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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 his weight. He stepped to the side. He yielded the right of way.

Eldridge walked past him. He kept his eyes forward. He pushed the batwing doors open. The hinges squeaked. He stepped out onto the sun-baked boardwalk.

Inside the saloon, Dutch spun around. He slammed his fist onto the mahogany counter. The impact rattled the empty beer mug and the tin plate.

“Higgins!” Dutch roared.

The bartender jumped. “Yes, Dutch?”

“Send a boy to the livery. Send a boy to the edge of town. Tell the men to saddle their horses. Tell them a drifter riding a bay horse declined the visitor’s tax.”

Dutch grabbed the thick envelope of extorted cash. He shoved the money deep into his pocket. He turned a furious glare on the faro players.

“Play your damn cards,” Dutch barked.

The players scrambled to shuffle the deck.

Outside, the heat hit Eldridge. He stepped down into the dirt street. He walked to the hitching ring. He untied the leather reins. He ran a hand down the bay horse’s neck.

“Change of plans,” Eldridge told the horse. “We skip the bathhouse. This town charges too much for the soap.”

He led the horse down the street. He headed toward the livery stable. He needed to buy grain. He needed to secure his supplies. He recognized he bought himself an enemy, but he accepted the cost. He preferred a fight to a shakedown. He kept his right hand free, his eyes scanning the rooftops and the alleyways, preparing for the consequences of breathing free air.
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“The bank holds the paper, Miss Trent,” Dutch said. “But Mr. Vasquez holds the bank. The distinction matters.”

The alley behind the Ocotillo schoolhouse smelled of sun-baked brick and sour garbage. The shadows offered zero relief from the heat.

Abigail Trent stood with her back pressed flat against the clapboard siding of the building. She clutched a slate chalkboard to her chest like a shield of armor. Her dress, a faded blue cotton print, showed chalk dust at the hem. She held her chin high, refusing to break eye contact with the man blocking her exit.

“My father owed the money,” Abigail said. Her voice carried the practiced, firm tone of a woman used to commanding a room full of rowdy children. “My father died three months ago. The debt died with him.”

Dutch leaned a thick forearm against the wall, trapping her in the narrow space between his body and the school. He chewed on a wooden matchstick.

“Debts possess a long lifespan in this town,” Dutch said. “They outlive the debtor. They pass down to the blood. Mr. Vasquez runs a business, no charity ward. Elias Trent borrowed five hundred dollars to buy mining equipment. He dug a dry hole. He caught the fever. He died. The five hundred remains outstanding.”

“I hold a position here,” Abigail said. “I teach the children. The town council pays me a wage. I will pay Mr. Vasquez ten dollars a month.”

Dutch laughed. The sound echoed off the bricks, harsh and scraping. He shifted his weight, closing the gap. The heavy silver spurs on his boots clanked.

“Ten dollars a month,” Dutch repeated. “Fifty months. Over four years. You factor in the interest, Miss Trent, you die of old age before you scratch the principal. Mr. Vasquez requires a faster return on his investment.”

“I possess nothing else to give.”

“You underestimate your assets,” Dutch said. He reached out with his free hand. He traced a thick, calloused finger down the edge of her collar.

Abigail slapped his hand away. The chalkboard slipped, clattering against the dirt.

“Do not touch me,” she ordered.

Dutch dropped the matchstick from his teeth. The false politeness vanished. His face darkened, the humiliation from the Silver Star Saloon bleeding into his current temper. He grabbed her right wrist. He squeezed. He pinned her arm to the wall.

“I offer you a career change,” Dutch snarled. “The Silver Star needs fresh talent. Higgins runs the bar, but the upstairs rooms require a different kind of management. You work the rooms. You entertain the drovers. We clear your father’s ledger in six months.”

“I prefer to burn in hell,” Abigail said. She twisted her arm, fighting his grip.

“You burn right here in Ocotillo,” Dutch said. He leaned his face close to hers. The smell of bay rum and stale liquor filled the narrow gap. “You show up tonight. Eight o’clock. You wear something red. You fail to appear, I return tomorrow. I drag you out of this schoolhouse by your hair in front of your pupils.”

Fifty yards down the alley, Eldridge Sample led the bay horse toward the rear entrance of the livery stable. He heard the exchange. The acoustics of the brick walls funneled the words straight to him.

He stopped. He studied the layout.

A large, galvanized iron water trough sat near the livery doors, coated in a thick layer of green algae. A wooden pitchfork leaned against a stack of moldy hay bales right next to the trough. The tool featured a long, heavy ash handle, smooth from years of use.

Eldridge looped the leather reins around a hitching post. He patted the bay’s neck.

He walked down the alley. His boots made minimal noise in the soft dirt.

He stopped at the hay bales. He picked up the pitchfork. He tested the weight. He reversed his grip, pointing the sharp iron tines at the ground, holding the thick ash pole across his body like a staff.

He moved forward. He stopped ten feet behind Dutch.

Dutch maintained his grip on Abigail’s wrist. He pressed his body closer to hers, using his bulk to intimidate.

“Eight o’clock,” Dutch demanded. “Say you understand.”

“You drop things, Dutch,” Eldridge said.

Dutch froze. The muscles in his neck jumped. He recognized the voice. He released Abigail’s wrist. He turned his head, looking over his shoulder.

He saw the drifter. He saw the pitchfork.

Dutch sneered. He let his hand drop toward the heavy revolver holstered on his hip.

“You push your luck, cowboy,” Dutch said. “You survived the saloon because I let you walk. You follow me into an alley with farm tools, you commit suicide.”

“You fight women in alleys,” Eldridge said. “You leave a wide opening.”

Dutch pivoted. He cleared the leather. The long barrel of his revolver came up.

Eldridge moved faster. He stepped in, swinging the heavy ash handle of the pitchfork in a low, vicious arc.

The solid wood connected with the back of Dutch’s knees.

Crack.

The impact collapsed Dutch’s legs. The enforcer grunted, his center of gravity dropping instantly. The gunshot fired wide, a deafening blast that punched a hole through the roof of the schoolhouse.

Dutch hit the dirt on his knees.

Eldridge didn’t pause. He reversed his swing. He drove the butt end of the pitchfork handle straight into Dutch’s chest. The blow struck dead center on the sternum, driving the air from Dutch’s lungs with a wet, hollow thump.

Dutch dropped the revolver. He gagged, fighting for oxygen.

Eldridge grabbed the front of Dutch’s canvas duster. He hauled the big man up, turned him, and shoved him hard toward the livery perimeter.

Dutch stumbled backward, his spurs tangling. He hit the rim of the galvanized water trough. He flipped over the edge, crashing into the stagnant water.

Water splashed high, raining down on the dirt. The green algae swallowed him.

Dutch broke the surface. He sputtered, choking on the foul water. He thrashed in the confined space of the metal tank, his duster acting like a sea anchor, dragging him down. He clawed at the rim, gasping, wiping thick slime from his eyes.

Eldridge walked over to the trough. He stood looking down at the enforcer. He rested the pitchfork handle on the iron rim, right next to Dutch’s desperate fingers.

“The visitor’s tax just expired,” Eldridge said.

Dutch coughed up water. He glared at Eldridge, his face red with rage and humiliation. He reached for the rim again.

Eldridge tapped the man’s knuckles with the wood. Dutch pulled his hands back.

“Stay in the bath,” Eldridge advised. “You smell like a bad decision.”

Eldridge turned his back on the trough. He walked over to Abigail Trent.

She remained against the wall. She rubbed her reddened wrist. She looked at the man sputtering in the algae, then looked at the drifter in the dust-coated canvas coat. She stooped and picked up her chalkboard.

“You ruined his coat,” Abigail said.

“He ruined my appetite,” Eldridge replied.

Eldridge picked up Dutch’s fallen revolver from the dirt. He checked the cylinder, emptied the remaining cartridges into his palm, and tossed the empty weapon onto the roof of the schoolhouse. It clattered against the shingles and stuck in the rain gutter.

He pocketed the brass shells.

“He promised to return,” Abigail said. Her voice held a tremor now, the aftermath of the adrenaline leaving her system. “He works for Hector Vasquez. He enforces the rules. You merely delayed the collection.”

“I bought you a window,” Eldridge said.

“A window to do what? Flee? I hold a contract here. I teach the children.”

“The children take a holiday,” Eldridge said. “You go home. You pull the shades. You slide the deadbolt.”

“Locking a door stops a thief. It fails to stop a man who owns the town.”

“It slows him down,” Eldridge said. “It makes him break wood. Breaking wood makes noise. Noise draws eyes. Vasquez likes things quiet. He likes envelopes pushed across bars, not screams in alleys.”

Abigail studied his face. She searched for a motive. She saw flat blue eyes that offered no comfort, only geometry.

“You interrupted him,” she said. “You humiliated him twice in one afternoon. He will hunt you.”

“Let him hunt,” Eldridge said.

He tossed the pitchfork back onto the hay stack. He walked toward the bay horse tied at the post.

“You ride out?” Abigail asked, taking a step away from the wall.

“I secure a stall,” Eldridge said. “I buy grain. Then I see about a bathhouse that charges a fair price for soap.”

“They will ambush you on the road. They control the trails out of Ocotillo.”

“I check my corners,” Eldridge said.

He untied the bay. He looked back at her. She stood straight, gripping the chalkboard, a solitary figure holding onto her dignity in a town designed to strip it away.

“Lock the door, Miss Trent,” Eldridge repeated.

He led the horse into the dim interior of the livery stable, leaving Abigail in the alley with the echo of the gunshot and the sound of a very angry man trying to climb out of a horse trough.
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“You purchased a plot in the local cemetery,” the liveryman said.

The man stood inside the dim barn, leaning heavily on a pitchfork. He possessed a bad leg and a face mapped with broken veins. He watched Eldridge Sample lead the bay horse into the center aisle. He looked past Eldridge, checking the alley for trailing trouble.

“I purchased thirty pounds of oats,” Eldridge said. He dropped a silver dollar onto an empty barrel head. The coin spun, settling with a metallic ring. “And a stall for the night.”

“Dutch holds a long memory,” the liveryman said. He ignored the coin. “He owns half the men in this town. Hector Vasquez owns the other half. You threw their top enforcer into a horse trough. They will skin you for the insult.”

Eldridge unbuckled the saddle girth. He hauled the heavy leather rig off the bay’s back. He draped it over the wooden partition of an empty stall.

“Dutch requires a towel, zero vengeance,” Eldridge said. He grabbed a curry comb from a hook. He began working the dust out of the bay’s coat. The horse sighed, leaning into the pressure. “A man with wet boots makes a poor fighter.”

“You misread the politics,” the liveryman insisted. He hobbled closer. “Dutch commands respect through fear. You stripped the fear away. In front of the school teacher. He has to kill you to get it back.”

“Let him try in the morning,” Eldridge said. “Right now, I require grain for the animal.”

The liveryman stared at the drifter. He shook his head, a slow movement of absolute disbelief. He picked up the silver dollar. He limped to the back room and returned carrying a canvas sack. He dropped it by the stall door.

“Thirty pounds,” the man said. “I am locking the double doors tonight. You want your horse tomorrow, you knock three times. My name is Cobb.”

“Eldridge.”

“I suggest you ride out tonight, Eldridge. Under the moon. Take the south trail. It runs flat.”

“I sleep in a bed tonight,” Eldridge said. “I ride north tomorrow. The high country offers cooler air.”

Eldridge finished brushing the horse. He poured a measure of oats into the feed box. He patted the bay’s neck, grabbed his saddlebags, and walked out of the barn.

The sun sat on the edge of the western horizon, casting long, sharp shadows down the main street of Ocotillo. The heat remained trapped between the false-front buildings, thick and still.

The town watched him.

Men stood in clusters on the boardwalks. They stopped their conversations. They tracked his movement. Two cowhands leaning against the posts of the assayer’s office tracked him with flat, hostile eyes. A man sitting on a crate outside the barbershop spat a stream of dark tobacco juice into the dirt as Eldridge passed.

Eldridge kept his pace even. He let his right hand hang loose, brushing the canvas of his coat near the Colt Peacemaker. He offered no challenge, but he presented zero weakness. He walked the centerline of the street, avoiding the confined spaces of the wooden walks.

He reached the Ocotillo House. It stood two stories high, boasting a fresh coat of yellow paint and a wraparound porch. He pushed through the etched glass doors.

The lobby smelled of lemon polish and stale cigar smoke. A desk clerk with a green visor stood behind a mahogany counter. The clerk possessed the nervous energy of a trapped bird.

“A room,” Eldridge said. He dropped a dollar on the register book. “Facing the street.”

The clerk looked at the coin. He looked at Eldridge. He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing above his stiff collar.

“We stand full,” the clerk said. His voice cracked.

Eldridge reached out. He gripped the heavy brass bell sitting on the counter. He moved it two inches to the left. The scrape of metal on wood sounded loud in the quiet room.

“The keybox behind your head holds ten keys,” Eldridge observed. “I count two missing. You have eight empty rooms.”

“Mr. Vasquez prefers…” the clerk started.

“I prefer room three,” Eldridge interrupted. “It sits right above the awning. Good sightlines.”

Eldridge tapped the silver dollar. The clerk flinched. He turned, grabbed a brass key from the cubby marked with a three, and slid it across the polished wood. He pulled the dollar toward his vest.

“Top of the stairs,” the clerk whispered. “First door on the right.”

Eldridge took the key. He climbed the staircase. The steps groaned under his boots.

Room three offered a brass bed, a washstand, and a single window overlooking the street. Eldridge locked the door. He took the solitary wooden chair from the corner and wedged the backrest under the brass doorknob. He kicked the chair legs tight against the floorboards.

He moved to the window. He pulled the lace curtain aside one inch.

The street below prepared for night. The lamps inside the Silver Star Saloon flared to life. Across the dirt road, two men leaned against the hitching rail. They stared directly up at room three. One of them pulled a match, struck it on his boot heel, and lit a cigarette. The flame illuminated a hard face and a low-slung gun belt.

Vasquez’s men. They held the watch.

Eldridge let the curtain drop. He unbuckled his gun belt and draped it over the bedpost. He pulled the Colt from the leather. He checked the cylinder, confirming five loaded chambers. He set the heavy revolver on the nightstand, inches from the pillow.

He removed his boots. He kept his clothes on. He lay flat on the mattress, resting his hands behind his head.

He thought about the school teacher. Abigail Trent. She possessed a straight spine and a heavy debt. Dutch presented a severe problem for her. But Ocotillo contained a hundred problems for a hundred different people, and Eldridge Sample held a firm policy against carrying other people’s luggage.

“Not my town,” Eldridge told the ceiling. “Not my ledger.”

He closed his eyes. He listened to the muffled piano music drifting up from the saloon down the block. He listened for footsteps in the hall. He drifted into a shallow, tactical sleep.

Dawn arrived with a gray, muted light. The air held a brief, deceptive chill.

Eldridge rose. He splashed cold water from the basin onto his face. He pulled his boots on, strapped his gun belt around his waist, and removed the chair from the door.

He walked downstairs. The lobby sat empty. The clerk slept on a cot in the back room.

Eldridge stepped out onto the porch. The morning silence felt heavy, pregnant with unspent violence.

The two men from the night watch remained across the street. They pushed off the hitching rail when Eldridge appeared. They dropped their cigarette butts. They adjusted their hats. They did not cross the street. They simply watched.

Eldridge walked to the livery. He knocked three times on the double doors.

Cobb opened the latch. The liveryman looked exhausted. He held a shotgun in his left hand.

“You lived,” Cobb said.

“I sleep light,” Eldridge replied.

He walked to the stall. He threw the blanket over the bay’s back. He hoisted the saddle, securing the cinch with tight, expert pulls. He tied the sack of oats behind the cantle. He led the horse into the yard.

“They wait for you,” Cobb warned. “The whole crew.”

“They wait for a show,” Eldridge said. “I plan to disappoint them.”

He swung into the saddle. He rode out of the livery yard, turning the horse north, up the center of the main street.

The town of Ocotillo turned out for the departure. Shopkeepers stood in their doorways. Cowhands sat on barrels. They lined the route like spectators at a parade.

Eldridge kept his hands visible, resting on the saddle horn. He scanned the rooftops and the alleys. He looked for rifle barrels. He found none.

He approached the Silver Star Saloon.

A man stood on the second-story balcony. He wore a tailored gray suit and a pristine white shirt. Silver conchos decorated his hatband. He possessed a neat, trimmed beard and the absolute stillness of a predator observing its territory.

Hector Vasquez.

Vasquez held a demitasse cup of coffee. He looked down at Eldridge. He offered zero expression. No anger. No challenge. Just cold, calculating assessment.

Eldridge met his gaze. Eldridge lifted his right hand. He touched the brim of his dusty hat with two fingers. A deliberate, mocking salute.

Vasquez took a sip of his coffee. He did not return the gesture.

Eldridge rode past the saloon. The men lining the street watched him go. A few took half-steps off the boardwalk, their hands twitching near their holsters.

Nobody drew. Nobody shouted.

Eldridge reached the edge of town. The buildings gave way to open scrub and the rising slope of the northern trail. The bay horse picked up the pace, eager to stretch its legs.

The tension broke the moment the town limits sign receded behind them. The air felt cleaner. The smell of sage replaced the smell of fear and cheap lumber.

Eldridge let out a long breath. He relaxed his shoulders. He had walked into the trap, insulted the trapper, and walked out without burning powder. It stood as a good piece of business.

He guided the horse up the rocky incline, putting distance between himself and the corruption of the valley. He focused on the high country ahead. He considered the cold streams and the empty camps waiting in the mountains.

He settled into the saddle, secure in the knowledge that he had left Ocotillo and its troubles entirely behind him.
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Ten miles of alkali dust separated Eldridge Sample from the baked lumber of Ocotillo. The flat scrub yielded to rising elevation. The terrain folded into a labyrinth of red rock and narrow canyons. Heat baked the stone walls, reflecting the sun’s malice onto the rider and animal traversing the space. The air tasted of fired clay and dry sage. The bay horse maintained a steady walking rhythm, its iron shoes striking a consistent beat against the hardpan.

Eldridge allowed his body to sway with the saddle. He rested his right hand near his thigh. He kept his posture relaxed but his eyes active. He studied the ridge lines. He analyzed the shadows pooling in the crevices. He cataloged every displaced stone and broken branch.

Hector Vasquez ran a tight operation in the valley. Vasquez demanded absolute obedience from the merchants and the cowhands. Dutch provided the blunt muscle, breaking fingers and crushing spirits. A man skipping the visitor’s tax created a bad example. Vasquez required an example made of the offender to maintain his extortion racket.

Eldridge anticipated a pursuit. He checked his backtrail at regular intervals. The trail remained empty. Zero dust clouds marked the southern horizon. Zero riders appeared on the skyline.

The absence of pursuit indicated a trap. A trap required a precise choke point. Ambushers prefer controlled environments.

The upcoming trail pinched into a dry ravine. Steep walls of limestone rose on both sides, creating a bottleneck. A dried riverbed formed the floor, littered with bleached driftwood and smooth river stones. The geography offered zero alternate routes. It offered zero cover. It presented a perfect kill zone.

Eldridge considered the geometry of an ambush. The high ground provides tactical supremacy. The narrow floor provides confinement. He noted the sun position in the sky. Mid-morning light cast a harsh glare on the eastern ridge, blinding anyone looking in that direction. The light threw the western ridge into deep shadow. He expected the attack from the shaded western ridge. Ambushers hide in shadows.

Eldridge guided the bay into the ravine. He loosened the leather strap securing the Springfield carbine in its scabbard. He kept his right hand near the rifle stock. He listened to the canyon acoustics, separating the wind noise from the sounds of human presence.

A clatter broke the silence. Metal striking flint. The sound originated from the upper left ridge. The shaded side. Someone had kicked a loose rock.

Eldridge shifted his weight. He gripped the Springfield stock.

A rifle cracked. A plume of white smoke erupted from the shadow.

Lead tore through the crown of Eldridge’s hat. The kinetic impact wrenched his neck. The felt hat flew from his head, landing in the dirt.

Eldridge bailed. He kicked his boots clear of the stirrups. He hauled the Springfield from the scabbard. He threw his body off the right side of the moving horse.

He hit the riverbed gravel with a grunt of pain. He executed a shoulder roll, dissipating the momentum of the fall. He positioned himself behind a wedge of fallen limestone.

The bay horse panicked. It bolted down the trail, escaping the canyon.

Gunfire erupted from the rim in a continuous roar. Four distinct rifles hammered the canyon floor. Bullets chipped the limestone wedge. Rock dust rained upon Eldridge’s canvas coat. Lead fragments bit into the dry earth.

“You hit him!” a voice echoed from the heights.

“I took his head off!” a second voice yelled. “I saw the hat fly!”

“Maintain the volley!” a third voice commanded. “Vasquez ordered a sieve! Turn him into a sieve!”

Amateurs. They bunched their positions. They bragged. They assumed victory before inspecting the corpse. Professional killers confirm the kill before celebrating.

Eldridge flipped the Springfield breechblock open. His thumb shoved a heavy brass cartridge into the chamber. He snapped the block shut. He engaged the hammer. The mechanical clicks felt familiar and comforting in his hands.

He regulated his breathing. A racing heart ruins marksmanship. He forced a steady pulse. He peered around the jagged edge of his rock cover.

Three men stood silhouetted against the sky on the left ridge. A fourth man crouched behind a dead cedar trunk on the right ridge. The man on the right presented a clear, isolated target. He knelt in profile, exposing his chest.

Eldridge raised the heavy rifle. He nestled the iron sights against the center of the crouched man’s chest. He exhaled a half-breath, steadying the barrel. He squeezed the trigger.

Boom.

The .45-70 slug folded the man in half. The impact lifted him off his feet. He pitched over the edge, crashing through the brittle cedar branches. He tumbled down the sheer rock face. He struck the canyon floor in a cloud of red dust. He lay motionless.

The three men on the left ridge ceased their fire. Silence descended for a brief heartbeat.

“Jesus!” one screamed. “Ramon took a hit!”

“He ain’t dead!” the lead shooter yelled. “Resume fire! Pin the bastard!”

A fresh volley of lead hammered Eldridge’s rock. Splinters of stone sliced through the air.

Eldridge ejected the spent brass casing. The hot metal burned a mark into the dirt. He chambered a fresh round. He altered his position. He crab-walked to the opposite side of the limestone slab. He awaited a lull in the shooting.

A rifle clicked empty on the ridge.

“Reloading!” the shooter announced. A fatal mistake in a gunfight.

Eldridge exited his cover. He leveled the Springfield. He acquired a target. A man wearing a brown leather vest stood exposed, fumbling with a cardboard ammunition box.

Eldridge fired.

The heavy bullet struck the man’s right shoulder. The kinetic shock spun him like a child’s top. He screamed, a high, piercing sound. His rifle clattered against the stone. He staggered a step in retreat, his boots finding zero purchase on the loose shale. He vanished over the far side of the ridge. A heavy thud resonated in the following seconds.

Panic infected the remaining ambushers. Their numerical advantage evaporated.

“Ride!” the third voice shrieked. “Flee this place!”

Scrambling boots created a frantic rhythm on the rocks. Horses whinnied in distress. Hooves struck solid stone. The two surviving gunmen prioritized flight over a prolonged engagement.

The high country swallowed the receding hoofbeats.

Eldridge maintained his position for two full minutes. He listened to the returning silence. The wind resumed its hiss through the brush. He broke the breech open, extracted the spent casing, and loaded a live cartridge. He preferred a loaded weapon during an inspection.

He stepped into the open riverbed.

He walked the trail. He found his horse grazing a hundred yards down the path. The bay cropped a patch of yellow grass. The animal ignored the echoes of violence.

Eldridge patted the horse’s neck. “Good boy. You held your ground.”

Eldridge returned to the ambush site. He located his hat in the dirt.

He retrieved it. He pushed two fingers through the bullet hole. The lead projectile had pierced the felt crown, missing his skull by a fraction of an inch. The entry hole displayed neat edges. The exit hole displayed ragged, torn fabric.

Eldridge slapped the hat against his thigh, knocking the dust free. He placed the ruined headgear on his head. Sunlight pierced the hole, warming his scalp. The damaged hat represented a personal insult. A good hat required years of shaping and sweat. Vasquez’s men had ruined it in a single volley.

He approached the dead man lying in the ravine. He recognized the face. A cowhand from the Silver Star Saloon. He searched the man’s pockets. He discovered a handful of silver coins and a matchbook bearing the saloon’s custom stamp.

The evidence confirmed his assumption.

Eldridge retrieved his pocket watch. He snapped the silver case shut. He looked north toward the cool mountains. He looked south toward the baked town of Ocotillo.

Vasquez desired a toll. Vasquez sent amateurs to collect it. Vasquez owed a debt for the hat and the ambush.

Eldridge returned to his horse. He collected the reins. He swung into the saddle.

The vacation required a postponement. The ledger in Ocotillo demanded a balance.

“Change of plans,” Eldridge told the horse. “The mountain streams require a delay. We return to the dust.”

Eldridge turned the bay horse south. He spurred the animal into a trot. He rode for town.
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Dead men gain weight the second their lungs quit.

Eldridge Sample discovered this truth again as he hauled the man in the brown leather vest over the saddle of a captured sorrel horse. The body hung limp, a sack of loose joints and cooling meat. Blood saturated the leather vest, dark and sticky, smearing against Eldridge’s canvas coat.

The sorrel horse fought the scent of death. It laid its ears flat against its skull and sidestepped, rolling a wild white eye. Eldridge grabbed the bridle near the bit. He jerked the horse’s head down, forcing it to stand.

“Hold your ground,” Eldridge ordered the animal.

He threw a loop of hemp rope over the dead man’s waist, securing him to the saddle horn with a diamond hitch. He turned his attention to the second casualty. Ramon. The man who took the .45-70 slug in the chest.

Ramon proved heavier. The impact of the heavy rifle round had shattered his spine, leaving him folded at a grotesque angle. Eldridge gripped the man by the belt and the collar, hoisting him up. He laid Ramon face-down across the rear of the saddle, right behind his partner. The two corpses formed a macabre cross over the sorrel’s back.

Eldridge lashed their ankles together under the horse’s belly. He checked the knots. He tested the tension. The cargo remained secure.

Flies found the blood within minutes. They arrived in a buzzing cloud, a black halo hovering over the dead men. The desert heat accelerated the process, baking the copper scent of spilled life into the dry air.

Eldridge retrieved his ruined hat from the dirt. He pushed his fingers through the bullet hole in the crown one last time, acknowledging the fraction of an inch that separated him from the cargo on the sorrel. He settled the hat on his head. He mounted his bay horse. He took the sorrel’s lead rope in his left hand.

He turned the horses south. He rode toward Ocotillo.

He maintained a deliberate walk. He offered zero haste. He wanted the sun to drop lower. He wanted the shadows to stretch long across the main street. He wanted an audience.

The ten miles of scrub brush passed in a rhythmic, monotonous clatter of iron shoes on baked earth. The flies kept pace, a persistent hum behind his ears. The dead men bled the last of their reserves down the flanks of the sorrel horse, painting dark, wet stripes on the animal’s coat.

Ocotillo materialized out of the heat haze like a collection of discarded lumber. The false fronts of the buildings caught the late afternoon sun, glowing a bruised orange.

Eldridge reached the town limits sign. He did not skirt the edges. He did not seek the alleys. He rode straight down the center of the main thoroughfare.

A blacksmith working an anvil outside his shop brought his hammer down. He held the tool suspended in the air. He stared at the approaching rider. He stared at the packhorse. He let the hammer rest on the iron block. He took a step backward into the shadows of his forge.

A woman carrying a basket of laundry stopped on the boardwalk. She dropped the basket. White sheets spilled into the dirt. She covered her mouth with both hands and backed away, pressing her spine against the wall of the mercantile.

The silence spread down the street, moving faster than the horses. It moved like a physical wave, suffocating the normal sounds of commerce. Men sitting on rain barrels stood up and removed their hats. A stray dog sniffed the air, whined, and slunk under a raised porch.

Eldridge kept his eyes forward. He let his right hand rest flat against his thigh, two inches from the walnut grip of the Colt Peacemaker. He watched the rooftops. He checked the gaps between the buildings. He looked for the glint of a rifle barrel. He found none. The town possessed zero preparation for this display. He had caught them flat-footed.

He approached the Silver Star Saloon.

Piano music drifted through the batwing doors, a lively ragtime tune that felt absurd against the approaching procession.

Eldridge halted the bay horse directly in front of the saloon. The sorrel stopped behind him. The flies buzzed loud in the sudden quiet of the street.

The piano player hit a wrong chord, stopped playing, and abandoned the bench.

Faces appeared in the saloon windows. Men peered over the frosted glass, their eyes wide, registering the burden on the sorrel.

The batwing doors swung open.

Dutch stepped onto the boardwalk.

The enforcer wore a clean white shirt and a fresh canvas duster. He lacked his usual fluid swagger. He moved with a rigid spine. His shoulders remained stiff. The heavy ash handle of the pitchfork had left a lasting impression on his ribcage.

Dutch stopped at the edge of the wooden planks. He looked at Eldridge. He looked at the sorrel horse. He recognized the brand on the horse’s hip. He recognized the boots hanging from the saddle.

His face shifted from pale shock to a deep, mottled red. The veins in his thick neck pulsed against his collar. His hands balled into fists at his sides.

“You bring garbage to my door,” Dutch growled. His voice carried the rough texture of crushed stone.

Eldridge wrapped the bay’s reins around the saddle horn. He drew the heavy Bowie knife from the sheath on his belt. The blade caught the dying sun, flashing a brilliant silver.

Dutch flinched. He dropped his right hand toward his holstered revolver.

Eldridge ignored the movement. He reached across the gap between the horses. He caught the main rope securing the dead men to the saddle. He brought the knife edge against the taut hemp.

He slashed.

The rope parted with a sharp snap.

Gravity took control. The two bodies slid off the leather. They hit the pine boards of the boardwalk with a heavy, wet thud. The impact sounded like sacks of wet grain striking the earth. Dust puffed up from the planks, swirling around Dutch’s silver spurs.

Ramon rolled onto his back. His sightless eyes stared up at the saloon awning. The man in the brown vest landed face-down, his arm thrown out, his fingers brushing the toe of Dutch’s boot.

Blood began to pool on the pristine wood.

Dutch stared at his dead men. He stared at the blood creeping toward his footwear. He lifted his gaze to Eldridge. Absolute murder burned in his eyes.

“Vasquez will peel the skin from your bones,” Dutch whispered. “He will stake you over an anthill.”

Eldridge sheathed the knife. He rested his hand back on his thigh. He looked down at the enforcer. He evaluated the stiff posture, the injured ribs, the hesitation in the right hand. Dutch possessed the anger, but he lacked the speed. The pitchfork beating had stolen his edge.

Eldridge tipped the brim of his ruined hat. He pointed a finger at the bullet hole in the crown.

“Your boys lack marksmanship,” Eldridge said. “They ruined a good piece of felt.”

“I will put the next bullet through your eye,” Dutch promised.

Eldridge shifted his weight in the saddle. He looked at the bodies. He looked at the blood staining the Silver Star’s porch.

“You overcharged me on the visitor’s tax,” Eldridge said. His voice echoed loud and clear down the silent street, ensuring every hidden face heard the words.

He picked up his reins. He looked Dutch dead in the eye.

“Keep the change,” Eldridge said.

He clicked his tongue. He spurred the bay horse into a walk. He did not look back. He rode down the center of the street, heading toward the livery stable, leaving Hector Vasquez’s enforcer standing ankle-deep in the consequences of a bad ambush.
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Hector Vasquez stepped out of the Silver Star Saloon. He ignored the batwing doors swinging behind him. He ignored the piano player who had frozen mid-chord. He focused his absolute attention on the two dead men bleeding onto the pine planks of his porch.

He wore his tailored gray suit. The silver conchos on his hatband caught the fading sunlight. He possessed the refined look of a big-city banker, but his eyes belonged to a slaughterhouse floor. He studied the dead faces. Ramon. And the kid who favored brown leather vests.

Dutch stood a few feet away. The enforcer remained stiff, his clothes still damp from the horse trough, his knuckles white where he gripped his gun belt.

“He rode right down the center line,” Dutch said. His voice carried a defensive rasp. “He dumped them and he kept going.”

Vasquez did not look at Dutch. He kept his gaze on Ramon’s shattered chest.

“You took four men,” Vasquez said. The volume of his voice sat low, forcing Dutch to lean in to hear. “You took four men to collect a ten-dollar toll from a drifter. Two return draped over a saddle. The other two remain missing.”

“He holds an advantage with that buffalo gun,” Dutch argued. “He caught them in a funnel.”

“He caught them because you sent fools to do a professional job,” Vasquez corrected. He raised his head. He looked down the street toward the livery stable. The dust from the drifter’s departure still hung in the air.

“Lock the town,” Vasquez ordered.

“Boss?”

“Seal the streets. Put two men with rifles on the bank roof. Put two more on the hotel balcony. Block the north road and the south bridge. Nobody leaves Ocotillo. Nobody enters.”

“He already rode down to the livery,” Dutch said. “He might have slipped out the back.”

“He remains here,” Vasquez stated. He possessed absolute certainty. “A man who brings the bodies back does not run. He intends to finish the conversation. I want him found. I want him brought to the back room of the assayer’s office. Alive, if possible. Dead, if necessary. But I prefer him breathing when I start asking questions.”

Dutch nodded. He turned to shout orders to the men gathering in the street.

Vasquez stepped back inside the saloon. He required a fresh cup of coffee and a moment to recalculate his ledger.

Three blocks away, the livery stable smelled of sweet alfalfa, old leather, and ammonia. The interior sat deep in shadow. The evening sun failed to penetrate the high, dusty windows.

Eldridge Sample stood inside the double doors. He had unbuckled his spurs and left them hanging on his saddle horn. His boots made zero sound against the packed earth aisle. He held the Colt Peacemaker in his right hand.

Cobb, the liveryman, emerged from the tack room. He limped heavily, carrying a pitchfork. He saw Eldridge. He stopped. He pointed a dirt-stained finger toward the last stall on the left.

Eldridge nodded. He moved down the aisle.

He heard the breathing first. Short, ragged gasps. The sound a man makes when he tries to inhale without expanding his ribcage.

Eldridge slipped past the wooden partition.

A man sat huddled in the corner of the stall, half-buried in loose straw. He wore a canvas jacket covered in the red dust of the northern ridge. He cradled his left arm against his chest. The arm hung at an unnatural angle, the forearm swelling against the fabric of his sleeve. His horse had likely rolled on him during the panicked retreat from the canyon.

The man heard the rustle of straw. He looked up. His eyes widened. He reached for the revolver holstered on his right hip with his good hand.

Eldridge closed the gap in two strides. He kicked the man’s right wrist. The boot connected hard. The man yelped, his hand flying away from the gun grip.

Eldridge dropped to one knee. He jammed the cold steel barrel of the Colt directly under the man’s chin, forcing his head back against the rough pine boards of the stall.

“Make a sound,” Eldridge suggested, “and you lose your jaw.”

The man swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed against the gun barrel. Sweat tracked through the grime on his face.

“You the one from the canyon,” the man whispered.

“You owe me a new hat,” Eldridge said.

“I didn’t shoot your hat. Ramon took that shot.”

“Ramon settled his account,” Eldridge said. “You still hold a balance. Name?”

“Pike.”

“Pike,” Eldridge repeated. “You ran all the way back here to hide in the straw. You avoided your boss. Why?”

“Vasquez kills failures,” Pike gasped. “He hates paying for mistakes.”

“Vasquez runs a tight ledger,” Eldridge said. “That interests me. I possess a curiosity about his bookkeeping.”

Pike stared at him. “Bookkeeping?”

Eldridge shifted his weight. He moved his left hand. He clamped his fingers around Pike’s broken left forearm.

Pike stiffened. His eyes bulged.

“Vasquez collects a toll from everyone in Ocotillo,” Eldridge said. His voice remained conversational, steady. “He squeezes the saloons. He squeezes the general store. He squeezes the school teacher. That generates a large volume of cash. Cash requires storage. Cash requires a record.”

“I don’t know nothing about the money,” Pike said. He tried to pull his arm away.

Eldridge tightened his grip. He squeezed the swollen flesh over the fractured bone.

Pike let out a muffled shriek. He squeezed his eyes shut. Tears leaked from the corners. His body arched against the wall.

“Lying causes discomfort,” Eldridge observed. He maintained the pressure. The bone grated underneath his palm. “I ask again. Where does the collection go?”

“The assayer’s office!” Pike hissed through clenched teeth. “Stop. Please.”

Eldridge eased the pressure. He did not release the arm. He kept his hand positioned over the break.

“The assayer’s office,” Eldridge prompted.

“Back room,” Pike panted. He dragged air into his lungs. “He uses the big iron safe. The assayer… he works for Vasquez. He melts down the gold. He stacks the greenbacks.”

“And the record?”

“The black book,” Pike said. “The ledger. Vasquez keeps it in the safe. He writes down every dime. Every name. He uses it to keep the town in line. If a man comes up short, Vasquez reads the debt out loud before Dutch breaks his fingers.”

“He documents his extortion,” Eldridge said. “Arrogant.”

“He considers himself a businessman. He likes orderly columns.”

Eldridge processed the information. A safe. A ledger. A central location holding the entire financial lifeblood of the protection racket. You take the money, you cripple the operation. You take the ledger, you destroy the leverage.

“How many men guard the assayer’s office at night?” Eldridge asked.

“None,” Pike said.

Eldridge applied a fraction of pressure to the broken arm.

“Two!” Pike corrected instantly, his voice hitching. “Two men. Inside. They sleep on cots in the front room. They keep shotguns.”

Eldridge released the arm completely. He stood up. He plucked Pike’s revolver from the holster and tucked it into his own waistband.

Pike cradled his ruined arm. He looked up at the drifter. He saw zero mercy. He saw a man calculating the next phase of a demolition.

“You intend to hit the safe,” Pike realized. “You possess a genuine death wish. Vasquez will put a hundred men on the street.”

“Vasquez already put his men on the street,” Eldridge said. He stepped backward, fading toward the stall entrance. “That leaves the back rooms empty.”

“What about me?” Pike asked.

“You sleep in the straw,” Eldridge said. “You wake up, you start walking to Mexico. Ocotillo offers zero future for you.”

Eldridge left the stall. He walked down the center aisle. Cobb waited near the front doors, leaning on the pitchfork.

“You get what you needed?” Cobb asked.

“I got an address,” Eldridge said.

He walked to the bay horse. He checked his saddlebags. He withdrew a box of .45 caliber cartridges. He fed fresh rounds into the loops of his gun belt, replacing the ones he spent on the porch of the Silver Star.

The sun dropped below the horizon. The shadows inside the livery turned solid black. Outside, the town grew quiet, bracing for the violence it knew hovered just out of sight.

Eldridge Sample stepped out the back door of the stable, slipping into the alleyway. He traded the role of the hunted for the role of the hunter, aiming his boots toward the assayer’s office and the black book that held a town hostage.
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Dutch required a victim.

The pitchfork handle had left a deep, purple bruise across his sternum. Every drawn breath pulled tight against the damaged muscle, sending a sharp spike of pain through his chest. Vasquez had stripped his dignity on the saloon porch. The boss had dressed him down in front of the men, pointing at the dead bodies leaking blood onto the pine planks. The town had watched him stand in a puddle of failure.

Dutch needed to re-establish the hierarchy. He needed the town to witness his authority.

He marched down Elm Street. He ignored the lockdown orders Vasquez had issued. He desired an audience, but he settled for a demonstration. He aimed his boots toward Mrs. Gable’s boarding house. The two-story Victorian structure sat at the end of the block, boasting a fresh coat of blue paint and a wraparound porch. It housed the respectable elements of Ocotillo. It housed the school teacher.

Abigail Trent owed a debt. Dutch intended to collect it tonight. He planned to drag her out of her bed, pull her by her hair down the center of Elm Street, and throw her through the back door of the Silver Star. The drovers needed entertainment. The town needed a reminder of who held the leash.

He climbed the porch steps. His silver spurs dug deep gouges into the painted wood. He did not bother knocking. He raised his right boot. He drove his heel directly into the brass lock plate of the front door.

The pine frame splintered. The heavy iron latch tore free from the jamb. The door slammed open, rebounding off the interior plaster wall with a violent crash.

Dutch stepped into the foyer. The house sat dark. A grandfather clock ticked a slow, measured rhythm in the corner. The air smelled of beeswax and dried lavender.

“Miss Trent!” Dutch roared. His voice shattered the quiet.

A door clicked open upstairs. Mrs. Gable, a small woman wearing a flannel nightcap, peered over the banister. She held a trembling hand against her mouth.

“Get back in your room, old woman,” Dutch commanded. “I hold zero business with you. Send the teacher down.”

Mrs. Gable vanished. Her door shut and a deadbolt slid into place.

Dutch stepped into the parlor. Moonlight cut through the lace curtains, painting pale stripes across the Persian rug. He unhooked the leather thong from the hammer of his revolver. He wanted his hand free. He wanted her to see the iron.

“Time to pay the rent, Abigail,” Dutch called out. He paced across the rug. “Come down those stairs right now. You make me climb them, I break your jaw before I drag you to the saloon.”

Silence answered him.

“You hear me?” Dutch yelled.

“She hears you,” a voice said.

The voice originated from a high-backed wing chair in the darkest corner of the parlor. The tone sat flat, entirely devoid of stress or hurry.

Dutch froze. The hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention. He recognized the unhurried cadence. He recognized the confidence.

“The drifter,” Dutch whispered.

“Bullies possess predictable habits,” Eldridge Sample said from the shadows. “They get hit in the mouth by a stronger man, they seek out a softer target to punch. They need to balance their own internal ledger.”

Dutch dropped his right hand toward the stag-horn grip of his revolver. He abandoned the plan for the girl. He calculated the distance to the corner. He anticipated the weight of the gun filling his palm.

Eldridge did not draw his Colt. He uncoiled from the chair. He crossed the Persian rug in two silent, gliding strides. He moved with the fluid speed of a striking snake.

Dutch cleared the leather. He started to raise the barrel.

Eldridge intercepted the movement. He clamped his left hand over the cylinder of Dutch’s revolver, pinning the weapon and trapping Dutch’s fingers against the trigger guard. The mechanical action locked tight.

Dutch grunted, attempting to wrench his arm free. He leveraged his heavy shoulders, pulling backward.

Eldridge utilized the momentum. He stepped inside Dutch’s guard. He brought his right hand down in a brutal, rigid chop. He struck the outside of Dutch’s forearm, directly above the wrist joint.

The bone snapped.

The impact produced a sharp, dry sound, identical to a heavy boot breaking a thick, dead branch in a quiet forest.

Dutch released a high, wet shriek. His knees buckled. He dropped to the floor. He cradled
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