucker wondered what it would be like to be armed again. Before he was sent up, guns had been an extension of him, had defined who he was and how men respected him. Now he wasn’t sure after two years he would even know what to do with a gun.

			“That your friend?” Jacque said, chin-pointing to the north.

			Jack Worman rode his paint pony, dodging oxen and horses being led across the street to the livery. He spotted Tucker and dug spurs into his horse, kicking up mud and horse and ox crap. Jack took off his hat and stood in the stirrups, waving wildly, an excited whoop coming from the young man. He narrowly avoided a team of mules being led down the street, and a drunk that staggered out of Jack’s way just in time.

			Jack reigned his pony hard, and he leapt off before it even set itself. Jack’s hat fell into the mud as he ran to Tucker and threw his arms around him. Tucker gently pushed Jack away and looked at him at arm’s length. “No offense, pardner, but I’ve been a little too close to men these last couple years.”

			Jack picked up his hat and slapped mud off. He stepped away from Tucker and looked him over, from his shabby trousers to the shirt with one torn arm. “My God, what did they do to you in prison?”

			“Nothing that I couldn’t handle,” Tucker answered. “Why?”

			Jack pointed to Tucker’s worn trousers. “Those denims are falling off you. And that shirt’s just hanging on your shoulders.”

			Tucker hadn’t accepted that he had wilted while he was in prison—nothing he could do about it at the time. But Jack was right—Tucker had lost weight, and he forced a smile. “If all you get is a piece of hot bread and coffee for breakfast until your bowl of wormy gruel or stew at suppertime you’re bound to thin out a mite.”

			“A mite!” Jack said. “You musta lost twenty pounds.”

			“More like thirty.”

			“And what’s this?” Jack tapped Tucker’s cheek he knew showed the fading remnants of a bruise even through a week-old growth of stubble. “Looks like a horse kicked you.”

			Tucker shook his head, for a moment reliving the fight between him and another inmate while the turnkeys watched from outside the mess hall. “A horse named John Jackson. Jumped me for my bowl of slop once too often. As bad as it looks, I can say Jackson looked far worse the day they let me out.”

			“By the looks of you, it wasn’t the only fight you had inside.”

			“I’m afraid my reputation preceded me when I got there. Prisoners wanted a piece of me, seeing as I wasn’t armed.” He laughed. “Guess no one figured out I could fight with my fists as well as I could if I had a gun.”

			Jack motioned to a makeshift café set up in a tent next to a dilapidated log building fronting as a feed store. “We’d better get you something to put some weight on before you have to fight some of those rowdy Deadwood miners.”

			“I don’t plan on fighting anyone.” Tucker hitched up his trousers falling south due to one of his galluses straps breaking. He had tied the two ends together and still he had to pull his trousers up. “Toss me my bundle,” he said to Jacques.

			Jacque reached under the wagon seat and handed Tucker his change of tattered clothes, the only things he had left of his former life. “Good luck in the gold fields, kid.”

			“All I want to do is pan enough gold dust to leave the territory in one piece. Someplace quiet.”

			Jack looked sideways at Tucker as they started for the meal tent. “That didn’t sound like you at all.”

			“That’s the Tucker you’ll have to put up with if you want a gold-digging partner.”

			Jack bent to the reins in the mud and gathered them. He led his pony as they headed to the tent, and Jack slapped Tucker on the back. “I’ll take you in any condition. ’Cept now we better chow down.”
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			They walked the two blocks down to an army tent with rough tables and planks for sitting. They were early in the day, the cook said, and he was happy to have the company, though Tucker wasn’t. While the man cooked, he talked. Incessantly. “Custer City used to be prime country for a man catering to gold miners,” he said, salting a piece of frying meat Tucker suspected was oxen. “That was until they found a lot more color up in Deadwood Gulch. Then it was Katie-bar-the-door for the stampede of men hightailing it up thataway to stake a claim.” He wiped his nose with his shirt sleeve as he turned the steaks over. “Now all I get is a traveler passing through on their way north, and teamsters and drivers staying just long enough to drop their load and get back to Sydney or Cheyenne.”

			The cook slapped steaks on plates and set them on the plank used as a table. Tucker’s first bite confirmed his suspicions—it was oxen. But it tasted better than anything he’d eaten in prison. “You boys are too late if you figure on panning. All the claims have been staked.”

			“I already got mine registered,” Jack said as he sawed off a piece of ox with his knife. “Been showing a lot of color, too.” To emphasize his point, Jack pulled out a pouch and pinched gold dust into the cook’s scale sitting on the table. 

			The cook weighed the gold between wiping his nose some more. “It appears I owe you.”

			Jack waved the air. “I figure by the time my friend wolfs down another steak we’ll be about even.” Jack nudged Tucker. “You will be able to eat another steak, won’t you?”

			Tucker gnawed at a chunk of oxen. “As long as my teeth hold up.”
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			After Tucker had eaten his second steak and potatoes with enough coffee to float the Merrimac, they started on the road to Deadwood. It felt odd riding double on Jack’s pinto, a small Indian pony Jack had traded from a Crow a year before Tucker went to prison. That’s how Tucker had begun to think of his life—time before prison and now. Before, he had always preferred mules, those sometimes-obstinate critters who could go for days on what little short grass could be found, or ride through the Badlands miles between water holes and never complain. He thought fondly of his last mule and thought he would begin saving the twelve or thirteen dollars that mules cost nowadays. Whenever he and Jack started panning together.

			“This is as good a place as any to camp for the night,” Jack said and halted at the edge of a small clearing. “We got a good view on three sides if any Indians try to put the sneak on us.”

			“Always the Indians.” Tucker dismounted. “Can’t blame them—this is still their Black Hills.”

			“It is,” Jack said. “I’ll gather firewood if you want to undress Daisy.”

			“Daisy?”

			“My pony,” Jack said and Tucker grinned. “So, she reminds me of an old flame I used to spark,” Jack said, and a dreamy look overcame him. “Sort of flashy like, she were. Just like my pony.”

			He began picking up branches suitable for a campfire while Tucker tied Daisy to an aspen and stripped the saddle off. As Tucker looked around, he suddenly felt so vulnerable. Indians had been picking off miners and travelers invading their Black Hills this last year, if he believed the turnkeys in prison. With only Jack’s rifle and one handgun between them, they wouldn’t last long fending off a Lakota war party.

			Tucker pulled loose a clump of buffalo grass and started rubbing down the pony’s chest, her withers, feeling the twitch of coiled strength, ready to erupt at Jack’s command. “I see you haven’t forgotten some things.”

			Tucker stopped rubbing Daisy and looked over the back of the horse. “Not that I don’t remember how to do some things, it’s just that I don’t want to do much of anything anymore. Most of the things I used to do every day have gotten… stale with me. That make sense?”

			“I think it does.” Jack dropped the branches and twigs in a pile and dug for a lucifer. “Even I get to forgetting things now and again.”

			“Like how to spark a lady besides your Daisy here?”

			“It’ll all come back to me soon,” Jack said, blushing, “when we save up enough to buy us some land. Maybe a few cows like we always talked about. I might even send for one of those catalog women. I hear they’re lining up in Chicago and St. Louis to come west.”

			“Sure, Jack. A mail order bride would do you just fine.” Tucker bent and arranged rocks in a crude circle before setting the twigs and branches cross wise over the stones. Jack struck a match and the kindling sputtered before flaring to life.

			“Get used to it,” Jack said as he added more branches. “We had a nasty blizzard this spring and only now things are thawing out. Most wood we light up will be damp like that.” He grabbed a coffee pot and cups from his saddle bags and squatted by the fire. “I bought us some airtights,” he said and handed Tucker a can of beans and a can of oysters.

			Tucker looked at them for long moments when Jack handed him a knife. “Sorry, Jack. I don’t even own one of those.”

			“We’ll get you one,” Jack said.

			Tucker pried open the cans as he watched the smoke drift lazily upward and dissipate among the trees. Indians even close would have a hard time seeing the smoke, and Tucker figured he remembered some things from his before time.

			After he spread the beans onto a metal plate that looked suspiciously like a gold pan, he set it on the fire and stood. Stretching. Always stretching, it seemed, ever since he was forced to live in a cage altogether too small for him with other men too big for it also. And when it got over-crowded later in his sentence, the prisoners had to take turns sleeping in shifts, always with one eye cracked, always assuming one of your cellmates would kill you for your blanket or piece of bread you hoarded since breakfast.

			Jack handed Tucker his bedroll. “Only have this one blanket, but you take it.”

			Tucker handed it back. “Many nights the screws took our blankets for some perceived punishment just to see if we’d make it through the night.”

			“It gets mighty cold here in the mountains when the sun sets. As you can feel.”

			“Go ahead,” Tucker said. “I’m used to it.”

			“Sure?”

			Tucker nodded.

			“Then at least wear my coat.” He handed Tucker a sourdough coat, canvas lined with some type of flannel. Even after he lost the weight he had, the coat was too tight to put on and Tucker handed it back. “It’ll be all right.”

			Jack tossed out his bedroll beside the fire when the ears of his pony pricked up. Tucker followed where the horse looked. Jack saw it, too. He poured coffee over the flames and reached for his rifle. He handed Tucker his Colt and motioned to crawl into the trees.

			Four Sioux rode the periphery of the clearing, not making themselves targets for any miner or trapper, keeping to the trees for cover. “Will Daisy keep quiet?” Tucker whispered.

			“She’s a calm one, that girl.”

			They watched the Indians ride the far side of the clearing, when the lead warrior stopped. He tested the air like a dog testing the scent of a coon. Tucker felt the heft of Jack’s pistol as he eyed the Indians forty yards across the clearing. Before prison—when he shot his guns daily either in practice to save his scalp—he could hit a man at twice this distance. Now, he wasn’t sure he could even hit someone half this far away.

			After many long, tense moments, the Indians rode on, and Jack sighed deeply. “Better gather more kindling.”

			“That wise with Sioux around?”

			“They’re riding on,” Jack said. “Unless you forgot, Indians are pretty smart—they don’t want to freeze their butts off any more than we do. As we speak I’m almost sure they are well away from us by now looking for their own camp to hole up for the night.”

			“Almost sure?”

			“Close as I can come with Indians,” Jack said. “I’ll go find water for coffee.”

			By the time they had a fire going again and coffee heated, Tucker figured the Indians were camped someplace themselves fighting to keep warm. But then, he could never really be sure what Sioux would do.

			Jack kept watching the clearing as he handed Tucker the plate of beans and filled their cups. Steam rose up from Jack’s cup, clouding his face, and he waved it away. “You know I tried to find you. But by the time I made it back to Ft. Pierre, Lorna said you were gone. She never said the army took you.”

			Tucker scooped up a smoked oyster and let it slide down his throat. Slowly It had been so long since he had food this good, even if it was over a campfire. “Don’t matter any now. I figured you tried your best to find me.” Tucker hadn’t heard from Jack until a month before Tucker was released from prison. Jack had learned Tucker was in prison and sent him a letter. “Join me in the gold fields,” Jack had written. “Within a year that small spread and a few cows can be ours.” 

			“How is Lorna doing these days?” Tucker asked of the only woman he’d ever come close to marrying.

			“That nimrod she hooked up with has had his horns clipped. Lorna tells him what to do in that mercantile, and how to do it. Her way. That could have been you.”

			Tucker walked off a few feet and dug into the ground, rubbing dirt over the pan to clean it. When he was done, he cleaned Jack’s pan and sat cross-legged in front of the fire, sitting close, letting the heat wash over him. Except for the blistering heat three months out of the year, there never was enough heat in the prison to keep a man warm, and they had all been perpetually chilled to the bone marrow. “Lorna’s father had something to do with me being transferred to the Wyoming’s Territorial Prison,” Tucker said. “The army jockeyed me around to various jails until I mysteriously landed there.”

			“She ever come to visit?”

			Tucker frowned. “None of us ever had visitors.”

			Jack slapped Tucker on the back. “She’ll soon be regretting letting Tucker Ashley go after we make the big strike.”

			The only stories filtering from the gold fields into prison were less than positive, of men failing as miners, of claims lost. Of men quitting. Perhaps it was the grim nature of the men inside the prison and how they interpreted the news from outside. “I know your letter said you were pulling good color at your claim. But do you really think we can make a go of it?”

			The light flickering off Jack’s grinning face cast him an eerie appearance. He reached inside his vest and withdrew his poke. He untied the leather thong and handed Tucker the pouch. “It’s a bull penis—”

			“I know what it is, but why use that to keep your gold in?”

			“Only thing tight enough a man can get that won’t allow the dust to fall through. We’re not picking up nuggets off the ground like Custer claimed when he came through here.” Tucker hefted the pouch “I’ve been pulling in five dollars a day out of my claim,” Jack said. “Consistently. Don’t sound like much, but if we don’t spend it on women and drink like most of the other miners, we’ll have enough saved to make something of ourselves. With two of us working the claim, we’ll be in fat city by end of summer.”

			Tucker fingered the two half-eagles the prison had issued him upon leaving, the only money he had to his name. “When do we get to your claim?”

			“Our claim,” Jack said. “Couple days, depending on how many other hunting parties we run into. But first on the agenda is getting you some clothes.”

			“I only have ten dollars.”

			Jack laid another branch on the fire before wrapping himself in his blanket. “There’s more than enough in that pouch to buy you new clothes. Now get some sleep.”

			Tucker lay close to the fire, feeling the warmth engulf him. As he lay with his eyes open, he half-expected some brutal prison guard to come by and crack him on the bottom of the feet. Just for entertainment. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			They awoke to a heavy snow that lingered over one’s body a moment too long before melting. Tucker brushed off his arms and chest and placed branches on the dying embers. He blew on them and the fire flared up. “Who the hell ever said it was supposed to snow in June?”

			“Welcome to the Black Hills,” Jack said. He gathered his blanket tighter around his shaking shoulders and scooted closer to the fire.

			They warmed themselves at the campfire just long enough to melt snow for coffee. Tucker wrapped his hand around the tin cup as he walked around the clearing, stretching the kinks out. He looked at the far end of the meadow when he spotted grama grass bent at an odd angle and walked to it. He hadn’t read a track since being sent away—not much use for man-tracking in prison—but it was the one thing, it seemed, that had never left him.

			He walked around to where the tracks were between him and the sun, shadows appearing, telling him the story of what bent the grass down in such a fashion. Unshod ponies—six or seven—had ridden into the clearing. The Indians had stopped and looked around the trees… searching for a campfire? They may have smelled the wood smoke. They may have heard Jack’s horse snort or whinny. But in the end, they had ridden off, and Tucker thanked Jack’s wise decision to build camp back into the trees.

			“They musta come around early this morning,” Jack said. He had walked to where the grass was beaten down and ran his hand over the tracks. “If they had come sooner—before the fire died down—they might have spotted the flames and caught us flat footed.” He looked around the forest. “Keep your eyes peeled.”

			Jack rolled his blanket up and tied it behind his saddle before swinging atop Daisy. He grabbed Tucker’s hand to help him into the saddle and the two headed towards the gold fields.

			Close to noon they scared up a covey of quail, and Jack shot one before the rest flew away to safety. “Not much meat, splitting this bird.”

			“More than I’m used to,” Tucker said and began gathering firewood.

			Jack plucked the bird while Tucker rigged a suitable skewer for it. They sat close to the campfire, the heat of the day filtering through the trees, melting what snow remained. “How come you snagged a gold claim, when it sounds like there are none left?” Tucker asked as he sucked marrow out of a wing bone.

			“Couple months after you left town—”

			“Funny way to put that I was arrested—”

			“I didn’t know it at the time. Anyways, I heard the army was hiring scouts again, and I drifted up to Ft. Abe Lincoln. Signed on with Custer’s expedition into the Black Hills as a line scout. We seen some pretty country, we did, even though there was enough troopers and wagons to scare what game there was away. During that expedition a couple archaeologists from back east did some testing and found gold. Not so’s a body could pick it up right from the ground, like the good Colonel claimed. But enough so’s the word spread there was gold up around Custer City. After we returned to Ft. Abe Lincoln my contract was up and I hightailed it back to Custer. Panned for a few months until some feller found color along Deadwood Gulch. A lot of color. So I packed up and headed to Deadwood to stake a claim before the rush.”

			As Jack’s pony plodded on with two men atop her back, she stumbled now and again, not used to the weight, throwing off the horse’s stride. It may have broken a lesser critter’s spirit, much like Tucker’s spirit that the prison had shattered. But then, that’s what prisons were designed for—to break a man’s will and to leave him just enough strength that he could find a hole to crawl to and just die.

			Tucker had counted the days when he would be free of the confines of his cramped cell. Free from fighting to keep the wormy and rancid food he ate every day from some other prisoner’s thieving hands. Free from fighting over a blanket in the middle of a frigid night. Or just fighting when the guards wanted to be entertained.

			As they continued toward their destiny in the gulch, Tucker thought how much more Jack believed in Tucker than he did himself.
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			By the time they arrived at the point of the road where they could look down on Deadwood, the snow had let up. Tucker slapped powder off his hat as Jack reigned his pony beside a huge granite boulder. “Whatcha think?”

			Tucker climbed down from Daisy and stretched, looking out over the vast expanse—a long, narrow valley packed with more people than Tucker had ever seen outside St. Louis. Freight wagons—some pulled by plodding oxen, others by contentious mule teams—struggled to move in the thick gumbo mixed with animal manure that sunk wagons up to the axles, the stench thick when the wind shifted.

			Men walked—their arms outstretched to their sides like tightrope walkers—on planks precariously placed atop the muck, connecting one business to another, risking sinking into the slop at any moment. Other men put their backs to wagons in efforts to free them from the mud. Somewhere in the depths of one of the saloons a calliope played a brash, gala tune. A gunshot caused a horse tied to the post in front to rear on its hind legs and fall over backwards onto a man unfortunate enough to be close. Two drunks glanced at the injured man and walked by into the saloon.

			Jack led Tucker down the hill the remaining hundred yards and tied Daisy to a hitching post. “Try to stay on the walkway,” he told Tucker. “Last week a drunk slipped and fell face-down in this slop and suffocated. Folks said he was dead, but still people stepped around him for two days before someone got tired of him stinking and dragged him away. This way,” Jack said.

			“Where we headed?”

			“Gun shop,” Jack answered. “It just don’t seem right Tucker Ashley without a gun.”

			They navigated the makeshift walkway. A horse pawed the muck and mud, and crap splashed onto Tucker’s cheek. He swiped his hand across and brushed it onto his trousers. He followed Jack to a corner building and entered. There was no sign on the door, no shingle to tell folks what business occupied the tiny shop. Only the outline of a pistol painted crudely on the split-log door.

			Bells overhead tinkled when they entered the shop. A blanket-covered long board spanned the front the shop where rows of pistols had been lined up by caliber: .36 Navy Colts beside Smith and Wesson .44 Russians and Colt .45 Peacemakers. “I don’t have enough money to buy a gun.”

			Jack waved the air. “I have more than enough in my poke to pay for it.”

			“I don’t accept charity.”

			“Is that what you think this is, charity?” Jack stood with his hands on his hips as if scolding Tucker like his mother used to do. “I hope the hell you don’t think being half-owner in a gold claim is charity ’cause you’ll earn every ounce of dust we pan outta there.”

			“But I can’t pay you back—”

			“Let us just say I’ll take it out of the first ounce we pan together. Look, I need someone to watch my backside. Someone good with a gun. There’s a passel of bad customers hereabouts.”

			“But I don’t know if I’ll ever be any good with a gun anymore.” Tucker looked down at his hands, broken and scarred and stiff from dozens of prison fights, and being beaten by turnkeys. “Jack, except when you gave me yours last night, it’s been two years since I had a gun in my hand. And thank God I didn’t have to use it ’cause I don’t think I could have hit anything.”

			“Handling a gun is like sex,” Jack said. “You never forget about how to do that, either.”

			“What’s sex?”

			“Hopefully, something you haven’t engaged in for the last two years.”

			“Shut that damn pneumonia hole!” someone called out from behind a counter. “Don’t you know its cold outside.” Tucker had to search among the piles of ammunition boxes and kegs of powder and bullet molds before he spotted where the voice originated from. An old man stood, his leather apron stained with oil and gunpowder. He looked up at Jack and squinted. “You want something or just wasting my time again?”

			“We’re paying, Pop,” Jack answered.

			The gunsmith set a pistol down on the table and wiped his greasy hands on his apron. “Paying for what?”

			“A Colt,” Jack said. “.45, if you have it.”

			Pop laughed. “That’s about all I got.” The man separated four pistols on the table top, and Tucker picked one up. It had slight holster wear along the side of the barrel and cylinder, but just didn’t heft right. “Let me see that long-barreled gun,” he pointed.

			“Suit yourself,” Pop said. “But most gunnies want the shorter barrel.”

			“I am no gunny,” Tucker said. The gun showed more holster wear than the others, and Tucker popped the cylinder out of the frame. He stuck his thumb where the cylinder had been and held it to the light as he looked down the barrel.

			“It’s got a clean, tight bore,” Pop said, “even though it looks a mite rough.”

			Tucker thumbed the hammer back and pressed the trigger. Sweet. “You work on this?”

			“I did,” Pop answered. He filled a pipe with tobacco from a cedar humidor and lit it. “A soldier out of Ft. Meade came in to sell it.” He put his hands up. “But I can’t say for sure he stole it from the army.”

			“It is army issue,” Tucker said. He pulled the hammer and once more pulled the trigger. Pop had done a good job of working the roughness out of the Colt. And it had the long barrel, like his pistol the army had taken from him. Besides, he was no longer a gunny of any kind.

			“Twenty dollars,” Pop blurted out.

			“Twenty dollars?” Jack said. “We can buy a new Colt for that price. And one that’s not stolen from the army.”

			“Not one that’s been smoothed out like that one,” Pop said.

			Tucker handed Jack the pistol and he felt the trigger. “Here’s the deal—twenty dollars and you throw in a holster.”

			“You’re no better than a road agent. But all right.”

			“And three boxes of ammunition,” Jack said.

			“What!”

			“And no one needs to tell the army you sold us one of their guns,” Jack added.

			Pop hung his head. “If I wanted to get robbed I’d leave the door unlocked at night. But you got a deal.” He squatted under the table and came up with three holsters. Tucker squeezed all three and took the stiffest one.

			“And the ammunition?” Jack pressed.

			Pop reached behind him and took three boxes of ammunition from a shelf and plopped them on the table.

			Jack took out his pouch and handed it to Pop. He trickled dust out onto a scale until it started moving, then pinched a little more before he grabbed his blower. “Not too hard,” Jack said. “Wouldn’t want any gold dust blowing off, now would we?”

			Pop glared at Jack, but he gently puffed the air until all the dirt and sand had been blown away, leaving only gold dust. “Ounce and a quarter.”

			“You can keep the extra if you throw in that Bowie over there,” Jack pointed to a knife on a shelf along with twenty others.

			“Fair enough,” Pop said as he grabbed the knife and laid it on the table. “Not like I can sell any of those things.”

			Jack slipped his poke back into his vest pocket, before he handed Tucker the knife to go with his pistol. “Nice doing business with you.”

			“Road agents,” Pop said under his breath as Tucker and Jack left the shop.

			When they stepped outside, Jack motioned to Tucker to step away from the gun shop. “We made a good deal back there. Now you can help us keep our claim from jumpers.”

			Tucker tested the heft of the gun once more. Shooting was something a man never forgot, if Jack was correct. Yet two years was so long to go without practice Tucker doubted he could ever shoot straight again. Or even if he wanted to.

			Jack led Tucker down a back street to Lou’s Meal Tent, advertising a steak with all the trimmings for two bits. “Trimmings being what wild parsnips and onions Lou’s wife digs up around the Hills,” Jack laughed. “But he does serve the finest horse meat in town. When he can get it.”

			But it didn’t even bother Tucker he was eating someone’s horse they rode yesterday. He was just too hungry to worry what the critter’s name had been in life.

			[image: ]

			Feeling full and satisfied and with the sun already setting—it never seemed to shine more than ten hours a day, Jack thought, constantly fighting to shine through the steep sides of Deadwood Gulch. 

			They entered a livery, and Jack called to the owner. “Guess Olaf’s not here,” Jack said and turned Daisy into a stall. He called for Olaf again before giving his pony a spot of hay.

			They walked along the side street until they reached a single-story house that had been partitioned into sleeping rooms for miners. “We can’t afford a room just for us yet,” Jack said as they entered the house. “We’ll be sharing with other miners.”

			A heavy-set woman looking more at home on the farm than operating a rooming house waddled toward them. “This is the lovely Lucille,” Jack said.

			She smiled wide, and all four of her teeth smiled back. “That’ll be one dollar. Each.”

			“For sleeping on the floor?” Tucker said.

			“You want to sleep out in the mud,” Lucille’s smile faded. “If not, cough up some dust.”

			Jack once again took his pouch out and pinched four times onto Lucille’s scale. She used her puffer and Tucker thought she was overly aggressive in puffing air across the gold dust. Some dust drifted to the carpeting under the scale. “Another half a pinch.”

			Tucker started to speak when Jack held up his hand. “We’ll make up for it tomorrow in the gulch.”

			And that night as
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