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“Keep your head up,” Eldridge Sample told the bay horse.

The animal flicked an ear and snorted a cloud of alkali dust from its nostrils. The hooves struck the packed earth with a rhythmic thud, carrying them past the town limits sign. The painted wood declared the place Ocotillo.

Ocotillo held a strange kind of wealth. Fresh whitewash blinded the eye in the noon sun, coating the false fronts of the mercantile and the assayer’s office. Plate glass filled the windows, reflecting the harsh light. Brass caps topped the hitching posts along the main thoroughfare. A bank constructed of cut stone anchored the main intersection, projecting an image of absolute permanence. Cattle money built the structures. Cattle money paid the freight.

The citizens told a contrary story. A man carrying a sack of flour from the general store kept his chin tucked to his chest. He fixed his eyes on his boots and hurried his step. Two cowhands stepped off the boardwalk to let a single rider pass, surrendering the prime space without a fight. The cowhands removed their hats. The rider ignored the gesture. A woman sweeping her front porch grabbed her young boy by the collar. She dragged him behind a heavy oak door as Eldridge rode past. She threw the deadbolt. The lock engaged with a loud click. Silence blanketed the street, thick and suffocating. Fear ruled Ocotillo.

Eldridge steered the bay toward the Silver Star Saloon. The building dominated the block, standing two stories tall. Twin balconies extended over the street, shading the dirt below. He pulled the horse to a halt. He looped the reins around a wrought-iron ring. He loosened the cinch, giving the horse room to breathe. He patted the dust from his canvas coat. He checked the Colt on his hip. A habit born of long roads and bad company.

He stepped onto the boardwalk. The wood felt solid under his heels. He pushed the batwing doors. They swung inward on silent hinges.

The Silver Star offered cool air and the scent of expensive cigars. Cut glass chandeliers hung from a stamped tin ceiling, catching the light from the front windows. A mahogany bar ran the length of the left wall, polished to a mirror finish. A genuine mirror backed the counter, reflecting the vast room and the rows of intact bottles.

Three men sat in the back corner playing faro. They kept their voices down to a whisper. They held their cards close to their vests. They cast nervous glances toward the street.

Eldridge walked to the bar. He placed his hands flat on the cool wood.

A bartender emerged from the back room. He wore a crisp white shirt, black armbands, and a stiff collar. He possessed the bulk of a retired bare-knuckle fighter, but his eyes darted around the room like a cornered rabbit.

“What can I pour you?” the bartender asked.

“Beer,” Eldridge said. “And a plate of whatever the cook has ready.”

“Beer is a dime. Food is fifty cents. Steak and beans today.”

“Pour the beer,” Eldridge said. He pulled a silver dollar from his vest pocket. He set it on the mahogany. “Keep the change. Tell me about the bathhouse.”

“Down the street. Next to the livery.” The bartender took the coin. He pulled a glass mug from a shelf. He pulled the tap on a wooden keg. Amber liquid filled the glass, topping off with a thick head of foam.

He set the mug in front of Eldridge. He turned and retreated through the swinging doors to the kitchen.

Eldridge took a long drink. The beer tasted cold, biting the dust out of his throat. He set the mug down. He enjoyed the chill in the glass. He let the silence of the room wash over him.

The bartender returned carrying a tin plate. A thick cut of beef sizzled alongside a mound of red beans. He set the plate on the bar. He handed Eldridge a knife and a fork.

Eldridge cut a piece of the steak. He chewed. The meat offered good flavor, seasoned with salt and pepper. The beans carried the sting of jalapeño.

“Quiet town,” Eldridge said. He used the fork to point at the empty room.

“We prefer peace,” the bartender said. He picked up a rag. He started wiping an invisible spot on the bar. He refused to meet Eldridge’s gaze.

“Men walking with their heads down means they expect a blow,” Eldridge said. He took another bite of steak. “Who does the hitting around here?”

The bartender stopped wiping. He looked at Eldridge. He evaluated the canvas coat, the worn hat, the low-slung gun belt.

“You want advice, stranger?” the bartender asked.

“I bought a beer. Advice comes free.”

“Eat the steak. Take your bath. Ride out. Ocotillo lacks a sense of humor for questions.”

Eldridge smiled. He picked up the mug. “I ask a lot of questions. Keeps me entertained.”

The batwing doors slapped open.

The harsh light of the street spilled into the room, framing a man built from raw edge and bad attitude. He wore a knee-length canvas duster. Heavy silver spurs gouged the floorboards with every step. A thick mustache covered his upper lip. His mouth held a permanent sneer. He carried the confidence of a man who owned the air he breathed. The scent of cheap bay rum and horse sweat preceded him.

He stopped inside the door. He surveyed the room. He looked at the three faro players. The players put their cards face down on the table. They folded their hands in their laps. They stared at the green felt, refusing to make eye contact.

The man turned his gaze to the bar. He dismissed Eldridge with a glance. He walked up to the counter, taking the spot two feet away from the drifter.

“Higgins,” the man said.

The bartender threw the rag under the counter. He stood at attention. The nervous rabbit energy multiplied. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

“Afternoon, Dutch,” Higgins said.

“You know the day, Higgins?” Dutch asked. He leaned an elbow on the bar. He tapped his fingers on the wood. The knuckles bore thick, white scars.

“It is collection day,” Higgins said.

“It is collection day,” Dutch agreed. “Mr. Vasquez expects the accounts balanced. He expects a full measure.”

Dutch reached across the bar. He grabbed a bottle of rye whiskey by the neck. He pulled a clean glass toward him. He poured a generous measure. He drank it in one swallow. He offered no payment. Higgins asked for none.

Higgins reached under the bar. He brought out a thick manila envelope. The paper bulged in the middle. He slid it across the mahogany.

Dutch set the empty glass down. He took the envelope. He ripped the top flap open. He looked inside. He pulled out a stack of greenbacks and gold coins. He set the money on the bar. He started counting. He flipped the bills with a wet thumb.

Eldridge watched. He took another sip of beer. He cut another piece of steak. He ate while a town merchant handed over the profits of his labor to a thug.

Dutch separated the bills into two piles. He stacked the gold coins into neat columns. He finished the count. He looked at Higgins. His eyes held the warmth of a frozen pond.

“You came up short last week, Higgins,” Dutch said.

“I had a bad week,” Higgins said. His voice cracked. “The cattle drive bypassed us. Went to the railhead up north. The saloon stayed empty.”

“Mr. Vasquez provides a service,” Dutch said. “He guarantees this establishment remains free from trouble. He guarantees your windows remain whole. He guarantees your breathing continues uninterrupted. A service requires payment.”

“I made it up,” Higgins said. He pointed to the pile of money. “I added the ten dollars I owed. Count it again.”

Dutch ignored the request. He swept the money back into the envelope. He folded the top over. He shoved the package into the deep pocket of his duster.

“Mr. Vasquez appreciates your dedication to the schedule,” Dutch said.

Dutch turned. He looked at Eldridge. He registered the worn clothes, the dust, the Peacemaker. He saw a man who failed to show the proper respect. He saw a man eating steak while the rest of the room bowed its head.

“You staring at something, cowboy?” Dutch asked. He rested his hand near the butt of his revolver.

Eldridge met the man’s eyes. They held the empty, flat challenge of a bully used to people looking away. Eldridge chewed his meat. He swallowed. He set his fork on the tin plate.

“I admire a good collection trick,” Eldridge said. “Saves you the trouble of working for a living.”
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“You possess a loud voice for a man eating another man’s beef,” Dutch said.

Eldridge Sample cut a piece of steak. He slid the meat through the jalapeño bean juice. He lifted the fork, placed the food in his mouth, and chewed. He swallowed the bite. He set the fork down. The tines clinked against the tin plate.

“I paid fifty cents for the meal,” Eldridge said. “The commentary comes free.”

Dutch pivoted. He turned his back on Higgins. He left the thick envelope of extorted cash sitting on the mahogany bar. He hooked his thumbs into his gun belt. He closed the distance between them. He invaded Eldridge’s space. The scent of bay rum and stale cigar smoke rolled off his canvas duster.

“Commentary carries a price tag in Ocotillo,” Dutch said. “Everything carries a price tag. Mr. Vasquez insists on a balanced ledger.”

Eldridge picked up his glass mug. He studied the amber liquid inside. He took a sip. He appreciated the cold bite of the brew against his throat.

“I settle my own ledgers,” Eldridge said. “I owe the bartender for the beer. I owe nobody else a dime.”

Dutch leaned an elbow on the bar. He crowded Eldridge. He wanted to force a flinch. He wanted the stranger to lean away. Eldridge held his ground. Eldridge continued to inspect his beer glass.

“You misinterpret the situation, cowboy,” Dutch said. “Mr. Vasquez operates a benevolent enterprise. He provides a service to the community. He provides a service to travelers. He guarantees safe passage.”

“Safe passage from what?” Eldridge asked.

“From the hazards of the frontier,” Dutch said. He gestured toward the batwing doors and the glaring street beyond. “The trail out of town presents numerous dangers. Renegades roam the ridges. Coyotes spook the horses. A man riding alone might suffer an ambush. He might find his saddlebags emptied and his throat cut. He might vanish into the scrub brush.”

“I keep a sharp eye out for coyotes,” Eldridge said.

Dutch smirked. The thick mustache twitched. He bared a row of yellow teeth.

“A sharp eye fails to stop a bullet in the back,” Dutch said. “A sharp eye provides zero comfort when a dozen men surround your camp. Mr. Vasquez offers an alternative. He offers an insurance policy. A visitor’s tax. You pay the tax, you ride out unmolested. You enjoy the scenery. Your horse keeps its shoes.”

Eldridge used a piece of bread to mop up the remaining bean juice. He ate the bread. He pushed the empty tin plate away. He turned his head. He met Dutch’s gaze.

Dutch possessed flat, dead eyes. They resembled pieces of wet slate. They contained zero empathy. They processed the world as a series of targets and victims.

“How much does Mr. Vasquez charge for this scenery?” Eldridge asked.

“Ten dollars,” Dutch said. “Gold or silver. We reject paper currency.”

“Ten dollars buys a prime steer,” Eldridge said. “Ten dollars buys a week in a clean hotel in Fort Worth.”

“Ten dollars buys your life in Ocotillo,” Dutch countered.

The three faro players at the back table sat frozen. They stared at the green felt. They refused to look up. Higgins stood rigid near the cash register. A drop of sweat rolled down the bartender’s temple. The entire saloon waited for the explosion.

Eldridge picked up the mug. He drained the rest of the beer. He set the heavy glass down. The thud echoed against the stamped tin ceiling.

“I refuse the policy,” Eldridge said.

Dutch dropped his elbows from the bar. He straightened his spine. He puffed out his chest. The duster fell open, revealing the stag-horn grips of a heavy revolver.

“I presented a requirement, no request,” Dutch said. “You pay the toll, or you face the consequences.”

“I do not pay for air,” Eldridge said.

Eldridge wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He grabbed his hat from the counter. He settled the felt brim low over his forehead. He pivoted away from the bar. He took a step toward the doors.

Dutch stepped into his path. Dutch blocked the exit.

“You empty your pockets right now,” Dutch demanded. “You hand over the ten dollars. Or I beat you until you bleed, and I take your entire roll.”

Eldridge stopped. He stood two feet from the enforcer. He relaxed his shoulders. He let his arms hang loose. He aligned his right hand near the walnut grip of the Colt Peacemaker.

“You talk a good game,” Eldridge said. “You extort merchants. You intimidate card players. You collect envelopes filled with other men’s sweat.”

“I enforce the law of the town,” Dutch snarled.

“You enforce the greed of Hector Vasquez,” Eldridge corrected. “But right now, you face a different problem. You face a man who calculates the math of a gunfight.”

Dutch glared at him. The veins in Dutch’s neck bulged against his collar.

“I can draw and put two rounds in your belly before your brain registers the movement,” Eldridge stated. “Your hand hovers three inches from your gun. My hand touches the leather. I hold the advantage. You know the truth of it.”

Dutch stared at Eldridge’s hand. He read the muscle tension. He saw the absolute certainty in the drifter’s posture. He knew the speed required to win the draw, and he recognized a man who possessed that speed.

“Mr. Vasquez dislikes gunplay inside the Silver Star,” Dutch said. He searched for a face-saving exit. “He hates replacing the mirror glass. I prefer to kill you in the street.”

“The street offers plenty of room,” Eldridge said. “But right now, you block my path to the door. Move.”

Dutch hesitated. His pride warred with his survival instinct. He heard Higgins breathing behind the bar. He knew the faro players watched his every move. He needed to maintain his reputation.

Eldridge took a half-step forward. He crowded Dutch. He forced the issue.

Dutch shifted
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