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​Chapter 1
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Three riders came down out of the brown hills in late afternoon with the sun behind them and the dust of the road rising slow under the horses' hooves.

The country below was flat and dry and stretched south to a line of pale bluffs that shimmered in the heat. Mesquite and creosote dotted the hardpan between patches of bunch grass gone yellow. A creek bed ran parallel to the road, dry except for a dark stain down the center where water had passed through sometime in the last week and hadn't come back. The town sat at the base of the hills where the road bent west , a cluster of wood-frame buildings along a single street, small enough to see all at once from the ridge.

The lead rider was the oldest. Late fifties, lean and not tall but solid through the shoulders in a way that comes from decades of working stock. His skin had darkened to the color of old saddle leather, creased deep around the eyes and at the corners of his mouth , cut by squinting into bright country year after year until the face gives up and keeps the shape. His hair under his hat was more gray than brown, his thick mustache gone mostly white. The hat itself had been on his head every day for longer than most men keep a horse , sweat-stained along the band, shaped to his skull, the brim set level two fingers above the eyebrows. His clothes were clean and mended where they needed mending. His boots had been resoled more than once. His hands on the reins were scarred and calloused, the fingers permanently curved from decades of rope and leather, holding the reins the way such hands hold everything. Easy, because they'd already proved what they could do.

The country opened up as they came off the ridge and the road leveled out, the horses' hooves going from shale to packed dirt. The creek bed widened to the left, the banks cracked and pale. A dead cottonwood stood at the bend with its branches stripped white by the sun.

Behind the older man rode a younger one, broader and thicker through the chest and shoulders. Early twenties. He had the older man's coloring: sandy hair, lighter complexion , and a square jaw that worked even when his mouth was shut, grinding on something that wouldn't go down. He sat his horse well and knew it. His boots were polished, his hat brushed clean, his shirt tucked and buttoned to the collar. Better turned out than either of the men he rode with, and the difference was deliberate , the oiled saddle, the tight bedroll, the way he held himself like a man filling more space than his frame allowed, which was already considerable. His eyes moved over the approaching town with the flat, measuring look of someone deciding what a place was worth.

The third rider came a half length behind the other two. The youngest , twenty, lean and rangy, still growing into a frame that would broaden in another year. Taller than the older man, not as broad as the second. Dark-haired, clean-shaven, with long fingers on the reins that held them loosely, the way a man holds something when his hands already know what to do. He sat the saddle easy, no stiffness, no show, his body moving with the horse instead of sitting on it. Good-looking in a way that didn't announce itself. He dressed plain. Nothing new, nothing worn through. He watched the town take shape below them with no particular expression on his face.

The town didn't have a name posted. A wooden sign frame stood at the edge of the first building, the crossbar empty, the nails rusted to brown streaks down the post. The buildings were unpainted clapboard weathered to the same gray-brown as the ground they sat on. A general store with sacks of feed stacked on the porch. A livery stable with its doors open and the dark inside. A boarding house with a painted sign that said ROOMS in letters gone the brown of old rust. A church at the far end of the street, small, its steeple leaning east as though the building had gotten tired of standing up straight. Between them, the usual: a barber, a laundry, a feed store, a surveyor's office with the windows boarded over. And a saloon, larger than the rest, two stories, a covered porch along its front, the only building in town that looked like someone had spent money on it and expected a return.

The street was wide and rutted and mostly empty. A few horses stood hitched outside the saloon. A dog slept under the boardwalk with its head on its paws. Two women crossed from the general store toward the boarding house carrying parcels, walking fast with their heads down, not talking to each other, not looking up.

A man sat in a chair on the boardwalk with his boots on the railing and a rifle across his lap. He wasn't a shopkeeper. He watched the three riders come up the street with the easy attention of a man who owned the view. A second man stood in the shade of the livery doorway rolling a cigarette. He had a pistol on his hip and something pinned to his vest that caught the light when he shifted , a badge, or the kind of tin a man pins on himself when nobody's going to take it off him.

The man with the rifle tilted his chin at the riders as they passed. Not a greeting. An inventory. The second man licked his cigarette shut and watched them go without a word.

Hector McKay rode through it. eyes forward, back straight, pace steady, face showing nothing. Beside him, his son Cade looked at the man with the rifle and looked at the man with the badge and his jaw kept working.

The youngest, Audie, watched the two women cross the street. Watched the way they hurried. Watched the way they didn't look up.

***
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AT THE LIVERY, HECTOR swung down and led his horse inside. A stable boy came out of the shadows , twelve thirteen, barefoot, thin, with careful eyes. Hector handed him the reins and a coin and the boy took both without a word and led the horse to a stall.

Cade and Audie followed. The livery was wide and dim and it smelled of hay and manure and the sweet worn-leather smell of old tack. Saddles sat on rails along the wall, bridles hung from wooden pegs, a hay fork leaned in the corner with straw still on the tines. Cade stripped his saddle and set it on the rail and ran a hand down his horse's flank, checking for heat. Audie unsaddled beside him. They worked without speaking. They'd been doing this side by side since they were boys , the same motions, the same careful hands on the animals. Whatever else had changed between them, this hadn't.

"How long?" Cade said. He was looking at Hector.

Hector lifted his saddlebag off the rail. "A day or two."

"You said the same thing two towns ago."

"I'll say it again if I need to."

Cade's jaw tightened. He hung his bridle on the peg and didn't say anything else.

They carried their gear across the street to the boarding house. The woman behind the desk was fifty or so, heavyset, with wire-rimmed spectacles and her hair pinned tight. She looked at the three of them the way boarding house women look at trail riders , the dust, the boots, the guns , and the calculation behind her spectacles was brief and certain. Hector set coins on the desk. She counted them and wrote in her ledger and pointed up the stairs without asking their names.

The room was small. Two beds and a pallet on the floor between them. A window looking out onto the street. The walls were bare plaster, cracked in the corner where the house had settled, and the pine floorboards had been scrubbed enough times to show the grain. A basin and a pitcher on the washstand. A mirror with a chip in the corner. Hector set his saddlebag on the bed nearest the window. Cade took the other. Audie dropped his things by the pallet and went to the window and looked down at the street.

Something was happening at the far end of town. A man and a boy were setting up a table in the open lot beside the saloon. They were stretching a canvas banner between two posts, the fabric snapping in the hot wind, and when it settled the words were readable even from the second floor: SHOOTING CONTEST: LUTHER DRAKE'S COLT.

"What's that about?" Audie said.

Hector was sitting on the bed. He'd taken off his hat and held it in both hands, turning it slow. He didn't look up.

"Shooting contest."

"I can read the sign. Who's Luther Drake?"

"Gunfighter," Hector said. He turned the hat another quarter turn. "Dead a long time now."

Cade had come to the window. He stood behind Audie, looking over his shoulder at the lot where the table was being set up. "What's the prize?"

"His gun," Hector said. "That's what they say."

Cade looked at Hector. "You knew about this."

Hector turned the hat.

"Three days on the road and you wouldn't tell us where we were going or why. And there's a shooting contest in this town and Luther Drake's gun is the prize." Cade's voice was even but the muscle in his jaw was jumping. "You knew."

Hector set the hat on the bed beside him, brim up. He put his hands on his knees.

"I heard about it," he said. "I thought you boys might like to see it."

"A dead gunfighter's gun. You rode us three days for a dead man's pistol."

"I rode us three days to see if it's worth seeing."

"What does that mean?"

Hector didn't answer. He picked up his hat and stood and put it on, two fingers above the eyebrows, level. "Let's go have a look."

***
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THE LOT BESIDE THE saloon was filling up. Word had moved through town the way word moves: from the saloon porch to the general store counter to the boarding house desk , and by the time Hector and his boys reached the open ground, thirty or forty people had gathered in the late-afternoon light. Ranchers and ranch hands. Townspeople. Drifters who'd come in for the event. A few women at the edges, arms crossed, watching. Children ran between legs, paying no attention to what the adults had come to see.

The table sat in the center of the lot with a strip of dark purple velvet laid across it. On the velvet sat a gun.

It was a Colt Single Action Army, but not like any Colt Audie had seen. The grip was narrower than standard, carved from dark walnut and shaped for a specific hand , the fingers of the man it was built for would have settled into the curve the way a key fits a lock, but any other hand would sit wrong, too high or too low, the heel of the palm finding no purchase. The trigger guard was tight, close enough to scrape a man's knuckle if his finger was thick. The barrel ran longer than a cattleman's model and the front sight had been filed and reshaped into something personal. The bluing had worn to silver along the edges where a hand had held it ten thousand times, the metal showing through in a pattern that was almost a fingerprint. The whole weapon had the look of a tool that had been modified and modified again until it fit one man and no one else.

A man stood behind the table with his arms folded. Forties, red-faced, wearing a vest with a watch chain looped through the buttonhole. Beside him a boy of about sixteen sat on an upturned crate with a ledger open across his knees, a pencil behind his ear. A judge , or the man they were calling one, stood to the side with a red kerchief knotted at his throat and a length of string looped over his wrist.

"Luther Drake's Colt," the man behind the table said, pitching his voice above the crowd. "Custom-made for his hand alone. The only one of its kind in the territory and maybe the world. The gun that ended the Maddox brothers at Sulfur Springs. The gun that put down Jack Pruitt in the street in front of two hundred witnesses. And it's yours for the trying: five dollars buys you six rounds. Best grouping at the end of tomorrow wins the gun."

A murmur ran through the crowd. Men shifted their weight. Someone in the back laughed. Five dollars was close to a week's wages for a ranch hand.

"Here's the sport of it," the man continued. He picked up the Colt and held it so the late sun caught the barrel. "This gun is particular. Drake had it built for his hand and nobody else's. The grip is wrong for most men. The trigger pull is heavy; twice what you're used to. The balance sits forward in a way that'll throw your aim if you hold it like any other pistol. Men have been trying to shoot this gun since Drake died and most of them can't put a round inside a barn. You think you're good?" He set the gun back on the velvet. "Prove it to Luther Drake's Colt."

A big man in a cattleman's hat pushed to the front. He laid his five dollars on the velvet and picked up the gun and turned it in his hand. His fingers didn't sit right on the grip. He shifted them. Shifted again. Frowned.

"Targets?" he said.

The boy ran out and set six tin plates on a fence rail at twenty paces. The big man raised the Colt, sighted, and fired. The shot went wide by two feet and kicked up dust beyond the rail. He adjusted his grip. Fired again. Closer , the bullet struck the rail and sent a splinter spinning. He finished his six rounds with one plate hit and his face dark and handed the gun back without a word.

"You see?" the man behind the table said. "That gentleman can shoot. Look at his hands , he's held a gun before. But this gun doesn't care what you've held before. This gun wants the man it was made for, and it hasn't found him yet."

Another man stepped up. Thin, older, with a lean face and patient eyes. He paid his five dollars and took the Colt and spent a long moment with it before he raised it , turning it, weighing it, letting his hand find what there was to find. He fired six rounds. Three hit the plate. The crowd clapped and the lean man set the gun down and crossed his arms and nodded like he'd expected exactly that and no more.

Two more tried. Neither hit a plate. One couldn't work the heavy trigger clean; his finger slipped off the pull and the shot went into the dirt six feet short of the target. The crowd laughed. The man put the gun down and walked away with his ears burning.

Cade stood at the front of the crowd with his arms at his sides and his weight on his toes. He was watching the way each man held the gun. The way their hands fought the grip. The way they tried to compensate for the trigger pull and overshot or undershot because of it. He was working something out, and the working showed in the stillness of his face. His jaw had stopped moving.

Audie stood beside him. He was watching too, but not the shooters. He was watching the gun. The way it sat on the velvet between turns, the odd weight of it, the way the worn bluing caught the last of the light.

Hector stood behind them both. He wasn't watching the gun and he wasn't watching the shooters. He was watching Audie watch the gun.

***
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THEY ATE SUPPER AT the boarding house. The woman had a kitchen in the back and she served stew and bread and coffee, and they sat at a table in the front room with the other boarders. The stew was thin but hot. The bread was good, dense, brown-crusted. Through the window the last light was draining from the sky, the western horizon going from copper to rust to a purple so dark it was nearly black, and the lot beside the saloon was emptying as men drifted toward the porch and the sound of bottles being opened.

The man behind the table had covered the Colt with the velvet and the boy had shut the ledger. A few men still lingered in the lot, talking, pointing at the fence rail where the tin plates hung dented and pocked. Tomorrow the contest would go on. Five dollars a turn. The gun would sit on the table and men would try and most of them would fail, fighting a weapon that fought them back.

"I want to try it," Cade said.

Hector tore his bread in half. He dipped one piece in the stew and ate it slow.

"Five dollars," Cade said. "I watched them shoot. The grip pulls left if you hold it standard: you have to cant your wrist. And the trigger needs a full squeeze, not a press. Most of them were pressing."

"You saw all that standing in the crowd."

"I saw enough."

Hector ate the other half of his bread. He wiped his hands on his trousers and picked up his coffee and drank it.

"It's your money," he said.

"It's our money. There's one purse and you're holding it."

Hector looked at his son. He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a fold of bills and peeled one off and laid it on the table between them. Cade picked it up and put it in his vest pocket.

"Thank you," Cade said. The words cost him something.

Audie had finished his stew. He pushed the bowl to the center of the table and sat looking out the window at the lot, where the table with the velvet was a dark square in the falling light.

"Luther Drake," he said. "You used to tell a story about a gunfighter who could put six rounds through a playing card at forty paces. You said you saw him do it."

Hector picked up his coffee. Set it down without drinking.

"I said I heard about a man who could."

"Was that Luther Drake?"

Hector stood. He carried his bowl to the kitchen and set it on the counter and came back and stood in the doorway of the front room with the lamplight deepening the lines in his face. He looked at Audie and he looked at the window behind Audie where the lot was going dark.

"Get some sleep," he said. "Both of you."

He went up the stairs. His boots were heavy on the treads and then they crossed the floor above and a bed frame creaked and then there was nothing. Cade sat at the table turning his coffee cup in his hands, not drinking from it. Audie sat across from him, looking at the dark window.

"He knows something," Cade said.

"He always knows something."

"This is different." Cade set the cup down. "Three days on the road. Wouldn't say where or why. And now a dead man's gun."

Audie didn't answer. He carried his bowl to the kitchen and went up the stairs. The room was dark except for the thin light from the street below. Hector was sitting on the bed nearest the window with his boots still on and his hat in his hands. He was turning it slow , one quarter turn, pause, another quarter turn , the leather whispering against his calloused palms. He didn't look up when Audie came in.

Through the window the street was empty. The saloon threw a block of yellow light across the rutted dirt and from inside someone was playing a fiddle, badly, and no one seemed to mind or care. Beyond the saloon the lot was dark. The table was out there. The gun was on the table. Tomorrow men would come and try their hands and the gun would refuse them, one after another, the way it had refused them today and the day before and every day since Luther Drake died.

Audie pulled off his boots and lay down on the pallet. The floorboards were hard under the thin ticking. Cade came up a few minutes later and took his bed without a word. The three of them lay in the dark room listening to the town settle. The fiddle stopped. A door closed somewhere. A horse stamped in the livery across the street. The saloon light went out and the room went full dark.

Hector was still turning his hat. The sound of it, dry leather on rough hands, a slow whisper in the silence was the last thing Audie heard before he slept.
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​Chapter 2
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The first shot of the morning went wide by three feet and kicked a puff of dust off the hillside behind the targets.

The sun was already hot. It had come up over the eastern ridge an hour ago and now it sat above the town like something with weight, pressing the shadows flat against the buildings and baking the packed dirt of the lot beside the saloon until the air above it shimmered. The crowd was bigger than the evening before , fifty, maybe sixty people gathered in the open ground, standing in whatever shade they could find along the boardwalk and the saloon porch and the fence line at the back of the lot. Someone had set up fresh plates on the fence rail, new tin, and the sun hit them full and made them hard to look at.

The man behind the table was in the same spot, same vest, same watch chain. The boy sat beside him with the ledger. The judge with the red kerchief stood to the side, his measuring string looped over his wrist. The banner hung limp in the still air. Below it, Luther Drake's Colt lay on the purple velvet like something asleep.

The first shooter was a ranch hand with thick wrists and a sunburn that stopped at his collar. He fired his six rounds and hit one plate and walked away shaking his hand , the narrow grip had bitten into the web of his thumb. The second was a drover, tall and loose, who held the Colt too high and put four rounds over the targets and two into the dirt. The third was a boy not much older than the one with the ledger. He couldn't pull the heavy trigger with one finger and had to use two, and his shots went everywhere. His father led him away by the arm.

A fourth man tried. A fifth. A sixth. The plates sat on the rail and caught the sun and most of them stayed where they were. The Colt went back to the velvet between each shooter, and each time a new man picked it up the crowd leaned forward a little and each time he set it down they settled back. The gun refused them all with the same indifference , the grip that didn't fit, the trigger that punished, the balance that pulled every shot somewhere the shooter didn't want it to go.

Cade was standing at the edge of the crowd with his arms crossed and his hat low against the sun. He'd been there since the first shot. His jaw wasn't working anymore. He unfolded his arms and stepped forward and the crowd shifted to let him through.

He put his five-dollar bill on the velvet. The man behind the table looked at him.

"Name?"

"McKay."

The boy wrote it in the ledger. Cade picked up the Colt.

He didn't rush it. He turned the gun in his hand, getting the feel of it, and then he adjusted his grip the way he'd planned, wrist canted slightly to the right to fight the leftward pull, fingers wrapped low on the narrow walnut, thumb riding the frame. He curled his finger around the heavy trigger and took up the slack until he felt the break point. He'd watched eight men fight this gun. He knew what they'd done wrong.

He raised the Colt and sighted on the first plate at twenty paces and fired. The shot hit the rail two inches below the plate and the wood splintered. Close. The crowd murmured. Cade adjusted, lifting the barrel a fraction, and fired again. The plate rang and jumped and a hole appeared in the lower left corner. A hit. The crowd clapped.

He fired four more times. One more plate rang , the fifth shot, upper edge, barely on the tin. The other three went wide, not by much, but wide. Two plates out of six. He stood with the gun at his side and the smoke drifting up around his hand and his face held still like something carved from the same wood as the grip.

The man behind the table looked at the judge. The judge held up two fingers. The boy marked the ledger.

"Two of six," the man behind the table said. "Good shooting, son. Better than most."

Cade set the Colt on the velvet. He set it down careful. His jaw was working again. He turned and walked back through the crowd without looking at anyone. The crowd parted and closed behind him and a few men nodded at him and he didn't nod back.

Audie was where he'd been standing. He watched Cade come back. Cade took his spot beside him and crossed his arms and stared at the targets.

"The grip's wrong," Audie said.

"I know the grip is wrong."

"I mean it's wrong for everybody. Not just you. It's nobody's gun."

Cade didn't answer. His arms were tight across his chest and the muscle in his jaw was bunching and releasing, bunching and releasing. He stared at the fence rail where his two plates still hung alongside all the others he hadn't touched.

***
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TWO MORE MEN TRIED through the late morning. A rancher with gray in his sideburns put three rounds in the plates, matching the lean man from yesterday , and the crowd gave him real applause. A young drover with quick hands hit one and then missed five and swore and the crowd laughed and so did the drover. The gun sat on the velvet between attempts, patient, refusing everyone in the same way.

By noon the sun was directly overhead and the shadows had disappeared and the heat lay on the lot like a hand pressing down. The crowd had thinned. Men stood in the shade of the saloon porch drinking beer and watching from a distance. Women had taken the children inside. The banner hung motionless. The man behind the table mopped his face with a handkerchief and called out for more takers and his voice carried across the empty ground.

"Five dollars, six rounds. Luther Drake's Colt. Somebody in this town can shoot this gun. Come on up and prove it."

Nobody moved.

"Best grouping wins. Three plates so far is the mark to beat. You think you can't do three?"

A few men shifted. One laughed and shook his head. Men had started drifting toward the saloon. The energy had gone out of the lot, the way air goes out of a room when the last interesting thing has happened.

Cade was still standing where he'd been standing all morning. He hadn't sat down. He hadn't gone to the shade. His arms were crossed and his jaw was working and his eyes were on the table and the gun and the velvet, watching each new man pick it up and fight it and lose.

Audie stood beside him. He had his thumbs hooked in his belt and he was watching the gun the way he'd watched it the night before, not studying it, not analyzing, just watching. The way a man watches a creek running over stones.

"It's the gun," Audie said. "Nobody can shoot it because it wasn't made for anybody here. You did fine."

"I hit two out of six."

"With a gun built for a dead man's hand. That's not nothing."
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