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  Chapter One

  
  




The heat in the Arizona border country didn’t just sit on you; it hunted you. It waited in the white alkali flats and the red rock canyons, patient as a snake, looking for a crack in your resolve or a hole in your canteen.Eldridge Sample rode the bay horse through a silence so profound it felt like pressure against the eardrums. The only sound came from the rhythmic crunch of iron shoes on baked hardpan and the creak of saddle leather drying out in real time.

He kept his eyes on the middle distance. Looking too far ahead just showed you more of the nothing you had yet to cross. Looking down showed you the bones of things that didn’t make it.

“Easy,” Eldridge said.

The bay tossed its head, jingling the bit. The animal smelled water, or maybe it just smelled the change in the air currents that meant the salt flats were ending and the broken ground of the badlands began.

Eldridge checked the sun. It hung in the western sky, a hammered copper disc that refused to set. He calculated two hours of daylight left. Enough to find a windbreak, build a dry camp, and eat a tin of beans that would taste like dust no matter how much pepper he added.

He scanned the horizon line, searching for the jagged profile of the Chimney Rock formation. He didn’t see the rock.

He saw the birds.

They circled a mile to the south, black specks turning in a slow, tightening spiral against the bleached sky. Buzzards. They didn’t fly for exercise. They flew because something on the ground had stopped moving.

Eldridge pulled the bay up. He watched the pattern. The birds dropped lower, disappearing behind a ridge of sandstone only to rise again on the thermal, banking hard.

“Trouble,” Eldridge said.

He didn’t have to go look. He had supplies. He had a strong horse. He had five hundred dollars in gold coin belted around his waist, money that whispered promises of a soft bed and a bottle of whiskey in Tucson. Turning south meant burning daylight and miles he didn’t need to spend.

But the birds persisted. They dipped and rose like ashes from a fire.

Curiosity is a vice, Eldridge thought. But leaving a man to the birds is a sin.

He turned the bay south.

The terrain changed within a quarter mile. The flat hardpan fractured into a maze of dry washes and arroyos, scars cut into the earth by flash floods that raged for an hour and vanished for a year. The ground turned to loose shale and sand that sucked at the horse’s hooves.

Eldridge rode the rim of a deep cut. He kept his hand near the walnut grip of the Colt on his hip. Buzzards marked the dead, but sometimes the dead had friends who were still very much alive and sitting in the shade with a rifle.

He smelled it before he saw it.

The scent of blood, hot and copper-tangy, mixed with the smell of splintered wood and stressed iron.

He crested a rise and looked down into the wash.

The wreck lay at the bottom of a steep embankment, a tangled mess of debris that looked like it had fallen from the sky.

It wasn’t a buckboard or a freight wagon. It was a cage on wheels. A prison transport. The kind used by federal marshals to haul hard cases from the territory jails to the stone walls of Yuma. Heavy timber frame, iron bars reinforced with steel strapping, painted a black that had peeled away to reveal gray wood underneath.

It rested on its side, the undercarriage exposed like the ribs of a slaughtered cow. One rear wheel spun slowly in the slight breeze, the spokes flashing. The tongue of the wagon had snapped clean off, jabbing into the sand.

“Hell of a spill,” Eldridge muttered.

He scanned the rim of the wash. No riders. No ambush spots. Just the empty, baking rocks.

He nudged the bay down the slope. The horse slid on its haunches, kicking up a cloud of red dust that hung in the still air.

Eldridge reached the bottom. He tied the horse to a piece of driftwood lodged in the bank. He drew the Colt.

He approached the wreck from the rear.

The team of horses lay in a heap fifty yards down the wash. Four of them. Two were dead, necks broken in the tumble. The other two were gone, likely cut loose or panicked enough to snap the traces.

Eldridge walked to the front of the wagon.

The driver lay half-buried in the sand. He had been thrown from the box when the wheel hit the rock. He lay twisted, legs bent at angles legs don’t bend. He wore a duster and a wide-brimmed hat that had come to rest ten feet away.

Eldridge crouched beside him. He didn’t check for a pulse. The angle of the neck told the story.

“Bad luck,” Eldridge said.

He stood and moved toward the wagon body. The iron cage lay tipped over, the door facing the canyon wall. He couldn’t see inside from this angle, just the heavy canvas tarp that covered the roof, now shredded and flapping.

He heard a sound.

A scrape. Like a boot heel dragging on wood.

Eldridge moved to the rear of the wagon. He rounded the corner, gun led.

A man sat propped against the rear wheel.

He wore a badge pinned to a vest that had once been black but now matched the dust of the wash. A tin star. U.S. Marshal.

He looked bad.

His face had gone the color of old parchment, gray and translucent. Sweat beaded on his forehead, cold and slick. His left leg stretched out in front of him, the trousers torn, revealing a bandage soaked through with fresh, bright red blood. A Winchester rifle lay across his lap, his hand resting on the receiver, fingers twitching but unable to grip.

He looked up as Eldridge stepped into his line of sight. His eyes were glassy, unfocused, fighting to fix on the shape blocking the sun.

“Back off,” the Marshal rasped. His voice sounded like gravel grinding in a tin can.

Eldridge stopped. He holstered the Colt. He held his hands out, palms open.

“I’m not the enemy, Marshal,” Eldridge said. “Just a passerby. Saw the birds.”

The Marshal blinked. He tried to lift the rifle. The barrel scraped the wheel rim but didn’t rise. He lacked the strength.

“Water,” the Marshal whispered.

Eldridge unhooked the canteen from his shoulder. He knelt beside the man. He uncorked it and held it to the lawman’s cracked lips.

“Slow,” Eldridge warned.

The Marshal drank. He gulped, choked, coughed a spray of red mist, then drank again. He slumped back against the spokes, the effort costing him the last of his reserves.

“Who are you?” the Marshal asked.

“Sample. Eldridge Sample.”

“You a… you a lawman?”

“Used to be,” Eldridge said. “Now I’m just a man crossing the flats.”

The Marshal looked at the dead driver in the distance. He looked at the wreckage.

“Did they… did they get him?”

“Who?”

“The prisoner,” the Marshal said. “Sweet. Virgil Sweet.”

Eldridge looked at the cage. The iron bars were intact. The door, jammed against the canyon wall, looked secure. He couldn’t see inside through the slats and the dust.

“I haven’t checked the cargo,” Eldridge said. “Is he dangerous?”

“He’s… expensive,” the Marshal said. He grimaced, pain spasming across his face. He pressed his hand against his leg. The blood seeped between his fingers.

“You’re bleeding out,” Eldridge said. “I need to put a tourniquet on that.”

“Too late,” the Marshal said. “Artery’s nicked. I can feel the cold coming up.”

Eldridge looked at the wound. The man was right. The blood was pumping with a rhythm that was slowing down.

“What happened?” Eldridge asked. “Wheel break?”

“Shot,” the Marshal said. “Sniper. Up on the ridge. Hit the lead horse. The team panicked. Went over the edge.”

Eldridge looked up at the rim.

“Ambush,” Eldridge said.

“They want him,” the Marshal said. “They want Virgil.”

“Who?”

“Bishop,” the Marshal spat the name. “Bishop and his dogs.”

Eldridge knew the name. Everyone in the territory knew Bishop. Bank robber. Train robber. A man who killed for sport and profit.

“If Bishop hit you,” Eldridge said, “why is he gone? Why leave the wagon?”

“We returned fire,” the Marshal said. “My deputy… Jimmy… he held them off while the wagon went over. They think we’re dead. Or they’re circling. Looking for a way down.”

The Marshal reached out. He grabbed Eldridge’s coat sleeve. His grip was weak, trembling.

“You have to… you have to take him.”

“Take who? The prisoner?”

“Virgil,” the Marshal said. “Get him to Yuma. Or kill him.”

“I’m not a Marshal anymore,” Eldridge said. “I’m not in the transport business.”

“You are now,” the Marshal wheezed. “Bishop… he can’t have him. If Bishop gets him… he gets the bonds.”

“Bonds?”

“Union Pacific,” the Marshal said. “Bearer bonds. Fifty thousand. Virgil stole them. Hid them.”

Eldridge looked at the cage again. Fifty thousand dollars. That explained the ambush. That explained the dead horses.

“Where are they?” Eldridge asked.

“Only Virgil knows,” the Marshal said. “That’s why he’s alive. Bishop will peel him like a grape to get the location. Then he’ll kill him.”

The Marshal’s eyes rolled back. He shook his head, fighting the darkness.

“Don’t let them have him,” the Marshal whispered. “Promise me.”

“I can’t promise that, Marshal. I got my own road.”

“You’re a lawman,” the Marshal said. “It don’t wash off.”

He reached into his vest pocket. He fumbled. He pulled out a key ring. A heavy brass key hung from it.

“The cage,” the Marshal said. “Take it.”

He pressed the key into Eldridge’s hand. The metal was warm from his body heat.

“Promise,” the Marshal said again.

Eldridge looked at the key. He looked at the dying man. He looked at the buzzards circling overhead, waiting for the table to be set.

He closed his hand around the brass.

“I’ll take care of it,” Eldridge said.

The Marshal let out a long sigh. The tension went out of his shoulders. His head tipped back against the wheel spokes. He stared up at the strip of blue sky between the canyon walls.

“Hot,” the Marshal whispered.

Then he stopped breathing.

Eldridge stayed crouched for a moment. He felt the silence rush back in to fill the space the man’s breathing had occupied.

He stood up. He brushed the sand from his knees.

He looked at the key in his hand.

“Damn it,” Eldridge said softly.

He walked to the cage. He climbed up on the side of the overturned chassis. He peered through the iron bars.

It was dark inside. He saw a shape huddled in the corner, bracing itself against the ceiling which was now the wall.

“You alive in there?” Eldridge asked.

A face turned toward the light. A man in a dust-covered suit. He wore a bowler hat, miraculously still on his head. He had a round face, smooth, with eyes that darted like minnows in a bucket.

“I am currently among the living,” the man said. His voice was calm, annoyed rather than terrified. “Though the accommodations have taken a turn for the worse.”

“Virgil Sweet?”

“At your service,” the prisoner said. “Now, do you have a key, or are we going to discuss the weather until Bishop comes back to finish the job?”

Eldridge looked at the man. He didn’t look like a master thief. He looked like a piano player in a cheap brothel.

“I got the key,” Eldridge said.

“Then I suggest you use it,” Virgil said. “Unless you prefer the company of vultures.”

Eldridge looked up at the rim. The sun was gone from the canyon floor. The shadows were stretching.

He jammed the key into the lock.

He had a prisoner. He had a dead Marshal. And somewhere out in the rocks, he had a gang of killers looking for a payday.

The quiet ride was over. The dead weight had just been loaded.
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The brass key felt greasy in Eldridge Sample’s hand, slick with the sweat of a dead man. He jammed it into the lock mechanism of the cage door. It didn’t turn.

The wagon was lying on its side, which meant the heavy iron door was horizontal, pressing down on its hinges with the full weight of the reinforced oak frame. Gravity was working against the mechanics.

“You have to lift it,” the voice from inside said. “It’s binding on the latch.”

Eldridge looked through the bars. Virgil Sweet was crouching in the gloom, his knees pulled up to his chest to keep from sliding down the incline of the overturned floor. He looked like a man waiting for a train that was late, checking an invisible watch.

“I know how a door works,” Eldridge said.

“Could have fooled me. You’re twisting it like you’re trying to ring a chicken’s neck. Finesse, cowboy. Lift and twist.”

Eldridge gritted his teeth. He holstered the Colt to free up both hands. He grabbed the iron bars of the door with his left hand and hauled upward, straining his back. The metal groaned. With his right hand, he turned the key.

Clack.

The tumbler rolled over. Heavy. Final.

Eldridge pulled the door open. It swung up, heavy as a tombstone, and he had to brace it with his shoulder to keep it from slamming back down.

“Out,” Eldridge said.

Virgil Sweet didn’t scramble. He didn’t claw his way to freedom. He reached up and adjusted his hat—a black bowler that was covered in red dust but miraculously undented. He patted the crown, settling it firmly on his head.

Then he climbed out.

He moved with the agility of a man used to tight spaces. He grabbed the doorframe, swung his legs up, and vaulted out of the cage, landing in the sand next to Eldridge.

He stood up. He brushed the dust from the lapels of his suit. It was a pinstripe, three-piece, cut for a city that had sidewalks. He checked his cuffs. He checked his watch chain.

He ignored Eldridge. He ignored the dead driver sprawled ten yards away. He ignored the buzzards.

He looked at the sun.

“Three o’clock,” Virgil said. “Maybe three-thirty. We missed lunch.”

“We missed dying,” Eldridge said.

Virgil turned to look at him. He had a face that was hard to read—smooth, round, with a mustache that was waxed to sharp points. His eyes were dark, intelligent, and completely devoid of gratitude.

“Speak for yourself,” Virgil said. “I was perfectly safe in the box. The steel is reinforced. You, on the other hand, are standing in the open.”

“The box is a coffin if nobody opens it.”

“Details,” Virgil said. He reached into his vest pocket. He pulled out a silver cigar case. He flicked it open.

Three cigars nestled inside. Expensive ones.

He offered the case to Eldridge.

“Smoke?”

Eldridge shook his head. “I roll
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