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  Chapter 1

  
  










“You look like you’ve been rode hard and put away wet, friend.”

Rip Campbell opened one eye. The man speaking was old, with a beard like a tangle of dirty snow and eyes that had been squinting at horizons for so long they were permanently crinkled at the corners. He sat by a small, smoky fire, nursing a tin cup.

“Something like that,” Rip said, his voice a dry rasp. The inside of his head felt like a blacksmith was using it for an anvil. He’d left Prospect Ridge three days ago with a bottle of whiskey and a powerful need to forget. The whiskey was gone. The forgetting hadn’t quite taken.

“That’s Jeb Hawkins,” another voice said, young and full of an earnestness that made Rip’s headache worse. “He ain’t got no manners.” The speaker was a boy, really, maybe nineteen, with a face that hadn’t yet learned how to hold a razor or a secret. His name was Sam Tate. “I’m Sam. The quiet one over there is Amos Cole.”

Rip’s gaze shifted to the third man. Amos was carving a piece of wood with a knife, his movements economical and precise. He had the hard, flat eyes of a man who had seen too much and the rigid posture of an ex-soldier. Amos met Rip’s gaze, gave a single, almost imperceptible nod, and went back to his carving. He didn’t need to say much.

“We saw you ride in,” Jeb said, taking a noisy sip from his cup. “Your horse looks trail-ready, but you look like you’re about five minutes from falling out of that saddle for good. You headed for the Deadwood Hills?”

“Looking for work,” Rip said, which was a half-truth. He was looking for a direction that didn’t lead back to a town full of ghosts.

“Work?” Sam’s face lit up. “Mister, there ain’t work in the hills. There’s gold! Piles of it, they say. Nuggets the size of a hen’s egg just sitting in the creek beds. We’re headed for a boomtown called Buffalo Run. Gonna make our fortune.”

Jeb snorted. “The boy’s got the fever. Thinks you just bend over and pick it up. I been chasing color for forty years. It ain’t that easy. But the rumors this time… they got teeth.” He leaned forward, his voice dropping. “They say a man can pan a hundred dollars’ worth before breakfast. That’s why we’re traveling together. The road to Buffalo Run is thick with men who’d rather use a gun than a shovel.”

Rip looked them over. The old-timer with his stories, the kid with his dreams, and the quiet soldier who looked like he could handle himself but was probably tired of doing it. A ragtag outfit with a bad case of gold fever, heading into dangerous country.

It was Amos who finally spoke, his voice a low gravel. “You wear that Colt like you know how to use it.” It wasn’t a question. “We could use another gun. Ten dollars a week and a share of the grub, just to see us to town safe. We’re prospectors, not gunfighters.”

Rip thought about the two dollars and change in his pocket. He thought about the headache, the empty bottle he’d left on the trail, and the long, empty miles ahead. Ten dollars was ten dollars. And riding with company, even this company, seemed marginally better than riding with his own thoughts.

“Alright,” he said, swinging a leg over his saddle and dismounting. Sandy, his mare, let out a grateful sigh. “But I eat more than my share.”

Jeb grinned, showing a landscape of missing teeth. “A man who can shoot is welcome to it.”

The night came on fast, the fire a small island of light in a vast, dark ocean. The talk was all of gold. Sam spoke of the house he would build for his mother. Jeb spun tales of lost mines and strikes he’d just missed. Amos said nothing, cleaning his rifle with a practiced efficiency. Rip listened, the whiskey headache slowly receding, replaced by the low, familiar hum of watchfulness.

He took the last watch. The others were asleep, wrapped in their bedrolls. The fire was down to embers. The silence of the prairie was absolute. Rip sat with his back to a rock, his Winchester across his lap, his eyes scanning the darkness. He felt the attack before he saw it. A shift in the night sounds. The nervous stamp of a horse. A shadow that was darker than the others moving at the edge of the camp.

He didn’t yell a warning. There wasn’t time. He brought the Winchester to his shoulder, the stock fitting into the familiar hollow. A man rose from behind a clump of sagebrush, a rifle lifting. Rip fired. The crack of the shot was immense in the silence. The man grunted and fell.

The camp exploded into chaos. Two more figures burst from the darkness, guns blazing. Bullets whined over Rip’s head, sparking off the rock behind him. He levered another round, firing at a muzzle flash. A cry of pain answered him from the dark.

Jeb and Sam were scrambling for their guns, shouting in confusion. Amos, however, moved with a soldier’s instinct. He rolled out of his bedroll, his own rifle already in his hands, and laid down a covering fire toward the remaining attacker.

The claim-jumper, realizing he was now in a real fight and not just robbing sleeping men, broke and ran. Rip was already on his feet, moving in a low crouch. He circled around the edge of the camp, his Colt now in his hand, the Winchester left behind. He saw the man, a running silhouette against the starlit sky. Rip didn’t shout. He didn’t fire a warning shot. He aimed, squeezed the trigger, and the man tumbled to the dirt, his run finished for good.

Silence fell again, thick with the smell of gunpowder.

“Everybody alright?” Rip called out, his voice calm.

“We’re alright,” Jeb answered, his voice shaky. “Good God, son. You move like a catamount.”

Rip walked over to the first man he had shot, the one closest to the camp. He knelt beside the body, checking for anything that might identify him. The man was a drifter, like a thousand others, with nothing in his pockets but a worn-out knife and a plug of tobacco. But as Rip rolled him over, something fell from his shirt and glinted in the moonlight.

It was a poker chip. Made of brass, not clay. On one side was the image of a buffalo’s head with a golden horn.

Jeb Hawkins limped over, peering down at it. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he whispered, his voice full of a new kind of trouble. “He won that from a house man, I’d wager.”

“You know it?” Rip asked, picking up the chip. It was heavy, well-made.

“I know of it,” Jeb said, his easy-going manner gone, replaced by a grim seriousness. “That’s the mark of the Golden Horn Saloon. Cyrus Vane’s place. In Buffalo Run.” He looked from the dead man to Rip, his eyes full of a dawning, ugly realization. “Looks like the trouble we were worried about on the trail… was waiting for us at the end of it.”

Rip pocketed the chip, the cold metal a heavy weight against his palm. He looked out into the darkness, toward the Deadwood Hills, toward the town of Buffalo Run. He had signed on for ten dollars a week to guard against bandits. He had a feeling the job was about to get a whole lot more complicated.

He walked over to the dead claim-jumper’s horse, a scrawny-looking beast. He untied the canteen from the saddle horn, took a long drink of the stale, warm water, and then began to systematically strip the saddle and bridle from the animal.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  













“That’s it? That’s Buffalo Run?”

Sam Tate’s voice was a mix of awe and something else, maybe disappointment. The town, if you could call it that, was less a town and more a wound in the landscape, a chaotic sprawl of mud-caked tents, half-finished pine shacks, and a few imposing two-story buildings that looked wildly out of place. The single main street was a river of ankle-deep muck, churned by the hooves of mules and the boots of a thousand prospectors, all of them moving with a frantic, feverish energy. The whole place hummed with the sound of hammers, distant shouts, and the relentless, desperate hope of men chasing gold1.

“She ain’t pretty,” Jeb Hawkins said, spitting a stream of tobacco juice into the mud. “But she’s where the money is.” He pointed with the stem of his pipe toward the largest building, a grand, false-fronted saloon with batwing doors and glass windows, a palace in the middle of the filth. “That there is the Golden Horn. And the man who owns it, owns the town.”

“Cyrus Vane,” Amos Cole said, his voice flat. He’d heard the name on the trail. It was a name spoken in whispers, part fear and part reverence.

“The very same,” Jeb said. “Owns the saloon. Owns that mercantile next to it with the high prices. Owns the little shack over there he calls a land office, where he’ll sell you the right to dig in a creek he don’t own.” 2

As they rode further down the street, a commotion outside the mercantile drew their attention. Two men had a third backed up against the muddy wall. One was a mountain, a hulking man with a face like a slab of raw meat and a scar that twisted his lip into a permanent sneer. The other was lean and wiry, dressed in black, his hand resting on the pearl handle of a holstered pistol. He just watched, a bored expression on his face, letting the big man do the work.

“That’s Vane’s muscle,” Jeb murmured, pulling his horse to a stop. “The big one’s Bull Ramsey. The snake in black is Silas Kane.” 3

“You got a problem, friend?” Ramsey snarled at the prospector, his voice a low rumble. He shoved the man, who was small and weathered, back against the wall.

“I ain’t got a problem, Bull,” the prospector pleaded, his voice shaking. “I just need another day. I hit a good patch, I swear. I just need one more day to pay the equipment fee.”

“Mr. Vane ain’t a patient man,” Ramsey said, grabbing the prospector’s small leather poke and opening it. He poured a few gleaming gold flakes into his palm. “Looks like you got enough for a down payment.” He pocketed the gold and shoved the man hard. “Now get out of here before I get angry.”

The prospector scrambled away, his face a mask of shame and fury.

Rip watched the whole exchange, his face impassive, but a stillness had come over him. His right hand, which had been resting on his thigh, dropped casually to his side, closer to the worn leather of his holster. His knuckles brushed the cold, checkered grip of his Colt. Amos saw the small movement and his eyes narrowed, reading the intent.

“Easy, son,” Jeb whispered, his voice a low warning. “That ain’t our fight. You tangle with Vane’s boys, you’re tangling with the whole town. Best to steer clear.” 4

Rip didn’t respond. He just watched Bull Ramsey and Silas Kane swagger back toward the Golden Horn, two wolves moving through a flock of sheep. He nudged Sandy forward. “Let’s get a drink,” he said.

The Golden Horn Saloon was an island of splendor in the sea of mud. A long mahogany bar gleamed under the light of oil lamps, even though it was the middle of the day. A piano played in the corner, and the air smelled of whiskey, cigar smoke, and money. Rip’s eyes swept the room, taking in the hard-faced miners, the hopeful new arrivals, and the handful of Vane’s men, all of them wearing the same brass buffalo chip pinned to their vests.

At a back table, holding court, was a man in a tailored suit of charcoal grey. He was slender, with pale, manicured hands and silver hair. He didn’t look like a saloon owner. He looked like a banker or a senator. He exuded an air of quiet, absolute control. That had to be Cyrus Vane.

Rip, Jeb, and Sam took a table, while Amos stood at the bar, preferring to keep his back to a wall. Rip ordered a whiskey and listened. The saloon was the town’s nerve center, and if you listened long enough, you could learn its secrets.

He didn’t have to wait long. Bull Ramsey lumbered over to Vane’s table, leaning down to speak in a low voice.

“That new bunch just rode in,” Ramsey rumbled. “The old man, the kid, and a couple of hardcases. Look like they’re here for the long haul.”

Vane took a delicate sip of wine, a bored expression on his face. “They all look like that when they arrive,” he said, his voice soft but carrying in a lull in the noise. “Hopeful. It’s a shame we have to cure them of it.” He smiled, a thin, predatory expression. “Tell Henderson at the store the price of shovels and pans just went up by twenty percent. And effective tomorrow, the assay office will require a new ‘security fee’ to protect our clients’ hard-won assets.” 5

Ramsey grinned. “They’ll squawk.”

“Let them squawk,” Vane said, waving a dismissive hand. “They have gold fever. A man with a fever will pay any price for a cure. Or in their case, for the tools to dig their own graves.” 6

Jeb, who had also overheard, looked at Rip, his face grim. “The town’s a trap,” he whispered.

Rip didn’t answer. He finished his whiskey in one smooth motion, the fiery liquid doing nothing to burn away the cold knot that had formed in his gut. He stood up and walked to the bar where Amos was standing.

“Another,” he said to the bartender.

The bartender, a man with nervous eyes, slid a glass toward him. Rip reached into his pocket and pulled out the brass poker chip he’d taken from the dead claim-jumper on the trail. He placed it on the polished mahogany. It made a soft, definitive click.

The bartender froze, his hand halfway to the whiskey bottle. His eyes darted from the chip to Rip’s face, then flickered nervously toward the back of the room where Cyrus Vane was watching. The low hum of the saloon seemed to dip, the piano player fumbling a note.

Rip just looked at the bartender, his face unreadable, and waited for his drink.















