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“My hands are numb,” Montana Jack said.

He was slouched in the saddle of a mule that looked like it had been put together from spare parts, his wrists bound to the horn with rawhide that had dried tight in the Texas sun. He wasn’t complaining; he was just stating a fact, like commenting on the weather or the price of beans.

“Circulation returns,” Eldridge Sample said. “Freedom doesn’t.”

Eldridge rode the bay horse a length ahead, the lead rope of the mule dallied around his own saddle horn. The bay was tired, its coat dusty and matted with sweat, but it kept a steady pace. It knew the smell of a railhead town, and Iron Point smelled like coal smoke and creosote from five miles out.

They crested the last rise.

Iron Point sat in the valley like a smudge on a clean plate. It was a junction town, where the cattle trails met the steel rails, and it had the frantic, temporary look of a place built to separate cowboys from their paychecks before they sobered up. The buildings were unpainted pine, the streets were mud ruts dried into concrete, and the train depot was the only structure that looked like it intended to stay past the next storm.

“That it?” Jack asked, squinting against the glare.

“That’s the end of the line,” Eldridge said.

“Looks like a hole. I robbed a bank in Abilene that had better architecture in the outhouse.”

“You aren’t here for the view, Jack. You’re here for the cell.”

Eldridge nudged the bay. They rode down the slope, the mule stumbling in the loose shale.

Montana Jack wasn’t a big man, but he was wire-tough, with a face that looked like it had been used to break rocks. He wore a derby hat that was two sizes too small and a suit that had once been gray but was now the color of the road. He had robbed the Union Pacific three times before Eldridge caught him sleeping in a hayloft near Wichita Falls.

“Five hundred dollars,” Jack mused. “That’s what I’m worth?”

“That’s what the poster said.”

“Insulting. I stole ten times that.”

“You spent it,” Eldridge said. “That depreciates the value.”

They hit the main street. It was crowded. Wagons loaded with hides and wool blocked the thoroughfare, drivers shouting and snapping whips. A steam whistle shrieked from the depot, a piercing sound that made the bay toss its head.

Eldridge ignored the noise. He scanned the storefronts. He wasn’t looking for a saloon. He was looking for the star.

He found it halfway down the block. A brick building with iron bars on the windows and a sign that said SHERIFF - IRON POINT.

He pulled up at the hitching rail. He dismounted, his boots hitting the boardwalk with a heavy thud. He stretched his back, feeling the vertebrae pop. It had been a long ride.

“Get down,” Eldridge said to Jack.

“I’m tied.”

Eldridge undid the dally. He walked back to the mule and untied the rawhide from the horn. He didn’t untie Jack’s hands. He grabbed the bandit by the belt and hauled him off the animal.

Jack landed on his feet, staggered, and leaned against the rail.

“You got a heavy hand, Marshal,” Jack grunted.

“I’m not a Marshal,” Eldridge said. “I’m a contractor.”

He pushed Jack toward the door.

The Sheriff’s office was cool, dark, and smelled of stale cigar smoke and floor wax. A ceiling fan turned lazily, powered by nothing but hope and a loose belt.

Behind the desk sat a man who looked like he had been carved out of suet. He was big, soft, with a mustache that hid his mouth and a tin star that looked lost on the expanse of his vest. He was reading a newspaper and eating a pickled egg from a jar on the desk.

He didn’t look up when the door opened.

“Help you?” the Sheriff asked around a mouthful of egg.

“Delivery,” Eldridge said.

He shoved Jack into the center of the room. Jack stumbled, caught his balance, and sneered at the lawman.

“Sheriff Bulloch?” Eldridge asked.

The Sheriff looked up then. He saw Jack. He saw the cuffs. He saw Eldridge standing in the doorway, dust on his coat and a Springfield carbine in the crook of his arm.

“I’m Bulloch,” the Sheriff said. He wiped his fingers on his trousers. “Who’s this?”

“Montana Jack,” Eldridge said. “Train robber. Wanted by the Union Pacific. Five hundred dollars reward.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the warrant. He smoothed it out on the desk.

Bulloch looked at the paper. He looked at Jack.

“You Montana Jack?” Bulloch asked.

“I’m the Queen of England,” Jack said. “Who wants to know?”

Bulloch chuckled. It was a wet sound. “He’s got a mouth.”

“He’s got a price on his head,” Eldridge said. “I’m turning him in.”

Bulloch leaned back in his chair. The wood groaned under the weight. He picked up a toothpick and went to work on a molar.

“Well now,” Bulloch said. “That’s a fine catch. A real desperado.”

“Open a cell,” Eldridge said. “I’ve been riding for three weeks. I want to get paid and I want to sleep.”

Bulloch didn’t reach for his keys. He looked at the warrant again. He tapped it with the toothpick.

“Union Pacific,” Bulloch said.

“That’s right.”

“See, that’s the problem,” Bulloch said. He looked at Eldridge with eyes that were too small for his face. “This here is a railroad warrant. Not a county warrant. Not a state warrant.”

“It’s a federal warrant,” Eldridge said. “Valid in any jurisdiction.”

“Valid for arrest,” Bulloch agreed. “But not for payment. And not for holding.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The railroad,” Bulloch said, leaning forward like he was sharing a secret, “has new rules. They got tired of local sheriffs collecting bounties and letting the prisoners ‘escape’ before trial. So now, they want the prisoner delivered to the Home Office.”

“Kansas City,” Eldridge said.

“Kansas City,” Bulloch confirmed. “That’s where the payout is. You want your five hundred, you gotta take him there.”

Eldridge stared at the Sheriff. He felt the cold knot of frustration tighten in his stomach. He had forty dollars in his pocket, a tired horse, and a prisoner who smelled like a wet dog. Kansas City was three hundred miles north.

“I’m not going to Kansas City,” Eldridge said. “I’m turning him over to the local authority. That’s you. You hold him. You wire the railroad. They send a marshal to pick him up.”

“I ain’t running a hotel for the Union Pacific,” Bulloch said. “My jail is for county prisoners. Drunks. Horse thieves. Local talent. I ain’t got the budget to feed a federal prisoner for two weeks while the railroad takes its sweet time sending a car.”

“You have a jail,” Eldridge said. “You have a duty.”

“I have a budget,” Bulloch snapped. “And Montana Jack ain’t in it.”

Bulloch stood up. He walked to the window and looked out at the street.

“Besides,” Bulloch said, “I know Jack. Or I know of him. He’s got friends. If I lock him up here, his friends might come looking. I got two deputies and a town full of wood buildings. I don’t need a war.”

“You’re scared,” Eldridge said.

“I’m prudent,” Bulloch said. He turned back. “Take him to Kansas City. Put him on the train. That’s the only way you get paid.”

Eldridge looked at Jack. The bandit was grinning.

“Looks like we’re traveling partners a little longer, Marshal,” Jack said.

“Shut up,” Eldridge said.

He looked at Bulloch. The Sheriff was back in his chair, reaching for another egg. He wasn’t going to budge. He was a wall of suet and bureaucracy.

“I can’t take him on the train,” Eldridge said. “I don’t have the fare.”

“That’s a pickle,” Bulloch said. “Maybe you should let him go.”

“I don’t let them go.”

“Then you better start walking.”

Eldridge stepped closer to the desk. He rested his hand on the Colt in his belt.

“I need a cell for the night,” Eldridge said. “Just tonight. I’ll figure out the train in the morning.”

Bulloch looked at the gun. He stopped chewing.

“One night?” Bulloch asked.

“One night. I’ll pay for his food.”

Bulloch sighed. He opened a drawer and tossed a heavy iron key on the desk.

“Cell three,” Bulloch said. “Back corner. Bucket’s in the hall. You feed him, you water him, you empty the bucket. I ain’t touching him.”

“Fine.”

Eldridge grabbed the key. He grabbed Jack by the collar.

“Move,” Eldridge said.

He marched Jack back to the cell block. It was a stone corridor with four iron cages. It smelled of mildew and despair.

He shoved Jack into cell three. He locked the door. He rattled it to be sure.

“Don’t get comfortable,” Eldridge said. “We leave at dawn.”

“You ain’t got the money for tickets,” Jack said, leaning against the bars. “How we gonna ride? You gonna carry me?”

“I’ll get the money.”

“How? You gonna rob the bank?”

“I’m going to earn it.”

Eldridge walked back to the office. He tossed the key on the desk.

“Morning,” Eldridge said to Bulloch.

“Don’t be late,” Bulloch said. “I got cleaning to do.”

Eldridge walked out.

The sun was down. The streetlights were flickering to life. The Iron Horse Saloon across the way was waking up, the piano starting a tune that sounded like trouble.

Eldridge stood on the boardwalk. He checked his pockets. Two dollars and change.

Train tickets to Kansas City cost twenty dollars a head. Plus fare for the horse. He needed fifty dollars.

He looked at the saloon. He looked at the men walking in.

“Capital,” Eldridge said.

He walked toward the batwing doors. He wasn’t going to rob the bank. He was going to play the odds. And in a town like Iron Point, the odds were usually sitting at a green felt table waiting to be turned.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  













Sheriff Bulloch ate another pickled egg. He didn’t offer one to Eldridge. He just chewed, the vinegar smell heavy in the small office, his mustache twitching like a broom sweeping a porch.

“A loan,” Bulloch said, wiping his fingers on his trousers. “That’s a new one.”

“It’s a business proposition,” Eldridge Sample said. He was leaning against the doorframe, his thumbs hooked in his empty belt. “I have a asset worth five hundred dollars. It’s locked in your cell. I need fifty dollars to transport it. You give me the fifty, I give you a note on the bounty.”

Bulloch laughed. It was a wheezing sound that started in his belly and ended in a cough.

“You want me to loan you county money against a railroad warrant?” Bulloch shook his head. “Sample, you might be a tracker, but you ain’t a banker.”

“The money is guaranteed. Union Pacific pays.”

“They pay when you get there,” Bulloch said. “If you get there. If the train don’t derail. If Jack don’t jump off. If you don’t decide to spend the fifty on whiskey and women in Fort Worth.”

“I don’t drink when I’m working.”

“Everyone drinks,” Bulloch said. He pulled a bottle from his drawer and poured a shot into a tin cup. He drank it. “That’s why I have a job.”

Bulloch leaned forward, the chair creaking.

“Look,” the Sheriff said. “I don’t know you. You ride in here on a tired horse with a man tied to your saddle, looking like you slept in a ditch for a week. You want me to hand over fifty dollars of the taxpayers’ money on a promise?”

“I want you to help me do my job so I can get out of your town.”

“You can get out of my town anytime you want,” Bulloch said. “Walk. Ride. Crawl. I don’t care. But the county treasury stays in the safe.”

Eldridge looked at the safe in the corner. It was a heavy iron box, painted black.

“Jack is a flight risk,” Eldridge said. “If I leave him in that cell too long, he’ll find a way out. He’s good with locks.”

“My locks are solid,” Bulloch said, offended. “Iron Point steel. Nobody breaks out of my jail.”

“Men have broken out of Huntsville,” Eldridge said. “And your deputy looks like he sleeps on the job.”

Bulloch narrowed his eyes. “You insulting my staff?”

“I’m assessing the risk.”

“The risk,” Bulloch said, “is yours. You caught him. You transport him. That’s the deal. Now get out of my office. I got paperwork.”

He picked up a newspaper that was three days old and pretended to read it.

Eldridge stood there. He looked at the Sheriff. He looked at the safe.

He had forty dollars in his pocket—no, wait. He had two dollars. He had spent the last of his trail money on grain for the horse and a meal three days back. He was broke.

“Two dollars,” Eldridge said.

“What?”

“I have two dollars,” Eldridge said. “That buys a meal and a room. It doesn’t buy a train ticket.”

“Sounds like poor planning,” Bulloch said without looking up.

“It sounds like a man who did the work and can’t collect the pay.”

Bulloch put the paper down. He sighed.

“You want advice?” Bulloch asked. “Go to the saloon. Find a game. Maybe you get lucky.”

“I don’t gamble with my rent money.”

“Then sleep in the stable,” Bulloch said. “Or go beg at the church. Just stop bothering me.”

Eldridge pushed off the doorframe. He adjusted his hat.

“I’ll be back at dawn,” Eldridge said. “Have him ready.”

“He’ll be here,” Bulloch said. “Unless he turns into smoke.”

Eldridge walked out.

The street was dark now. The gas lamps hissed, casting pools of yellow light on the mud. The noise from the Iron Horse Saloon was a roar, spilling out through the batwing doors.

Eldridge stood on the boardwalk. His stomach growled. He ignored it.

He walked toward the saloon.

He wasn’t going to beg. He wasn’t going to sleep in the straw.

He stopped in front of the Iron Horse. He looked over the doors.

The place was packed. Smoke hung in the air like a cloud. A long bar ran down one side, crowded with men shouting for drinks. Tables filled the rest of the floor.

There was a poker game in the back. Five men. A pile of coins and bills in the center of the green felt.

Eldridge watched.

He watched the dealer. A man with a green visor and quick hands. He watched the players. A cowboy. Two railroad men. And a man in a duster who looked like he carried a knife in his boot.

Eldridge felt the weight of his Colt in his belt. It was the only thing of value he owned besides the horse, and the horse was his legs.

“Capital,” Eldridge said again.

He touched the two silver dollars in his pocket. Not enough for a buy-in. Not at that table.

He needed collateral.

He walked in.

The noise washed over him. He moved through the crowd, heading straight for the back. He didn’t look at the bar. He didn’t look at the girls.

He stopped at the poker table.

The dealer looked up. He had eyes like marbles.

“Game’s full,” the dealer said.

“I’m not looking for a seat,” Eldridge said. “I’m looking for a bet.”

“We play for cash, stranger.”

“I have something better than cash.”

Eldridge pulled the Colt. He didn’t point it. He laid it on the table, right on top of the green felt. The steel gleamed under the lamp.

“Hatcher’s Colt,” Eldridge said. “Balanced. Action smoothed. Worth twenty dollars in any pawn shop from here to St. Louis.”

The table went quiet. The players looked at the gun. They looked at Eldridge.

“You betting your iron?” the man in the duster asked. He leaned back, grinning. “That’s a desperate move.”

“It’s a confident move,” Eldridge said.

“What do you want?” the dealer asked.

“Twenty dollars in chips,” Eldridge said. “I play until I lose it, or until I double it. If I lose, you keep the gun.”

“And if you win?”

“I take the cash. And the gun.”

The dealer looked at the Colt. He picked it up. He checked the cylinder. He spun it. It was a good gun. Better than the piece of junk he carried.

“Twenty dollars,” the dealer said. He set the gun behind his stack of chips. He counted out a stack of red chips and pushed them toward an empty spot on the felt. “Pull up a chair. But if you lose… don’t cry about it.”

Eldridge sat down. He didn’t take off his coat. He didn’t take off his hat.

“Deal,” Eldridge said.

He looked at the cards. He looked at the men.

He wasn’t gambling. Gambling was for fools who trusted luck. Eldridge trusted arithmetic and the fact that most men blinked when the pressure got high.

He needed fifty dollars for the train. He needed ten for the horse. He needed five for food.

Sixty-five dollars.

He looked at his stack. Twenty.

He had to triple his money.

The dealer shuffled. The cards snapped.

Eldridge picked up his hand. Two jacks.

It was a start.

“Two dollars to open,” the cowboy said.

Eldridge threw two chips into the pot.

He wasn’t tired anymore. The hunger was gone, replaced by the cold focus of the hunt. The cards were just tracks in the mud. The chips were just miles.

And he had a long way to go.














