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  Chapter 1

  
  










The ferryman lay face-down in two inches of Arkansas River water, his white hair fanned out like riverweed. Three bullet holes in his back, tight grouping. Professional work or just lucky. Hard to tell from looking.

Eldridge Sample dismounted and walked to the body. The water was cold around his boots, moving slow this time of year. He rolled the ferryman over with his foot. The man’s eyes were open, mouth too, like he’d been surprised by something he should’ve expected.

“How long?” Eldridge asked.

The Choctaw woman standing on the bank didn’t move. She wore a calico dress and men’s boots, her hair pulled back tight. Forty years old, maybe younger, hard to tell with the sun damage on her face.

“Two days,” she said. “Maybe three. I just found him this morning.”

“You live around here?”

“Half mile upriver. I come down to use the ferry and there he was.”

Eldridge walked up the bank and looked at the ferry itself—flatboat tied to both sides of the river with rope and pulley system. Nothing fancy but it worked. Or it had worked when someone was alive to operate it.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Sarah Sixkiller.”

“You see anyone, Mrs. Sixkiller? Hear anything?”

“Just Sarah. And no. But I found tracks over there.” She pointed to the far bank. “Cattle tracks. Maybe twenty head. And horses. Five riders.”

Eldridge walked to where she pointed. The tracks were clear in the mud—cattle driven hard, horses moving alongside them. The riders had crossed here three days ago if Sarah was right about when the ferryman died.

“You see the riders?” he asked.

“I did. Three days back. I was fishing upstream. Saw them cross with the cattle.”

“Describe them.”

Sarah came over and knelt by the tracks, pointing with a stick. “One man wore a white hat. Cavalry style. He did most of the talking, telling the ferryman to hurry up. Another man was big, heavy in the saddle. Mexican, maybe. The other three I couldn’t see as good. They kept to the back, watching the cattle.”

“The man in the white hat. What’d he look like?”

“Young. Thirty, maybe. Clean shaved. Wore his guns low, tied down. Smiled a lot but his eyes didn’t.”

“He smile at you?”

“No. Didn’t see me. I stayed back in the willows.”

Eldridge studied the tracks again. Five riders, one in a white hat who wore his guns for work not show. That description fit a dozen men in the Territory, but only one of them was known for rustling cattle in these parts.

“Did the ferryman argue with them?” he asked.

“Some. Said they needed to pay before crossing. The man in the white hat paid him. I saw money change hands.”

“Then they shot him anyway.”

“Must have. After they crossed.”

“Why?”

“Because dead men don’t talk.”

Eldridge walked back to the ferryman and went through his pockets. Found four dollars in coins, a clasp knife, and a piece of paper with numbers written on it. No wallet, no identification, nothing personal. The man had lived alone and died alone and now someone would have to bury him.

“You know his name?” Eldridge asked.

“Talbot. George Talbot. Been running this ferry fifteen years.”

“He have family?”

“Not anymore. Wife died. Kids moved to Little Rock.”

“Someone should notify them.”

“I’ll do it. After you leave.”

Eldridge looked at Sarah Sixkiller. She stood with her arms crossed, watching him work. Not nervous, not scared. Just waiting.

“Why didn’t you tell the sheriff?” he asked.

“County sheriff’s two days ride. You’re a federal marshal, you can cross into the Territory. Sheriff can’t.”

“How do you know I’m a marshal?”

“Badge on your vest. And you got that look.”

“What look?”

“The one that says you’ve been doing this too long to quit now.”

Eldridge almost smiled. Almost. “You think the men who killed Talbot are in the Territory?”

“Where else would they go? Can’t sell stolen cattle in Arkansas. Too many people asking questions. But over there?” She nodded toward the western bank. “Over there you can sell anything to anyone and nobody cares where it came from.”

She was right. Indian Territory was where outlaws went when they wanted to disappear. Federal law applied but enforcement was thin—maybe forty marshals covering seventy thousand square miles. A man could rustle cattle, kill witnesses, and vanish into the hills, and nobody would find him unless he wanted to be found.

“The cattle they were driving,” Eldridge said. “You see any brands?”

“Double T. Belongs to Thomas Clayton, has a ranch about twenty miles south.”

“Clayton report them stolen?”

“Don’t know. But I know they were his cattle. Seen them before.”

Eldridge walked to his horse and pulled out a worn notebook from his saddlebag. He wrote down everything Sarah had told him—the white hat, the five riders, the Double T brand, the timeline. Details mattered. Details kept you alive.

“This man in the white hat,” he said. “He say anything? Any names?”

Sarah thought about it. “The big Mexican called him Jim. That’s all I heard.”

Jim. White hat. Guns tied down. Killed a ferryman for no reason except convenience.

Cowboy Jim Cutler. Had to be.

Eldridge had been tracking Jim for three months, ever since Jim and his gang hit a ranch in Crawford County and killed a woman and her two children. Judge Parker wanted Jim brought in alive so he could hang him proper in Fort Smith. But Parker would settle for dead if that’s how it played out.

“You did good reporting this,” Eldridge said. “I’ll send word to Fort Smith about Talbot. They’ll send someone to take care of the body.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Cross the river. Follow those tracks.”

“Into the Territory?”

“That’s where they went.”

Sarah looked at the western bank like it was the edge of the world. “You going alone?”

“Unless you’re volunteering.”

“I’m not. But you should know something. Those men, they weren’t just rustlers. They were organized. Had a plan. The way they moved, the way they watched their backs. They’ve done this before.”

“I know.”

“And they’ll do it again. Probably already have.”

“That’s why I’m going after them.”

Sarah walked to the ferry and tested the ropes. “I can get you across. Won’t take long.”

“Much obliged.”

She worked the pulley system, bringing the flatboat to the eastern bank. Eldridge led his horse aboard. The ferry rocked under their weight but held steady.

As Sarah worked them across, Eldridge looked at the tracks on the far bank. Three days old. Rain could wash them out. Wind could cover them. But not yet. Not if he moved fast.

The ferry bumped against the western bank. Eldridge led his horse off and mounted up.

“You need help over there,” Sarah called from the ferry, “you won’t get it. Territory’s got its own law. Creek Lighthorse, Choctaw police. They don’t always work with federal marshals.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“And Marshal? Man like Jim, he won’t come quiet. You know that.”

“I know.”

“Good. Long as you know.”

Eldridge touched his hat brim and rode west, following tracks that led into country where federal law was a suggestion and violence was the common language.

Behind him, Sarah Sixkiller watched until he disappeared into the trees. Then she poled the ferry back to the eastern bank and went to find something to cover George Talbot’s body.

The dead deserved that much, at least.
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Fort Smith sat on the Arkansas side of the river like a brick promise that law existed somewhere. Eldridge rode in at sunset, his horse worn down from the two-day push back from the crossing. He needed supplies, ammunition, and authorization before he went deep into the Territory.

The federal courthouse was still lit, lamplight showing in Judge Parker’s second-floor office. The judge kept late hours. Said criminals didn’t sleep so neither should he.

Eldridge tied his horse and went inside. The building smelled like tobacco and old paper and the particular desperation of men waiting to be sentenced. A clerk sat at a desk in the hallway, writing by candlelight.

“Judge expecting you?” the clerk asked.

“No. But he’ll see me.”

“Says who?”

Eldridge pulled out his badge. “Says this.”

The clerk looked at the badge, then at Eldridge’s face. Whatever he saw there made him stand up and knock on the judge’s door.

“Marshal Sample to see you, Judge.”

“Send him in,” came the voice from inside.

Judge Isaac Parker sat behind a desk covered in warrants, depositions, and territorial maps. He was sixty years old with a beard going white and eyes that had seen enough wickedness to fill a canyon. They called him the Hanging Judge, but that was newspaper talk. Parker just followed the law and the law said murderers hang.

“Sample,” Parker said without looking up. “You find those horse thieves in Sebastian County?”

“Found them. Brought them in last week.”

“I remember. Sentenced them Tuesday. What brings you back?”

“George Talbot’s dead. Shot three times in the back at his ferry crossing.”

Now Parker looked up. “When?”

“Three, four days ago. Choctaw woman named Sarah Sixkiller found him. Said she saw five riders cross with stolen cattle. Double T brand from the Clayton ranch.”

“Clayton filed a complaint three weeks ago. Said he was missing twenty head.” Parker pulled a file from his desk and opened it. “I sent Deputy Marshal Thomas to investigate but he hasn’t reported back.”

“Thomas going?”

“Cherokee. Good tracker. Knows the Territory better than most.” Parker closed the file. “You think these are the same cattle?”

“Twenty head, Double T brand, right timeline. Has to be.”

“Who’s running them?”

“Witness described one man wearing a white cavalry hat. Clean shaved, guns tied down. Called him Jim.”

Parker set down his pen. “Cowboy Jim.”

“That’s my guess.”

“Son of a bitch. I’ve had paper on him for eight months. Every time we get close, he disappears.”

“He’s not disappearing. He’s killing witnesses and covering his trail.”

Parker stood and walked to the window. Outside, the town was settling into night—saloons lighting up, horses being stabbed, men looking for whatever trouble they could afford.

“You know what Jim’s done?” Parker asked.

“Some. Rustling, mostly. Few killings.”

“Twelve killings that we know about. Probably more we don’t.” Parker turned back. “Started five years ago down in Texas. Rode with a gang robbing stages. Got caught, spent two years in Huntsville. When he got out, he came north to the Territory. Figured federal jurisdiction was spread too thin to bother him.”

“He figured right.”

“For a while. But he got greedy. Started hitting bigger targets. Last spring he rustled a hundred head from a Chickasaw rancher. Killed the rancher’s two sons when they tried to stop him. Summer, he hit a settlement near McAlester. Burned three homes, killed a family. Man, woman, two children under ten.”

Eldridge felt something cold settle in his chest. “Why?”

“Because they saw his face. Because they could identify him. Because Jim doesn’t leave witnesses.” Parker walked back to his desk. “I sent two deputy marshals after him in June. Found them both dead in a ravine. Shot in the back, same as Talbot.”

“Who were they?”

“Heck Thomas and Bill Tilghman. Good men. Experienced.” Parker sat down heavily. “Jim ambushed them. Left their bodies for the crows and disappeared into the Kiamichi Mountains.”

“He’s still there?”

“Somewhere. Territory’s seventy thousand square miles of hills and rivers and places a man can hide. We’ve got forty marshals to cover it all. Do the math.”

Eldridge did the math. It didn’t add up to much law.

“What do you know about Jim’s gang?” he asked.

Parker pulled out another file, thicker than the first. “He rides with anywhere from six to fifteen men. Changes regularly. Some stay, some leave, some get killed. But there’s a core group. Amos Teeter, his second. Big man, good with a rifle. Then there’s Diego Cruz, Mexican, fast with a pistol. And the Yates brothers, Clement and Walker. Tennessee boys who rode with Quantrill during the war.”

“What about the white hat? That real or just witness mistake?”

“It’s real. Jim wears it everywhere. Says it belonged to his father who was a cavalry officer. Died at Shiloh or Gettysburg, depending on which story Jim’s telling. The hat’s his signature. Witnesses see it from a distance and know it’s him.”

“That’s arrogant.”

“That’s Jim. He wants people to know who did it. Wants the reputation.” Parker opened the file and showed Eldridge a sketch. “This is from a witness in Texas. Best drawing we have.”

The sketch showed a young man with a sharp jaw and dark eyes. Handsome in a hard way. The kind of face women remembered and men didn’t trust.

“How old is he?” Eldridge asked.

“Twenty-eight, maybe thirty. Started young and got good at it.”

“What’s he want?”

“Money. Reputation. To prove he’s smarter than the law.” Parker closed the file. “Some men steal because they’re desperate. Jim steals because he can. Because he likes it. Because it makes him feel important.”

Eldridge studied the sketch, memorizing the face. “Where’s he selling the cattle?”

“Good question. Could be Texas, could be Kansas. He’s







































