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“I don’t have the money,” the man said. “That’s not the problem I’m bringing you.”

He stood in front of the desk with his hat in his left hand and his right arm in a splint made from fence board and strips of rawhide. The splint ran from his palm to the elbow, tight and straight, the kind of field repair a man does when there is no one else to do it and the arm needs to bear weight regardless. His face was the color of deep-tanned leather, the permanent sun-dark of someone who has worked outside for decades and has stopped thinking of it as a condition. He was lean in the way of men who have burned off everything that work didn’t put there and are left with structure and purpose and not much else.

Eldridge Sample set down the pen and pushed the cattle theft affidavit to the side of the desk. He had been filling it out for forty minutes and was approximately halfway through and had been thinking for the last twenty that the form was designed by someone who had never left a territorial office to go see what actual cattle theft looked like. He was glad to stop.

“Sit down,” Sample said.

The man sat in the chair across the desk. He kept his hat in his left hand and his back straight, not from rigidity but from the physical habit of someone who did not allow himself to slouch under load. The splinted arm rested against his side and he made no adjustment for it.

“Your name,” Sample said.

“Gideon Holle. I farm the south end of the Sulphur Springs Valley. A hundred and sixty acres on a claim I’ve worked six years.” He said it the way a man states his position before stating his case — credentials first, not pride.

“What happened to the arm.”

“Wagon spoke. I was in the south pasture alone. Three weeks ago.” He paused, brief. “I didn’t see the man’s face.”

Sample looked at him. “But you know who sent him.”

“I know the valley,” Holle said. “Yes.”

He talked for twelve minutes without interruption. He was not a man who told stories — he organized information in sequences, the way a farmer organizes work, in the order that made the relationships between things clear. North fence cut in August. Twenty head of cattle moved into the Dragoon foothills overnight. South hay barn burned September tenth, a month after the fence, and the fire set so cleanly that there was no question it was set. He had reported both incidents to the Cochise County sheriff’s office in Tombstone and had been received with the attentive sympathy of a man who intended to do nothing and knew it. Then the wagon spoke. Then, ten days after he’d gone to Tombstone to make that report, he’d come home and found Ruth in the yard with her hands at her sides and the particular stillness of a woman whose body had stopped moving because her mind had received something it could not yet process.

The note was under a stone on the kitchen table. Clara had been at the well when the men came. Two men. Ruth had been in the east field and had heard nothing. The note said one thousand dollars in coin within ten days. It was not signed.

“How many days since the note,” Sample said.

“Five.”

“Five days before you came here.”

“I went to Tombstone first,” Holle said. There was no apology in it. He was accounting for the time, not defending his choices. “The sheriff heard me out. He has a file on the man running this operation. He is aware of what has been happening in the valley for eight months.” He stopped. “He told me the situation was complex.”

“Complex,” Sample said.

“That was the word he used.” Holle’s voice held the same flat register it had held through the entire account. Not bitterness. Precision. “I asked him what complex meant in terms of what he was going to do about my daughter. He said he was sorry. He said he didn’t have the men or the authority to ride into the Swisshelms against an armed camp.” He looked at Sample. “He said I should try the territorial marshal’s office.”

“So here you are.”

“So here I am.” Holle turned his hat in his left hand, one slow rotation, his eyes on Sample. “I want to be direct about what I’m asking.”

“Go ahead.”

“I need a man who can do what I can’t do right now.” He lifted the splinted arm slightly, a small acknowledgment, and set it down. “My right hand is gone for another month. I shoot left-handed tolerably but not well. The man running this operation has seven men and I know where he’s keeping her — a claim in the Swisshelms, an old mine site on the east side of the valley, stone cabin and a corral, one road in from the south.” He leaned forward slightly. “I’m going in after her. I want that understood before anything else. I’m not here asking to be rescued or told to wait for a legal process that won’t move fast enough. I’m asking for a man who can cover what I can’t cover. You ride with me or I go alone. I’ll go alone if I have to.”

He said it the way he had said everything else — in the same register, at the same pace, with the same absence of theater. He had moved through whatever fear the situation had produced and come out on the other side into a territory that was past fear, where the only geography was what needed to be done and how to do it with what was available. Sample had seen this in men before, not often. It was worth more than confidence, which was a feeling. This was a conclusion.

“Tell me about the man running it,” Sample said.

“His name is Ward Calder. Former Army sergeant, Third Cavalry, mustered out in seventy-four after an incident at Fort Huachuca that I’ve heard described two different ways and believe neither version completely. He came into the valley in the spring of this year with seven men — all of them Army, all of them his from before — and set up operations out of the Keeley mining claim on the east slope of the Swisshelms. The claim was worked out in seventy-one and has been empty since. Calder doesn’t own it. He occupies it.” Holle paused, ordering the next part. “He works for three land principals. I don’t have their names. What I know is that they want the small operators out of the valley — my operation, the Vega family south of me, the Dunbar brothers who run the north end, the Kowalski claim between Dunbar and the mountains. The big cattle interests in the valley are already consolidated. It’s the smaller holdings they want, for water access primarily, and they want them at a price they don’t have to negotiate for.”

“Two deaths,” Sample said. He had a thin file on the Cochise County situation from Drum’s office, three weeks old and incomplete, and the two deaths were in it with the word *inconclusive* attached to both.

Holle nodded. “Evan Kowalski, July. They found him at the bottom of a ravine on his own property. And a hired hand named Pettus on the Dunbar place in August. Both ruled accidental.” He looked at the desk surface between them. “Kowalski’s wife sold the claim within two weeks of the ruling. The Dunbars have been trying to leave since August and can’t find a buyer at any price.”

“And you haven’t left.”

“No.” He said it without elaboration, and Sample did not ask for any, because the elaboration was sitting in the chair across the desk in the form of a lean, sun-darkened man with a fence-board splint and the specific gravity of someone who has already made the decision that supersedes all the other decisions.

“The Keeley claim,” Sample said. “Tell me what you know about it.”

“Stone cabin, single story, maybe twenty feet by thirty. Built into the hillside on the north face — the hill is its back wall, which means approach from the north is the mountain itself. The corral is west of the cabin, big enough for eight or ten horses. There’s a water source behind the cabin, a spring that comes out of the rock, which is part of why Keeley built there. The road comes in from the south, switchbacks up the slope for about a mile from the valley floor.” He paused. “I’ve ridden past the entrance twice in the last month. Not up it. I know what I know from a neighbor named Sutter who was up there in the spring, before Calder occupied it, checking on a stray. Sutter described it to me when the trouble started.”

“Is Sutter still in the valley.”

“He left in September. Took his family north to Tucson.”

Sample stood and went to the map on the wall — the Cochise County survey map that Drum had tacked up in the office’s first week, annotated in pencil with the range routes and the water sources and the claims that had changed hands in the last two years. He found the Swisshelm Mountains at the south end of the valley and put his finger on the east slope.

“Here,” Holle said from behind him. He had stood without Sample hearing him and was looking at the map from a step back, the left-hand hat still in his grip. He pointed with the hat’s brim to a spot on the east slope above the valley floor. “The road comes off the main valley trace here, at the south end where the mountains close in. Keeley built up the drainage. You can see the entrance mark from the road but you’d pass it if you didn’t know it was there.”

Sample looked at the location. “One road in, one road out.”

“That’s what Sutter said. There may be a way over the crest to the San Simon side, but it’s rough country up there. Not for a group of men with horses.”

“One road,” Sample said again. This time he was not confirming information. He was thinking about what Coombs could do with it if Coombs was willing to do anything at all, which was a question he did not yet have the answer to.

He turned from the map. “How long to the valley from here.”

“Two days’ ride to the farm. A third day to the Swisshelm approach. Hard riding could cut the second day short.” He looked at Sample. “We have five days. The counting started when the note was left, not from today.”

“I understand,” Sample said. He went to the rack on the side wall and took down the Winchester carbine. He had carried it since Benson on a matter he did not think about in terms of its specifics, and it had been on the rack for three weeks and was cleaned and loaded and ready. He turned to Holle. “Meet me at the south livery in one hour. Bring whatever horse and kit you have and enough food for four days. Don’t tell anyone where you’re going or why.” He looked at the splinted arm. “Is the arm going to hold on a two-day ride.”

Holle looked at him with an expression that was not offense and not amusement. It was the expression of a man who has already answered this question to his own satisfaction and considers further discussion of it a use of time he does not have. “It’ll hold,” he said.

He
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