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  Chapter One

  
  




“You can smell the sulfur from a mile out,” Eldridge Sample said. “Smells like bad eggs and money.”

The bay horse didn’t seem to mind. It kept a steady pace, its iron shoes clinking against the hard-packed rhyolite of the trail. The animal was road-weary, a layer of high-desert dust turning its dark coat the color of dried clay, but it held its head up. It was a cavalry mount once, belonging to a dead captain named Hatcher, and it was used to marching toward things that smelled bad.

Eldridge reached down and patted the animal’s neck. “Almost there. Then you get oats.”

He crested the ridge.

Solitude sat in the valley below like a stain on a white tablecloth. It wasn’t a town that had grown; it was a town that had been inflicted. The stamp mills on the north slope chugged rhythmically, heavy steel pistons crushing rock into powder twenty-four hours a day. The sound was a low, constant thudding that vibrated in the chest, the heartbeat of a place that didn’t sleep.

Smoke from the smelters hung over the roofs, a yellow-gray blanket that trapped the heat and filtered the sunlight into a bruised haze.

“Solitude,” Eldridge muttered. “Crowded for a place with that name.”

He checked the Springfield carbine in the scabbard under his leg. He checked the Colt in his belt—the one he’d taken off Hatcher. He touched his vest pocket. The Mexican coin star was gone, left in a box in Texas or lost in the Nations. He didn’t wear tin anymore. Tin attracted bullets, and it didn’t pay the rent.

He pulled a folded piece of paper from his coat. A wanted circular.

Gantry Brothers. Bank Robbery. $500 Dead or Alive.

The sketch showed two men with weak chins and eyes too close together. Ed and Earl. They looked like the kind of men who would steal a horse because they were too lazy to walk, and shoot a teller because they were too scared to ask for the money.

“Five hundred dollars,” Eldridge said. “That buys a lot of peace and quiet.”

He tucked the paper away. He nudged the bay with his spurs.

They rode down the switchback trail. The air grew thicker, hotter, laden with the metallic taste of copper and lead.

He hit the main street. It was wide, churned into deep ruts by ore wagons. Mules strained against harnesses, drivers shouting curses that would peel paint. Miners walked with the heavy, shuffling gait of men who spent their lives underground, their faces blackened with soot, eyes white and staring.

Nobody looked at Eldridge. In Solitude, a man riding a good horse with a rifle on his saddle was just another Tuesday.

He rode past the Assay Office. Past a building marked Land Office - P. King, Prop. Past a row of shacks made of canvas and packing crates.

He pulled up in front of a livery stable that looked like it might collapse if the wind shifted. A boy was sitting on a bucket, whittling a stick.

“Grain?” Eldridge asked.

The boy looked up. He spat a stream of tobacco juice that missed Eldridge’s boot by an inch. “We got barley. Costs a dollar.”

“Oats?”

“Oats is for racehorses,” the boy said. “You racin’?”

“I’m resting,” Eldridge said. He dismounted. He tossed a silver dollar to the boy. “Barley is fine. Rub him down. And don’t sell the saddle while I’m gone.”

“I ain’t a thief, mister.”

“Good to know.”

Eldridge grabbed his saddlebags. He walked out onto the boardwalk.

The noise of the stamps was louder here, a percussive boom-boom-boom that rattled the windows of the storefronts. It covered the sound of boots, the sound of conversation.

He walked down the street. He scanned the faces. He wasn’t looking for a friend. He was looking for two weak chins.

He passed a barber shop. He rubbed his own jaw. Stubble. He needed a shave, but business came first.

He stopped in front of the Golden Fleece.

It was the biggest building in town, two stories of false-front architecture painted a garish yellow that was peeling in the sun. The batwing doors were swinging, pushing out the smell of stale beer and cheap perfume.

Eldridge stepped to the side of the door. He looked over the top of the swinging panels.

The saloon was crowded for mid-afternoon. Miners coming off the day shift, washing the dust from their throats. Gamblers waking up for the night shift.

He scanned the room.

The bar ran the length of the left wall. A mirror behind it reflected the room, cracked down the middle like a lightning bolt.

At a table near the back, away from the piano that wasn’t playing, two men sat.

They were drinking whiskey from a bottle, no glasses. They wore dusters that were gray with road dirt. Their hats were pushed back.

One of them was using a knife to clean his nails. The other was staring at a serving girl with a look that was hungry and mean.

Ed and Earl Gantry.

They looked older than the sketch, harder. The road had worn them down, taken the baby fat off their faces, but the weak chins were the same. The eyes were the same.

Eldridge watched them.

Earl, the one with the knife, said something. Ed laughed. It was a high, giggling sound that didn’t fit the size of the man.

They looked comfortable. They looked like men who thought they had outrun the paper in their pockets. They thought Solitude was far enough from the bank in Abilene that the law wouldn’t follow.

“You’re wrong,” Eldridge whispered.

He didn’t go in. Not yet.

The saloon was too crowded. Too many angles. Too many innocent bystanders who might catch a stray lead slug if the Gantrys decided to make a fight of it. And they would fight. Rats always fought when you cornered them.

He needed them to move. He needed them to step out, or go to the outhouse, or get drunk enough to stagger.

Eldridge stepped back from the doors. He leaned against a support post on the porch, tipping his hat down. He pulled a pouch of tobacco from his pocket and started to roll a cigarette.

He watched the street. He watched the door.

A man in a suit walked past. He was dressed too well for a mining camp—black frock coat, silk tie, a diamond stickpin. He walked with a cane, tapping the boardwalk with a rhythmic click. Two men walked behind him, big men with guns worn openly on their hips. Bodyguards.

The man in the suit stopped. He looked at the Golden Fleece. He looked at Eldridge.

“You’re blocking the flow of commerce,” the man said. His voice was smooth, polished.

Eldridge licked the paper of his cigarette. “I’m just smoking.”

“Smoke somewhere else,” one of the bodyguards grunted. He put his hand on his gun.

Eldridge looked at him. He lit the match on his thumbnail. He held the flame to the tobacco. He took a drag.

“The street is free,” Eldridge said.

“Not this street,” the suited man said. “I own the wood you’re standing on.”

Eldridge looked at the man. Prosper King. It had to be. The name on the land office. The attitude.

“Nice wood,” Eldridge said. “Lots of splinters.”

King stared at him. He was measuring. He saw the dust. He saw the Springfield scabbard on the saddle—no, the rifle was on the horse. He saw the Colt.

“You look like a man waiting for something,” King said.

“I am.”

“Wait somewhere else.”

King stepped around him and pushed through the doors of the saloon. His guards followed, giving Eldridge a hard look.

Eldridge didn’t move. He smoked.

Inside, the noise level dropped for a second, then picked back up. King was holding court.

Eldridge looked back through the gap in the doors.

King walked straight to the back. He stopped at the Gantrys’ table.

Ed and Earl looked up. They looked surprised. They stood up, scraping their chairs.

King said something. He gestured to the empty chairs. He sat down.

The Gantrys sat down.

They were talking. The bank robbers and the town boss.

Eldridge frowned. That wasn’t in the circular. That wasn’t part of the plan.

“What are you two doing?” Eldridge murmured.

He couldn’t hear them. But he saw Earl nod. He saw Ed pour whiskey into a glass for King.

They weren’t being run out of town. They were being hired. Or they were making a deal.

Eldridge dropped his cigarette. He crushed it out.

The job just got complicated. Five hundred dollars was good money for a simple pickup. But if the Gantrys had friends—rich friends with bodyguards—the price of admission just went up.

He needed to wait. He needed to see where they slept.

He stayed on the porch, a statue in a canvas coat, watching the spider spin a web in the corner of the doorframe, waiting for the flies to move.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  






The shout came from the south end of town, bouncing off the false fronts of the buildings like a rock rattled in a tin can.

“Water! We need water and we need whiskey! In that order!”

Eldridge Sample stayed on the porch of the Golden Fleece, leaning against the post. He lowered his hat brim a fraction, cutting the glare, and watched the arrival.

It was a two-mule procession.

The lead mule was ridden by a man who looked like a badger that had been rolled in flour. He was short, wide, and covered in a layer of white alkali dust that coated his beard, his eyebrows, and the brim of a hat that had lost its shape ten years ago. He was shouting at the sky, at the buildings, at the mule. He looked like a man who had spent too much time talking to rocks.

Behind him, on a smaller, darker mule, rode the woman.

She didn’t shout. She didn’t look at the sky. She looked at the shadows.

She was Mescalero. She wore a long calico skirt that was stained at the hem with red dirt, and a man’s flannel shirt that was too big for her, belted tight at the waist. Her hair was black, thick, and braided with strips of red cloth. She rode with a stillness that made the man in front of her look like a circus act.

“Ben,” she said. Her voice was low, but it carried. “Quiet.”

“Quiet?” The man turned in the saddle. His eyes were bright blue, manic in the dusty face. “Nita, we are in civilization! We are in the metropolis of Solitude! Why be quiet? We got cause to crow!”

He kicked his mule. The animal didn’t speed up; it just flattened its ears and kept plodding toward the center of town.

Eldridge watched them come. He watched the town watch them.

The miners on the street stopped. They looked at the prospector, then they looked at the woman. A hush went down the boardwalk, the kind of silence that happens when a predator walks into a room, or when a fool walks onto a ledge.

“Indian,” a man near Eldridge whispered. He spat tobacco juice onto the planks.

Ben didn’t notice the mood. Or he didn’t care. He rode straight up to the water trough in front of the General Store. He slid off the mule. He didn’t land on his feet; he landed on his knees, then scrambled up, laughing.

“Solid ground!” Ben yelled. He dunked his head into the trough. He came up sputtering, water streaming from his beard, turning the dust into mud streaks. “God, that’s wet! Nita, get down! Drink!”

Nita dismounted. She moved differently. She swung her leg over and dropped light, keeping the mule between her and the street. She didn’t drink immediately. She scanned the rooftops. She scanned the alleyways.

Her eyes stopped on Eldridge.

She held his gaze for a second. She saw the gun belt. She saw the way he stood. She categorized him: Threat. Then she moved on, checking the rest of the street.

“She knows,” Eldridge thought. “He doesn’t.”

Ben wiped his face with a dirty sleeve. He looked around, beaming. He spotted the sign down the street: ASSAY OFFICE.

His eyes went wide. He grabbed Nita by the arm.

“There it is, darlin’!” Ben pointed. “The bank of the future! The house of judgment!”

“Ben,” Nita said. She pulled her arm away gently. “Wait. We clean up first. We find a room.”

“Room later! Whiskey later! First, we weigh!”

Ben ran to his mule. He started unbuckling the saddlebags. They were heavy, sagging against the animal’s ribs. He fumbled with the straps, his hands shaking with excitement.

“Look at this,” Ben said to no one in particular. “Just look at the weight.”

He pulled out a canvas sack. It was the size of a cantaloupe. He grunted as he lifted it.

He held it up.

“Heavy!” Ben shouted. “Heavy as sin!”

The men on the boardwalk stepped closer. They were drawn to the sack like moths to a lantern. They smelled the desperation and the hope coming off the prospector, but mostly they smelled the money.

“What you got there, old timer?” a miner asked.

“I got the future!” Ben said. “I got the motherlode! I got a vein of quartz up in the Dragoon Mountains that’s so thick with gold you can peel it off with a knife!”

Nita stepped in front of him. She put a hand on his chest.

“Ben,” she hissed. “Stop talking.”

“Why?” Ben laughed. “We’re rich, Nita! We don’t have to whisper no more! We can shout! We can buy this whole damn town!”

Eldridge straightened up. He flicked his cigarette away.

“He’s digging his own grave,” Eldridge muttered.

In a town owned by Prosper King, you didn’t shout about gold. You whispered it in a dark room with a gun in your hand. You didn’t announce a strike in the middle of the street unless you wanted to attract the sharks.

And the sharks were circling.

From the door of the Golden Fleece, two men stepped out. Not the Gantry brothers. These were King’s men. Cale, the bodyguard, and another man in a gray suit. They stood there, picking their teeth, watching the show.

Ben didn’t see them. He hugged the sack. He marched toward the Assay Office.

“Come on, Nita! Let’s see the numbers!”

Nita hesitated. She looked at the mules. She looked at the men watching her. She grabbed the reins of both animals and followed her husband, walking close to him, her free hand resting near the knife in her belt.

They went into the Assay Office. The door closed, cutting off Ben’s laughter.

Eldridge waited a beat. Then he pushed off the post.

He walked down the boardwalk. He moved casually, looking like a man stretching his legs. He stopped outside the Assay Office window. The glass was dusty, streaked with grime, but he could see inside.

The office was a narrow room with a high counter and a set of brass scales behind a wire cage. The clerk was a thin man with ink stains on his fingers and a visor over his eyes. He looked like a man who had been dried out in the sun too long.

Ben slammed the sack onto the counter. The wood groaned.

“Weigh it!” Ben demanded. “Tell me I’m dreaming!”

The clerk jumped. He looked at the sack. He looked at Ben. Then he looked past Ben, through the window, at the street. He was looking for permission.

He saw Cale standing on the saloon porch. Cale nodded. Just a small dip of the chin.

The clerk swallowed. He opened the cage.

“Open it up,” the clerk said. His voice trembled.

Ben undid the drawstring. He upended the sack.

Gold.

Raw, jagged nuggets mixed with quartz dust. They spilled out onto the counter, a pile of yellow fire that seemed to light up the dim room.

“Look at that color!” Ben crowed. “Have you ever seen color like that?”

The clerk stared. He reached out and touched a nugget. He picked it up. He put it on the scale. He added weights to the other side. Brass cylinders.

Nita stood by the door, her back to the wall. She wasn’t looking at the gold. She was looking at the clerk’s hands. She didn’t like him. She didn’t like the way he kept glancing at the window.

“Where is this claim?” the clerk asked. He tried to sound casual, but his voice was tight. “Local?”

“Local enough,” Ben said. “Two days ride. Up a canyon that don’t have a name.”

“You… you file a claim yet?”

“That’s the next stop!” Ben said. “Land office! I’m gonna put my name on it in ink! Benjamin T. Miller. Proprietor of the Lucky Strike!”

“The Lucky Strike,” the clerk repeated. He wrote something down in a ledger. “That’s a good name.”

“It’s the only name!” Ben slapped the counter. “So? What’s it worth? Just the sack. Give me a number.”

The clerk did some math on a piece of paper. He moved the weights.

“This here…” the clerk said. “This is high grade. Maybe… maybe five hundred dollars. Just in the dust.”

“Five hundred!” Ben turned to Nita. “You hear that? Five hundred! And that’s just the surface scratch! There’s tons of it! Tons!”

Nita didn’t smile. “Take the receipt, Ben. Let’s go.”

“Receipt? I want cash! I want spending money!”

“I can give you a draft,” the clerk said quickly. “Bank’s closed right now. But Mr. King… the banker… he’ll honor it.”

“Mr. King,” Ben said. “That sounds like a man with money. Alright. Give me the paper. We’ll




















































