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“Keep your footing,” Eldridge Sample told the bay horse.

Ice coated the animal’s mane, turning the black hair into stiff, white needles. The wind howled down the mountain pass, carrying a blinding sheet of snow. The temperature plummeted with every step, turning the air into razor blades against exposed skin. Eldridge leaned forward in the saddle. He pressed his face into the rough wool of his scarf. He let the horse find the path. Animals possess better instincts for survival in the whiteout.

A shadow materialized out of the driving snow. Solid angles. A roofline.

Summit Station sat perched on the spine of the Continental Divide. It functioned as a coaling stop and a refuge for the narrow-gauge line. A structure built from raw granite and heavy timber, designed to withstand the brutal temper of the high country.

Eldridge steered the bay toward the attached stable. The open bay offered protection from the wind. He dismounted. His boots hit the packed snow with a dull crunch. His knees ached from the cold. He led the horse into an empty stall, unbuckled the frozen cinch, and pulled the heavy western saddle from the animal’s back. He found a half-empty oat bag hanging on a nail. He emptied it into the trough.

“Eat,” Eldridge said. “We hold our position tonight.”

He left the stable. He waded through thigh-deep drifts to reach the main entrance of the depot. He gripped the heavy iron handle of the oak door. He leaned his entire weight backward, fighting the vacuum of the storm. The door cracked open. He squeezed through the gap and pushed the heavy wood shut, throwing the iron deadbolt.

The wind noise dropped to a muffled roar.

The main room of Summit Station smelled of burning coal, wet wool, and stale tobacco. A massive cast-iron potbelly stove dominated the center of the room. Its belly glowed a dull, angry cherry red. Five kerosene lamps hung from the ceiling beams, casting harsh yellow light against the log walls. Frost encrusted the interior of the glass windows, sealing the room off from the outside world.

Eldridge stood near the door. He stomped his boots on the floorboards, knocking chunks of packed snow from his heels. He unbuttoned his canvas coat. He kept the coat on, but he ensured the flap rested behind the walnut grips of his Colt Peacemaker.

He walked toward a wooden counter set into the far wall. A wire cage protected the man sitting behind it. The stationmaster wore a green visor and a thick wool sweater. He tallied numbers in a ledger book.

“The line is dead,” the stationmaster announced. He did not look up. “Telegraph wires snapped an hour ago. The pass is closed. The next train arrives when the rotary plow digs through the drifts. Tomorrow. Maybe the day after.”

“I require a room,” Eldridge said. “And coffee. Black.”

The stationmaster closed the ledger. He stood up. He inspected the new arrival. He noted the canvas coat, the snow melting on the hat brim, and the low-slung gun belt.

“Rooms cost two dollars a night,” the stationmaster said. “Pay in adMiller. Coffee costs a nickel. I offer zero refunds if you freeze.”

Eldridge reached into his vest pocket. He produced two silver dollars and a nickel. He slid the coins under the wire grate.

The stationmaster took the money. He handed a brass key through the gap. “Room four. Top of the stairs. First door.”

The stationmaster retrieved a tin cup from a shelf. He poured thick, black liquid from a scorched pot sitting on a side stove. He slid the cup through the grate.

Eldridge took the cup. The heat burned through the tin, warming his frozen fingers.

He walked away from the counter. He approached the red-hot potbelly stove. He found an empty wooden chair facing the iron heater. He sat down. He rested the cup on his knee. He let the heat thaw the ice in his bones.

He took a sip of the coffee. It tasted like battery acid and burnt chicory. He drank it anyway. He needed the heat.

He turned his attention from the stove to the room.

A locked room full of strangers requires a physical assessment. Eldridge evaluated the geometry of the space and the people occupying it.

A traveling salesman snored on a wooden bench near the ticket window. He clutched a leather sample case against his chest like a shield. A pair of off-duty railway brakemen sat at a small table, playing a silent game of cribbage. They drank whiskey from a shared flask. They looked exhausted.

One other passenger occupied the room.

She sat in a high-backed armchair positioned in the darkest corner, away from the stove and the windows.

Eldridge studied her over the rim of his tin cup.

She wore a dark blue wool traveling suit, practical and expensive. A matching hat sat pinned to her dark hair. A heavy woolen blanket rested across her lap. She kept her hands buried under the blanket.

She did not read. She did not sleep. She projected the coiled tension of a mainspring wound tight.

Eldridge watched her movements. They lacked the idle fidgeting of a bored traveler. Her eyes scanned the room, lingering on the deadbolt of the front door, tracking the stationmaster’s trips to the back room, measuring the distance to the stairwell. She evaluated the exits. People who evaluate exits anticipate trouble.

She brought her right hand out from under the blanket. She held a silver pocket watch.

Her thumb pressed the catch. The silver lid popped open with a sharp, metallic click. The sound cut through the crackle of the burning coal.

She stared at the dial. She snapped the lid shut. Click.

She returned her hand to the warmth of the blanket.

Eldridge took another sip of the bitter coffee. He counted the seconds in his head. He watched the fire through the grate of the stove.

Two minutes passed.

The woman brought her hand out again. She pressed the catch. Click. She checked the time. She closed the case. Click. She repeated the action four times in ten minutes.

Eldridge set his tin cup on the floorboards. He recognized the pattern. She expected an arrival. A train running on a schedule. Or a person running on a deadline. The dead telegraph lines and the raging blizzard had shattered the schedule. The broken timetable caused her distress.

She possessed the look of a woman who carried secrets of high value. High value attracts desperate men.

The wind screamed against the heavy log walls of the depot, rattling the frosted glass in the window frames. The building shuddered under the force of the gale. The snow piled higher against the door, burying the entrance.

Eldridge leaned back in the wooden chair. He stretched his legs toward the stove. He kept his eyes on the woman in the corner. He kept his right hand resting loose on his thigh.

He came to the high country seeking a quiet night and a warm fire. The fire provided heat, but the quiet felt fragile. The ticking of the silver pocket watch counted down the minutes to an inevitable disruption.

Eldridge closed his eyes, listening to the storm, waiting for the front door to burst open.
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A massive impact hammered the heavy oak door.

The iron deadbolt groaned against the strike plate. A second strike followed, heavier than the first. The wood framing the lock shattered. The door blew inward, riding a violent gale of white snow and freezing air that instantly killed the heat in the room.

Seven figures stepped through the breach.

They wore thick buffalo-hide coats and wool scarves pulled up to their eyes. Ice crusted their hat brims. They moved with a synchronized, practiced rhythm, hauling heavy loads. Six of the men dragged thick canvas sacks behind them. The sacks hit the pine floorboards with a dense, grinding crunch. The sound indicated raw, unrefined rock. Heavy silver ore.

The lead man turned and forced the heavy oak door shut against the howling wind. He dropped a thick timber beam across the iron brackets on the doorframe, sealing the depot from the storm.

He pulled the wool scarf down from his face.

He possessed a neat, trimmed beard streaked with gray. Wire-rimmed spectacles sat perched on his nose, the lenses fogging in the sudden warmth of the room. He brushed the snow from the sleeves of his expensive coat. He carried a double-barreled Greener shotgun. He broke the action open, inspected the brass bases of the two shells sitting in the chambers, and snapped the weapon closed. The metallic clack cut through the hiss of the potbelly stove.

“Good evening,” the man announced. He projected a warm, cultured baritone, the voice of a university lecturer addressing a hall of students. “The weather presents a severe hazard tonight. We require the fire.”

The six men behind him dropped their canvas sacks. They fanned out across the room. They executed the maneuver with absolute military discipline. Two men secured the back hallway leading to the kitchen. Two men flanked the front door. Two men moved toward the wire cage of the ticket counter. They carried Winchester repeating rifles and heavy army-issue revolvers.

Eldridge Sample remained seated in his wooden chair. He did not flinch. He did not reach for the Colt Peacemaker on his hip. He brought the tin cup to his lips. He took a sip of the bitter, black coffee.

He calculated the geometry of the room.

Seven targets. The men holding the rifles controlled the long sightlines. The men with the revolvers controlled the close quarters near the desk. The potbelly stove offered cast-iron cover, but it sat dead center in an overlapping field of fire. Engaging them meant fighting a coordinated unit from a seated disadvantage. He kept his right hand flat on his thigh. He chose observation over suicide.

The stationmaster stood up behind the wire grate. He clutched his ledger book to his chest.

“You broke my door lock,” the stationmaster said. His voice trembled, betraying the false bravado. “You intend to pay for that wood?”

The bearded man smiled. He reached into his coat pocket. He retrieved a silver dollar. He flicked the coin through the gap in the wire cage. It struck the ledger book and dropped to the counter.

“For the wood,” the man said.

He raised the Greener shotgun, pointing the twin black bores at the stationmaster’s chest.

“Step away from the telegraph key,” the man instructed. “Unlock the wire door. Step out of the cage.”

The stationmaster looked at the shotgun. He looked at the silver dollar. He abandoned the cage, unlocking the side door and stepping out into the main room with his hands raised shoulder-high.

The bearded man swept his gaze across the room. He cataloged the traveling salesman cowering on the bench. He noted the two brakemen sitting rigid at their cribbage game. His eyes passed over Eldridge and settled on the woman in the dark corner.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the man said. “My name is Silas Miller. We prefer the title ‘Professor.’ My associates and I experienced a delay in our transit schedule. We commandeer this facility for the duration of the storm.”

The salesman whimpered, clutching his leather sample case tight against his face.

“I guarantee your safety under one condition,” Miller continued. “You offer zero resistance. You sit quiet, you live to see the rotary snowplow clear the tracks tomorrow morning. You demonstrate heroics, you freeze in the snowdrifts outside. The choice belongs entirely to you.”

One of the off-duty brakemen shifted his weight. He dropped his right hand below the edge of the card table, reaching toward his boot.

A heavy-set man standing near the stove tracked the movement. The enforcer wore a bearskin coat that made him look like a grizzly standing on its hind legs. He crossed the floor in two massive strides.

The enforcer did not speak. He drove the steel butt plate of his Winchester rifle directly into the side of the brakeman’s jaw.

Bone cracked. The impact lifted the brakeman out of his chair. He crashed to the floorboards, spitting blood and teeth, and lay motionless. The second brakeman raised his hands high, pressing his back against the log wall.

“Hollis prefers absolute stillness,” Miller explained, gesturing toward the giant enforcer. “I suggest you accommodate his preference. He lacks my patience for negotiation.”

Eldridge watched Hollis step back and rest the rifle on his hip. Hollis breathed through his mouth, his eyes scanning the room for another excuse to swing the heavy wood stock.

Eldridge shifted his eyes back to Silas Miller.

Miller walked to the nearest canvas sack. He kicked it with the toe of his polished boot. The silver ore ground together inside the fabric.

“Secure the perimeter,” Miller ordered his men. “Check the back rooms. Drag the bodies into a pile if you find anyone hiding. We hold the station until the morning train arrives. We load the cargo, and we depart.”

Eldridge took another sip of his coffee. The cup felt cold now.

He glanced toward the dark corner of the room. The woman in the blue traveling suit sat perfectly still. The silver pocket watch remained hidden. Her right hand rested out of sight beneath the heavy wool blanket draped across her lap.

Eldridge saw the tension in her shoulder. He read the tightening of her jaw.

She prepared to violate Miller’s rule. She prepared to demonstrate heroics against a seven-man crew holding the high ground. Eldridge recognized a fatal miscalculation taking shape, and he tightened his grip on his tin cup, waiting for the gunfire to erupt.





OEBPS/457b2b2ef9bb0b47f076cfa38d9920678b565c3a_smallRaw.jpg















