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  Chapter One

  
  







“Is that him?”

The clerk, Doolin, squinted from the courthouse steps, holding a stack of depositions against his chest. He tasted the dust that blew up from the street.

The deputy, standing at the bottom of the steps, spat a stream of tobacco. “That’s Sample’s horse. But I don’t know what that is he’s leading.”

Eldridge Sample rode down Garrison Avenue. He didn’t look at the stores. He didn’t look at the people who stopped to watch him. He looked straight ahead, at the federal courthouse, at the brick-and-stone promise of a hard bed and a hot meal.

He’d been riding for two days. The horse under him was done. The horse he was leading was, too.

He pulled up in front of the steps. The smell hit Doolin first, a ripe, sweet-rot smell that made him put a handkerchief to his nose.

Eldridge sat in the saddle for a long ten-count. He was covered in black soot, his face cut from rock, his coat torn. He looked like a man who had crawled out of a chimney.

He put a hand on the saddle horn and swung his leg over. His knees buckled. He caught himself, his hand on the horse’s flank.

Doolin started down the steps, his shoes clicking. “Marshal Sample? Is that… Judge Parker is expecting a report on…”

“He’s here,” Eldridge said. His voice was a dry rasp, full of trail dust and smoke.

Doolin stopped. “Who’s here?”

Eldridge didn’t answer. He walked to the horse he was leading. He unhooked the canteen and drank the last, hot mouthful. He threw the canteen onto the street.

On the horse’s back was a long, canvas-wrapped bundle. It was tied with rope, but the rope was soaked in dark, dried fluid. Flies were thick on it, a black, buzzing cloud.

“My God,” Doolin whispered.

People were stopping. A saloon girl on her way to work. A blacksmith, his apron dark. Two men in suits. They kept their distance. The smell was enough.

“Is that him?” the blacksmith asked, his voice low. “Is that Cowboy Jim?”

Eldridge pulled the knot, his fingers stiff and clumsy. The rope fell away. He grabbed the edge of the canvas.

“Marshal, no!” Doolin said, his voice high. “Not in the street! In front of the courthouse!”

Eldridge pulled the canvas back.

It wasn’t a man. It was what was left of one. Broken, like a doll made of sticks, stuffed into the canvas. The face was gone, smashed by the impact, eaten by scavengers. But the white hat, caked in mud and blood, was still tied to the saddle horn.

The blacksmith whistled. “He got him. He really got him.”

Eldridge dropped the canvas. He turned and started walking up the steps.

Doolin scrambled in front of him, blocking the way. “Marshal, you can’t. You’re… you need to see the undertaker. You need a bath. The Judge is in session.”

Eldridge looked at him. He didn’t stop. He put his hand on Doolin’s chest, on the clean, white shirt, and moved him aside. Doolin stumbled, his depositions scattering across the steps.

“You can’t…” Doolin said, grabbing at the papers.

Eldridge walked into the courthouse. He left muddy, sooty boot prints on the clean, polished floor. He walked past the clerks’ desks, past the warrant room. He didn’t stop until he was at Judge Isaac Parker’s door.

He didn’t knock. He just opened it.

The courtroom was silent. Parker was on the bench, his white beard spread, his eyes like iron. He was sentencing a horse thief.

“Mr. Sample,” Parker said, his voice a low growl of thunder. “You are not on the docket.”

Eldridge walked to the rail. He stood there, smelling of smoke and horses and death.

“He’s outside,” Eldridge said.

Parker looked at him. He looked at the soot, the blood on his cheek, the exhaustion. He saw a man who had been to the edge and had just come back.

“Who,” Parker said, his voice flat, “is outside?”

“Jim Cutler,” Eldridge said. “He’s on a horse. What’s left of him.”

The courtroom was so quiet Eldridge could hear the horse thief breathing.

Parker stared at him. Then he banged his gavel. Once. “This court is recessed. One hour.”

He stood, his black robes swirling, and walked into his chambers. He didn’t invite Eldridge. He just expected him to follow.

Eldridge went through the gate and followed him.

Parker’s office was neat. Books, maps, a decanter of whiskey. Parker shut the door. He turned.

“He’s dead?”

“He fell five hundred feet,” Eldridge said. “He was dead before he hit the bottom. I just made sure.”

For a second, Parker smiled. A thin, tight-lipped smile of pure satisfaction. “You did it. You actually did it.” He moved to the decanter. “We’ll have a drink. I’ll call the papers. A federal victory.”

“He wasn’t alone,” Eldridge said.

Parker stopped, his hand on the glass. “What?”

“We hit his camp. In the Kiamichis. He was with his core group. Diego Cruz. Amos Teeter. The Yates brothers.”

“And?” Parker poured two glasses.

“And they scattered.” Eldridge walked to the desk. He pulled a burned, water-damaged ledger from his coat and dropped it on a stack of legal briefs. It left a wet, black stain. “That’s his accounts. That’s all that’s left of the camp.”

Parker looked at the ledger, then at Eldridge. He pushed one of the whiskey glasses across the desk. “The prisoners, Sample. Where are the prisoners?”

Eldridge looked at the whiskey. He didn’t touch it.

“Thomas Going Snake is dead.”

Parker’s hand, holding his own glass, stopped halfway to his mouth. “How?”

“Jim shot him. In a rock chimney. He fell a hundred feet. He’s dead.”

“Damn,” Parker said. He said it quiet. He put the glass down. “He was a good man. The best tracker in the Cherokee Nation.”

“He was,” Eldridge said. “His Lighthorse friends, Johnny and James, they’re taking him to his wife. In Tahlequah.”

“And the prisoners?” Parker asked again, his voice harder. “Teeter? Cruz? The ones who got away?”

“Thomas tracked Teeter south. I don’t know where he is. Samuel Checote—”

“The Creek captain,” Parker nodded.

“He’s got the others. Diego Cruz, the Potts brothers. He took them to Okmulgee.”

“To hold for us,” Parker said. “Good.”

“No,” Eldridge said. “To try.”

Parker looked at him. The pleasure was gone. His eyes were iron again. “To try? By what authority?”

“Creek authority. Jim burned a family on their land. They see it as Creek business.”

“Burning a family is everyone’s business,” Parker snapped. “Those men are federal prisoners. They’re witnesses. I want them here. In my court.”

“Then you’ll have to go and ask Captain Checote for them.” Eldridge finally picked up the whiskey. He drank it. The burn was good. “And you’ll have to ask him for the money.”

“The money?”

“The five thousand. From the buyers. We found it in the camp.”

“You found it. Excellent. That’s federal evidence. Where is it?”

“Half of it,” Eldridge said, setting the empty glass down, “is in my saddlebag. It’s for you.”

“And the other half?”

Eldridge looked Parker right in the eye. “Samuel Checote took it.”

Parker’s face went white. Then it went red. “He took it? He stole federal property?”

“He called it a widow’s pension,” Eldridge said. “For Thomas. He said it was Creek money, taken on Creek land. He said it was fair.”

“Fair?” Parker’s voice was a low roar. “This isn’t about fair, Marshal! This is about the law! The law says that money is evidence! The law says those men are my prisoners! And you let a Creek policeman walk away with both?”

“I was on his land. With two of his men. Thomas was dead. Jim was still running. I had to make a choice.”

“You made the wrong one.”

“I got Jim,” Eldridge said. “That was the job.”

“The job,” Parker said, walking around the desk, “is whatever I say it is. And I’m saying you’re not done. You’re not even close.”

Eldridge stood. He was tired. He could feel the cuts on his face.

“Get that body to the undertaker,” Parker ordered. “Get it on ice. I want the Gazette to see it. Then get yourself a bath. And a new coat.”

Eldridge walked to the door.

“And, Marshal?”

Eldridge stopped, his hand on the knob.

“Be in my office at six. With the money. We’re going to write a report. And then,” Parker said, “we’re going to make a plan. You’re going back to Okmulgee.”

Eldridge looked back. “Am I.”

“You are,” Parker said. “You’re going to get my prisoners, and you’re going to get my money. The law doesn’t stop at the Arkansas River, Sample. You’re going to remind Captain Checote of that.”

Eldridge opened the door and walked out.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  







“Six o’clock, Marshal. You’re prompt.”

Judge Parker was standing by his window, looking out at the lights of Garrison Avenue. He wasn’t wearing his robes. He looked smaller, but harder, like a piece of iron ore.

Eldridge Sample stood in the doorway. He’d had a bath. The hot water had stung the cuts on his face. He’d bought a new shirt, flannel, stiff with sizing. He was clean. He didn’t feel any better.

“You said six,” Eldridge said.

“I did.” Parker turned. “Come in. You’re not the only one I’m seeing.”

Eldridge walked in. The office was different. Two other men were there.

One was thin, with a high, starched collar and spectacles. He sat in a chair by the desk, a leather satchel on his lap, like he was afraid the floor would stain it. He looked like he’d never been on a horse.

The other man was standing by the fireplace, his elbow on the mantel. He was big, with a thick, walrus mustache and a gut that pushed against his vest. A silver badge, tarnished, was pinned crooked on his coat. He wasn’t looking at Eldridge. He was looking at the fire, even though it was just embers.

Eldridge walked to the desk. He unhooked a canvas sack from his belt and dropped it. It landed with a heavy, metallic clink.

“The money,” Eldridge said. “Two thousand, five hundred. Federal gold.”

The man in the chair looked at the bag, then at Eldridge. His eyes were pale, disapproving.

“You’re Marshal Sample,” the man said. It wasn’t a question.

“This,” Judge Parker said, walking over, “is Mr. Shaw. From the U.S. Attorney’s office. He’s here to handle the… legalities.”

“The legalities,” Shaw repeated, his voice thin. “Yes.” He opened his satchel and pulled out a piece of paper, a pen, and a small bottle of ink. He didn’t touch the money. “Your report was… brief, Marshal.”

“I was tired,” Eldridge said.

“You stated you allowed a Creek Lighthorse captain to seize half of the five thousand dollars in recovered federal property.”

“I stated he took it.”

“An act of theft,” Shaw said, tapping his pen on the paper. “Committed by a tribal officer. And you… let it happen.”

“I was on his land. With his men. My partner was dead. My priority was Jim Cutler.”

“Your priority,” Shaw said, “is the enforcement of federal law. In all its aspects.”

“That’s enough, Mr. Shaw.” Parker’s voice cut in, sharp. He put his hand on the money bag. “The marshal understands his priorities. He just needs reminding.”

Parker looked at the big man by the fire. “Heck.”

The big man turned. His eyes were heavy-lidded, bored. He looked at Eldridge. He looked at the clean shirt, the cuts. A slow smile, that didn’t touch his eyes, crept into his mustache.

“This is Deputy Marshal Heck,” Parker said. “He’ll be… providing the muscle. Mr. Shaw will tell you what to do. Deputy Heck will make sure it gets done.”

“Heck,” Eldridge said, nodding.

Heck didn’t nod back. “Sample. I heard you went and got Jim Cutler.”

“That’s right.”

“Heard you lost Thomas Going Snake gettin’ him.”

“That’s right, too.”

Heck pushed himself off the mantel. He walked over, his boots heavy on the wood floor. He was a good four inches taller than Eldridge, and fifty pounds heavier. He smelled like whiskey and stale tobacco.

“I knew Thomas,” Heck said, his voice a low rumble. “Good man. For a Cherokee. Stupid, trusting a federal badge. Look where it got him.”

“Heck,” Parker warned.

“I’m just sayin’,” Heck said, his eyes on Eldridge. “You ride with dogs, you get fleas. You ride with Indians… you get dead.”

Eldridge looked at Heck. He didn’t move. He didn’t change expression. He just… looked. He saw the gut. He saw the badge. He saw the man.

“You got something to say, Deputy?” Eldridge asked.

“Yeah. I do.” Heck tapped Eldridge on the chest with a thick finger. “You’re goin’ back. To Okmulgee. And this time, you’re not makin’ deals. You’re not playin’ friends with the Lighthorse. You’re goin’ with me. And we’re gonna get our money. And we’re gonna get our prisoners.”

“And if Captain Checote says no?” Eldridge asked, not moving.

Heck smiled. “That’s when Mr. Shaw here reads his paper. And I do my job. And you,” he tapped Eldridge again, “you stay out of the way.”

Eldridge looked at the finger, then at Heck’s face. He didn’t say anything.

“That’s the plan,” Judge Parker said, stepping between them. “Mr. Shaw has the writ. It demands the immediate turnover of federal prisoners Amos Teeter, Diego Cruz, and the Potts brothers. It demands the immediate return of the stolen federal property. That’s twenty-five hundred dollars, Marshal. To the dollar.”

“And if they’ve already tried them?” Eldridge asked. “If they’ve already spent the money?”

“That,” Mr. Shaw said, finally looking up from his paper, “is an act of insurrection against the United States government. And we will treat it as such.”

“We’ll treat it as a fight,” Heck said, grinning.

Parker went to his desk. He opened a drawer and pulled out a box of cartridges. He slid them across the desk. “You’ll ride at dawn. Mr. Shaw has the warrants. Deputy Heck has three men waiting at the livery. They are, shall we say, less… familiar… with the Creek.”

“You’re sending an army,” Eldridge said.

“I’m sending a message,” Parker said. “The law doesn’t stop at the river. I told you that. You tried to tell them. You failed. Now, you’re going to show them.”

Eldridge looked at Shaw. He looked at Heck. This wasn’t a posse. It was a fuse.

“This is a mistake,” Eldridge said.

“Your mistake,” Parker said, his voice cold, “was letting a tribal policeman dictate federal policy. My… correction… is to make sure it never happens again. You’re dismissed, Marshal.”

Eldridge didn’t take the cartridges. He turned and walked to the door.

“And, Sample?” Heck’s voice.

Eldridge stopped, his hand on the knob.

“Try to keep up. This ain’t no slow trail hunt. This is business.”

Eldridge opened the door and walked out into the hall. He didn’t slam it. He just closed it, quiet.














