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  Chapter One

  
  










“Water costs a nickel. Whiskey costs a dime.”

The old Mexican man sat on a crate in the shade of the livery overhang, peeling an orange with a knife that looked sharp enough to shave a sleeping cat. He didn’t look up. He just spoke to the dust in the street.

Eldridge Sample swung down from the dun. His knees popped, a dry sound like twigs snapping. The heat in Agua Negra wasn’t just hot; it was a physical weight, pressing down on the hat brim, soaking the shirt to the back.

“My horse drinks first,” Eldridge said. He unhooked the canteen from his saddle horn. It was empty. “And he drinks for free. The trough is public.”

The old man stopped peeling. He looked at the dun. The horse was ugly, block-headed, and coated in a layer of gray dust that turned its coat into the color of old iron. But its legs were clean, and it wasn’t blowing.

“That horse,” the man said, pointing with the knife, “looks like he would drink the Rio Grande dry. But you are right. The trough belongs to the town. The town belongs to the dust. So the water is yours.”

Eldridge led the dun to the trough. Green algae floated on the surface, but the water underneath was clear enough. The horse dipped its muzzle and drank, long, rhythmic pulls.

Eldridge patted the animal’s neck. He looked down the main street of Agua Negra.

It wasn’t much of a street. Just a wide scar of hard-packed dirt running between two rows of adobe and weathered wood buildings. There was a general store with a faded sign, a blacksmith shop that was silent, and a two-story building with a balcony that leaned dangerously to the left: the Saloon de la Muerte.

“Friendly name,” Eldridge said, nodding at the sign.

“Truthful name,” the old man said. He cut a slice of orange and popped it into his mouth. Juice ran into his white beard. “Men go in. Some come out. Some don’t.”

“I’m just looking for a bed,” Eldridge said. “And that dime whiskey.”

“The bed is upstairs. The whiskey is downstairs. If you sleep, check the sheets for scorpions. If you drink, check the glass for spiders.”

Eldridge tied the dun to the hitching rail. He loosened the cinch, letting the horse breathe. He took his saddlebags, heavy with the weight of his own gear—no badge, no warrants, just ammunition and a change of shirt.

He stepped up onto the boardwalk. The wood groaned under his boots.

The town was sweating. You could smell it. It smelled of rendering fat, chili peppers, and horse manure baking in the sun. There were no people. Just a dog sleeping under a wagon, twitching in a dream, and the old man with the orange.

“You have business in Agua Negra?” the old man asked.

Eldridge stopped. He looked at the empty street. He looked at the heat shimmering off the ground in waves.

“No,” Eldridge said. “Just drifting.”

“Drifting is good,” the man said. “Drifting means you don’t stop long enough to get shot.”

Eldridge touched the brim of his hat. He walked toward the saloon doors. He wasn’t a marshal anymore. He wasn’t a partner. He was just a man with a thirst and a tired horse.

He pushed the batwing doors open.

The inside was dark, a cave after the glare of the street. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust.

The bar was a plank of polished mahogany that looked like it had been stolen from a better place. The bartender was a woman, heavy-set, with hair dyed the color of a raven’s wing. She was wiping a glass with a rag that looked like it had been used to clean a gun.

There were two tables occupied. At one, three men played cards without talking. They wore dusters and low-crowned hats. They looked like they worked cows for a living, or stole them. At the other, a man slept with his head on his arms.

Eldridge walked to the bar. He put a dime on the wood.

“Whiskey,” he said.

The woman looked at the dime. She looked at Eldridge. She saw the dust on his coat, the way his holster was tied down, the way he stood—balanced, weight on the balls of his feet.

“You want the good stuff?” she asked. Her voice was like gravel in a bucket. “Or the stuff that blinds you?”

“I want the stuff that costs a dime.”

She poured a glass from a bottle with no label. The liquid was brown and oily.

Eldridge drank it. It burned all the way down, a hot, sharp fire that settled in his stomach. It was terrible. It was perfect.

“Room,” Eldridge said. “For the night.”

“Two dollars,” she said. “In advance. Includes a bath if you pump the water yourself.”

Eldridge put two silver dollars on the bar. “I’ll pump.”

He took the bottle and the glass and walked to a table by the window. He sat down, his back to the wall, his eyes on the street.

He could see the dun at the rail, swishing its tail at flies. He could see the old man, finishing his orange. He could see the heat rising from the road, blurring the horizon.

He poured another drink.

He wasn’t waiting for anything. He wasn’t hunting anyone. For the first time in ten years, he was just… sitting.

The silence in the town was heavy. It wasn’t peaceful. It was the kind of silence that comes before a storm, or before a fight. The air felt tight, stretched thin over the town like a drum skin.

He watched a tumbleweed roll down the center of the street, snagging on a rut, then breaking free.

He watched a door open across the way. A woman stepped out, threw a bucket of water into the dust, and went back inside. The water hissed as it hit the ground, evaporating in seconds.

Eldridge spun the glass on the table. He looked at his reflection in the window. A man with a face cut from rock, eyes that had seen too much, and a shirt that needed washing.

He was a long way from Fort Smith. A long way from Tahlequah.

“You expectin’ someone?”

Eldridge looked up. One of the card players had turned in his chair. He had a scar running through his eyebrow and a toothpick in his mouth.

“No,” Eldridge said.

“You keep lookin’ out the window.”

“It’s a nice view,” Eldridge said.

“It’s dirt,” the man said. “And horse sh*t.”

“Like I said. Nice view.”

The man stared at him for a second, chewed his toothpick, then turned back to his game.

Eldridge looked back out the window.

The sun was starting to dip, lengthening the shadows of the buildings. The dun shifted its weight, resting a leg.

Eldridge felt the fatigue in his own shoulders. The ride from the Territory had been long. Hard. He needed sleep. But he couldn’t shake the feeling of the town. The way the old man had looked at his knife. The way the bartender cleaned the glass. The way the card players watched the door.

Agua Negra was waiting for something.

Eldridge finished the glass. He didn’t pour another. He just watched the street, watched the dust settle on the dun’s back, and listened to the slow, rhythmic breathing of the town.
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“This town smells like a dead dog in a ditch.”

The voice drifted up from the street, thin and complaining.

Eldridge Sample didn’t move from his chair by the window. He just shifted his gaze from the horizon to the riders coming in from the south road.

There were three of them.

The one doing the talking rode in the lead. He was young, maybe twenty-two, wearing a hat that cost more than the horse under him. His spurs were silver, his chaps were too clean, and he wore his badge pinned high on his vest so the sun would catch it. He rode high in the saddle, looking left and right like he expected a brass band.

“You hear me, Boone?” the kid shouted over his shoulder. “Dead dog. And chilis.”

The second rider didn’t answer.

He was old. Not grandfather old, but the kind of old that comes from sleeping on rocks and eating dust for forty years. He sat his horse like a sack of dry corn, slumped but balanced. His hat was a shapeless, sweat-stained felt ruin. His mustache was gray and hung past his chin. He didn’t wear a badge that you could see; it was probably in his pocket, or lost in a card game ten years ago.

He rode a big bay that looked as mean as he did.

Between them, on a horse led by the old man, was the prisoner.

Eldridge leaned forward, the chair legs creaking.

The prisoner sat with his hands ironed to the saddle horn and his feet tied beneath the horse’s belly. He wore a dusty black coat and a flat-brimmed hat pulled low. He wasn’t looking at the town. He wasn’t looking at the lawmen. He was looking straight ahead, a small, tight smile on his face.

It wasn’t a happy smile. It was a cut. A razor slit in a piece of leather.

“Jack Mantooth,” Eldridge whispered to the empty room.

He knew the face. Everyone south of the Red River knew the face. Bank robber, cattle thief, killer of six men in a standoff in Uvalde. A man who enjoyed his work.

“Hey!” the kid Ranger yelled at the livery. “You! Old man! We need water and feed! Official Texas Ranger business!”

The old Mexican man, who was still sitting on his crate, didn’t jump. He stood up slowly, wiping his hands on his trousers.

“The water is a nickel,” the old man said. “The feed is two bits.”

“Did you hear me?” The kid Ranger reined in, his horse dancing. “I said Ranger business. That means the state pays. Send a bill to Austin.”

“My horse does not eat paper from Austin,” the old man said. “He eats corn from the sack.”

The kid flushed red. He reached for his quirt.

“Coley.”

The word came from the old Ranger, Boone. It wasn’t loud. It sounded like two stones grinding together.

The kid, Coley, stopped his hand. He looked back. “He’s disrespectin’ the badge, Boone. We got rights.”

“We got a prisoner,” Boone said. “Pay the man.”

Coley glared at the old Mexican, then dug into his pocket. He threw a coin into the dust. “There. Get ‘em watered.”

Boone rode up. He didn’t look at Coley. He looked at Mantooth.

“Get down,” Boone said.

Mantooth looked at him. The smile widened, showing teeth that were too white for a man in his line of work. “My feet are tied, viejito. Unless you want me to fall on my head.”

“That would be fine,” Boone said. But he swung down from his bay, stiff and heavy. He walked to Mantooth’s horse and undid the rope under the belly. He didn’t touch the irons on Mantooth’s wrists.

“Down.”

Mantooth swung his leg over and hopped down. He landed light, dusting off his coat with his manacled hands. The chains rattled, a sharp, metallic sound in the quiet street.

“Nice town,” Mantooth said, looking around. “Quiet. I like quiet. Gives a man time to think.”

“You can think in the cell,” Boone said. He grabbed Mantooth’s arm, his grip digging into the cloth.

Eldridge watched from the window. He saw the way Mantooth moved. Relaxed. Unconcerned. He didn’t look like a man facing a hanging in Del Rio. He looked like a man waiting for a train.

“Where’s the sheriff?” Coley asked, looking up and down the empty street. “There’s supposed to be a sheriff.”

“Dead,” the old Mexican said, leading the horses to the trough. “Last week. Snakebite.”

“Snakebite?” Coley scoffed. “In town?”

“Two-legged snake,” the Mexican said.

Boone grunted. “Where’s the jail?”

“Behind the blacksmith. It has a key. The key is on the nail by the door.”

“Hell of a system,” Coley muttered. “Come on, Jack. Let’s get you a suite.”

Coley pulled his pistol, a shiny, pearl-handled Colt that caught the sun. He waved it at Mantooth. “Move it. And don’t try nothin’. I’m itchy from the ride.”

Mantooth looked at the pistol. He looked at Coley. His eyes were dark, flat, devoid of anything human.

“You keep wavin’ that toy, boy,” Mantooth said, his voice smooth as oil, “you might hurt yourself.”

“Shut up!” Coley jabbed the barrel into Mantooth’s back.

Mantooth laughed. It was a dry sound. He started walking, Boone on one side, Coley on the other.

They walked down the center of the street. Eldridge watched them pass below his window. He saw the sweat on Boone’s neck. He saw the nervous energy in Coley’s walk. And he saw Mantooth, scanning the rooftops, the alleys, the windows.

Mantooth’s eyes stopped on Eldridge’s window.

For a second, they locked. Mantooth nodded. Just a small dip of the chin. Like he recognized another wolf.

Eldridge didn’t nod back. He took a sip of the bad whiskey.

The procession moved on. They turned the corner at the blacksmith’s shop.

“Open it,” Boone’s voice drifted back.

A squeal of rusty hinges. A clang of an iron door shutting. The heavy thud of a bar dropping into place.

Then silence.

Eldridge poured another drink. The sun was almost down. The heat wasn’t breaking; it was just changing color, turning from white to a bruised purple.

Steps on the boardwalk.

Boone and Coley came walking back toward the saloon. Coley was dusting off his sleeves. Boone looked tired.

They pushed through the batwing doors downstairs.

Eldridge heard their boots on the floorboards.

“Whiskey,” Coley’s voice. “And make it the good stuff. We just rode in from Hell.”

“Dime or nickel?” the woman’s voice asked.

“Dollar,” Coley said. “We’re celebrating. We got the Jackal in a cage.”

“For tonight,” Boone said. His voice was low, carrying up through the floorboards. “Tomorrow we ride for Del Rio.”

“He ain’t goin’ nowhere, Boone. Did you see those bars? Solid iron. And we got the only key.”

“Bars break,” Boone said. “And keys turn.”

“You worry too much, old man. Relax. Have a drink. We did it. We caught him.”

“We caught him sleeping,” Boone said. “That ain’t the same as holding him.”

Eldridge looked at the bottle on his table. It was half empty.

He thought about Mantooth’s smile. He thought about the way he’d looked at the rooftops.

He thought about the quiet town.

Agua Negra wasn’t


















