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  Chapter One

  
  










“We don’t have oats,” the stable boy said. He was leaning against a post that was mostly termites, chewing on a piece of straw like it was dinner. “We got corn. But it’s dusty.”

Eldridge Sample swung down from the sorrel. The horse blew out a long, rattling breath, shaking the Arizona grit from its mane. It had been a long ride from the Pecos, across the hardpan, and up into the Chinati range. The sorrel was lean, the fat burned off, leaving only muscle and a bad attitude.

“Corn will do,” Eldridge said. He unhooked his canteen and poured the last few drops into his hand to wipe the crust from the horse’s eyes. “And water. Clean water. Not the green stuff.”

“Water’s two bits,” the boy said. He didn’t move. He was looking at the badge on Eldridge’s vest. The Mexican coin star. It was dull, scratched, and looked like something a man might pick up off a dead body. Which it was.

“I got two bits,” Eldridge said. He tossed a quarter. It spun in the air, flashing silver in the dying light.

The boy caught it. He bit it. Then he moved, grabbing the sorrel’s reins.

“You stayin’?” the boy asked.

“For the night.”

“Bucket of Blood is the only place with beds,” the boy said, jerking his head toward the street. “Unless you want to sleep in the loft with the rats.”

“I’ll take the saloon.”

Eldridge grabbed his saddlebags. They were lighter now. The gold from the Army fort was gone, left in a safe place, or maybe just spent on silence. He didn’t think about it. He thought about a bath.

He walked out of the livery into the main street of Ojos Secos.

“Dry Eyes,” Eldridge whispered.

The town lived up to the name. It was a collection of gray, weathered boards clinging to the side of a dry wash. The wind came down off the mountains hot and dry, sucking the moisture out of everything it touched. A tumbleweed was stuck against the porch of the barbershop, vibrating in the breeze.

There were no people. Just shadows stretching out from the buildings as the sun dropped behind the peaks.

The Bucket of Blood sat at the end of the street, two stories of peeling paint and a balcony that looked like a good place to fall from. A sign above the door swung on rusted chains, squeaking a rhythm that set Eldridge’s teeth on edge.

He walked up the steps. The boardwalk was warped, the nails pulling free.

He pushed the doors open.

The air inside was ten degrees cooler but smelled fifty years older. It smelled of stale beer, coal oil, and unwashed men.

There were three tables occupied.

At the first, two miners covered in gray dust were drinking from a bottle without using glasses. They looked like statues carved from granite.

At the second, a man in a suit that was too shiny for the town was dealing solitaire. He had a derringer sleeve-gun on the table next to his cards.

At the bar, a big man with no neck and a stained apron was wiping a rag across wood that would never be clean again.

Eldridge walked to the bar. He rested his boot on the rail.

“Whiskey,” Eldridge said.

The bartender looked him over. He saw the tied-down holster. He saw the dust. He saw the badge.

“We don’t serve the law here,” the bartender said. His voice was a low rumble, like rocks rolling downhill.

“I’m not the law,” Eldridge said. “I’m a customer.”

“That star says different.”

“The star says I rode a long way and I’m thirsty.” Eldridge put a silver dollar on the bar. “And it says I pay cash.”

The bartender looked at the dollar. He picked it up. He poured a glass of amber liquid from a bottle under the counter.

“Room,” Eldridge said. “With a window.”

“Upstairs. Number three. Two dollars.”

Eldridge paid him. He took the key. It was heavy brass, bent at the shaft.

He took the drink. He swallowed it. It tasted like kerosene and burnt sugar. It hit his stomach hot.

“You got a bathhouse?” Eldridge asked.

“Back yard,” the bartender said. “There’s a tub. Pump’s next to it. Water’s cold.”

“Cold is fine.”

Eldridge took the bottle and the glass. He didn’t go upstairs yet. He turned and leaned his back against the bar, scanning the room.

The miners hadn’t looked up. The gambler was watching him in the reflection of the dusty mirror behind the bar.

“Quiet town,” Eldridge said.

“Dying town,” the gambler said, not turning around. He flipped a card. King of Spades. “Silver played out two years ago. Now we just got wind and ghosts.”

“And you,” Eldridge said.

“I’m waiting for a stage,” the gambler said. “It’s three days late.”

“Maybe it isn’t coming.”

“It’s coming,” the gambler said. “It has to. Otherwise, I’m walking to El Paso.”

Eldridge finished the drink. He poured another.

“You seen any riders?” Eldridge asked. “Coming from the west? Big herd?”

“Ain’t seen a cow in six months,” the bartender said. “Just lizards.”

Eldridge nodded. He wasn’t looking for the herd anymore. He was just checking the backtrail. Old habits.

He picked up his saddlebags and walked to the stairs. The wood groaned under his weight.

Room Number Three was at the end of the hall. The door had a lock that looked like it could be opened with a stiff piece of wire, but it held.

Eldridge went in.

The room was small. A bed with an iron frame. A washstand with a cracked pitcher. A window that looked out over the street.

He put the saddlebags on the floor. He walked to the window.

He could see the General Store across the way. It was closed, the shutters drawn tight. A sign in the window said Arthur Pym, Proprietor. Dry Goods & Mining Supplies.

Next to it was the Sheriff’s office. It was dark.

“Sleepy,” Eldridge said.

He watched the street for a minute. Nothing moved. The wind picked up a little, kicking swirls of dust along the ruts.

He unbuckled his gun belt. He hung it on the bedpost, the heavy Colt Peacemaker resting against the wood. He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off his boots.

His feet ached. The memory of the walk through the Devil’s Spine was still there, a ghost pain in his heels.

He stood up and took off his shirt. He used the water in the pitcher to wash his face and neck. The water was tepid, smelling of sulfur, but it cut the dust.

He lay down on the bed. The mattress was straw, lumpy and noisy.

He stared at the ceiling. There was a water stain that looked like a map of Mexico.

He closed his eyes.

He wasn’t hunting. He wasn’t running. He was just a man in a room in a town that was falling down.

He listened to the sounds of the saloon below. The clink of the bottle. The murmur of the miners. The snap of the cards.

It was peaceful.

“Just one night,” Eldridge whispered. “One night without a gunfight.”

He drifted. The fatigue took him, pulling him down into a dark, heavy sleep. He didn’t dream of Apaches. He didn’t dream of Big Red Kilgore. He dreamed of nothing.

The sorrel horse down in the stable finished its corn and slept standing up. The gambler downstairs lost his game of solitaire and reshuffled.

Ojos Secos closed its eyes.

It was the last quiet hour the town would have for a long time.
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The sound wasn’t a gunshot. Gunshots are flat, hard slaps that echo once and die. This was sharper, a high-pitched shriek of tension letting go all at once.

It was the sound of a plate-glass window deciding it didn’t want to be solid anymore.

Eldridge Sample was awake before the first shard hit the boardwalk.

He didn’t sit up. He didn’t gasp. His hand shot out from under the thin blanket and closed around the grip of the Colt hanging on the bedpost. He thumbed the hammer back, the click loud in the small room, and rolled off the mattress.

He landed on his feet, crouching low in the dark. The floorboards were cool against his bare soles.

He waited.

No second sound. No return fire. Just the wind whistling through the eaves of the Bucket of Blood.

Then, the scream.

It was a woman’s scream. It started low, a guttural sound of effort, and climbed into a high, terrified wail that cut through the walls of the hotel like a knife through canvas.

“Arthur! No!”

Eldridge moved to the window. He didn’t throw the sash up. He stayed to the side, pressing his shoulder against the wall, and used the barrel of the Colt to nudge the curtain back an inch.

The street below was a theater stage lit by a half-moon.

The General Store was directly across the way. The big front window, the one that had displayed sacks of flour and mining picks yesterday, was gone. It was a jagged, gaping mouth. Glass littered the boardwalk, glittering like diamonds in the dirt.

The door to the store kicked open. It banged against the outer wall and stayed there, shuddering.

Two men came out.

They were backing out, dragging something between them.

They wore dusters, long coats that flapped in the wind. Their hats were pulled low, brims hiding their faces. They moved with the jerky, frantic energy of men working against a clock.

The thing between them was a woman.

She was fighting. She wore a white nightgown that was torn at the shoulder, revealing pale skin. Her hair was dark, loose, whipping around her face. She wasn’t going quietly. She was kicking, clawing, digging her heels into the wood of the porch.

“Let go of me!” she screamed. “Let me go!”

One of the men, the bigger one, had her by the waist. He grunted as she landed a kick on his shin.

“Grab her legs, damn it!” the big man hissed.

The second man, wiry and fast, stooped and caught her ankles. They lifted her. She bucked, twisting in their grip, screaming for Arthur again.

Eldridge looked at the street.

Two horses were ground-tied by the hitching rail. A bay and a roan. They were dancing, nervous from the noise and the smell of panic.

“Get her on the bay,” the big man ordered.

They hauled her off the porch. Her feet cleared the ground. She swiped at the wiry man’s face, her nails raking his cheek.

“Bitch!” the wiry man yelled. He let go of one leg and backhanded her.

The sound of the slap was wet and loud.

The woman’s head snapped back. She stopped screaming, stunned into silence. She went limp for a second.

That was all they needed.

They ran her to the bay horse. The big man grabbed the saddle horn and the cantle. He didn’t put her in the saddle; he threw her over it, belly-down, like a sack of stolen grain.

She hit the leather hard. The breath rushed out of her.

“Tie her!” the big man shouted.

The wiry man grabbed a piggin string from the saddle. He lashed her wrists to the cinch ring. He moved fast, his hands practiced.

Eldridge watched from the window. He tracked the movement. He looked for a weapon.

The big man had a pistol on his hip, but he hadn’t drawn it. The wiry man had a knife in a sheath. They weren’t shooting. They were snatching.

Eldridge raised his Colt. He rested his forearm on the window sash.

He had a shot. Thirty yards. Downhill angle. He could put a round into the big man’s shoulder. He could drop the horse.

He didn’t fire.

He wasn’t the law. He wasn’t a marshal. He was a man in his long johns in a strange town watching a domestic dispute turn into a felony. If he shot, he bought into the game. If he missed, or hit the woman, he bought the funeral.

And there was something else.

The way they moved. They weren’t looking at the saloon. They weren’t looking at the Sheriff’s office down the street. They were focused entirely on the woman and the road. They didn’t care about witnesses. They cared about speed.

The woman found her voice again.

“Arthur!” she wailed. It was a sound of pure despair. “Help me!”

The wiry man finished the knot. He swung up onto the roan horse.

The big man mounted the bay, swinging his leg over the woman’s back. He settled into the saddle, pinning her legs with his knees.

“Ride!” the big man yelled.

He spurred the bay. The horse leaped forward, its hooves striking sparks from a stone in the street. The wiry man followed, whipping his roan with the ends of his reins.

They didn’t ride quiet. They rode hard. They galloped down the main street of Ojos Secos, heading west, toward the mountains. The sound of the hooves was a thunder that rolled over the sleeping houses.

Eldridge watched them go. He watched the dust rise in the moonlight. He watched the woman’s white nightgown flutter like a flag of surrender until they disappeared into the dark.

Silence rushed back into the street, heavy and embarrassed.

Eldridge looked at the Sheriff’s office. It was still dark. No light. No door opening.

He looked at the saloon below him. He could hear the bartender moving, maybe checking the lock, but he didn’t come out.

The town of Ojos Secos had heard the glass. They had heard the scream. And they had pulled the covers up over their heads.

Eldridge lowered the hammer of his Colt.

He looked at the General Store.

The door was still open, swinging slightly in the wind. The broken glass on the porch reflected the moon.

Inside, it was black. No movement. No sound.

“Arthur,” Eldridge whispered.

The woman had screamed the name twice.

Eldridge stepped back from the window. He walked to the washstand and poured a cup of water. He drank it.

He didn’t go back to bed. He sat in the chair. He put his boots on. He buckled his gun belt over his trousers.

He wasn’t going down there. Not yet. It wasn’t his store. It wasn’t his wife. If Arthur Pym was alive, he’d come out. If he was dead, he’d wait until morning.

But Eldridge stayed in the chair. He kept the Colt in his lap. He watched the open door of the store across the street, waiting to see if anything else crawled out of the dark.

The wind picked up, blowing dust through the broken window of the store. It sounded like the town was sighing.

“Nobody’s coming,” Eldridge said to the room.

He settled in to wait for the sun.
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The sun came up over the Chinati Mountains like it had a grudge against the night, burning off the cool shadows before they had a chance to settle.

Eldridge Sample finished his coffee. It was cold, the dregs in the bottom of the cup gritty with grounds. He sat in the chair by the window, watching the street below.

The town of Ojos Secos was waking up.

The blacksmith opened his doors, the hinges screeching. A woman walked out of the bakery with a broom, sweeping dust that would just blow back in five minutes later. A dog trotted down the center of the road, sniffing at the pile of horse manure left by the bay and the roan.

No one looked at the General Store.

The store stood like a gap-toothed smile. The broken window was a jagged hole, the glass on the boardwalk glittering in the morning light. The door was still open, swinging slightly on the morning breeze.

People walked past it. They stepped into the street to avoid the glass, keeping their eyes straight ahead. They acted like the store wasn’t there. They acted like they hadn’t heard a woman scream for her husband six hours ago.

“Civilization,” Eldridge said.

He stood up. He buckled his gun belt. He didn’t rush. The men on the horses were long gone. The dust had settled. Whatever was waiting across the street wasn’t going anywhere.

He walked out of the room, locking the door with the bent brass key. He went down the stairs.

The saloon was empty except for the swamper, an old man with a mop who was pushing last night’s mistakes toward the back door. He looked at Eldridge, then looked away.

Eldridge pushed through the batwing doors and stepped into the heat.

He walked across the street. His boots crunched on the glass. It was a loud sound, a grinding noise that made the woman with the broom stop and look. She saw the badge on his vest. She turned her back and went inside.

Eldridge stepped onto the porch of the General Store.

He stopped at the door. He drew his Colt. He didn’t cock it; he just held it loose against his leg.

“Pym?” Eldridge called out.

Silence.

He stepped inside.

The interior was a wreck. It smelled of spilled vinegar, kerosene, and cinnamon. The floor was a obstacle course of overturned barrels and scattered inventory. A sack of flour had been slit open, dusting the room in white powder like a sudden, indoor snowstorm. Cans of peaches were rolling in the aisles.

Eldridge walked through the mess. He checked the corners. He checked behind the counter.

Nothing.

He heard a sound from the back room. A low, wet rasp. Like a bellows with a hole in it.

Eldridge moved to the curtain that separated the shop from the living quarters. He used the barrel of the Colt to push the fabric aside.

Arthur Pym was there.

He was in the center of a small room that served as an office and a parlor. He was tied to a heavy oak chair with bailing wire. His hands were lashed behind him, his ankles bound to the chair legs.

He looked like raw meat.

His face was swollen, one eye shut tight, purple and glistening. His lip was split. Blood had run down his chin, soaking the front of his white shirt, drying into a stiff, dark bib.

He was conscious. Barely. His good eye tracked Eldridge as he entered.

“Lola,” Pym whispered. The word bubbled through the blood in his mouth.

Eldridge holstered his gun. He pulled the Bowie knife from the back of his belt.

“Hold still,” Eldridge said.

He knelt behind the chair. The wire was twisted tight, cutting into Pym’s wrists. Eldridge worked the blade under the metal, careful not to slice the skin. He twisted the knife, popping the wire.

Pym’s arms fell to his sides. He didn’t try to move them. The circulation coming back was going to hurt worse than the wire.

Eldridge cut the ankles free.

Pym slumped forward. If Eldridge hadn’t caught him by the shoulder, he would have face-planted into the floor.

“Easy,” Eldridge said. He hauled Pym back up, leaning him against the chair back. “Breathe.”

Pym took a breath. It rattled. “They… they took her.”

“I know.”

“Two men. Dusters. They just… came in.” Pym started to cry. It wasn’t a sob; it was a leak. Tears running through the blood on his cheeks. “I tried to stop them. I had… I had a shotgun.”

Eldridge looked around the room. He saw the shotgun. It was lying in the corner, the stock broken off at the grip. It looked like it had been used as a club.

“They hit you with it,” Eldridge said.

“The big one. He… he was fast.” Pym looked at the door. “Where is she? Where’s Lola?”

“Gone,” Eldridge said. “West. Into the mountains.”

Pym tried to stand. His legs shook so bad the chair rattled against the floorboards. He fell back. “We have to… go. We have to get her.”

“You have to sit,” Eldridge said. “You’re bleeding.”

He walked to a water pitcher on a sidebar. It was smashed. He found a bottle of whiskey on the floor, uncorked but mostly full. He brought it over.

“Drink,” Eldridge said.

Pym took the bottle with shaking hands. He spilled as much as he drank, the alcohol stinging his split lip. He coughed.

“Why didn’t anyone come?” Pym asked. He looked at the window. “I screamed. Lola screamed. The glass… it made so much noise.”

“They heard you,” Eldridge said.

“Then why?”

“Because glass breaks,” Eldridge said. “And men with guns break things. Your neighbors decided glass was cheaper than a funeral.”













