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  Chapter One

  
  




Clay Rook put the second telegraph pole across the track at four forty-seven in the morning by the watch he’d taken off a Union quartermaster in 1863 and worn every day since as a specific reminder of something. He’d synchronized his men at four-thirty in the dark, nine of them in the canyon in two groups, and he gave the signal at four forty-six, which was one minute before the Southern Pacific freight out of Del Rio would come around the limestone curve above Lozada Crossing.

The first pole was already across the track, laid by Gibbs and the two Tanner brothers on the uphill side while Rook’s group worked the lower crossing. The poles were telegraph line, cedar, sixty pounds each, and they’d cut them two nights ago and dragged them into position with the horses working in the dark and no lights. His men did not need lights for this kind of work. His men had been doing this kind of work for fifteen years.

The train came around the curve at four forty-eight, which was one minute late, which Rook had accounted for. He heard it before he saw it—the particular iron conversation between wheel and rail that you could feel in the soles of your boots on the rock thirty seconds before the headlamp showed. Then the lamp came around the curve, a single white eye in the canyon dark, and the engineer saw the poles at the same moment the brakes went on and the wheel scream filled the canyon and bounced off the limestone walls and came back doubled.

The freight slowed but did not stop in time. The cowcatcher took the first pole and splintered it and the second pole hit the drive wheel housing and the locomotive went left off the track in a long grinding lean that sounded like the end of something, which it was. The second car came off behind it and went right, couplings shrieking, and came to rest on its side in the creek bed with the sound of everything inside it rearranging its relationship with gravity.

Rook was already moving.

The Army escort was in the third car, eight men of the Tenth Cavalry, Buffalo Soldiers out of Fort Clark, good soldiers who had been sitting in the dark with their rifles and their card game and who came out of the car door and the windows in the first twenty seconds after impact, which was faster than Rook had expected and a thing he noted with professional appreciation. He called fire from the high ground on both sides of the canyon and the canyon obliged by making everything loud and close and disorienting in the way that canyon firefights always were—the sound going everywhere at once, muzzle flash without clear origin, the walls giving every shot back to you slightly wrong.

Three of the eight soldiers were down in the first minute. Not by Rook’s design specifically—in a canyon ambush at night you point your men at the target and the target resolves itself. The other five went to ground under the overturned car and returned fire with a discipline that told Rook these were men who had been in this situation before and had not been ruined by it.

He had nine men and the high ground and ten minutes before the light would change the equation. He did not need ten minutes.

Gibbs took the engineer before the man could do anything useful with the fireman’s coal shovel he’d come out swinging. The Tanner brothers went for the second car, which was the payroll car, the reason for the evening. Rook himself walked down the center of the track with his pistol out and called to the five soldiers under the overturned car in the voice he’d used in the Shenandoah and outside Fredericksburg and in a dozen engagements that the history books had described and his body still remembered.

“You’re out of position and out of cover and your officer is down,” he said. He said it at a volume that carried without shouting, the way a man talks when he’s used to being heard in chaos. “You’ve got two men on each side of the canyon and three more behind me and the next three minutes will go one of two ways. I’d prefer you to walk out of this canyon.”

The firing from under the car stopped. A pause that lasted about five seconds, which was the time it took for the ranking surviving soldier to do his own arithmetic.

A corporal named Hayes came out from under the car with his hands up and the remaining four came with him, the way soldiers follow a man who’s made a decision when all the other decisions have run out. They were alive and professional and Rook respected both qualities. He had his men disarm them and bind them and leave them seated against the canyon wall with a canteen between them.

The payroll car took the Tanner brothers eleven minutes to open. The lock on the strongbox was a Mosler, good iron, and it took a cold chisel and a hammer and Billy Tanner’s particular gift for persuading metal to do what he wanted. Inside: sixty thousand dollars in twenty-dollar gold pieces, coin of the realm, packed in pine boxes that weighed fourteen pounds each and made a sound when you stacked them that Rook had not heard since he’d run the Shenandoah payroll operation in ’63 and that he had not forgotten.

They loaded it on the mules and rode north into the canyon before the sky showed any gray.

Eleven minutes for the gold. Three soldiers dead. Five bound and alive. One engineer with a broken arm from the shovel encounter. Rook checked the watch at five-nineteen and put it back in his pocket and rode into the dark at the head of his column and felt nothing in particular about any of it, which was either a quality of leadership or a quality of damage and he had stopped examining the question somewhere around 1867.


The telegraph reached Brackettville on a Thursday, six days after the ambush, which was how long it took for Corporal Hayes and his four soldiers to work their wrists free of the bindings, walk eleven miles to the Del Rio railhead, file a report with the garrison commander, and for the garrison commander to file a report with the Army district office in San Antonio, and for the Army district office in San Antonio to locate and dispatch a courier to the one man in the territory who had demonstrated the specific quality of judgment the situation required.

Deputy Renfrew rode out the two-track to Sample’s place on a Thursday afternoon with the telegram in his coat and the expression of a man who has been asked to deliver news he has mixed feelings about. He’d had this expression before, on a road south of San Antonio going on two years ago, and Sample recognized it from a hundred yards.

Sample was on the east side of the house in the shade, doing nothing in particular with a cup of coffee and the specific quality of stillness he brought to sitting that was not the stillness of a man at rest but of a man whose body was at rest while his mind was doing something else entirely. He watched Renfrew come up the two-track and come off his horse and come to the porch and hand the telegram over without preamble, which was one of the things Sample appreciated about Renfrew. The man had learned not to build a structure around the delivery.

Sample read it.

It was from a Captain Aldous Marsh, Tenth Cavalry, Fort Clark, forwarded through the Army district office and the Wells Fargo agent Pruitt in San Antonio, which told Sample that Pruitt had been involved in directing it, which meant Pruitt thought Sample would take it, which meant Pruitt knew something about the situation that made him think it was Sample’s kind of problem.

The telegram said: nine men, former Confederate irregular unit, ambushed the Del Rio freight at Lozada Canyon, six days prior. Seven Army escort, three dead. Sixty thousand dollars in Army payroll gold. Perpetrators identified by surviving soldiers as operating under the command of one Clay Rook, former lieutenant colonel, Mosby’s Rangers, whereabouts unknown since 1865 but believed to be operating in the Chisos Mountain country south of the Glass Mountains. Army contract offered at eight hundred dollars for recovery of the gold and the person or persons responsible. Reply requested.

Sample read it twice. He set it on his knee.

“Mosby’s Rangers,” Renfrew said. He’d clearly read it before delivering it, which was not protocol but was Renfrew.

“Partisan cavalry,” Sample said. “Hit and run in the Shenandoah, mostly. Best irregular unit the Confederacy produced and the hardest to shut down after the war because they didn’t think of themselves as having a chain of command above Mosby and Mosby surrendered and they didn’t.” He looked at the telegram again. “Rook’s one I’ve heard of. He was a lieutenant colonel at twenty-nine. Led a raid on a Union payroll depot outside Winchester that the Army spent three years trying to officially forget about.”

“And now he’s doing it again,” Renfrew said.

“Now he’s doing it again.”

Renfrew looked at the country south of the house, which ran out flat toward the Rio Grande line the same way it always had. “Eight hundred dollars,” he said.

“It’s half what it’s worth.”

“But you’re going to take it.”

Sample drank his coffee. He looked at the telegram. He thought about nine men who had killed three soldiers from the Tenth Cavalry on a train in a canyon and loaded sixty thousand dollars of government gold on mules and ridden north into the Chisos like they owned the country, which in practical terms they currently did. He thought about Clay Rook who had never surrendered and who had been doing this for fifteen years with nobody stopping him because nobody had wanted to go into the Chisos to do it.

“Tell Pruitt yes,” Sample said. “Tell him I want the Army’s file on Rook’s known operating areas in the Chisos. Maps if they have them, which they won’t. Tell him I want the surviving soldiers’ accounts and the name of whoever identified Rook specifically.”

“You need anything else from the garrison?”

“I’ll stop at Fort Clark on the way through. Talk to Captain Marsh.”

Renfrew nodded. He had the look of a man composing a telegram in his head. “The Army offered you backup,” he said. “Marshal’s office has men available. The garrison can provide—”

“No,” Sample said.

“Sample—”

“Nine men who’ve been operating as a military unit for fifteen years in mountain terrain they know,” Sample said. “You give me six soldiers who’ve never been in the Chisos and I’m managing six soldiers in the Chisos instead of hunting Rook. That’s two problems where I currently have one.”

Renfrew considered this and apparently found no argument worth the effort. He put his hat back on. “When do you leave?”

“Morning.”

Renfrew picked up his reins. He looked at Sample the way he sometimes looked at Sample, with the expression of a man trying to decide if what he’s looking at is courage or a specific variety of recklessness that has survived long enough to be mistaken for courage. He’d been working on that question since Commerce Street two years ago and had not resolved it. “The knee,” he said.

“What about it.”

“Mountain terrain.”

“The knee’s been in mountain terrain before.”

“And its opinion of the experience?”

“Its opinion,” Sample said, “is not a deciding vote.”

Renfrew rode back down the two-track toward the main road. Sample finished his coffee and sat for a while looking south at the country, which had no opinion about any of it one way or the other, which was what he had always appreciated about the country.


He spent the rest of the Thursday afternoon going through what he had and deciding what the Chisos required.

The Spencer repeating carbine came off the wall first. Seven rounds in the magazine, .56-56 rimfire, lever action, a gun he’d carried through the last four years of his Ranger service and had not replaced because replacing it would have required admitting there was something better for the specific use he put it to, which was shooting accurately in poor light at things that were moving. He checked the action and the magazine and the rear sight, which had taken a knock at some point and needed resetting by about three degrees. He reset it, fired two rounds at a post sixty yards out to confirm, went back inside.

The Colt Single Action Army .45 on his left hip, butt-forward, same as always. He’d carried the gun in the same position since he was twenty-six years old and had never felt the need to explain it to anyone who asked, which was the position he’d taken on most things that worked.

One saddlebag, packed the same way he always packed it: ammunition on the left side grouped by caliber
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