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  Chapter One

  
  







The roof went on in sections. John held the beam steady while Elias Pritchard drove nails with a rhythm that never varied. Three strikes per nail, no wasted motion. The young man worked like he’d been framing houses his whole life, but John had seen his hands that first day—soft palms, no calluses. Whatever Elias had been before he showed up on that road, it wasn’t a carpenter.

“That’s the last of it,” Elias said. He set the hammer down and wiped his face with his sleeve. “We got a roof.”

John looked up at the pine boards stretching across the frame. Gaps showed between some of them where the wood hadn’t been planed perfect, but it would keep the rain off. “Need to tar the seams before winter.”

“Winter’s four months off.”

“Takes time to do it right.”

Elias grinned. “Everything takes time with you. Next you’ll be telling me we need to season the wood first.”

“Wouldn’t hurt.”

They climbed down and stood in what would be the main room. Sunlight cut through the gaps in the roof, throwing bars of gold across the stone foundation. John’s old house had sat on these same stones. He could still see the scorch marks where the fire had burned hottest.

“You think about what it looked like before?” Elias asked.

“Some.”

“Must be strange, building on top of what was.”

John picked up a length of board they’d cut wrong and carried it outside. “Strange is living in it after.”

Elias followed him out. They had a small camp set up near the well—two bedrolls, a fire ring, a canvas tarp strung between posts for shade. John had offered to let Elias sleep in the barn’s old root cellar but the young man said he preferred the open air. Said walls made him nervous.

John dropped the board on a scrap pile and went to check the fire. Coals still glowed from breakfast. He added kindling and got flames going, then filled the coffee pot from the bucket.

“How long you figure till it’s done?” Elias asked.

“The house?”

“Yeah.”

“Six weeks if the weather holds. Eight if it don’t.”

Elias sat down on a stump and pulled off his hat. His hair was dark and curled at the ends, and he had the kind of face women probably looked at twice. Sharp jaw, easy smile. He was maybe twenty-five but carried himself older.

“That’s a lot of time to spend hammering,” Elias said.

“You got somewhere else to be?”

“Not particularly.” He watched John set the pot on the fire. “Just seems like there’s faster ways to make a life.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Something that don’t involve starting from scratch.”

John sat on the foundation stones and waited for the coffee to boil. The sun felt good on his back. His shoulder had quit aching finally, the bullet wound healed to a puckered scar he barely noticed anymore. “Most things worth having, you got to build them yourself.”

“You believe that?”

“I’m here, ain’t I?”

Elias laughed. “Yeah, you’re here. In the middle of nowhere, building a house you’ll live in alone, on land that’s already got graves on it.” He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “No offense, John, but that don’t sound like much of a life.”

“It’s the one I got.”

“Could be different though.”

John looked at him. “Different how?”

“I’m just saying there’s opportunities. Towns growing out west, mines opening up. Man with your skills could do well.”

“What skills are those?”

“Don’t play dumb. I heard the stories in Bentwood. The MacLaury gang. Six men, all dead or scattered. They say you hunted them down one by one.”

“People talk.”

“They do. But they ain’t lying, are they?”

The coffee started perking. John reached for two tin cups and filled them both, handed one to Elias. The young man took it but didn’t drink, just held it and watched the steam rise.

“Point is,” Elias said, “you got a reputation. That’s worth something.”

“Not to me.”

“Maybe it should be.” Elias sipped the coffee, made a face. “You make this strong.”

“Keeps you awake.”

“I don’t have trouble staying awake.”

They sat quiet for a while. A hawk circled over the ridge where Mary and Crossing lay buried. John watched it ride the thermals, wings spread wide and still.

“You ever think about what comes next?” Elias asked.

“Next after what?”

“After the house is done. After you’re sitting in there alone every night with nothing but memories for company.”

John didn’t answer. He’d thought about it plenty, usually late at night when sleep wouldn’t come. The house was something to build, a purpose that got him through the days. But Elias was right—when it was finished, then what?

“I got an idea,” Elias said. “Been thinking about it since I got here. Way I see it, we make a good team. You know building, I know people. We could hire on some help, get this place done in three weeks instead of eight. Then we could—”

“No.”

Elias stopped. “You don’t even know what I was gonna say.”

“Don’t need to. I work alone.”

“You’re working with me right now.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

John stood up and dumped the rest of his coffee on the ground. “Because you’re leaving when this is done.”

“Am I?”

“Figured you would.”

Elias set his cup down and stood. “What if I told you I had a reason to stick around? What if I said there’s something in Bentwood worth going after, and I need a partner I can trust?”

“I’d say find someone else.”

“There ain’t nobody else like you.”

John walked to the lumber pile and picked up a board. He carried it to the house and laid it across two sawhorses. Measured twice, marked the cut line with a piece of charcoal.

Elias came over and stood on the other side of the sawhorses. “You’re a hard man to talk to, John.”

“Then stop talking.”

“Can’t. It’s my nature.” Elias picked up the saw and handed it to John. “But I can wait. Man like you, you’ll come around eventually.”

“To what?”

“To seeing things my way.” Elias smiled. “Everybody does, sooner or later.”

John took the saw and started cutting. The blade bit into the pine and threw dust into the air between them. Elias watched him work for a minute, then walked back to the fire. John kept cutting, kept his head down, kept his mind on the simple task of making one piece of wood into two.

But something Elias said hung in the air like smoke. Something about Bentwood, about going after something, about needing a partner. John told himself it was none of his business. Told himself he was done with that life.

The saw bound up in the wood. He pulled it free and started again, slower this time, letting the blade find its own pace.

Behind him, Elias whistled a tune John didn’t recognize. The sound drifted across the homestead like a promise or a warning, and John couldn’t tell which.
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The walls went up over the next ten days. John worked until his hands bled, until the blisters broke and callused over. Elias matched him board for board, nail for nail, never complaining. They spoke less as the work went on. John figured that was fine. Words didn’t build houses.

On the eleventh night, Elias broke the pattern.

They’d just finished supper—beans and salt pork cooked over the fire. John was cleaning the pan with sand when Elias pulled a bottle from his bedroll. Whiskey, sealed with wax. The glass caught the firelight.

“Where’d that come from?” John asked.

“Bought it in Bentwood last week when I rode in for nails.” Elias worked the cork loose and took a drink. “Been saving it for when we got the walls up.”

“Walls ain’t finished.”

“Close enough.” Elias held the bottle out. “You want some?”

John took it. The whiskey burned going down, good burn, better than the rotgut they sold at Rosa’s. He handed it back and Elias drank again, longer this time.

“You ever think about what you’d do with real money?” Elias asked.

“Like how much?”

“Enough to buy land. Good land, not this hardscrabble patch. Somewhere with water year-round, timber, maybe a town close enough to sell to.” Elias stared at the fire. “Enough to hire hands so you ain’t breaking your back every day just to stay even.”

“That’s a lot of money.”

“It is.”

“You got that kind of money?”

Elias laughed. “If I did, you think I’d be here hammering nails?”

John picked up a stick and poked at the coals. Sparks rose and died in the dark. “Then why talk about it?”

“Because talking about a thing is the first step to having it.”

“That philosophy?”

“That’s practicality.” Elias took another drink. “You know what kills most men out here? It ain’t Indians or outlaws or sickness. It’s settling. They find a piece of dirt, build a shack, scrape by till they’re too old to work, then they die. Never had nothing, never were nothing.”

“Your point?”

“My point is you’re headed down that same road. Building a house on burned ground, living with ghosts.” Elias looked at him. “You’re better than that.”

John stood up and walked to the well. Drew up a bucket and drank from the dipper. The water tasted like iron and earth. When he turned around, Elias was standing behind him.

“There’s a bank in Bentwood,” Elias said.

John set the dipper down. “I know there is.”

“Every Friday they take in deposits from the mines. Pay shipments, assay receipts. By Saturday morning there’s between eight and twelve thousand dollars sitting in that vault.”

“You been watching it?”

“I’ve been paying attention.” Elias moved closer. The firelight threw his shadow long across the ground. “The bank’s old. Built before the war. The vault door is solid but the walls are just brick and plaster. A man could go through them with a sledgehammer in under five minutes.”

“A man could also get shot.”

“Not if he’s smart about it. Not if he plans it right.” Elias pulled a folded paper from his pocket and handed it to John. “I drew this up. Look at it.”

John opened the paper. It was a crude map of Bentwood’s main street with the bank marked in the center. Times were written next to different buildings—when the marshal made his rounds, when the saloon closed, when the mercantile opened.

“You’ve been planning this awhile,” John said.

“Three weeks. Since the day I showed up here.” Elias pointed at the map. “Saturday before dawn. Marshal sleeps late on Saturdays, everyone knows it. We go in through the back, through the wall. Take what’s in the vault and ride out before the town wakes up. Two men, two horses, six thousand dollars each.”

John folded the paper and handed it back. “No.”

“Just no? You won’t even think about it?”

“Don’t need to think about it.”

Elias took the paper and shoved it back in his pocket. “Why not? Because it’s wrong? You had no problem hunting down six men and killing them.”

“They had it coming.”

“And the banker don’t? You know Samuel Hendricks. Fat bastard charges twenty percent interest on loans, forecloses on families when they can’t pay. He’s got more blood on his hands than any outlaw I ever met.”

“That ain’t my concern.”

“Then what is your concern, John?” Elias moved in front of him. “Building this house? Living out here alone till you die? That’s not a life, that’s just slow suicide.”

John walked back to the fire and sat down. His shoulder ached where the old wound pulled. “You should ride out tomorrow.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“Then I’ll say it plain—I ain’t robbing no bank with you. I ain’t robbing nothing with nobody. That part of my life is done.”

Elias stayed by the well. When he spoke his voice came out different, harder. “Done? You dug up your guns six weeks ago. You strapped them on and killed men. You think you can just bury them again and pretend it didn’t happen?”

“I can try.”

“You’ll fail.” Elias walked back to the fire and sat across from John. “I’ve seen men like you before. Men who try to put the devil back in the bottle after they let him out. It don’t work. The ghost’s always there, waiting.”

“You don’t know nothing about it.”

“I know more than you think.” Elias drank from the bottle, then set it between them. “My father was a lawman. Texas Ranger. Spent his whole life chasing bad men, putting them in the ground. Then one day he decided he was done. Retired, bought a farm, tried to live peaceful.”

“What happened?”

“Three men came to rob him. Former outlaws he’d sent to prison, got out and wanted revenge. He told them to take what they wanted and leave.” Elias looked at the fire. “They killed him anyway. Burned the farm. My mother died in the fire.”

John didn’t say nothing.

“You know what I learned from that?” Elias asked. “I learned that peace is a lie men tell themselves so they can sleep at night. The world is full of wolves, John. You can be a wolf or you can be sheep. But you can’t be both.”

“Your father wasn’t sheep.”

“No, but he tried to be. And it got him killed.” Elias stood up. “That bank job is happening. I’m doing it with you or without you. But with you, it’s clean. Nobody gets hurt. Without you?” He shrugged. “Things might get messier.”

“You threatening the town?”

“I’m stating facts. I need money to get where I’m going. I can take it quiet or I can take it loud. Your choice determines which.”

John looked up at him. “Where you going that you need stolen money to get there?”

“Somewhere I can build something that matters. Not a house, John. An empire.” Elias smiled but there was no warmth in it. “You could be part of it. Instead you’re choosing to hammer nails until your back gives out.”

“I made a promise.”

“To a dead woman.”

John stood up fast. Elias didn’t move, just met his eyes steady.

“That’s right,” Elias said. “She’s dead. And all the promises in the world won’t bring her back. You want to honor her? Then live. Really live, not this half-alive thing you’re doing now.”

John’s hands had curled into fists. He forced them open. “Get off my land.”

“It ain’t even your land. You ain’t got a deed, ain’t paid taxes in two years. Legally this place belongs to the territory.” Elias picked up the whiskey bottle. “But I’ll go. Give you time to think about it. I’ll be back in three days. You can give me your answer then.”

“My answer’s no.”

“We’ll see.” Elias walked to where his bedroll lay and started gathering his things. He worked quick, rolling his blanket tight and tying it with rope. When he had everything he threw it over his shoulder and looked at John one more time.

“You think you’re different than me,” Elias said. “You think because you loved somebody once that makes you better. But we’re the same, John. We’re both killers. Only difference is I don’t apologize for it.”

He walked to where his horse was picketed near the barn ruins. John watched him saddle up and mount. The young man sat there a moment, looking at the half-built house.

“That’s a nice frame,” Elias said. “Be a shame if something happened to it.”

“You threatening me now?”













