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The adobe structure absorbed the relentless Sonora sun all afternoon, turning the interior of the cantina into a suffocating, shaded kiln.

The air trapped inside carried the sour reek of spilled pulque, unwashed ranch hands, and the cloying sweetness of cheap floral perfume. A solitary horsefly buzzed furiously against a grimy glass pane, desperate to escape the sweltering heat, while a ruined upright piano sat silent in the corner. Dust motes danced lazily in the shafts of harsh, blinding light bleeding through the gaps in the warped window shutters.

At a splintered pine table near the back wall, Gideon Cade held court.

Cade wore a tailored silk vest that had seen better days, the dark red fabric stained with white alkali powder from the trail. A silver concho belt caught the dim light of the kerosene lamps hanging from the ceiling beams. He had a rogue’s smile, perfectly practiced and perpetually deployed, paired with bright, calculating eyes that never stopped moving. He dealt from a deck of grease-stained cards, fleecing three local cattle drovers out of their month’s wages while talking a mile a minute.

“The trick to navigating a thoroughbred across a rocky wash,” Cade said, tossing a pair of kings onto the scarred wood, “is letting the animal pick the path. You pull back on the reins, you break a leg. You let the horse read the ground, you make it across. Same rule applies to cards, gentlemen. You fight the deck, you lose your shirt. I bet five dollars.”

The drovers grumbled, tossing crumpled greenbacks into the pot. They lacked Cade’s smooth confidence and fast hands, thoroughly mesmerized by his endless stream of charming banter.

The wooden batwing doors at the front of the cantina squealed on dry hinges.

The afternoon light spilled across the filthy floorboards, silhouetting a tall figure standing on the threshold. The ambient noise in the room died instantly. The low murmur of conversation ceased, replaced by the ominous clink of brass spurs against wood.

Eldridge Sample stepped into the gloom.

He wore a long, dust-caked canvas duster that brushed the tops of his scuffed leather boots. The brutal Arizona sun had baked his skin into weathered, cracked leather, framing pale, pragmatic eyes that quickly scanned the dark room. He carried the distinct, coiled stillness of a man accustomed to violence. A Colt Peacemaker rested in a worn leather holster strapped to his hip, the stag-horn grips polished smooth by years of use.

Eldridge let the batwing doors swing shut behind him. He walked slowly past the sprawling timber counter, ignoring the nervous bartender who immediately took a step back into the shadows. The floorboards groaned beneath Eldridge’s boots as he navigated around the empty tables, walking a direct line toward the poker game in the back.

The three cattle drovers felt the sudden shift in the room’s atmosphere. They looked at the tall stranger approaching, looked at each other, and silently pushed their chairs back. They abandoned their cards and their crumpled dollars, retreating to the safety of the bar.

Gideon Cade remained seated.

The outlaw did not reach for the polished ivory-handled revolver resting in his shoulder holster. Instead, he leaned back in his chair, propping his dusty boots onto the edge of the pine table. He offered Eldridge a wide, welcoming grin, displaying perfect white teeth that contrasted sharply with his road-weary appearance.

“You look parched, friend,” Cade said, his voice smooth and entirely devoid of fear. He gestured toward an empty chair. “The beer here tastes like horse sweat, but the tequila holds a certain rustic charm. Pull up some wood. I just ran off my competition, and the pot sits unclaimed.”

“Gideon Cade,” Eldridge stated. It was not a question.

“My reputation precedes me,” Cade replied, feigning a modest bow of his head. “Though I hope you heard the tales of my generosity and not the exaggerated reports of my indiscretions. To whom am I speaking?”

Eldridge reached into the inside pocket of his canvas duster. He withdrew a folded sheet of stiff paper and tossed it onto the table. It landed squarely on top of the discarded playing cards.

“The federal judge in Tucson signed that writ,” Eldridge said, keeping his hands resting loosely at his sides. “It authorizes a five-hundred-dollar bounty for your return. Alive, preferably, but the ink covers both conditions.”

Cade let his smile fade just a fraction. He reached out, picking up the paper with two fingers, and snapped it open. He read the text quickly, his calculating eyes darting over the legal print.

“Five hundred,” Cade mused, folding the paper and placing it neatly in his vest pocket. “I feel insulted. I pulled a thousand in gold eagles off the Yuma stagecoach last month. The express company values their property remarkably low.”

“I hold no interest in your pride,” Eldridge said. “Stand up. Put your hands on the wood.”

Cade sighed, running a hand through his dark hair. The charm returned, dialed up to a desperate maximum. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, trying to project an aura of reasonable negotiation.

“Let us view this situation logically, friend,” Cade purred. “You drag me across the scrubland for two weeks. You fight the sun, the snakes, and the Apaches. If you survive the trail, the government pays you five hundred dollars. Then they tax you. Then you buy a new horse because the old one died of thirst.”

Eldridge offered no response, letting the silence stretch taut in the sweltering room.

“I possess a much better arrangement,” Cade continued, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I buried the Yuma gold. A thousand eagles, sitting in a tin box under a mesquite bush just three miles south of this miserable camp. You tear up that paper, you buy me a fresh mount, and I give you the map. We split the earnings. Five hundred dollars for you, right now, with none of the trail dust and none of the dying.”

“The writ pays five hundred,” Eldridge said. “The gold belongs to the express company. Stand up.”

Cade shook his head, a look of genuine pity crossing his features. “You are a stubborn man. Stubborn men die tired and poor in this territory.”

“I am a man holding a contract,” Eldridge replied. “And you are out of words.”

Cade knew the negotiation had failed. The charming facade dropped entirely, revealing the desperate, cornered animal underneath. The outlaw relied on his silver tongue to bypass trouble, but he survived the frontier because his hands moved faster than his mouth.

He made his play.

Cade kicked the pine table violently upward, sending the wooden surface flipping toward Eldridge to act as a distraction. Simultaneously, his right hand darted inside his silk vest, his fingers wrapping around the ivory grip of his shoulder-holstered revolver.

Eldridge anticipated the move before Cade even kicked the table.

Instead of stepping back to avoid the flying wood, Eldridge stepped into the motion. He swept his left arm out, batting the tumbling table aside with a loud crash. His right hand cleared the leather holster on his hip in a blur of motion.

He did not aim for the chest. A chest wound meant a slow, messy death on the trail, and the federal writ paid significantly less for a corpse.

Eldridge fired a single, deafening shot from the Colt Peacemaker.

The roar of the gun confined within the adobe walls shattered the stifling quiet. The .45-caliber slug tore through the air, catching Cade squarely in the meat of his right calf just as the outlaw cleared leather.

The kinetic shock swept Cade’s leg out from under him. He collapsed onto the filthy floorboards, his ivory-handled revolver clattering uselessly into the shadows under the bar.

A high, ragged scream tore from Cade’s throat. He clutched his bleeding leg, writhing in the spilled pulque and dust, the pain entirely destroying his polished persona.

The three cattle drovers near the counter dropped to the floor, covering their heads. The bartender vanished completely below the wooden serving rail. No one rushed to aid the downed outlaw. In a border camp, a man fighting a federal bounty hunter fought alone.

Eldridge holstered the smoking Colt. He walked around the shattered pine table and stood over the thrashing bandit.

“You shot me!” Cade shrieked, his face pale and slick with sudden sweat. Blood pumped freely from the entry wound, soaking his trousers. “You broke my leg, you son of a bitch!”

“The bone remains intact,” Eldridge said, his voice flat and clinical. He reached down, grabbing Cade roughly by the lapels of the silk vest, and hauled the man into a sitting position against the adobe wall. “The slug passed through the muscle. You will walk with a limp, but you will walk.”

Eldridge pulled a pair of stout iron handcuffs from his belt. He grabbed Cade’s wrists, ignoring the outlaw’s frantic struggles and curses, and snapped the ratcheting iron rings tight over the flesh. The metallic clicks signaled the absolute end of the outlaw’s freedom.

“You cannot drag a bleeding man across the desert!” Cade yelled, his chest heaving as he stared at the iron cuffs. “The scent draws coyotes. It draws worse things. I will bleed to death before we reach Tucson!”

“I intend to pack the wound with salt and wrap it tight,” Eldridge explained, dragging Cade across the floorboards toward the batwing doors. “The salt stops the bleeding and prevents the rot. The pain will discourage any further foolishness.”

Eldridge hauled the captive out of the cantina and onto the sun-baked dirt street.

The heat hit them like a physical blow. The afternoon sun beat down mercilessly on the dusty thoroughfare, promising a brutal journey north. Two tough Mustang horses stood tethered to the hitching post, swishing their tails lazily against the flies.

Eldridge hoisted Cade over the saddle of the nearest horse, securing the outlaw’s iron-bound wrists to the leather horn.

“You are making a fatal mistake, bounty hunter,” Cade rasped, leaning his head against the horse’s coarse mane, his silver tongue finally turning venomous. “I do not hang. I am Gideon Cade. I will bury you in the scrub before we see the gallows.”

Eldridge checked the cinch on his own saddle, pulling the leather strap tight.

“Save your breath, Cade,” Eldridge said, swinging up onto his mount. “You have two weeks of sand ahead of you. You will need the water.”

Eldridge took the lead rope, spurred his horse, and began the long, punishing ride out of the border camp, leading his bleeding, cursing bounty straight into the heart of the unforgiving Arizona desert.















