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“Third man Dewey’s sent for,” the woman at the door said. “You going to last longer than the other two?”

“Depends on what they found,” Sample said.

She looked at him the way women who have run boarding houses in hard country looked at men who arrived on tired horses asking for rooms — a complete inventory conducted in the time it took to blink, nothing missed, opinion already forming before the handshake. She was sixty or close to it, broad across the shoulders, with a face that the mountain winters had worked on and that had declined to be diminished by the working. She wore an apron over a wool dress and she held the door open with one hand and made no move to open it wider.

“Hassie Pruett,” she said.

“Sample.”

“You have a first name?”

“Eldridge. I don’t use it.”

She looked past him at the horse. The horse was a bay with good bone and the settled manner of an animal that had covered serious ground and knew it would be asked to cover more. “Put him in the shed around back. There’s feed. Four dollars a week for the room, meals included. I don’t serve whiskey and I don’t carry messages and I don’t take sides in disputes that aren’t my business.” She paused. “Most disputes aren’t my business.”

“Most,” Sample said.

“Most,” she said, and stepped back to let him in.

The boarding house smelled like pine resin and woodsmoke and the morning’s bread still present in the air at three in the afternoon, a warm smell that the cold came in past when Sample brought his saddlebags through the door. The front room held a table long enough for eight, a cast iron stove doing serious work against the March cold, a shelf of books above the stove that had been read and read again by their broken spines. Two doors off the back of the room, both closed. A staircase to the right going up to where the rooms were.

Clean. More orderly than anything else in Sierra Creek, which Sample had ridden through for twenty minutes on his way here and had formed an accurate first opinion of.

The camp occupied a creek drainage between two ridge systems that rose on either side of it like walls that had not yet decided whether to close. The creek ran hard with snowmelt, brown and cold, and above it on both banks the stamp mill ran its continuous percussion, the sound of it coming through the drainage like something the mountain itself was saying, not a pleasant sound, not an unpleasant one, just the fundamental fact of the place — this is what we do here, this is the sound of why we exist, everything else is footnote.

The structures along the creek answered the stamp mill’s ambition with varying degrees of sincerity. The mill itself and the Consolidated’s main building were solid log construction, squared corners, chinked well, built by men intending to stay. Everything else ran the range from rough-framed to canvas over poles to one structure that appeared to be a lean-to that had given up on the lean-to concept partway through and become something harder to categorize. The single saloon had a painted sign and two windows, one of which had glass. The assay office had glass in both windows and a lock on the door that was heavier than the door warranted, which told Sample something about the assay office’s relationship with the camp’s social order.

Forty people, maybe forty-five, going about the business of extracting metal from a mountain in March, when the snowmelt made the creek run fast and the upper workings stayed frozen and the mud in the low areas pulled at boots with the persistence of something that had a point to make.

It smelled like all of it. The creek cold and mineral, the mud dark and organic underneath the cold, the mill smoke hanging in the drainage because the ridges on either side held the air down, and underneath all of it the pine smell of the surrounding forest pressing in from above the worked ground, reminding the camp that the trees were waiting.

Sample put his horse in Hassie’s shed and came back and took his room — second floor, east-facing window, a view of the ridge that the sun came over late and left early — and sat on the bed and looked at the window and listened to the stamp mill and let the camp arrange itself in his thinking.

Dewey Fitch found him before supper.

He came up the boarding house stairs without knocking on the front door, which told Sample that Hassie had been watching for him and had let him in, and he knocked on the room door with the knock of someone who had been waiting for this arrival long enough that the waiting had moved past impatience into a different register, lower and more contained.

Sample opened the door.

Dewey Fitch was twenty-eight and looked ten years further along. Not old — worked. The hands first: a placer miner’s hands, scarred from the sluice work, the knuckles permanently reddened from cold water, the grip when they shook hard and brief, the grip of a man who had learned that how you shook hands told people something and had decided to tell them he was still in this. He was rawboned through the chest, an inch under six feet, with dark eyes under a brow that carried the permanent furrow of a man doing arithmetic he couldn’t make come out right.

“Dewey Fitch,” he said.

“I know,” Sample said. “Come in.”

Dewey came in and looked at the room — the bed, the window, the saddlebags on the floor — and did not sit. “Marshal Giddings in Salem told me you were the man to write to. Said you’d handled something similar over in the valley.”

“Similar enough,” Sample said.

“Leland’s been gone eleven weeks.” He said it the way he’d said it many times, enough times that the saying had worn the emotion smooth, leaving just the fact. “Territorial marshal’s office took my report in January and sent a deputy in February. Deputy spent three days and went home and sent me a letter that said the mountains took men and Leland knew the risks of the work.” Dewey looked at the window. “Leland didn’t wander. He’d been on that creek for four years. He knew every rock in that drainage.”

“Tell me about the claim,” Sample said.

Dewey sat on the room’s single chair and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “East bank placer operation, filed in seventy. We worked it together the first two years, then I took a job with a freighting outfit and Leland ran it alone. Good operation — not rich, but consistent. Enough to winter on and come back in spring.” He rubbed one hand across the other, the unconscious motion of a man whose hands were always cold. “The Consolidated started buying up claims around us in seventy-one. Got four of the six neighboring claims inside a year.”

“The other two.”

“Ours. And Bascom Reeves, north fork.” Dewey’s jaw set. “Bascom died in the fall of seventy-two. Fell in a ravine.”

“That’s what the official record says.”

Dewey looked at him. “That’s what the official record says,” he agreed, and did not add anything to it.

“After Reeves died.”

“His widow sold to the Consolidated. Nora Reeves. She had children and no help and the Consolidated made her an offer.” Dewey’s voice held no judgment about Nora Reeves. “After that we were the last independent claim on the east bank. Leland started getting visits.”

“From Mabry.”

“From Mabry first. Social calls. Friendly. Mabry is — he’s good at friendly.” Dewey looked at his hands. “Then the offers started. They went from reasonable to good to better and Leland kept saying no and after a while the offers stopped and the friendly did too.” He paused. “Last October Leland wrote me that he’d had a survey done. Independent man from Portland, came up and spent three days on the claim. Leland didn’t tell me what the survey found in the letter, said he’d tell me in person when the season ended.”

“The survey.”

“Never found. Marshal’s deputy looked through the cabin. Everything else was there — clothes, tools, the journal Leland kept. No survey.”

“You have the Portland surveyor’s name.”

“Man named Aldous Webb. I wrote to him in November. He wrote back saying he’d done the survey, said the results were Leland’s property and he couldn’t discuss them.” Dewey looked up. “But he wrote back, which he didn’t have to. And he said one other thing.”

“What.”

“He said if I had occasion to be in Portland I should come see him in person rather than put anything further in a letter.” Dewey held Sample’s eyes. “A man who says that is a man who thinks his mail is being read.”

Sample moved to the window. The drainage below held its late afternoon light badly — the ridges cut the sun off early and the shadows came up fast from the creek, the camp going from gold to gray in the space of twenty minutes in a way that felt abrupt even when you were watching it happen. The stamp mill ran its percussion. Two men crossed the muddy street below at the angle of men who knew where they were going and had been going there for months.

“Ira Mabry,” Sample said.

“You want my opinion of him.”

“I want your read on him.”

Dewey thought about this distinction and accepted it. “He’s not stupid and he’s not mean. He’s practical. He does what the job requires and the job has required some things I don’t think he went looking for.” He turned the distinction over. “A man who works for something large enough will find himself doing what the large thing needs and calling it his own decision. Mabry’s been doing that long enough he may not know the difference anymore.”

That was a more precise analysis than Sample had expected from a rawboned placer miner in a mountain camp. He looked at Dewey.

Dewey caught the look. “Leland was the smart one,” he said. “I paid attention.”

Supper was elk stew with biscuits and Hassie Pruett’s coffee, which was outstanding in the way that coffee was outstanding when the person making it treated it as a serious undertaking rather than a daily obligation. Six men at the table besides Sample — four Consolidated workers who boarded here for the convenience, one assayer named Rufus Cole who had the abstracted air of a man who spent his days looking at rocks and had developed opinions about everything else as a result, and a young man named Tatum Geer who described himself as a timber surveyor and whose eyes moved around the table with a frequency that timber surveying did not fully account for.

Sample noted Tatum Geer and said nothing about him.

The Consolidated’s workers talked about the upper workings, the freeze still holding above five thousand feet, the equipment they’d need to break it loose when the thaw came. They talked about Mabry’s plans for the east bank extension. They talked the way men talked who worked for something larger than themselves and had accepted the terms — not unhappily, just within the frame of those terms, the company’s needs as ambient as the stamp mill’s sound.

Rufus Cole had opinions about the creek’s mineral profile that he delivered to anyone in range whether they had asked or not. He had been in Sierra Creek for two seasons and had seen three independent operations
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