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Ash fell out of a dead sky. It drifted in wide, gray flakes. It settled on the shoulders of Eldridge’s heavy canvas duster. He wiped a hand across his jaw. The grit smeared against his stubble. It felt like pulverized glass. He spat black saliva into the dirt trail.

The bay horse snorted. It tossed its heavy head. The iron bit clinked against flat teeth. The animal smelled the air. It sensed the ruin in the valley below. Eldridge laid a hand on the leather horn of his saddle. He scanned the basin.

Smoke choked the gorge. It hung thick and stagnant between the craggy ridges. A forest fire burned green wood and smelled like sharp pine sap. This smoke carried a different foulness. It held the stench of milled lumber, scorched canvas, and burnt meat. The destruction sat heavy in the air.

Eldridge guided the bay down the steep wagon track. Loose scree slid under the iron horseshoes. The descent took an hour. The temperature rose with every yard of lost elevation. The sky disappeared behind a blanket of charcoal haze. The sun became a dull, orange smudge in the gray overhead.

Zero birds sat in the dead pines. Zero animals moved in the dry brush. The valley held a heavy, total silence. Eldridge listened for the pop of burning timber. He listened for voices. He heard nothing but the crunch of the horse’s hooves and the creak of his own saddle leather.

The trail leveled out at the base of the canyon. The wagon road widened into a flat thoroughfare. Eldridge pulled back on the reins. The bay stopped.

Eldridge looked at the disturbed earth on the shoulder of the road.

Five mounds of dirt sat in a row. They lined up parallel to the wagon ruts. The soil was dark and wet. It stood out against the pale, dry dust of the trail. Men turned up fresh earth from the deep ground.

Eldridge reached down his right leg. He slid the leather raw-hide loop off the hammer of his Colt Peacemaker. He kept his hand resting near the walnut grip. He read the layout of the road. Thick, tangled manzanita bushes flanked the left side of the trail. A sheer, granite rock wall bordered the right. He checked the angles for a crossfire. He looked for shapes in the brush. The gray haze obscured the deep tree line.

Nothing moved in the ash.

Eldridge swung his leg over the saddle. His boots hit the dust. He wrapped the leather reins around a dead cedar branch. He tied a slip knot. He needed the horse ready for a fast pull. He stepped toward the fresh earth.

The five graves sat shallow. Clods of heavy clay rested on top of the loose mounds. A rushed job. Men dug deep to show respect. Men dug shallow to hide a mess and make a fast exit. These holes offered zero dignity. Black blowflies swarmed the loose dirt. They buzzed in tight circles over the fresh soil. They smelled the rot seeping through the thin layer of clay.

Three wooden shovels lay discarded in the high weeds near the rock wall.

Eldridge walked to the tools. He nudged the closest one with the toe of his boot. The wood handle held dark, wet stains. Sweat and dirt baked into the grain. The iron blade was blunt and cheap. Town tools. Thieves stole them from a hardware store or a mining shed. They dumped them in the weeds when the labor ended. Men in a hurry carried zero dead weight.

Eldridge squatted beside the center grave. He touched the loose soil. Cool to the touch. The digging happened hours ago. Sometime before dawn.

He stood and walked to the edge of the road. Rain from three days prior left a deep puddle in a wagon rut. The water dried up, but mud remained. The wet ground held a clear, frozen cast of the men who dug the holes.

Eldridge studied the boot prints. He took his time. He read the story in the clay.

He measured the depth of the heel strikes. He noted the shape of the toes. He counted the individual sets of treads overlapping in the mud. He found a deep heel strike on the left edge of the rut. A heavy man. The boots sank deep into the earth. Next to it, he spotted a pointed toe. A riding boot with a smooth, worn sole.

He moved down the line. A third set of tracks showed a dragging left spur. The sharp iron wheel carved a long gouge in the mud with every step. Eldridge traced the drag mark. The man favored his right leg. A bad limp.

He counted the distinct sole patterns. Square toes. Worn heels. Flat leather soles. Hobnailed miner boots.

“Ten men,” Eldridge stated to the empty road. “Maybe twelve.”

He walked the perimeter of the work site. He found crushed, dried grass where men stood and watched the digging. He found the white paper flakes of hand-rolled cigarettes dotting the dirt. He found dark brown splashes of chewing tobacco spit drying on the rocks.

He stepped closer to the first grave. A gleam of brass caught his eye.

Eldridge bent down. He picked a shell casing from the dirt. A .44-40 cartridge. Fired. The brass felt light and empty in his palm. He inspected the primer cap. It bore a deep, off-center firing pin strike. He looked at the fresh dirt mound. He looked at the brass in his hand. The men in the graves took lead before they went into the ground. A firing squad on the side of the road.

He looked at the five shallow mounds again. Zero markers sat at the heads of the graves. Zero crosses fashioned from twigs. Zero names scratched into the rock. Men murdered and discarded.

Eldridge put the brass casing in his right coat pocket. He walked back to the mud rut. He read the tracks leaving the gravesite. The boot prints converged. They marched away from the dirt mounds. They headed down the wagon road. They pointed straight into the thickest part of the gray smoke. They led toward the town.

Eldridge walked back to the bay horse. The animal shifted its weight. The ears pinned back flat against its skull. It smelled the blood in the dirt. It wanted to turn back up the mountain.

“Stand,” Eldridge said.

He stepped to the right side of the horse. A scarred leather scabbard hung off the saddle rigging. The brass buttplate of a Springfield .45-70 carbine stuck out of the opening.

Eldridge gripped the stock. He pulled the heavy rifle free. The metal felt cold. The barrel was a thick hexagon of blued steel. He flipped the trapdoor breech open with his thumb. A thick copper cartridge rested in the chamber. The lead nose of the bullet shone dull in the hazy light. He snapped the breech shut. The metal clicked sharp and loud in the dead silence of the valley. He pulled the heavy hammer back to half-cock.

He checked his gear. The stag-horn handle of his heavy Bowie knife sat secure in the cross-draw sheath on his belt. The blade rested easy against his stomach. The Colt Peacemaker sat heavy on his right hip. He unbuttoned the front of his canvas duster to clear the draw.

He took the leather reins in his left hand. He held the Springfield carbine in his right. He rested the heavy steel barrel against his right shoulder.

He looked down the wagon road. The smoke formed a solid gray wall fifty yards ahead. The smell of burnt timber and ruin grew stronger on the stagnant air. He knew what waited for him inside the haze. Ten men. Maybe twelve. Killers with heavy boots and cheap shovels.

He offered zero trust to an empty road. He preferred the ground beneath his boots when the angles got tight.

Eldridge pulled the horse forward. His boots crunched on the gravel. He walked into the smoke.
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Eldridge walked out of the canyon. The town of Silver Drift sat in the basin. The settlement existed as a dark scar on the earth. Black timber skeletons clawed at the dead sky. Heat radiated from the ground and baked the air. Red embers pulsed inside the charred logs of the ruined buildings. White ash drifted on the dead wind. It coated the bay horse. It coated Eldridge’s boots. The dust settled thick on his shoulders.

He kept the Springfield carbine tight against his shoulder. He led the horse down the center of the main thoroughfare. He read the layout of the destruction. A saloon sat on the left. A mercantile sat on the right. Both structures burned down to their stone foundations. A cast-iron wood stove sat exposed in the center of the saloon ashes. A steel bank safe rested in the ruin of the assayer’s office. The heavy vault door stood wide open. The interior held zero silver.

Dead men littered the street.

Eldridge counted them as he walked. Seven. Nine. Twelve bodies in the thoroughfare. The killers left them in the open. The scavengers stayed away. The thick smoke kept the buzzards out of the valley.

He stopped beside a man sprawled near a hitching post. The man wore a leather blacksmith apron over a wool shirt. Three bullet holes punched through his chest. Tight grouping. Shot from a short distance. The blacksmith held a heavy iron hammer in his right hand. He died swinging it.

Another body lay draped over a wooden water trough. The water boiled away hours ago. The wood charred and splintered. The man’s back held a massive exit wound. A shotgun blast tore through his spine. Eldridge tracked the buckshot spread to the destroyed boardwalk behind the trough. The man ran for cover. He took the blast from behind.

Eldridge observed the tracks in the thick ash. Heavy boots. Hoof prints. The killers rode through the street and shot the men as they ran. Target practice. A slaughter with zero resistance. The townsfolk offered zero challenge to men with fast horses and heavy rifles.

He walked further down the road. The bodies piled up near the center of town. Men dragged from their homes and places of business. Execution style. Brass casings glittered in the soot. Dozens of them. .44-40s. .45s. The same caliber as the brass by the shallow graves on the canyon road.

Eldridge read the angles of the crossfire. He looked at the bullet strikes pockmarking the surviving brick chimneys. The killers positioned men on the rooftops of the taller buildings before the fires started. They blocked the exits at both ends of the street. They boxed the town in. A professional job. They planned the massacre and executed the angles with cold precision. They left zero escape routes.

The street dead-ended at a slight rise. A collapsed structure sat at the top of the hill. The white steeple lay shattered across the road. The heavy brass bell rested in a deep crater of ash. The church. The killers burned it along with the rest of the town.

The roof caved inward. The walls leaned at an extreme angle. Smoke curled from the ruined pews and the altar.

Eldridge tied the bay to a scorched stump outside the church yard. He wrapped the reins tight. He kept the Springfield in his right hand. He stepped over the fallen steeple. His boots crunched on shattered stained glass. Red and blue shards mixed with the gray ash. The glass fractured into a thousand jagged pieces under his heels.

He entered the nave. He moved down the center aisle. He checked the corners. He checked the deep shadows beneath the collapsed roof beams. Zero threats. Zero bodies. The men of the town gathered in the street to fight or surrender. They left the church empty.

Eldridge reached the altar. The heavy oak table sat split down the middle. A large Bible lay open in the ashes. The pages curled and blackened at the edges. He turned his back to the altar. He prepared to walk out and search the rest of the ruins.

A sound stopped him.

A scrape. Wood on wood.

He froze. He held his breath. He listened to the ruin. The embers popped. The wind shifted the loose tin roofing overhead. The iron bell chimed a dull note in the dirt outside.

Then he heard it again. A drag. A muffled rustle. It came from beneath his boots.

He lowered the Springfield. He pointed the barrel at the floor. He stepped off the altar platform. He crouched. He placed a bare hand against the scorched pine floorboards. He felt a faint vibration. Movement in the crawlspace below.

He stood. He slung the Springfield over his shoulder by its leather strap. The heavy rifle settled against his back. He needed both hands.

He reached across his stomach. His hand closed over the stag-horn grip of the heavy Bowie knife. He pulled the wide blade from the leather sheath. The steel caught the dull, hazy light filtering through the broken roof.

He knelt over the center aisle. He examined the floorboards. The fire burned away the varnish and charred the surface, but the tongue-and-groove joints remained intact. He brushed a layer of white ash away with his left hand. He located a wide seam between two broad planks.

He drove the point of the Bowie knife into the gap. He leaned his weight onto the handle. The thick blade slid past the wood. He jammed it deep into the dark space. He twisted his wrist.

The wood groaned. The iron nails squealed against the floor joists. Eldridge applied more pressure. He levered the stag-horn handle down toward the floor. The thick spine of the knife bit into the adjacent board. The wood splintered.

A loud crack echoed in the empty church. The plank popped loose from the joist.

Eldridge grabbed the edge of the burnt wood with
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