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CHAPTER 1
 
Buck Trammel ducked his head back just as Verne Ayres cracked off another shot from his pistol. The bullet bit into the doorway less than an inch from where Trammel was standing.
 
“I already warned you once to stay out of here, Sheriff!” The wild-haired, old prospector punctuated his warning with another shot that split the batwing doors of the Tinder Box Saloon, forcing them open. “I told you I ain’t comin’ out of here ’til I’m good and ready. And I ain’t nowhere near ready yet. This here party’s just getting started.”
 
Sherwood Blake, Trammel’s chief deputy, tried to pull his boss back from harm’s way. “You don’t need to be here, boss. Your place is out there, keeping the people back. Let me and the boys handle this.”
 
But the sheriff of Laramie County had no intention of going anywhere. “I was the first one here when it started, and I’ll be the last one here when it’s over. Where’d you send the others?”
 
“I have Johnny Welch and Charlie Root headed around to the back door,” Blake told him. “The rest of our boys are tending to the crowd out front. Figured you wouldn’t want anyone else to wander in here and get hurt.”
 
“You figured right.” Trammel lowered his Peacemaker as he stole a quick glance inside the Tinder Box Saloon. The place was being kept open while it was being redone by the new owner. Ladders and paint cans were set up throughout the interior.
 
He caught Ayres in the middle of reloading his pistol. The wild hair poking out from beneath the prospector’s worn slouch hat was long and gray, matching his overgrown beard.
 
Trammel’s curiosity was rewarded with a rushed shot from Ayres. “I see what you’re doing out there. Can’t say I ever put much stock in all the big talk I’ve heard about you these past few years. About how tough you are. How you always get your man. Like I always said, ‘The bigger they are, the harder they fall.’”
 
Trammel had known of Verne Ayres, too, if only by his reputation as a talker and a drunk on the rare occasions he came down from the hills around Laramie. He had always been relatively harmless until that day. “This old fool has almost killed me twice. Where’d he learn to shoot like that?”
 
“No way of telling with Verne,” Blake said. “He never tells the same story about himself twice.”
 
“I can hear you boys plotting out there,” Ayres hollered. “It’s no use. I’ve got you right where I want you. Just let me have my celebration in peace and I’ll be on my way.”
 
The man could not only shoot but had excellent hearing. Trammel asked Blake, “Any idea what set him off like this?”
 
The deputy kept his head low but his Winchester ready as he whispered, “Heard from one of the fellas who ran out of there that Ayres was in the mood to celebrate a big strike. Said he’d finally hit the mother lode and was about to buy drinks for everyone in the place. But the bartender said something that turned his mood dark.”
 
That was more than Trammel had known. He was on his way back to his office in City Hall when he saw customers running out of the Tinder Box like the place was on fire. Given that Adam Hagen was in the middle of changing the place from a brothel into a respectable hotel, Trammel had figured one of the workers might have accidentally started a blaze.
 
It was not until he heard the shots that he knew it was not as simple as that.
 
“Send someone to find the bartender and talk to him. I want to know why Ayres is so worked up. He might be able to tell us something that could calm him down.”
 
“I’d be glad to, but we can’t do that,” Blake told him. “The bartender is lying behind the bar, right next to Verne. He was the first man Verne shot to start this whole mess rolling. The only one who got shot, too, near as I can tell.”
 
Trammel figured bartending was getting to be as dangerous as enforcing the law in Laramie these days. The town was bursting at the seams now that Lucien Clay was in jail and Adam Hagen was buying up every property in sight. The town was filled with people looking for a new start and new ways to earn a living off the boom. “Verne must’ve found something big to justify this.”
 
“He said he found gold,” Blake reported. “Old Verne’s been looking for a strike like this all his life, and now he’s finally found it. Shame he won’t be free long enough to enjoy it.”
 
Both men ducked when another shot rang out from inside the saloon, punching open the batwing doors beside them once again.
 
“I can still hear you two schemin’ out there plain as day. Do yourselves a favor and put the thought right out of your mind. There’s no reason for anyone else to get hurt, including either of you. Just let me finish my drinkin’ so I can get on back to my claim.”
 
Trammel thought he might have a way to getting Ayres to lower his gun. “Is that what this is, Verne? A celebration?”
 
“It certainly is,” Ayres shouted back. “And I don’t appreciate it being ruined. Not by you and not by this sassy bartender, either.”
 
“Help me, Sheriff!” a man cried out from behind the bar. “I’m hurt really bad.”
 
He yelped when Trammel heard Ayres kick him. “And if you don’t want to get hurt worse, you’ll quit your bellyachin’ and let me enjoy this here drink in peace.”
 
Trammel was glad the bartender was still alive. He had to keep Ayres talking. “I thought this was a fight that got out of hand, not a party, Verne. That changes things.”
 
“It does?” Ayres called back. “How do you figure it?”
 
“The bartender’s still alive, so Blake and I don’t have any reason to barge in there and take you in. It’s just a misunderstanding between a bartender and a customer. Happens all the time.”
 
“Then you boys have no reason to stay out there. Just go about your business and let me leave town on my own steam.”
 
Trammel could not allow that to happen. “It’s not much of a celebration with you sitting in there all by yourself drinking alone, now is it? If you promise not to shoot, the two of us would like to come in there and join you for a drink. It’s been a while since we’ve had much cause for celebration around here, and we could use the excuse. Who knows? Your good fortune might rub off on us.”
 
“Sure. And maybe you boys’ll buy me a steak dinner with all the trimmings.” The sheriff’s hopes sank when Ayres laughed. “I didn’t get this old by being that stupid, Trammel. You two are just fine right where you are. And the same goes for whoever you’ve got sneaking around behind this place, too. Prospecting’s a lonely, thirsty business. I found this claim alone and I’ll celebrate it alone. And I don’t aim to allow you or anyone else to swindle me out of it, you hear?”
 
Trammel was about to ask him what he meant by swindling when he heard another voice come from inside the saloon. “You can hardly call it swindling if it’s legal, Verne.”
 
Trammel could not believe his rotten luck. It was the man who was renovating the Tinder Box into a respectable hotel.
 
Adam Hagen, his part-time friend and a full-time nuisance in Laramie. The last man in town who could end this peacefully.
 
“Speak of the devil and he shall appear,” Verne seethed. “How’d you get in here, you snake? Slithered under the door, I imagine.”
 
Trammel took a risk that Verne was distracted and peered inside. He found Hagen leaning against the doorway next to the bar. The doorway led out to the front lobby and the stairs up to the rooms.
 
As usual, he was wearing a red brocade vest and a gleaming Colt pistol on his right hip.
 
“I was upstairs reviewing plans for the place when I heard the shot,” Hagen said. “How’re you feeling down there, Tom?”
 
“My head is mighty sore, Mr. Hagen,” the bartender replied.
 
“See what you went and did, Verne?” Hagen said to the prospector. “You let that nasty temper of yours get the better of you again. We talked about that the last time, or don’t you remember?”
 
“I remember everything about you, you scoundrel. Every word you say is poison in my ears. And since this is my party, I say we talk about something different for a change.”
 
Trammel saw Verne gesture toward Hagen with his pistol. “How about we talk about how you tricked me into signing over—”
 
Hagen drew his Colt and fired twice into Verne’s chest.
 
Trammel had seen Hagen shoot enough times to know he could have cut him down from much farther away. Being as close as he was, there was no question Ayres was dead before he tumbled backward and stumbled over the fallen bartender.
 
Trammel quickly rounded into the saloon, followed by Blake.
 
On the other side of the hotel, Deputies Johnny Welch and Charlie Root burst through the front door. Their rifles were at their shoulders and aimed at Hagen.
 
Hagen switched his aim to Trammel’s chest. The smoking pistol hung there for a moment too long for the lawman’s comfort. Given that Trammel was over six and a half feet tall, he was difficult to miss and impossible to mistake for anyone else in Laramie. Hagen had clearly seen Trammel and recognized him, too. But the thought of shooting him had entered his mind, if only for a moment.
 
Hagen slowly lowered his pistol and smiled at the sight of his old friend. “You ought to know better than to barge in on me while I’m working, Buck. I might’ve shot you in the heat of the moment.”
 
Beside him, Deputy Blake thumbed back the hammer on his rifle. “All the more reason why you ought to tuck that iron away, Hagen.”
 
The gambler’s smile held. “What’s the matter, Blake? Don’t think I could get those two behind me before I took you, too?”
 
Blake did not budge. “You’ll be dead before you try.”
 
“Highly unlikely.” Hagen holstered the weapon and held up his hands as he slowly stepped away from the bar. “Never let it be said that Adam Hagen is one to interfere with the law.” He glanced behind the bar. “You can come out now, Tom. The bad man can’t hurt you anymore.”
 
Trammel motioned for Welch and Root to lower their Winchesters as a bald man popped up from behind the bar and pulled himself over it. He had expected to see a bullet wound but was surprised that all he had was a nasty gash on his gleaming head.
 
“I thought you were shot,” Trammel said as the bartender moved to Hagen’s side.
 
“He would’ve shot me if he had the chance.” Tom pulled off his apron and held it against his bleeding wound. “Verne’s pistol went off when he slammed me in the head with that old Navy Colt of his. He didn’t shoot anyone.”
 
“Thank heavens for that,” Hagen said as he moved the bartender’s apron and examined the gash for himself. “I imagined the worst when I heard the shot. Stands to reason why I was in such fear for my life.”
 
Trammel knew that was a lie. He doubted Adam Hagen had ever been afraid of anything in his life. Not when he had a gun on his hip or a rifle in his hands.
 
Hagen sucked his teeth as he dabbed the apron at Tom’s wound. “Verne got what he deserved for treating you this way. I’d be inclined to swear out a complaint against him if he was still alive, but I suppose he’s beyond all that now.”
 
“Yeah,” Trammel said. “He’s beyond a lot of things.”
 
Hagen feigned insult. “That sounds like sarcasm, Buck.”
 
The sheriff ignored him as he walked over to the bar and peered over the side. He saw Verne Ayres crumpled on the floor. Two neat holes still smoldering over his heart. His dead eyes fixed on the bare ceiling of the saloon. His newfound luck had clearly run out.
 
“Blake, you’d best get Tom over to a doctor to get that wound cleaned up. Doc Morrison’s place is closest. Stay with him until he’s been tended to, then get a statement from him for the record.”
 
To his deputies still in the hotel lobby, he said, “Johnny and Charlie, I want you and the others to get statements from anyone else who was in here when it happened. I know the county attorney will want to have all the facts he can muster for his file. Tell everyone to stay outside until I tell them they can come in.”
 
The deputies went off to carry out their respective assignments, paying Hagen particular attention as they passed him. Trammel knew his men did not trust the gambler, and they were right to be cautious.
 
He waited until Blake had helped the bartender leave before telling Hagen, “You and me are going to have a talk.”
 
Hagen looked down at Trammel’s pistol, which was still at his side. “I put mine away, Buck. It’s only proper for you to do the same.”
 
Trammel tucked the Peacemaker into the holster under his arm.
 
“That’s better. There are so many guns around town these days. It’s getting so a man needs to shoot his way across the street.”
 
Trammel ignored the exaggeration. “The town would be a whole lot quieter if you weren’t armed.”
 
Hagen gestured to the side of Trammel’s nose. “That scar of yours seems to fade more with each passing week. You wear it well. Makes you look even meaner than you already did, not that anyone could ever accuse you of having a peaceful disposition.”
 
Trammel fought the urge to touch the long scar that ran down his face along the side of his nose. He had received it when Major John Stanton had tried to get away from him a few months back. The assassin had fallen from a roof for his trouble and later died in prison of his injuries.
 
The scar served as a daily reminder to Trammel of how close he had come to losing his life.
 
“And that shoulder holster you still insist on wearing,” Hagen remarked as he moved behind the bar and grabbed a bottle of whiskey. “When are you going to break down and wear your gun on your hip like a true Westerner? You’ve been out here long enough. Time to adapt a little to our ways.”
 
“Like shooting harmless old prospectors in a saloon?”
 
“Calling Verne harmless is awfully generous of you, especially after how he brained poor Tom with that Colt of his.” Hagen placed two glasses on the bar and picked up a bottle of whiskey. “I can’t have my people treated so poorly. I wouldn’t get anyone of quality to work for me if word spread that I let my employees get slapped around by some drunk.”
 
“That isn’t why you shot him, and you know it.”
 
Hagen sighed. “But I suppose violence has a tendency to follow us around wherever we go, doesn’t it? Wichita. Blackstone, and now here in Laramie. The names of the towns might change, but the circumstances remain the same. You still have a position of authority and I’m still forced to dispatch undesirables.”
 
Trammel watched him place two glasses on the bar as if he was about to perform a magic trick. There was always an elegant air about anything he did, but Trammel had known him too long to believe the façade. His fair hair had already begun to turn white in places, though he was just north of thirty. He kept his beard trimmed and close to his pale skin. He was a shade over six feet tall and managed to remain lean despite a strong appetite for hard drinking and late nights. His light eyes were set deeper than they had been when they first met back in Kansas. Harder, too.
 
Trammel thought the years had been kind to Adam Hagen in their own way, but not as kind as they might have been, and far kinder than he deserved.
 
“You didn’t have to kill Verne, Adam.”
 
“Of course I did.” Hagen poured them a good amount of cheap whiskey. “I was in mortal fear of my life. He pointed his gun at me. I saw you watching the whole thing from the doorway. You saw it with your own two eyes. It’s a miracle I wasn’t killed.”
 
Trammel did not look down at the glass Hagen slid toward him. “You could’ve just as easily backhanded him as shoot him.”
 
“And risk poor Tom’s life while a drunken lunatic was raving and pointing his gun all over the place? You think too much of my bravery, old friend.”
 
Hagen set the bottle on the bar and reached for his glass, but Trammel grabbed his wrist before he could take hold of it. “You shot him for a reason.”
 
The gambler’s eyes narrowed with just a hint of spite. “I didn’t claim to shoot him by accident, Steve. And we both know I don’t like being handled, not even by my friends.”
 
Trammel released him with a shove. “I heard what he said to you right before you shot him. Something about being swindled.”
 
Hagen shrugged as he took his glass in hand. “The ravings of an old drunk blind with rage and riding high on glory. When Ayers wasn’t up in the hills scraping at dirt, he was claiming someone swindled him. Before me, he accused Lucien Clay of robbing him blind, as if the old sot ever had anything worth stealing. You’ve been out here long enough to know how those old prospectors are. Always afraid that someone’s trying to jump their claim on the off chance they manage to pull something of quality out of the ground. You’ve seen dozens of men like Ayres come and go. I’m from these parts, so I’ve seen hundreds. They’re as common as horseflies in a stable.”
 
He looked down at the body behind the bar and raised a toast. “To your memory, you old rat. I hope your find was as prosperous as you claim.”
 
Hagen took a healthy swallow of whiskey but was careful not to drain the glass. Trammel knew Hagen was always measured in everything he did. How he drank. How he gambled. How he spent his money and how he made it.
 
And how he killed. Trammel had never known him to do anything without a reason. He never surrendered reason to emotion, not even when he watched Hagen wage a pitched battle with his family for control of their fortune.
 
But when Hagen found himself on the losing end, his family ran him out of Blackstone for his trouble. With his brother Caleb and Lucien Clay now in prison for murder, Laramie was left wide open for a man of Adam Hagen’s cunning and resources. He was already well underway to building a new empire of whiskey and blood. A piece of a gold claim would only help him reach his aims that much quicker.
 
Trammel stood upright so his size advantage over Hagen was even more pronounced. “You’re not leaving here until you tell me why Ayres thought you were swindling him. And if you lie, I’m going to lose patience.”
 
“Look at you, rearing up on your hind legs like an old grizzly.” Hagen set his glass on the bar and tried to rub some circulation back into his wrist. “City living hasn’t softened you up as much as I’d hoped. How do you manage to stay so strong?”
 
“I was born in Manhattan, remember? Laramie barely ranks as a neighborhood where I’m from. Quit stalling and answer my question.”
 
Hagen ran his tongue along the inside of his mouth as he thought it over. “Are you asking me as a friend or as the sheriff of Laramie?”
 
Trammel knew better than to corner Hagen. If he tried to make this official, he would spend the rest of the afternoon dancing around the question in a blur of words. Any one of the lawyers who had recently moved into town would trip over themselves to defend him in court. Trammel was more interested in the truth than a fight. “I just want to know the truth. Let’s leave titles out of it for now.”
 
Hagen considered it before saying, “Fair enough. In that case, I’ll tell you. About a month ago, the newly departed Mr. Ayres down there found himself having a particularly bad run of luck at my blackjack table over at the Emerald Isle. You remember the dump. It used to be Lucien Clay’s place before I took it over.”
 
Trammel did not need to be reminded of it, nor of Hagen’s rapid assumption of Clay’s role as the biggest criminal of Laramie now that Clay was in jail for murder. Hagen might have changed the name and fixed up the place, but it was still a den of iniquity as far as he was concerned. “Go on.”
 
“Ayres was convinced his luck was due to turn around. He practically begged me for a some credit, but that was impossible since he was already into me for a considerable sum. Call me a softhearted fool if you wish, but there was something about his desperation that touched me.” He tapped the center of his vest. “Right here.”
 
“If you’re pointing to your wallet, I’ll believe it.” Trammel could guess the rest and decided to save them both a lot of time by getting to the point. “You made him sign over his claim to you in exchange for a new line of credit, didn’t you?”
 
Hagen held up a finger. “I only took half. I’m not entirely without scruples. And, as fortune would have it, Ayres wound up going on something of a winning streak. Not enough to entirely erase his debt to me, of course, but more than I had anticipated.”
 
Hagen let out a dramatic sigh as he picked up his glass again. “But I still hold the note, and now that Ayres has departed this mortal coil, I suppose I’m the sole owner of his claim. Alas, the burdens of being the executor of his estate.”
 
“A claim that sounds like it just paid off,” Trammel said.
 
“I wouldn’t count on it,” Hagen said. “Verne Ayres was a better gambler than a prospector. He wouldn’t know the difference between fool’s gold and the genuine article if it leaped out of the ground and into his pocket.” He offered another toast down to the corpse. “Sorry, old man, but I guess this is one claim that didn’t pan out in your favor.”
 
Trammel fought the urge to slap the drink out of Hagen’s hand, pull him across the bar, and throw him in jail. He had murdered Verne Ayres just as sure as if he had followed him into a dark alley one night and knifed him to death.
 
But it was not Hagen’s swindling that irked Trammel. Ayres knew the risk of going into debt with a man like Hagen. No one had forced him to walk into his gambling den that night. No one had forced him to sign over his claim to pay for one more turn of the cards. Trammel knew that was where Adam Hagen’s true evil lay. He always found a way to use a man’s weaknesses against him for his own benefit.
 
And it was all legal, even if it was not right. “All the money you’ve got, and you still feel the need to rip off an old grubber like Ayres.”
 
Hagen’s eyes slid over to Trammel before the glass touched his lips. “Careful, Buck. I don’t respond well to criticism of my character.”
 
But Trammel was not in a careful mood. He had just watched a man get gunned down over a claim that probably amounted to spare change in Hagen’s deep pockets. “When is enough going to be enough for you, Adam? You ruined your father and burned his house to the ground. Your brother Caleb is over in City Hall, rotting in the next cell over from Lucien Clay. You’re already well on your way to running most of Laramie. You’ll be bigger than Clay ever was before long, if you’re not already. What more do you want?”
 
Hagen appeared to think it over as he finally took his drink. He seemed to have made up his mind when he set the glass back on the bar. “More. I want more.”
 
“More of what?”
 
“I don’t honestly know,” Hagen said. “I don’t know what it is, or if there’ll ever be enough, but whatever it is, I want more of it. Land. Gold. Property. Businesses. Women. Today it’s this place. Tomorrow it might be something else. Works of art, perhaps. A bigger house or another empire to bring to its knees. All I know is that if it’s worth having, I want it. As much of it as I can get. And I’m all too willing to do anything to get it.”
 
Hagen seemed to remember himself and cast off the heavy words with another elegant shrug as he poured himself another drink. “Maybe one day I’ll be satisfied, but today, old friend, is not that day.”
 
No, Trammel imagined it was not. But he also knew the day would come sooner rather than later when Adam Hagen came up against something or someone he could not have. A man he could not beat. Something he could not buy at any price. And when he found it, he would pursue it until it finally destroyed him and cost him everything he had.
 
And once he was ruined, he would gladly start over, for Trammel knew that, for men like Hagen, having something was never quite as sweet as chasing it.
 
And when that day finally came, Buck Trammel would be there to stop him, or make him pay for all the harm he had done in his life.
 
He watched Hagen swirl the whiskey in his glass. “I trust none of these details about my Ayers claim will be mentioned in whatever report you give to Judge Spicer?”
 
“The judge is a plain man,” Trammel said. “He’s only interested in having me testify to what I see, not what I think, or even what I know. Ayers was armed. He had assaulted the bartender and he did point his pistol in your general direction when you shot him. It was legal, but that doesn’t mean it was right.”
 
Hagen rested his hand against his chest. “That’s a relief. I’ve had enough dealings with Lady Justice these past few months to last me a lifetime.” He gestured toward the glass in front of Trammel. “You haven’t touched your whiskey. I know it’s not as good as the stuff I usually serve, but it’s good enough, given the circumstances. I can even promise you won’t go blind.”
 
Trammel pushed himself away from the bar. “No, thanks. Unlike you, I’ve still got a job to do.”
 
Hagen called after him as he left the saloon. “Don’t forget to send the undertaker around when you get the chance. I’d like to reopen as soon as possible, and I can hardly do that with poor old Ayres here, stinking up the place. Though I suppose I could charge admission for people to look at him. Maybe he’ll turn out to be worth something after all?”
 
Trammel decided it was best to ignore the comment. There was never much to be gained by sparring with Adam Hagen, either with words or with pistols. And it was tough to beat a man whose idea of victory changed each day.

 



CHAPTER 2
 
The long shadows of his cell’s bars were cast along Lucien Clay as he lay on his bunk, lost in thought. It was never truly dark down there in the bowels of Laramie Prison. No matter the time of day or night, there always seemed to be lamplight somewhere, as if the dancing flame mocked his confinement. And without windows to the outside world, it was nearly impossible to measure time, except for the strict schedule the guards enforced each day.
 
The guards said the constant light in the dingy prison was for the inmates’ safety as much as it was for their own. Clay imagined they also liked the idea that it prevented the prisoners from getting much rest. A weakened prisoner is an easier prisoner to handle.
 
Clay closed his eyes as he thought of the guards. They had been his tormentors all these months. His jailers. But soon, one of them would help him enjoy freedom once more. All he had to do was remain patient.
 
It was never truly quiet in prison, either. With so many men living in squalor beneath City Hall, there was always someone sniffling or snoring or sobbing or shuffling. His cell was so narrow that he could easily sit against the bars on one side of his cell and touch the other side with his feet. The cell was just long enough to fit his cot and nothing else. His world had been reduced to a cramped iron cell in the bowels of City Hall.
 
Clay had been locked up many times in many towns and cities for a variety of offenses. Being a vice peddler had its perils. But none of those places had been as wretched as Laramie Prison. He had not been allowed a visitor in more than a month, not that people were lined up around the block to see him. He had pled guilty to conspiracy to murder Rob Moran, a popular lawman in town. His plea had guaranteed he would not swing for the crime if he agreed to testify against Caleb Hagen, Adam’s brother.
 
Sheriff Buck Trammel had also seen to it that Caleb Hagen was put in the next cell to Clay’s, which only added to his torment.
 
Clay had decided against wasting money on attorneys and appeals and put whatever remained of his considerable fortune to better use. He had planted seeds that had already flowered and appeared ready for harvesting. He reminded himself to remain calm and soon all would be well.
 
But remaining calm was easier said than done, for in the next cell over, Caleb Hagen’s feet continued to scrape against the floor as he constantly paced in his tiny cell. Clay was grateful he was not crying. He usually only did that when it was time to sleep.
 
“Curses on you for putting me in this mess, Lucien,” Hagen said. “Curses on you for telling those infernal lies about me.”
 
Clay had no pity for the man. This time the previous year, Caleb had been the leader of his late father’s empire and had looked the part. He may have been raised at the family ranch in Blackstone, but he’d once had the soft look of a New York banker. His face had some of his dead father’s sharp features, but any resemblance stopped there. Too many steak dinners and black cigars had made him thick around the middle and soft in the head.
 
Months in a cell had transformed Hagen from a captain of industry to a shell of who he once had been. His filthy prison garb hung loosely around his frame and his bearded cheeks had grown fallow from the slop the jailers passed off as food.
 
“Curse yourself instead,” Clay told him for the countless time. “You and your brother-in-law wanted Moran dead as part of your petty family squabble. If you hadn’t sent that boy to hire me to have Moran killed, neither of us would be stuck in here now.”
 
“But we can still get out of this.” Hagen grabbed hold of the bars, almost pleading. “All you have to do is recant your testimony against me. Tell them it was all a lie. Testify that I had nothing to do with planning Moran’s death. Pin it all on my dead brother-in-law instead. He’s the one who hired you, not me. And he’s dead. No harm can come to him now.”
 
“I’m sure the judge will ignore how convenient that is.” Clay stretched on his bunk and clasped his hands behind his head. He could have set his pocket watch by Hagen’s daily routines if he had been allowed to keep one. After breakfast and yard time, the pleas inevitably began, followed by whatever scheme he had spent the previous evening cooking up. When Clay remained unmoved by his desperation, Hagen would sputter in angry frustration for the rest of the day until it was time for Deputy Hal Haid to deliver their supper.
 
Clay had seen the delivery of the food not as an opportunity for nourishment but the chance to set his own plans for freedom in motion. It was the only bright spot in his day, which was quickly ruined by Hagen’s whimpering once the guards ordered all candles extinguished for the night.
 
Clay reminded him, “Testifying against you is the only reason I haven’t been hanged yet. Life sentence was the deal I made, and that’s the deal I’m sticking with.”
 
He smiled in the shadows. At least for now.
 
Hagen continued to pace in his cell, like a penned-in bull ready to charge. “Why won’t you listen to reason? If you withdraw your testimony, they’ll have no choice but to let me go while I’m working with my lawyers on my case. I might even be able to secure bail for you. Tell them Trammel forced you to confess just to frame me. You’ve got friends in town who can make sure the judge believes that. Everyone knows Trammel’s a bully anyway.”
 
Clay had already thought of that. “They’ll never believe it. Not now.”
 
But Hagen did not let facts get in the way of his dream. “I’ll make them believe it. I’ll buy off whoever I must. And once I’m free and clear of all charges, I’ll hire the best lawyers money can buy to fight for you in court. Why, I’ll have my own lawyer represent you. Free of charge, of course. I’m not talking about some backwoods hick lawyer like they have in these parts. I’m talking about the best legal minds in the country. From Chicago or Philadelphia or New York.”
 
Lucien Clay did not have many joys left to him in life, so his only entertainment was listening to Caleb Hagen constantly claw at the prison walls, looking for a way out. This was at least the tenth time that week that he had made the same offer.
 
“Do you mean it, Caleb? Honestly and truly? Do you swear you’ll get me out?”
 
Hagen tried to shake the bars in frustration. “I’ll have my lawyer draw up papers to that effect if it’ll make you feel any better. It’ll be an iron-clad agreement.”
 
“Papers he’s sure to tear up as soon as I recant my story,” Clay sneered. “You two would forget all about me before you made it to the station for the next train back to Chicago, or wherever it is you live. No thanks, Caleb. I’ve got plans of my own.”
 
“Plans?” Hagen’s mood brightened. “What plans?”
 
Clay shut his eyes and cursed himself for saying so much. Any glimmer of hope was bound to lift Hagen’s sails. His big mouth would prove risky to his plans. He decided it was time to cut his losses and get some rest. He was expecting a visitor soon and he wanted to be at his best to receive his guest.
 
“Don’t worry about me. Just worry about how your fancy attorney is going to get you out of here. Now, do us both a favor and worry in silence. I’d like to get some sleep before my meeting.”
 
Hagen stifled a yell as he pulled away from the bars and left Lucien Clay alone.
 
Clay put the temporary quiet to good use and allowed sleep to take him.
 
* * *
 
When Barney, the elderly prison guard, brought him up to the receiving room later that day, Lucien Clay hated how his visitor looked at him. Pity, with a mix of disappointment. He had never been one to accept pity.
 
Like Caleb Hagen, prison had done Clay few favors in terms of his appearance. Buck Trammel had shattered his jaw with a single punch the previous year. He had been in ceaseless pain and had headaches and slurred speech for months. He had grown dependent on laudanum to dull his suffering. His mind, once sharp, had soon become lost in a blur of opiates and lost days. He could not help but wonder if he might have refused to play a role in Marshal Rob Moran’s murder had he been thinking clearer.
 
He decided laudanum had not played a part in his decision. Killing the lawman was worth the risk and the great reward promised him.
 
But Doc Carson had not allowed Clay to have any laudanum during his imprisonment. After passing several bad weeks due to the ill effects of staying off the stuff, he had regained full control of his senses. His jaw was still crooked, which slurred his speech. But he had put his ongoing suffering to good use. It served to push him forward, even when all had seemed lost.
 
That same determination was the reason this stranger had come to see him today.
 
Barney looked at the prisoner and the guest with tired eyes as the large visitor stood to greet Clay.
 
“I’m Frank Bessler, your new attorney.” His Texas accent was heavy but cultured. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Clay.”
 
Clay shook the big hand the Texan offered. He was a large man, almost the same size as Buck Trammel, though not quite. “Thank you for making the trip all the way from Texas, Mr. Bessler. I appreciate the effort.”
 
Bessler had a healthy, dark beard that made his smile even brighter. His brown suit was clean and devoid of any wrinkles or hints of trail dust. A gold watch chain spanned his broad chest from one vest pocket to the other. Clay caught the faint whiff of shaving cream and hair tonic, which told him Bessler had just come from the barber. A good sign that Bessler might live up to his reputation.
 
As prisoner and attorney sat, Clay looked back at the prison guard. “Might as well leave us, Barney. My lawyer and I have things to discuss that aren’t meant for your tender ears.”
 
The toothless guard gummed his response. “You’ve got an hour, convict. Not a moment longer.”
 
Clay waited until Barney shuffled into the hall and pulled the door shut behind him, leaving them alone in the cramped room across a crooked wooden table.
 
Bessler looked amused as he watched the old guard leave. “He looks like he’s got one foot in the grave. No wonder you think busting out of this place will be easy.”
 
Clay motioned for him to keep his voice down. “He’s old, not deaf. Mind what you say in here. Words tend to carry in prison.”
 
Bessler’s look darkened. “And a man in your position ought to mind his tone when he speaks to me. I’m not one of your hired hands, Lucien. Not yet. And you’re not the first client I’ve visited behind bars.”
 
Clay had always bristled at familiarity from the men who worked for him, especially when they happened to be right. Clay was in no position to be haughty, and Bessler knew it.
 
“Just keep your voice down. I think they already expect I’m up to something.”
 
Bessler’s dark eyes narrowed. “What do you mean by that?”
 
“Meaning I usually don’t have visitors these days,” Clay explained. “Barney’s bound to tell Trammel about it, and he’ll get curious.”
 
“Let him get curious. There’s nothing wrong with a man in prison meeting with a lawyer. It happens every day.”
 
Clay knew he did not have time to waste on arguing his point. Barney would be looking to take him back to his cell within the hour and they had much to discuss. “According to the notes Mayor Holm got to me, I hear you’re good at what you do.”
 
“I am, but we’ll get to that.” Bessler’s smile flashed again. “But first, there’s one thing about this whole setup that bothers me. I don’t understand how you could’ve gotten yourself locked up, considering you’ve got the mayor in your pocket.”
 
Clay felt his anger rise at the thought of it. Old shames rushed to the fore. “Because Buck Trammel isn’t in my pocket and he’s the one who put me here. Happy?”
 
“Not yet,” Bessler said. “How did you get word to him from your cell? Walt Holm isn’t the type who spends much time among prisoners.”
 
Clay saw no reason to keep it from him. “The deputy who brings our dinner each night is a fella named Hal Haid. He used to be one of my best customers before I got locked up. He owed me quite a sum. I promised to forget about his debt if he agreed to take notes between me and Mayor Holm. It was a harmless enough way for him to work off what he owes me. It certainly beats his wife finding out he wasn’t always working late.”
 
“You think this Haid character might’ve read your notes?”
 
“We always sealed them with wax. Don’t worry. If he’d read them, I’d have known.”
 
That seemed good enough to satisfy Bessler. “I’m surprised Walt played along,” he said. “He’s always been an old church mouse when it came to risking his neck, even back when we rode together.”
 
Clay had always known Walter Holm was a corruptible man. It was why Clay had worked to install him as mayor of Laramie in the first place. He was as greedy as he was capable, which was why Clay had given Holm control of his fortune while he was in jail. Another man might have taken the money and run. But Holm had not wanted to risk Clay testifying in court about how they had worked to the detriment of Laramie for years. A bad reputation was hard for a man to outrun.
 
“I take it Holm has already given you your fee,” Clay said.
 
“Half, which was more than fair. He said you already had a plan to get out of here without too much bloodshed. He didn’t give me any details.”
 
Clay was glad he knew that much. “That’s because I didn’t tell him everything. He’s a politician, and that type isn’t always known for their discretion.”
 
“A wise choice,” Bessler remarked. “Holm always had a habit of talking too much under the influence of good drink and female companionship. But there’s no point in being as guarded with me. In fact, you’ll have to be just the opposite if you want me to get you out of here. And you can rely on me to keep anything we discuss confidential. What Holm doesn’t know can’t hurt either of us. I’m putting my neck on the chopping block right next to yours.”
 
Clay already liked the way Bessler thought. “Did Holm send you the details about my case?”
 
“He did, and I agree there’s absolutely no way I can get you out of here legally. Your sentencing agreement all but makes that impossible. I’m sure you could agree to testify against Holm and all the others you’ve corrupted here in town, but I doubt it would make any difference to the judge. The best you could hope for is some extra yard time and marginally better food when the mood struck the guards.”
 
Bessler sat forward and folded his large hands on the table. “We both know you didn’t pay for me to come all the way here just for my reading of the law. Holm said you had a plan to break out of here. I’d like to hear it.”
 
But Clay needed to know a few things before he could trust him. Even the slightest detail could be the difference between success and failure. “When did you arrive in Laramie?”
 
“Two days ago,” Bessler told him. “I’ve put the time to good use by giving this town and this prison a good looking-over.”
 
“And?”
 
“Laramie’s not as backward as I’d heard,” Bessler admitted. “I saw an old prospector shoot up a place called the Tinder Box just this morning. If a saloon was ever properly named, it’s that dump. Doesn’t seem to take much for a spark to turn into a blaze in these parts.”
 
Clay frowned at the news. “That’s because I’m not around to keep it under control. Adam Hagen took my place, and he isn’t nearly as smart as he thinks he is. The Tinder Box always turned a tidy profit when I ran the place. He’s going broke turning every saloon into a palace. Thinks he can turn Laramie into another Denver or Chicago.”
 
“I hear Adam Hagen’s quite a character. He’s Caleb Hagen’s brother, isn’t he?”
 
Clay did not want to waste time explaining the complicated lineage of the Hagen family. “Tell me what you make of Trammel and his deputies.”
 
Bessler drummed his thick fingers on the table. “They’re good, and Trammel’s got no shortage of deputies on his payroll. None of them look like they’re easy targets, least of all Trammel.”
 
Clay sneered. “You’re not scared of him, are you?”
 
“Right down to my boots, mister,” Bessler admitted. “I’ve heard talk of plenty of hard cases in my time, so I know the difference between bluster and the real thing. I hear Trammel’s not much of a talker, so I’d wager he’s the genuine article. Getting you out of here will be one thing. Keeping you out is something else entirely.”
 
Clay could not blame him for being cautious. “What do you make of his deputies?”
 
“I’ve watched them work. They’re smart. They know how to keep a lid on things without being bullies. They know just how far to push a man to keep him in line without causing a fight. And there’s always one of them watching the street, even at night.”
 
Clay did not like the sound of that. “They watch you?”
 
“I’ve received my fair share of attention these past few days. A man of my size doesn’t exactly blend in, even in a bustling town like Laramie.”
 
The more Bessler talked, the worse Clay felt about his prospects. “Do you think any of them recognized you?”
 
Bessler waved it off. “Not a chance. This is my first time in Wyoming and none of them looked familiar. The clerk over at the Continental Hotel told me one of the deputies stopped by to look at the guest register. The fool thought the notion of vigilant deputies would put my mind at ease, but I haven’t received any unnecessary attention. And before you insult me by asking, they didn’t notice me as I looked over the prison. I was very discreet.”
 
“Your idea of discretion could be obvious as far as Trammel is concerned. How discreet were you?”
 
“I asked for a room at the back of the hotel,” Bessler explained. “I told him I wanted something quiet to calm my nerves. The real reason was because the back of the hotel offers a perfect view of this prison. I did most of my work from up there.”
 
Discretion was one of the reasons Mayor Holm had suggested he hire Bessler in the first place. He did not need another gunman like Major John Stanton. The assassin had lived up to his billing when he successfully killed Marshal Rob Moran.
 
But despite his skill with a gun, Stanton had not been good enough to go up against Buck Trammel in a straight-up fight. Few men were.
 
No, Clay needed a thinking man to get him out of this dungeon they called a prison.
 
“What do you think my chances are of breaking out of here?”
 
“It’s possible.” His thick Texas accent added a certain level of assurance to his words. “That’s not to say it’ll be easy. Or cheap.”
 
Clay was not concerned about the price. “Holm will see to it you get your money after I’m free. He’s prepared to wire it to any bank you say as soon as I give him the word. Today is Tuesday, and Mayor Holm works out of his law office on Tuesdays. Drop by his office when you leave here, and he’ll be happy to give you your money. Tell him this phrase, ‘The days are growing shorter.’ That’ll confirm that I’ve given him my permission to wire the balance of my remaining funds to the bank in Denver.”
 
Clay thought it prudent to add, “And we’ll have no trouble withdrawing it, as long as I’m there with you. In person.”
 
Bessler smiled. “No one’s looking to steal your money, Lucien. I’ve never stolen from a client yet and I don’t plan on starting now. Just make sure you’re ready to move every night after lights out. I’ll be getting you out of here in a day or so at most.”
 
Clay did not like the sound of that. “Don’t you want to hear my plan?”
 
Bessler’s chair creaked as he sat back in it. “No, and I never tell a client how I plan to spring them. Like you said, sound has a habit of traveling in jails, and I don’t want you getting anxious and trying to help. Holm tells me you’re one cold man, but if you start acting squirrely, it might tip off one of the guards. What you don’t know can’t hurt either of us.”
 
Clay tried to read Bessler’s expression, but the lawyer’s face was granite. He could remember playing in high stakes poker games that were not as challenging. “Don’t make me insist.”
 
Bessler drummed his thick fingers on the table as he thought it over. “I’d tell you, but it’s going to cost you extra. Above and beyond what we’ve already agreed to.”
 
Clay could hardly resent a man for having a mercenary nature. Bessler had not come all the way from Texas out of the goodness of his heart or because he believed in Clay’s innocence.
 
Clay asked him the amount and Bessler told him. Clay agreed to it without hesitation.
 
And Bessler did not look happy about the easy victory. “That’s it? No haggling?”
 
“My freedom’s too valuable to haggle over,” Clay said. “I’ve got the money, so I look at it as an investment. So quit stalling and talk. Barney isn’t too good with telling time, so he’s bound to be back here any moment.”
 
Bessler seemed just as eager to get down to business and leaned closer to him across the table. “Going out the way I came in here is out. There’s a great, big iron door between here and upstairs that’s always guarded. If we tried to get out that way, it would mean shooting the guard. Even if I got down here and pulled you out of your cell, getting out would be impossible because everyone would hear the shot. That stairway would turn into a turkey shoot, with us as the turkeys. I don’t think either of us want that.”
 
Clay already knew what he was thinking. “That leaves the side door to the courtyard and stalls.”
 
“Agreed, but we’ll need to get the timing just right. I saw they have an old Negro man who works as a stable hand in the stalls back there. At first, I thought I might be able to use him as leverage to get inside, but I’ve been watching him closely. He never comes inside the prison and I don’t think he has a key.”
 
“That would be Old Bob,” Clay remembered. “He’s been working here since before I came to Laramie. They only pay him to stay with the horses. Even fixed up an old shack for himself to sleep in by the horses. I think he likes it. And you’re right. He doesn’t have a key to get inside. He’s got one for those big iron doors that lead out to the street, though.”
 
But Bessler was already past that. “I noticed an old man who goes through that way each night around midnight. Carries a black bag with him that makes me think he’s a doctor. I’ve noticed that he likes to sit out in the courtyard by himself several times a day. Even wheels a chair out with him while he puffs away on his pipe for an hour or so at a time. I don’t know why he doesn’t just go out front and do it. It would certainly smell better than being next to the horses, but who am I to judge?”
 
Clay was glad it sounded like Bessler had been telling the truth about watching the place. “That would be Doc Carson. He’s always been a solitary cuss. Spends so much time in here that he might as well have a cell of his own. He does most of his smoking and drinking in his office when he’s not tending to prisoners. He has bad knees and hates taking stairs when he can avoid it. Says coming in the side entrance is better for his joints. Trammel even comes down to his office to make it easier on him.”
 
“All the better for us. In fact, his predictability is essential to my plan. He always comes back here just before midnight. And each time, he wrestles something awful with those big iron doors into the courtyard.”
 
“He likes to check in on us while we’re sleeping.” Clay’s hopes in Bessler’s plan began to dim. “I hope you don’t think you can grab him on the street and use him to get in here. He’d sooner let you kill him than allow himself to be taken hostage. He’ll cut loose with a holler and draw every gun on the street before you got five paces.”
 
Bessler broke into another wide grin that unsettled Clay. “I know we just met each other, Lucien, but you ought to give me credit for a bit more creativity than that. I’ve already told you how I plan to do it. You just weren’t listening.” He pulled his watch from his vest pocket and checked the time. “We’ve still got a few minutes before the guard comes back. So, you’d best pay attention while I tell you exactly how I’m going to get you out of here. Tonight.”

 



CHAPTER 3
 
“Steven Trammel, I swear, marriage has made you deaf!”
 
Dr. Emily Trammel’s complaint was enough to finally draw his attention away from his office window. “I’m sorry, honey. Did you say something?”
 
His wife frowned in that special way that always managed to break his heart. “I’ve been saying lots of things for the past five minutes, not that you thought they were important enough to listen.”
 
He took another quick look out the window as his ears began to redden with shame. “I didn’t mean to ignore you. It’s just that something Barney told me is bothering me. That’s all.”
 
“You’re the sheriff of Laramie,” she reminded him. “You’ve always got something on your mind. If it’s not something Barney told you, it’s Blake, or something the mayor said that annoys you. I’m talking about something important because it’s about you. About your scar.”
 
Trammel ran his finger along the raised pink scar that ran from his forehead down the side of his nose. Adam Hagen had mentioned it back in the saloon, too. The scar had been courtesy of Major John Stanton’s bootheel before the assassin had taken his tumble from the roof.
 
After the pain had subsided, Trammel barely gave it any thought unless he happened to catch his reflection in the mirror while he shaved each morning.
 
“What about my scar? It doesn’t hurt anymore.”
 
She sighed as she began to repeat herself. “I just got finished telling you that there’s a doctor down in Denver who specializes in healing injuries like yours. He’s done some impressive work with men who served in the war. I think it would be worth the trip to see him.”
 
“Why?”
 
“To make that ugly gash on your face less noticeable is why,” she said. “Why else would we go see him?”
 
Trammel knew he must be missing her point but did not know what it was. “Why waste time to go see him at all? I’ve never exactly been a dandy, Emily. God knows you didn’t marry me for my looks.”
 
“Nor for your brains, either, to hear the way you talk sometimes. Don’t you want to get it taken care of? Anything he did would be an improvement.”
 
Trammel had never spent much time thinking about his appearance. He had five shirts and two pairs of pants and had been wearing the same boots since Wichita. The scar was not as red as it had been when it first healed. It did not even bother him much unless it was about to snow or rain, and even then, it was little more than a dull ache. “It would take time for us to go all the way to Denver and back. I can’t get away right now. There’s too much going on here in Laramie.”
 
“There’s always too much going on in Laramie.” She frowned. “What is it this time?”
 
He looked out the window again at the bustling Main Street of Laramie. Wagons were making deliveries. Businessmen loped along with laborers and shopkeepers on the boardwalks. The saloons drew steady crowds throughout the day, and it was often difficult to find a free table at any of the new restaurants and cafés that seemed to spring up every day all over town.
 
He knew Manhattan and Chicago were much bigger and weren’t exactly sleepy towns, but more room meant people had more places to go. Laramie seemed to be jumbled together, which only served to pack more people into a much more restricted space.
 
Laramie was clearly a city on the rise and was beginning to have the same kinds of problems that afflicted larger cities back East.
 
“Pickpockets and pimps,” Trammel said. “Merchants looking to cheat customers. Customers looking to squeeze every dime out of merchants. Drunks, gamblers, drifters. Girls looking to hold up customers.”
 
“So, in other words, it’s just another Tuesday in Laramie,” Emily concluded.
 
But it was more than that. “Adam Hagen is going back to his old ways. He gunned down an old prospector in the Tinder Box earlier this morning. Killed him just so he could get control of his gold claim.”
 
“I heard.” Emily took her gloves from her husband’s desk. “One of my patients was talking about it before I came here to see you. It was Verne Ayres, wasn’t it?”
 
Trammel never ceased to be amazed by the extent of the grapevine of Laramie. “Was he a patient of yours?”
 
“Don’t be silly.” She threw one of her gloves at him. “You know I only cater to the women in town.”
 
He laughed as he caught the glove and held it out to her. “Now I remember. You married me for my sense of humor.”
 
She rose from her chair and walked over to her husband to retrieve her glove. “As infrequent as it is.” She took the glove from him but did not put it on. She caressed his face with the side of her bare hand instead. “Adam raising trouble is nothing new, Steve. There’s something else bothering you. What is it?”
 
He had never been able to refuse her anything before they were married. Her hold on him had not only deepened after the wedding. She was more striking than beautiful. The strains of early widowhood may have taken their toll on her, but whatever beauty she might have once possessed had been replaced with a strength and determination that Trammel not only admired but needed.
 
“Barney came up here right before you stopped by. It looks like Lucien Clay’s got himself a new lawyer.”
 
“What’s so troubling about that? He’s entitled to one, isn’t he? It’s not as though he can do more for him than the old one could. Judge Spicer has already made his ruling, hasn’t he?”
 
“That’s what’s bothering me,” Trammel admitted. “Clay doesn’t need to hire a new lawyer. He can’t appeal his sentence. And now that Stanton’s dead, Stanton’s confession is as good as a dying declaration. Clay’s already given written testimony against Caleb Hagen, so even if he tries to withdraw his statement now, the judge won’t let him. Judge Spicer is just as likely to withdraw Clay’s plea deal and see to it that he swings for Moran’s murder.”
 
Trammel looked back out the window in time to see the same man Barney had described as he left City Hall. A large man—not quite as large as Trammel, but close. He wore a new brown suit and a matching bowler. He sported a gun on his right hip and a shine on his boots. Frank Bessler obviously took great pride in his appearance.
 
Emily joined him in looking out the window. “Is that him? He’s almost as big as you.”
 
Trammel nodded. “Kind of walks like me, too, and I’m not exactly a lawyer.”
 
“He doesn’t seem to have any papers with him,” Emily noticed. “I’ve never met a lawyer who wasn’t carrying a satchel of some kind.”
 
Trammel quietly chastised himself for not noticing that before she pointed it out. “Mrs. Trammel, I think this law business is starting to have an ill effect on you.”
 
“Guilty as charged.” She rose on her tiptoes and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Come walk me out. I’ve got a waiting room full of women who are just dying to tell me about Adam Hagen’s latest outrage. Can I expect you home at your usual time?”
 
Trammel was not so sure, and he hated to break a promise to her. “Probably. But first, I’ve got to see a lawyer about his client.”
 
* * *
 
Trammel walked Emily down to the boardwalk and noticed Clay’s new attorney was taking his time as he walked along Main Street. He had stopped to look in the window of a new clothing store that had just opened in the past week. Bessler was an easy man to spot, even in a crowd.
 
“That’s the fella I was telling you about, Sheriff,” Barney said as he came up beside him. “Clay’s new lawyer.”
 
Trammel watched the lawyer admire his reflection in the front window of the clothing store. “Frank Bessler, isn’t it?”
 
“An attorney out of Texas,” Barney told him. “He’s staying over at that new place that opened last month. The Continental.”
 
Trammel had been to the new hotel a couple of times since it opened. It was one of the few places in Laramie that Adam Hagen did not either own or control. It did not have a gambling hall and was looking to be known more for its fancy rooms and good food dining than a saloon, so naturally, Adam was not interested in it.
 
“Bessler,” Trammel repeated. “That name sounds familiar. I think Blake told me about him a couple of days ago, when he checked the hotel registers.”
 
“I saw him write it down in my visitor’s notebook downstairs,” Barney said. “Can’t say I like the feel of him, Sheriff. He’s not like any lawyer I’ve ever laid eyes on, and I’ve seen all kinds come through my jail. There’s something different about him that I can’t seem to put my finger on.”
 
Trammel knew Barney had been a guard at the jail for so long, he had taken ownership of the place and its prisoners. Despite his years, he was spry, and his mind was sharp. He kept a close eye on the prisoners and had a keen eye for spotting contraband. Between him and Doc Carson, they helped the deputies run an efficient ship that kept the county’s criminal element alive.
 
“I figure it’s a good time to introduce myself to Mr. Bessler, don’t you?”
 
“Not my place to say, Sheriff.” Barney was known for preferring to keep his opinions to himself on matters that did not pertain to the prison. “Want me to fetch Blake or one of the other boys to go with you?”
 
“Not this time. But let them know where I’m going, and to keep an ear out for trouble. You never know what might happen with strangers.”
 
Trammel stepped off the boardwalk and took his time following Bessler, who had since lost interest in the clothing shop and begun to make his way in the general direction of the Continental.
 
The sheriff easily watched him over the heads of the citizens who were going about their business. Bessler certainly did not carry himself like a lawyer. He moved like a man who knew how to handle himself. Like a man who had plenty of experience in using the pistol on his hip. He wore the gun comfortably and in the perfect position to draw it with ease. He did not pay attention to it as he walked but clearly knew it was there.
 
Since becoming sheriff, Trammel had constantly reminded himself that Laramie was different from Chicago or New York. Lawyers back East were usually career men who had learned their trade at schools. Except for those who rose through the political ranks, they usually did their fighting in court or with the stroke of a pen instead of a pistol.
 
Frontier towns like Denver and Laramie tended to draw a rougher crowd of professionals with a more varied background. Many of the men in this part of the country had been in the war and, despite all the years that had passed since, still bore the weight of that experience.
 
It was clear to Trammel that Bessler had not been a military man or, if he had, was a different sort than Major John Stanton was.
 
But he was a killer. That much was certain.
 
And as the crowd around them began to thin out, Trammel decided to see for himself what kind of man this stranger really was.
 
“Frank Bessler!” Trammel called out at the top of his lungs.
 
The attorney drew his pistol as he turned in a crouch. Instinct had caused his reaction.
 
Experience had led him to raise his pistol when he saw Trammel standing alone in the thoroughfare as pedestrians darted away from the scene.
 
Bessler was fast, Trammel noted. Not as fast as Adam Hagen, but still, plenty fast enough. He was certainly faster than Trammel in the draw.
 
Bessler stood upright and holstered his firearm with as much ease as he had used in drawing it. “You must be Sheriff Trammel, I presume.”
 
Trammel had not reached for the Peacemaker holstered beneath his left arm. “That’s right. I’m Trammel.”
 
Bessler offered an easy smile as he stepped down from the boardwalk to greet him. “You have a unique way of introducing yourself, sir.”
 
“I called out to you a couple of times, but you didn’t seem to hear me,” Trammel lied. “I was just trying to get your attention over the noise of the street. Guess it came out louder than I’d intended.”
 
“You sought my attention and now you have it.” The lawyer held out his hand to Trammel, who shook it. The grip was strong enough to make a point without turning into a contest of strength. “I’ve heard quite a bit about you since coming to Laramie.”
 
“I get that a lot,” Trammel said. “I wish I could say the same for you.”
 
“No reason in the world why you should know about me, Sheriff,” Bessler demurred. “I haven’t broken the law since I’ve been here. I’m just a quiet country lawyer visiting a client.”
 
Trammel doubted that. “Given the way you handled that iron, I’d say you’re more than just a country lawyer.”
 
“I’m from Texas, sir,” Bessler said. “A man can ill afford to be only one thing in Texas. A certain dexterity of the mind and body is called for if one is to live in such places.”
 
Trammel was not exactly sure what dexterity meant, but he made a mental note to find out later. “Mind telling me what a Texas lawyer is doing all the way up here in Wyoming?”
 
“I already told you. I’m seeing a client.”
 
“Don’t have any clients in Texas?”
 
“This one happens to be a very well-paying client,” Bessler added with a smile. “But why do I think you already know who my client is?”
 
“Lucien Clay,” Trammel said. “Interesting choice for a client.”
 
“The ones who pay the best usually are.” Bessler slid his hands into his pockets. “I just hope you’re not going to ask me to tell you what Mr. Clay and I spoke about just now because we both know I can’t do that.”
 
Trammel decided to play a hunch by remaining vague. “I’ve already got a pretty good idea of what you talked about. There are few secrets in a prison. The truth usually comes out sooner or later.”
 
Bessler did not betray much, but there was just enough of a hint of hesitation for Trammel to know he had come close to the truth.
 
“I guess it’s only fair to warn you that it’s a waste of time,” Trammel added. “Clay’s case, I mean. It’s all been settled. I can’t think of a reason why Judge Spicer would reopen it. But if Clay wants to waste his money, I’m the last one to try to stop him.”
 
Bessler tried charm. “That makes two of us. I’d hate to be robbed of a handsome reward for my efforts.” He leaned closer to Trammel, as if taking him into his confidence. “But I wouldn’t trouble myself too much over Mr. Clay’s affairs if I were you, Sheriff. My client is all too aware that his legal appeals have been exhausted.”
 
Trammel decided to prod a bit further. “I’ve always been more concerned about his illegal appeals. Hope you’re not troubling yourself over those, either.”
 
“Of course not,” Bessler assured him. “I walk the straight and narrow path of the law, Sheriff. And I always advise my clients to do the same, though it hardly benefits me when they do. And speaking of clients, I’m on my way to visit another one right now. Thought I should make the most of my time while I’m here in your fair town.”
 
Trammel figured he had given Bessler a hard enough time for one day. Anything else he wanted to learn about the stranger could not be discovered through conversation. “How long were you planning on being here in Laramie?”
 
“Just long enough to make the journey back home to Texas worth the effort, though I’m thoroughly enjoying my stay at the Continental. A lovely place. Quite cozy.”
 
Trammel knew that was all the information he would be able to get from the attorney. “Well, if you find yourself needing anything, you already know where to find me. Stop by my office the next time you visit Clay. I’ll give you a tour of the place.”
 
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Bessler touched the brim of his hat as he began to back away. “I’m honored to have finally had the opportunity to meet you. It’s not every day a man like me gets to meet a legend. And with such a charming wife, too.”
 
Trammel took one step forward. “What was that?”
 
“That woman you bid goodbye to on the street just now in front of City Hall,” Bessler said. “I could not help but see your reflection in the window of the clothing store back there. I take it she’s your wife.” He placed his hand against his chest. “Forgive me if I presumed too much.”
 
Trammel doubted Bessler ever presumed anything. “She’s my wife.”
 
“And a doctor, from what I hear. Quite an accomplishment. Don’t see too many lady doctors these days. You must be proud.”
 
Trammel knew he was testing him, just as Trammel had tested him by calling out his name on the street just then. “Proud and protective.”
 
“For good reason.” Bessler smiled. “A handsome woman. You make a beautiful couple. Too bad she hasn’t been able to do something about that unfortunate scar of yours. I heard how you received it. Looks awfully painful.”
 
“Only sometimes.”
 
“That’s good to hear,” Bessler said as he began to back away, “though I’d hate to meet the man who gave it to you.”
 
“You surely would.” Trammel smiled. “He’s dead.”
 
“I wouldn’t expect him to be running around free as a bird.” Bessler touched the brim of his bowler and bid him a good day before continuing his stroll back toward his hotel.
 
Trammel stepped back onto the boardwalk and watched him blend into the crowd. He knew the Continental Hotel was down that street, but so was Mayor Walter Holm’s law office. There was no secret that Holm and Clay were close. He watched Bessler slow in front of Holm’s building before continuing toward his hotel.
 
Trammel thought about having one of his deputies keep an eye on Bessler but decided it would be a waste of time. Bessler was likely smart enough to spot someone watching him. Besides, sometimes the best way to spot a fire was to let it breathe a little.
 
To let it burn a bit before stomping it out.

 



CHAPTER 4
 
“Don’t you dare tell me to calm down in my own office,” Mayor Walt Holm bellowed. “I’m telling you, Trammel knows we’re up to something.”
 
Bessler ran his hand over the bag of gold coins Holm had placed on the table. His gold. His price for freeing Lucien Clay.
 
“Don’t be so dramatic,” Bessler told him. “You political types are always so dramatic at the first sign of trouble. Trammel is far too impressed with himself to know anything of the sort. He might suspect something, but that’s his nature. I’m not taking him lightly, but I’m not running out of town, either.”
 
“Don’t let his size fool you.” Holm continued to pace on the carpet of his law office. “He might look like a lumbering fool, but he’s far from it. I saw that run-in between the two of you down on the street just now. I might not have been able to hear what you said, but I saw the way you were fencing with each other.”
 
Bessler was glad his performance had been appreciated. What was the use in taking risks if no one saw him do it? “So? What of it? I had a little fun at his expense. Mentioned his charming wife, too. Gave him something to think about.”
 
Holm rubbed his hands in frustration. “You couldn’t let it go, could you? You just had to show him how smart you were. Had to show him you were strong enough to take the bait and wriggle yourself off the hook. Still the same showboating dandy you were in the Badlands. You never change.”
 
Bessler always found Holm’s discomfort entertaining. He was always so easy to rile. “Surely we haven’t sunk low enough for fishing analogies, Walt. You used to be far cleverer than that.”
 
But Holm was not done with his rant. “No one ever got very far by taunting the likes of Buck Trammel. He’s much smarter than you’d expect him to be.”
 
“No,” Bessler corrected him. “He’s just smarter than you expected him to be. I’m not in the habit of underestimating my opponents. Not in a courtroom and never in a gunfight. I expect every man I face to be fully capable of stopping me, which is why I always make it my business to have a plan before the deadly dance starts.”
 
“You and your confounded plans.” Holm groaned in disapproval. “Clay and Stanton thought they had a plan for Trammel, too. So have about a dozen men who’ve ridden into this territory to finish him off since he came here with Hagen. Do you know where all their preparation got them? Six feet under the cold earth is where. Why, not even Lucien could outlast Trammel, and Clay is probably the most cunning man I’ve ever known.”
 
“If he was so cunning, you wouldn’t need me to break him out of prison.”
 
“Lucien’s in prison because he got overconfident,” Holm told him. “His brain was addled by too much laudanum and not enough common sense. He learned the same thing as all the others. Just when you think you’ve got Trammel cornered, he busts through a wall. What he lacks in finesse, he more than makes up for with brute force. And wherever he is, that scoundrel Adam Hagen is sure to follow.”
 
All this unnecessary worry was beginning to annoy Bessler. “I’ve already counted on Adam Hagen’s interference at some point. I haven’t met him yet, but I plan on rectifying that before I set my plan in motion.”
 
Holm stopped pacing. “You’re to give that man a wide berth, Frank. That’s an order. He’s liable to put a bullet in you just for looking at him crooked. That is one bear I forbid you to poke.”
 
Bessler laughed. “You’re not in any position to order me around or forbid me from doing anything. You forget I’m not exactly some piker myself. I’ve done this kind of thing many times before. That’s why you sent for me in the first place. I might not have Clay’s fame or Stanton’s renown, but I’m not one of those Pinkerton thugs that Trammel and Hagen dispatched up in Blackstone, either.”
 
Bessler enjoyed the look of surprise on Holm’s face. “Yes, I heard all about those incidents. I had plenty of time to read up on Trammel and Hagen’s antics on the long train ride up here, and I’ve already taken their abilities into account.”
 
It was clear his words were not having the calming effect he had hoped, so Bessler tried a different tactic. An attack of nerves on Holm’s part now would only complicate his plans. “You can rest assured I’m not taking either man lightly. I’ve spent a considerable amount of time studying them and have learned that everyone who has gone up against them have had a single common failing. Just one.”
 
Holm placed his hands on his hips. “Which is?”
 
“They were foolish enough to face Trammel head-on. Lucien Clay is rotting in a cell right now because he got outmaneuvered by that big ape until it was just the two of them. So did all the men he killed. I won’t be making the same mistake.” Bessler poked his chest with his thumb. “I won’t be staying around long enough to let him corner me. I’ll strike early and fast. Lucien and I will be far out of town before the dust settles.”
 
Holm threw up his hands. “Don’t tell me the details. People are liable to think I had something to do with this after it happens, so the less I know, the better. I just hope you realize that whatever you’re planning won’t be as simple as you hope.”
 
But Holm did not need to fear because Bessler had no intention of telling him anything about his plan. Holm’s skill had always been in devising a scheme but he could never be counted on to hold his water when things got thick. Bessler doubted years of easy city living in Laramie had done much to steel his resolve.
 
But as Bessler was relying on him to send Clay’s money to Denver once he freed Clay, it might be worth the effort to put his mind at ease. “Lucien wanted me to relay a message to you. ‘The days are growing shorter.’ I believe that’s supposed to be a code for you to release the money with his blessing.”
 
Holm went back to his desk and pulled out an envelope. He removed a piece of paper and began to write.
 
Until Bessler stopped him. “What are you doing?”
 
“Writing out an order for John Banner to wire the money to the Bank of Denver, as Lucien and I agreed. It’s all been arranged.”
 
“No.” Bessler put the first phase of his plan in motion. “There’s been a change in that regard. Lucien wants the money shipped overland.”
 
Holm set his pen down. “Overland? You mean by coach?”
 
Bessler nodded. “His very words. He told me he wants to use the Frontier Overland Company to handle the transaction. I understand they’re the best in the territory.”
 
“They are, but that’s not what we agreed to in our notes,” Holm said. “Wiring the money is fairly commonplace these days, not to mention much more secure.”
 
But Bessler already had an answer ready. “A wire is easier for the authorities to trace. They could put a stop on the withdrawal. Physical gold is easier to divide between us when the time comes for us to go our separate ways. It’s just better that way.”
 
Holm looked concerned. “I can’t understand why. There’s always a risk in taking anything by coach. A wire is much more secure.”
 
Bessler kept the edge out of his voice when he said, “Coach is my client’s preferred method, Walt. We should do what he says.”
 
“But that will take some arranging,” Holm explained. “We’d have to contact Frontier Overland to have them send a wagon to pick up the money. Then . . .”
 
“The company is already scheduled to make a stop at the bank tomorrow,” Bessler said. “Lucien’s money can be added to their shipment. Trust me, it’s much better this way. The less time we wait for our money the better. Simply have the bank hold Lucien’s gold separate from their other holdings. Like I said, the less time we’re stuck in a bank, the better for all concerned. We’re picking up a parcel they’ve been holding for us. Nothing more.”
 
Holm’s pen hovered over the paper before he set it aside. “I really should check with Lucien about this.”
 
“By all means,” Bessler bluffed. “Provided you can find out before nightfall and provided Deputy Haid can get a message to and from Clay without raising any eyebrows.” He pointed to the ornate clock in the corner of the room. “I don’t think you’ll be able to do that in the half an hour before the bank closes. Lucien will be mighty cross with you if that money’s not already waiting for him when we get to Denver. But if you want to risk his wrath, that’s perfectly fine with me.”
 
Holm looked at the clock and frowned. Time was against him.
 
Just as Bessler had planned.
 
“I’ll do it,” Holm said as he began to write out the order. “But it’s highly irregular and reckless.”
 
He finished writing out the order and called out for a messenger. A young man of about sixteen rushed into the office.
 
“Yes, Mr. Holm?”
 
The mayor held out the envelope to him. “I want you to deliver this to Mr. John Banner over at the Bank of Laramie immediately. Not to his clerk, not to an assistant. You are to hand deliver this to Mr. Banner himself. It is of the utmost urgency. Then wait for his reply to my orders.”
 
The boy took the envelope and ran from the office like a dog with a stick in its mouth.
 
Holm frowned at the open door and got up to close it. “I still don’t know why he insists on having me send the entire amount by coach. It’s far easier for me to transfer the funds via telegram these days. Faster, too.”
 
Bessler was more than happy to keep Holm in the dark. Using the coach to carry the money was the only reason he had agreed to come this far north in the first place. “I don’t know our Mr. Clay well, but he strikes me as a most complicated man of fickle interests.”
 
Holm stopped before reaching his desk. “How did you know the stagecoach was making a stop at the bank?”
 
Bessler had an excuse ready. “I stopped by the bank before I came over here. Told a clerk I might have a deposit for the stage, and he told me when the next one was going out.”
 
Holm rubbed his chin in thought. “Yes. And it sounds like the timing works out perfectly with your plan. Almost too perfectly to suit me.”
 
Bessler pocketed his gold as he got to his feet. Holm had just served his purpose. There was no point in wasting any more time with him. After all, he had a man to break out of prison, and not a moment to lose in doing it.
 
“Lucien Clay and I are beyond your care, Walt. Don’t give us another thought.”
 
The mayor winced when Bessler clapped a heavy hand on his shoulder. “I don’t have to remind you that you’ll need to be careful after all of this. Things are liable to get awfully heated around here once I carry out my plan. I’ll have plenty to worry about keeping Clay free. I don’t want to have to worry about you losing heart.” He squeezed Holm’s skinny shoulder hard enough to make him cringe but would not allow him to pull away. “And I won’t have to worry, will I, Walt?”
 
“I’ve already got my chunk of the money Lucien promised me,” Holm said through gritted teeth. “I’ve got more to lose than you do. You don’t have to worry about me.”
 
Bessler released his shoulder and gave him a light pat on the jaw. “Good boy.”
 
* * *
 
Upon returning to his hotel room, Frank Besser began to get ready. He would have preferred to have an entire week to study the prison and town more thoroughly, but the events of the day had made that impossible. Trammel had seen him and grown curious. The longer Bessler waited to make his move, the more likely something could go wrong. Haid could get an attack of conscience. Clay might grow anxious and tip his hand. Mayor Walt Holm’s nerves might get the better of him, and even a side glance from Trammel at the wrong time could cause him to spill his guts. Bessler would not give him the opportunity.
 
He was going to break Clay out of prison that same night.
 
But as he began to get ready, there was one loose end that dangled just out of his vision like a troublesome eyelash. Adam Hagen. Holm might have been unreliable, but he was not a fool. Both Holm and Clay had made it a point to mention Hagen as a point of concern. From what he knew about the man, their concerns were justified. The saloon owner would undoubtedly play a hand in the aftermath of the events to come that evening, but how capable was he? Hagen was the only outlier. The only man he had not met yet. He was an unknown, and unknowns always troubled Frank Bessler.
 
The attorney had built his reputation on knowing the answers to the unknowable. He had come to Laramie because he was being paid to do what he did best. To free guilty men from the iron grip of the law. When his skills in the courtroom proved inefficient to the task, his skills with a gun or a stick of dynamite usually got the job done.
 
Whether it was filing a motion in court or blowing open the iron door of a jail, planning had been the cornerstone of Bessler’s success. Surprise was key. Doing the unexpected had proven to be a constant and reliable tactic.
 
He tended to his weapons. He had long resisted his natural inclination to hire a gunsmith to craft a special gun for him. His flair for the dramatic would have enjoyed having a special gun created just for him. But special firearms often required special ammunition to be effective, and special ammunition was hard to come by for men on the run. And because an empty gun was of little use to anyone, he opted for a standard selection.
 
He sat at the table beside the balcony and took the Winchester ’73 in hand. He unloaded it, used his gun kit to strip and clean it thoroughly before reassembling it, reloading all fifteen rounds. The rifle was much too large and cumbersome to take into the jail, but it would be essential once they reached open ground in the second phase of the escape.
 
In fact, he already had an idea of when and where he would use it.
 
He set the rifle aside and picked up his .41 Long Colt revolver, commonly known as the Thunderer. The pistol had served him well over the years and was the ideal handgun for him to use in such conditions. It was well-balanced and as easy to draw as it was to reload. He hoped he would not be forced to shoot his way out of the jail, but it paid to be prepared for any situation.
 
After taking the pistol apart and cleaning it properly, he reassembled and reloaded it. He smiled at the sound the bullets made as he slid them back into the cylinder. He held up the loaded gun and examined it. The cold steel looked particularly sinister despite the weak lamplight of his room.
 
He slid the pistol back into its holster on the gun belt on the table and fed new bullets into the vacant loops on his belt. Then he grabbed his coach gun. The stubby, double-barreled shotgun would be his primary weapon of choice inside the prison. It was small enough to easily conceal under his coat when he was on the street and easy to draw at the appropriate time.
 
It only carried two cartridges, but the mere sight of it was usually enough to strike fear into whoever it was aimed at. He had seen men Trammel’s size frozen in place by the mere sight of it, for a man did not need to be a marksman for it to be effective. And when held against a man’s back, even one barrel was guaranteed to be lethal.
 
He slid both cartridges in place and flicked the weapon shut with a satisfying click.
 
His modest array of weapons now cleaned and sorted, he moved to the ammunition phase of his planning. He took a box of bullets for the Colt from his saddlebag and dumped them into the right pocket of his coat. He took another box of shotgun shells and dumped them in his left coat pocket. He had seen many men killed as they fumbled for a bullet in the middle of a gunfight. Frank Bessler did not plan on dying in Laramie due to a lack of firing back.
 
He tossed his loaded coat on the unmade bed and walked out onto the balcony. This would be his last night in Laramie, and he wanted to take one last look at the town before he put his plan in motion. It was already well past sunset, and the town was draped in darkness. No one would see him out there now. He had already made more of an impression than he had planned. Just one last look for good luck.
 
Bessler enjoyed watching the oil lamps flicker along the wide streets of the frontier town. He could hear the familiar sound of tinny pianos and bawdy singing from the saloons near the hotel. It almost felt like home.
 
Laramie was a far cry from the general lawlessness of Fort Worth, but there was that familiar element of danger in the air. A feeling that anything could happen at any given moment. That feeling was strong enough to give him pause as he looked out at City Hall and the prison courtyard beside it. His next destination. His destiny.
 
Yes, timing was essential to his plan. Would he be able to muzzle Doc Carson before the old sawbones could alert one of the guards? Would one of the good citizens of Laramie spot him lingering near the prison and run to tell a deputy? His entire plan to free Clay would be lost if he was discovered before he forced his way into the jail. He would have to make a run for it, knowing he had lost his only chance to earn the rest of his money. Trammel would see to it no one ever got close to Clay again. Such a failure would cost him more than his fee. It would damage a reputation that was already teetering on the edge of respectability.
 
Bessler did not admire Lucien Clay or think he deserved to be free. The man had been foolish enough, and greedy enough, to involve himself in the Hagen family quarrel. He had arranged for a federal marshal to be gunned down on a city street in broad daylight and had not taken the time to properly hide his hand in the proceedings. Clay deserved to be in prison if for no other reason than his sloppiness.
 
No, Frank Bessler was not going to break Lucien Clay out of prison because he thought Clay was innocent. He was going to break him out of prison because he needed the money. He needed Clay’s freedom more than Clay needed it himself.
 
His fortunes had turned sour in Texas. A string of defeats in court and an angry judge had derailed his law career. Prison breaks gone wrong in Pecos and Gonzales had cost him money and his standing as a man who always delivered whatever he had promised his clients.
 
It would have been easy to blame his recent failures on nothing more than a run of bad luck, but Bessler knew it was far more complicated than that. Gamblers could afford to believe in fantasies like luck, but not attorneys. He knew the common factor in all his recent disappointments was Bessler himself.
 
Perhaps he had grown too confident in his own abilities? He had enjoyed such a long string of success in court and outside of it that he may have become complacent. He doubted he had been in Laramie long enough to truly understand all the shortcomings of his plan, but he no longer had the luxury of time.
 
Bessler looked over the prison courtyard one last time and saw the now familiar old railroad lamp hanging outside a shack at the back of the stalls where the deputies’ horses were kept. He might not have been able to see much of the courtyard now, but he had already committed every inch of the place to memory. He played out his plan in his mind for the hundredth time and looked for a weakness.
 
There’s no weakness. Stop overthinking it. It’s a good plan. I’m good enough to pull it off. By this time tomorrow, Laramie will be a distant memory long behind me and Lucien Clay will be free. We’ll hit the stage before it reaches Denver and I’ll have more money than I planned. Enough to start a new life anywhere I choose.
 
Bessler imagined that he and Clay would go their separate ways after they robbed the stagecoach. He would not care what happened to him after that, though he imagined he would probably be caught within a year. Men like Clay never learned to appreciate good fortune. They always returned to the same conduct that had gotten them in trouble in the first place because lawlessness was all they knew.
 
Just like men such as Trammel only knew the law.
 
Bessler drew in a deep lungful of air. Ah, the great Buck Trammel. He would never allow Bessler and Clay to simply escape, which was why Bessler had already taken Trammel’s pursuit into account. And now that he had finally met Trammel, he had been able to take the measure of the man personally. He would not come after them just because it was his job to do so. He would come after them as a point of pride. It was his duty. It was up to Bessler to use that pride as a weapon against him. His dedication would ultimately be his own undoing.
 
For Buck Trammel was a city man. A town man. He had been a policeman in Manhattan and had later served as a Pinkerton out of Chicago. His reputation had been built within the confines of civilization. Out in the wild, on horseback, the battle would take place on Bessler’s terms and on ground of his choosing. The farther they got from Laramie, the more Trammel would play into Bessler’s hands.
 
But he doubted Trammel would come alone. He was popular in town and would have no problem gathering a posse to run them down. Trammel would insist on leading it, of course, for he would never allow another man to do his duty for him.
 
Bessler smiled at the thought. He would spring his trap on the big man at precisely the right time. He even had the ideal spot for the occasion picked out in his mind.
 
And once Trammel was dead, the men who had ridden with him would crumple like old paper. A posse, even one comprised of his talented deputies, would not easily recover from the loss of a great leader like Trammel. He was larger than life, and not simply because of his size. He was a legend in the making. His death would either stop them cold or delay them enough to allow Bessler and Clay plenty of time to hit the bank stagecoach, grab the money, and disappear into anonymity in the large city.
 
Bessler knew that not even Trammel’s death would be enough to stop the chase. If anything, it would make him and Clay wanted men, with appropriately high bounties on their heads. The survivors of the posse would undoubtedly seek to either bring them to justice or avenge their fallen sheriff.
 
Frank Bessler and Lucien Clay would become two of the most wanted men in the country. Bessler hoped to use his newfound infamy to his benefit. Any man of means who found himself behind bars would undoubtedly want to hire “the Man Who Killed Buck Trammel.” He would be able to charge double his current fee for his services. Perhaps even triple.
 
Bessler leaned against the balcony railing as he dwelled on the one weakness of his plan. Mayor Walt Holm may likely find himself in a position where he would have no choice but to admit his involvement in Clay’s escape plan. If Holm did not talk, his messenger—Deputy Hal Haid—probably would.
 
But Bessler had already accounted for that eventuality. He would already have a new life in place before either man unburdened their conscience. Bessler already had a new life waiting for him in the safety of Oklahoma City. There was enough chaos in the territory for a man of Bessler’s skill to begin a new life. And he would have more than enough money at his disposal to ensure no one got too curious about his past.
 
Yes, being prepared was its own virtue. And the man calling himself Frank Bessler would never be caught unprepared again.
 
But he remembered an unsettling part of his discussions that day. The part about Trammel and Hagen being two sides of the same coin. Where one went, the other was certain to follow. He had met Trammel but not Adam Hagen.
 
He craned his neck to look through the narrow alleyway at the Bank of Laramie clock tower. It was just after nine thirty in the evening. Plenty of time for him to get a closer look at the other side of the coin.

 



CHAPTER 5
 
Adam Hagen sipped brandy while standing at the end of the bar of the Emerald Isle. He liked what he saw. To say the newly renovated saloon—formerly known as the Rose of Tralee—was doing great business would have been an understatement. The bar was packed with men standing two deep, and none of them appeared to be in a hurry to leave. Each of his gaming tables had crowds at least three deep as they waited to wager on the spin of a wheel, a roll of the dice, or the turn of a card. Every chair at his poker tables was full and there was no shortage of gamblers anxious to pounce on the first available seat.
 
Laramie was turning out to be a better investment for Adam than Blackstone. And while he had hoped to be in control of his family’s empire by now, a firm hold on Laramie’s major vice dens was more than ample compensation. He had come to accept that finishing second place was better than not finishing at all.
 
Hagen checked his pocket watch and saw it was nearly half past ten. This was normally the time when Verne Ayres would have blustered into the saloon drunk and ready to dance with Lady Luck.
 
The rugged old dust rat had never fitted in with the high-class clientele Hagen had sought to attract when he refurbished the Emerald Isle. The shabby furnishings and crude paintings were long gone, quickly replaced by elegant drapes and padded seats for the gamblers’ comfort. Hagen rolled the barrels of rotgut whiskey down the street to other saloons he owned. This one only served fine liquor and beer that was easier to swallow and offered a more forgiving hangover the next morning.
 
Even the women Hagen hired to work the floor were of a better disposition than the tired old warhorses Lucien Clay had employed to keep his customers distracted from how much money they were losing.
 
Adam Hagen knew he may never gain control of his family’s empire, but he was building an empire of his own. And Verne Ayres’s claim might just prove to be its cornerstone. Hagen would hire one of the men from the claims office to ride out to the Ayres site the next day to judge the value of what he had found there.
 
Hagen set his snifter on the bar when he saw a large, well-dressed man push through the doors of his saloon. At first glance, he thought it was Buck Trammel wearing his Sunday best but quickly realized this man was just a bit smaller than the sheriff. His black beard was thick but well-groomed. His dark brown suit was of good quality. Good enough for Hagen to hope he might be willing to lose a significant amount of money at one of his many games of chance.
 
The pistol on his hip looked as if it was kept in good condition, so it was clear to Hagen there was more to this stranger than just money.
 
Hagen watched him thread his way through the crowded saloon and decided to introduce himself. “Welcome to the Emerald Isle, sir. I’m Adam Hagen. Owner and proprietor of this establishment.”
 
The two men shook hands. “Frank Bessler out of Texas,” the bigger man said before adding, “Esquire.”
 
“A man of the law,” Hagen remarked. “We always have a warm welcome for attorneys in here. So many of my customers find themselves requiring the services of one at some time or another.”
 
“Services I believe you’ve required recently,” Bessler said, “if what I’ve heard about you is accurate.”
 
“Anything you hear about me is probably accurate,” Hagen said. “The good as well as the bad.” He patted a free space on the bar. “What’ll you drink, Mr. Bessler? The first one’s on me.”
 
“Since you’re buying, I’ll let you decide.”
 
Hagen flagged down the bartender and told him to pour two brandies. “I hope you don’t mind brandy.”
 
“I believe a free drink is the best drink,” Bessler said. “I also happen to be partial to brandy and a good cigar.”
 
Hagen was beginning to like the stranger. “Then you’ve come to the right place. You should join me in the back, where we can enjoy a slightly more refined atmosphere.”
 
Bessler thanked the bartender when he placed two snifters of brandy on the bar. “A refined atmosphere often means more refined tables with equally refined stakes.”
 
Hagen clinked glasses with him. “I am but a pane of glass to your discerning eye, Mr. Bessler. My motives are as transparent and predictable as they are pure.”
 
“Can’t say how pure they are, but they’re certainly plain enough.” The two men drank. “Clarity is often its own reward.”
 
Now that he had hooked him with a free drink, Hagen wanted to haul him into the boat to see how big a fish he was. “What brings you to our fair frontier town of Laramie?”
 
“Business,” Bessler told him. “A client, to be precise. In fact, I believe he once owned this place.”
 
Hagen swallowed his brandy. The stranger had not come to the Emerald Isle by accident or to gamble. He came to play a game of a different sort. “Lucien Clay. I know him well. I heard he had a new visitor at the prison this morning. I didn’t know it was you.”
 
“Word certainly travels fast around here, doesn’t it? I only met him for the first time today. I’d corresponded with him before coming to Laramie, of course, but meeting a man in person is much better than reading his letters.”
 
Hagen found that curious. “How did he find you? Wyoming and Texas don’t exactly share a border.”
 
“I was recommended to him by a former client. I’d never been to Wyoming, though I’ve heard of its beauty, so I decided to make the trip via train. The beauty of this place has exceeded my expectations.”
 
“I hope you don’t have expectations of victory,” Hagen warned him. “You won’t win any victories by representing Lucien in a court of law. The man’s fate has already been sealed as far as the courts are concerned.”
 
“Nothing is ever sealed in the eyes of the law,” Bessler said. “Take your brother’s case, for instance. I believe he’s still awaiting trial after all these months.”
 
Hagen frowned. “Caleb’s case is just as hopeless. My brother will never breathe free air again. Something tells me you didn’t just happen to wander in here tonight, did you? You came for a reason.”
 
Bessler shrugged easily. “I asked the man at the front desk of my hotel to recommend a place where I could try my hand at cards, and he told me I should come here. He recommended it quite highly.”
 
Hagen made sure the men at every hotel desk in town were well paid to recommend the Emerald Isle to anyone who might have more than a couple of coins in their pockets.
 
But this was about more than a recommendation. “You came here to play a game of a different sort. And I’m getting mighty curious about what that game might be.”
 
“Poker, faro, roulette,” Bessler listed. “I’m also pretty fair at billiards, if you have a table.”
 
“There are plenty of other saloons in town that offer those games and more.”
 
“But none of those places have Adam Hagen.” Bessler set his snifter of brandy on the bar next to Hagen’s. “There’s no reason to make this sound sinister. I’m just trying to get a feel for the town. Of Laramie. Since I’m representing Mr. Clay, it’s only prudent that I should get to know something about the place he ran for so long and his former partners.”
 
Hagen could tell Bessler was the type who never left much to chance. The attorney had probably already formed an opinion about him before he walked through the door. It was time to throw him off a bit. “How is old Lucien doing these days? Still having trouble speaking, I trust.”
 
“His jaw has healed quite a bit,” Bessler told him, “and he’s in surprisingly good spirits despite his current situation. He’s hopeful for the future.”
 
Hagen laughed. “I can’t imagine why. He’s got a life of hard labor and cold gruel to look forward to. At least Major Stanton had the good sense to succumb to his injuries and avoid a life of hardship and toil. I suggest you tell your client to consider a similar approach. I doubt the deputies or guards would rush to save him should they find he hanged himself in his cell one night. I’ll even supply the rope.”
 
“I’m sure you would,” Bessler said, “but like my mother used to say, ‘Where there’s life, there’s hope.’ And I assure you that there’s still plenty of life left in Lucien Clay.”
 
Hagen scooped up his snifter. “More’s the pity.” He began to do some goading of his own. “What do you think of Clay, Mr. Bessler? Not as his lawyer, but as one man talking to another in a saloon.”
 
“I just met him this morning, so I don’t really have an opinion about him one way or the other. I know I like his money, though. Sometimes that can be enough.”
 
“Finally, we’re in agreement about something.” Hagen let out an exaggerated sigh as he swirled his brandy in its snifter. “Sorry for getting testy earlier. When I learned you were representing Lucien, my blood went up. Given my history with the man, I hope you’ll forgive me.”
 
“I don’t see why you should resent him,” Bessler said. “After all, you’re out here free as a bird and he’s stuck behind bars when it could easily be the other way around. In fact, I’ve spoken to a few people who believe you should be in the next cell to your brother.”
 
Hagen placed his brandy on the bar with his right hand while he lifted the lawyer’s pistol from the holster on his hip with his left. Bessler had tried to grab it but was too late.
 
The men around them at the bar grew quiet when they saw Hagen holding the gun.
 
“What a nice bit of hardware you’ve brought with you,” Hagen said as he let the light play on the gunmetal. “An excellent choice. A Colt Thunderer. I carry one of these myself. An unfortunate name, really. ‘Thunderer.’ Hard to say when you’ve had a few too many. The fumbling kind of takes the sting out of it.”
 
Bessler pushed himself away from the bar and grew very still. “You’ve got fast hands, Mr. Hagen.”
 
Hagen grinned. “And that was with my left hand, sir. Let’s hope you never see me pull that trick with my right.” He went back to examining the pistol. “It pays to have fast hands in this line of work.” He lowered the Colt. “Quite a fancy gun for a lawyer to tote around, even one from Texas. Are you expecting trouble of some kind?”
 
“I don’t think I have to explain to you about the importance of being vigilant. A man never knows where trouble might pop up.”
 
“Or from whom.” Hagen looked at the lawyer. “Am I going to have trouble from you, Mr. Bessler?”
 
The bigger man balled his fists at his side. “Not if you hand over that pistol. Right now.”
 
Now Hagen saw the true man beneath the fine clothes and trim beard. He recognized the glint in his dark eyes. This man was a fighter. He had come to Laramie for more than just a client.
 
Hagen slipped his finger behind the trigger and allowed the pistol to turn until the handle faced the lawyer. “You keep it in admirable condition. Freshly cleaned, too, if my nose is any judge. You must be expecting trouble this evening.”
 
Bessler took the gun and slowly slid it back into his holster. “A clean gun makes for a clean heart.”
 
Hagen had not heard that one before. “Did your mama say that, too?”
 
“No.” Bessler began to back out of the bar. “I learned that one on my own. Thank you for an enlightening evening, Mr. Hagen.” He touched the brim of his bowler. “Until next time.”
 
“I’ll be looking forward to it.” Hagen allowed his hand to fall to his side near his holster as he watched the lawyer back out of the saloon.
 
The customers breathed a sigh of relief when Bessler stepped out onto the boardwalk and disappeared from view.
 
Hagen knew he would probably be seeing Frank Bessler much sooner than he would have preferred.

 



CHAPTER 6
 
Bessler walked back to the Continental with purpose but was careful not to run. People, even those coming out of bars at this late hour, tended to remember a man running through the streets. He knew word of his run-in with Hagen would spread throughout Laramie by the following morning. Some might say he had backed down from the gambler.
 
But after the events that would follow later that night, the people of Laramie would remember Frank Bessler for an entirely different reason. Now that he knew the measure of both Trammel and Hagen, it was finally time to set his plan in motion.
 
Bessler passed the front desk of his hotel and saw the night clerk was already beginning to nod off. The clock in the lobby told him it was a quarter past eleven. He did not have a moment to lose.
 
Bessler took the carpeted stairs two at a time up to his room. He changed out of his suit and left it on the bed, opting for the more rugged clothes he had worn on the train. Faded pants and an old brown shirt. He would be traveling light and decided to leave the fancy garb behind. Once he got his hands on the stagecoach’s money, he could buy a wardrobe full of suits if he chose to do so.
 
He uncoiled his rope and tied it around his saddlebags and rifle. He carried the bundle over to the balcony and began to lower it over the railing to the narrow alley below. The space between the buildings was not wide enough for anyone to take that route from one part of town to the other. He knew his parcels should remain undisturbed until he went down to collect them.
 
Once they reached the ground, Bessler tossed the other end of the rope over the side and went back into the room. He pulled on his coat and slid the coach gun into the large holster he had sewn inside it. He left enough money on the dresser to pay for the room. Never let it be said that Frank Bessler skipped out on a debt. He imagined the gesture would only add to his legend in the days to come.
 
He did not bother to lock the door when he left and descended the stairs quietly. He glanced at the clerk at the desk as he reached the bottom and was glad to see he had nodded off completely. In the morning, the clerk would be all too willing to lie about what he had seen that historic evening to anyone who would listen. Bessler doubted he would admit that he had slept through the beginning of it.
 
Bessler walked out the back door of the hotel past the kitchen and headed for the livery stables. When he had checked in two days before, the manager had assured him the animals were guarded night and day by a dedicated stable boy. But as he studied the prison courtyard from his balcony, he had also kept a close watch on the hotel livery. No one tended the horses after dark. Because he already knew this oversight would eventually suit his purposes, he had decided not to complain.
 
Bessler took a quick look around the stalls. No sign of an attendant. He walked over to the alley and collected his saddlebags, rope, and rifle. He carried them over to the stalls where both horses he had brought to town were kept. He was glad to see the animals had been fed and cared for over the past few days. They would need their strength for the long journey ahead.
 
He had little trouble finding his saddles and bridles and began to get the animals ready to ride. He slid his saddlebags over his horse, a roan, and placed his Winchester in the saddle scabbard.
 
He led his horse and his spare, a sturdy bay, out of their stalls and into the wider alley that fed out onto Main Street. He climbed into the saddle, took hold of the spare’s rope, and rode into the thoroughfare. There was little foot or wagon traffic at that time of night. No one saw him take a sharp left.
 
Most of the windows of the buildings he passed were dark, save for the odd oil lamp that burned somewhere deep within. He rode along the same route he had worked out from his balcony over the preceding two days. He had also walked it both in daylight and after dark. He knew where he was going.
 
He continued to ride north for three blocks before taking a right. He continued in that direction for an additional three blocks before another right took him directly to his destination.
 
The rear wall of the prison courtyard loomed high at the end of the street. It was not as tall as the wall of the main yard, where the prisoners were allowed to exercise for roughly an hour each day. These stables were used to keep the horses of Laramie’s deputies. Prisoners were not allowed in that part of the facility.
 
He imagined whoever had built the wall had not envisioned the need to waste bricks on an area that only served the stables. Why would anyone try to sneak into a jail?
 
Why, indeed.
 
Bessler rode close to the wall, then climbed down from the saddle and ground hobbled both horses. He needed them to remain in place while he went about setting Lucien Clay free.
 
He untied the rope from the packhorse and tied a sturdy knot around the saddle horn of his own. Bessler gingerly climbed onto the saddle and used the wall to steady himself as he got his balance. His significant height allowed him to easily see over the top of the wall. The courtyard leading to the side door of the prison was still deserted. The horses in the stalls were bedded down for the night.
 
He strained to listen for any hint that the stable hand who minded the place might still be awake. The faint sound of snoring carried on the wind told him the man was fast asleep.
 
Time to move.
 
He slowly lowered the rope over the other side of the wall. Simply tossing it over might stir the horses, and he knew his presence in the courtyard would spook them soon enough. He did not want to risk waking the stable hand until the last possible moment.
 
Bessler easily lifted himself over the top of the wall, grabbed hold of the rope, and lowered himself down to the ground without a sound. He had made it.
 
He paused again at the base of the wall to listen for any sign that he had been detected. Aside from the gentle fussing of the horses at his scent, all remained quiet.
 
Bessler took his coach gun from the holster inside his coat. He began to move through the darkness in the path he had laid out in his mind days before from the balcony of his hotel. The layout of the stables was easy enough to remember without the benefit of a lamp.
 
He paused when he reached the small shack where he had watched the stable hand sleep for the previous two nights. His gentle snoring continued as Bessler moved inside. He brought the butt of the gun down solidly on the sleeping man’s temple. The snoring stopped. He used two fingers to check for a pulse at his victim’s neck and felt he was still alive. Good. Horses were sensitive animals and tended to become skittish around death. It was also bad luck to kill an innocent. Bad for his reputation, too. A reputation that he hoped would be enhanced by what he did in the next few moments.
 
He stepped out of the shack and moved among the aisle of stalls. The animals had grown a bit more restless since Bessler had stepped into the courtyard, but not enough to arouse attention.
 
He pulled his pocket watch from his vest and strained to see the time in the weak starlight. It was almost midnight. His timing had been perfect. Not too early and not too late. Only a few short minutes until he met his destiny.
 
Bessler crouched in the shadow of the stalls. All he had to do was wait and be ready to strike when the moment came.
 
* * *
 
Dr. William Carson’s knees popped as he stood to pull his braces over his shoulders. His hands ached from the effort of tucking his shirt into his pants. His legs hurt when he walked and hurt when he remained still, so he decided it was best to keep moving whenever possible.
 
He did not need to be a doctor to know that a man of his advancing years should have the good sense to be in bed at that time of night, but he had never been much of a sleeper. He had always preferred to keep odd hours. It kept his mind sharp despite his daily routine remaining unchanged.
 
Doc Carson did not see the value of following convention for convention’s sake. Why remain in bed when there was plenty of work to be done? Why waste time staring up at the ceiling when he could be tending to his patients at the prison? He preferred to check in at night, while the men slept, so he could gauge their condition without their opinions. He could tell a great deal about their health by listening to the way they snored, how they breathed, and taking note of who was having trouble sleeping.
 
His time in the army during the War Between the States had taught him that men confined in close quarters were easy prey for diseases like consumption and other afflictions that targeted the lungs. A sickness could sweep through a camp within a matter of hours, and the dank conditions of the prison made such outbreaks likely. Just because these men had been convicted of a crime did not mean they ought to be condemned to a slow, suffocating death. Not if Doc Carson had anything to say about it. And he had plenty to say on the health of those in his care.
 
His days were spent tending to whatever ailed them, real or imagined. He never ceased to be amazed by the lies they concocted to get out of work duty or to obtain a spoonful of laudanum. Anything to make the slow time of their incarceration pass quicker.
 
Doc Carson stifled a cough as he pulled on his heavy coat before leaving his room at the boardinghouse. He had been living there long enough to know how to avoid every creaky board in the hallway. There was no point in disturbing the other tenants from their slumber just because he decided to go back to work.
 
Once outside, he pulled up his coat collar against the brisk night wind blowing along Main Street. His aching bones confirmed that autumn was fast approaching, which made his nightly vigils at the prison even more important. The poor souls sweltered during the summer, but the cold brought other dangers such as influenza and pneumonia. It was best to keep ahead of such things whenever possible. All it cost him was time, and he had plenty of that to spare. Too much time, in fact. Without a wife or family of his own, he was a forgotten man who had dedicated his life to serving other similarly forgotten men.
 
He listened to the muted sounds from the many saloons that were still doing a brisk business despite it being just before midnight. Laramie had been a much smaller town when he first arrived there almost ten years before. Quieter, too.
 
But unlike many of Laramie’s other longtime residents, Carson did not resent progress. Change was an inevitable part of life and, in his opinion, necessary. Change was as unavoidable as the snows that would soon begin to blanket the town.
 
Carson clutched the top of his coat shut from the cold while he dug his key to the courtyard gates with his right hand. The double doors to the courtyard and stables were large iron affairs that met in the middle. He remembered back to when the courtyard wall and doors had been constructed, about eight years previously. The walls had been built quickly and poorly. The mortar between the bricks was beginning to crumble in several places. The iron doors and their hinges were rusty from years of exposure to the elements and prone to sticking. They also shrieked like a banshee each time they were opened or closed.
 
He slid his key into the lock and began his twice daily battle to wrench the right door open. He could have entered the jail easily enough through the front of City Hall, but the stairs down to the prison caused his knees to ache. He struggled to pry the door outward just enough to allow him to slip through before using all his weight to pull it shut and locked again. He would try to remember to ask one of the guards if they could apply some oil or grease to the hinges when they came on duty the following morning.
 
Carson glanced over at the stalls to see if Old Bob might be awake, but he only saw shadows. The stable hand was hard to rouse once asleep, and the doctor envied him for it. The horses seemed a bit more anxious than normal, but he imagined they had caught the scent of something on the wind. Perhaps a coyote or a wolf on the outskirts of town.
 
The great bell in the Bank of Laramie clock tower began to peal twelve times to mark midnight as Carson reached the side door that led into the prison. The iron door was installed before the courtyard wall had been built and was of much better construction. He undid the lock, and the door swung inward easily and without sound.
 
The clock tower bell was still ringing when a sharp blow to the back sent Doc Carson tumbling forward into the prison. He landed flat on his face and, for a moment, wondered if one of the horses had broken loose from one of the stalls and kicked him.
 
He realized his mistake as soon as he felt cold gunmetal pressed against the back of his neck.
 
A man spoke as the echo of the last gong from the clock tower faded. “Don’t make a sound, old-timer. Just do what I say and no one gets hurt.”
 
Carson’s mouth went dry as fear crept into his bones. He could not have made a sound had he wanted to.
 
He heard the side door close behind him before a rough hand grabbed hold of his collar. His attacker pulled him to his feet as easily as if he was a rag doll, then pressed the gun into the small of his back.
 
“Take me to Clay’s cell,” the man whispered. “Do it quietly. If you let out a cry for the guards or make a sound, I’ll pull both triggers and cut you in half. Nod if you understand me.”
 
Carson quickly nodded and began to lead his attacker down the aisle that led to Lucien Clay’s cell. He may have spent his life in a prison surrounded by convicted criminals, but he had rarely known fear like this since the war. His entire body had gone numb. He thought he would have fallen over if the man had not been holding him upright.
 
Most of the prisoners were sleeping, but even in the dim light, Doc Carson saw Lucien Clay was on his feet, ready to go. His long, stringy gray hair hung over eyes that were alive with excitement.
 
Doc Carson remained quiet when the gunman pulled him to a halt and pushed him flat against the bars next to Clay’s cell. “Hand over the key to his cell. If you drop it, I’ll hurt you.”
 
Carson did not realize until that moment that he had managed to keep the key in his hand when he was knocked over. He held it up for the man to take, which he promptly did. The man switched his gun to his left hand as he unlocked Clay’s cell door.
 
Carson shut his eyes. The sound of the opening door sounded like defeat. He did not want to see the man who had attacked him. He did not want to see Lucien Clay free. His panicked brain made him hope they might forget Carson was there if he just remained still long enough. Quiet. The doctor had never been a religious man, but he found himself praying that he would survive whatever came next.
 
Carson shut his eyes even tighter when he heard Clay’s cold voice in his ear. “You know what I’ve always liked about you, Doctor? You’re punctual. A man could set his watch by the schedule you keep.”
 
Carson held his breath as Lucien pushed his face harder against the bars. “I just hope you’re smart enough to keep doing as you’re told. Are you going to keep doing what you’re told, Doc?”
 
Carson nodded as best he could with his face pressed so hard against the bars.
 
“Good boy,” Clay whispered. “I want you to keep quiet and lead us out the same door you just came through. Move nice and slow. If you make a sound or let out a cry for the guards, you’re a dead man. Do what you’re told and you’ll probably live. Understand?”
 
Carson nodded again before Lucien took a firm hold on his collar and yanked him off the bars. The doctor thought his heart stopped beating when he heard one of the prisoners begin to stir from his sleep.
 
“Lucien?” a prisoner called out. “Is that you? What’s happening?”
 
Carson had not realized his attacker had pushed him against Caleb Hagen’s cell door. And now the convict was awake.
 
Clay kept the doctor moving. “Hurry up,” he whispered. “Get going. Don’t stop until I tell you.”
 
Carson shuffled toward the door as quickly as his wobbly legs would allow.
 
“Lucien?” Hagen said, louder now as he slowly stirred from sleep. “Is this it? The jailbreak? Take me with you, Lucien. I have money. I have power. I can help you!”
 
Lucien Clay was practically pulling the doctor to move faster as Carson heard the hushed voice of his attacker tell Hagen, “Just sit there and keep your mouth shut if you know what’s good for you.”
 
Carson reached the end of the aisle and led them toward the side door to the courtyard as Caleb Hagen began to bellow.
 
“Lucien!” Hagen’s desperate wail seemed to fill the prison. “Take me with you! You can’t just leave me here like this! Lucien!”
 
Clay threw Doc Carson against the courtyard door as the rest of the prisoners began to wake due to Hagen’s shouting. He knew at least one of the guards must have heard it by now.
 
“Open it!” Lucien shouted. “Open it now!”
 
Carson’s hands shook as he fumbled with the bolt but managed to get the door open.
 
Clay pushed him into the courtyard and grabbed hold of his collar before he fell. “Stay with me, Doctor. We’re not done with you yet.”
 
Carson heard the gunman behind them say, “Climb the rope over the back wall. I’ve got horses waiting on the other side. I’ll be along in a minute.”
 
The doctor somehow managed to keep to his feet as Lucien Clay dragged him toward the wall.
 
Carson finally found his voice. “Please, Lucien. Don’t make me climb that rope. My legs . . .”
 
“I know all about your knees, Doc,” Clay said. “You’re doing fine. Just a little while longer. I’ll be sure to tell Trammel how cooperative you’ve been.”
 
Carson felt a surge of pride he did not know he had. “He’ll never let you get away with this. That man will hunt you to the ends of the earth.”
 
“Good.” Clay laughed. “I’m counting on it.”
 
When they reached the back wall of the courtyard, Clay shoved Doc Carson, causing him to fall to the courtyard.
 
“Take care of yourself, Doc,” Clay said as he began to climb the rope. “Wish I could say it’s been fun getting to know you better.”
 
Doc Carson gasped as he tried to get air back into his lungs. He had just managed to get on all fours when he heard heavy boots running toward him from the prison. He thought it might be a guard coming to rescue him until a sudden heavy weight on his back forced him flat on his stomach.
 
Carson thought he might have been kicked but quickly realized he had been used as a stool for the escaping gunman to scale the wall.
 
The doctor managed to glance up at the man as he disappeared over the top of the wall. He was big. Almost as big as Buck Trammel, but not quite.
 
Carson cursed himself for lying on the ground like a newborn foal. He should run back inside to tell the guards and the deputies what had happened. That Lucien Clay had escaped. But he was too winded and too frightened to move. Too tired. Too sore. Too old.
 
The best he could manage was to roll over on his side as a great roar rose from within the prison. The guards must be restoring order by now. They would see Lucien Clay’s cell was open and run out to the courtyard to find him. They would see Carson slumped beside the wall and bring him inside.
 
His nightmare was about to end. His prayers had been answered. He had survived.
 
But Carson’s stomach sank when the side door of the prison flew open, and three convicts spilled out into the courtyard. He remembered his assailant had remained behind while Clay forced him to open the door.
 
The gunman must have used his key to unlock the cells and allow the prisoners to escape to keep the deputies busy while he and Clay made their escape.
 
The first three convicts in the courtyard were quickly followed by three more, then ten. It did not take long for most of them to run toward the rusted courtyard doors leading out to the street. At first, they tried to pull it before pushing against it, though something kept them from getting it open.
 
Doc Carson knew they had not seen him yet. He began crawling toward the safety of the horse stalls when he heard one of the prisoners cry out, “Look! The doc’s on the ground over there. Let’s grab him!”
 
Carson shut his eyes and covered his head as the group of convicts closed in on him. Dirt was kicked up into his face as rough hands grabbed at his clothes and pushed him against the same wall over which Lucien Clay had just escaped.
 
His prayers had not been answered after all. His waking nightmare was far from over. It was only just beginning.

 



CHAPTER 7
 
Buck Trammel swung his legs out of bed and pulled on his pants as soon as he heard shouts out on the street. He had just managed to slide his feet into his boots when he heard someone pounding at the door downstairs.
 
“Steve?” Emily asked, still in the grip of sleep. “What’s going on?”
 
“I don’t know.” Trammel pulled a shirt over his head.
 
“But I’m going to find out.”
 
He took his shoulder rig from the dresser and put it on. He took his Peacemaker and slid it into the holster under his arm as he rumbled down the stairs. He took his hat from the peg by the door and found a winded Deputy Sherwood Blake waiting for him out on the boardwalk in front of the house, rifle in hand.
 
“We’ve got a breakout,” Blake reported. “Looks like a bad one.”
 
Trammel pulled the door behind him and broke into a run for the prison. The street was quickly filling up with citizens heading in the same direction. There was nothing like a bit of chaos in the middle of the night to rouse people from their beds.
 
“How many got out?” Trammel asked Blake as the deputy ran beside him.
 
“Looks like all of them, from what I saw before I came to get you. The doors between the prison and City Hall are holding, but prisoners have flooded the courtyard by the stalls. Hal Haid and some other men were keeping the doors shut when I came to fetch you.”
 
Trammel cursed as he had slowed down to dodge people in his way. None of them seemed to understand their lives might be in danger.
 
He was able to look above the crowd and see Deputy Hal Haid and three civilians had their backs against the iron doors leading to the stables. Even from more than a street away, Trammel heard fists pounding on the iron and saw his deputy and the others straining to keep the doors from opening.
 
Trammel knew he did not have a moment to lose. He broke into a dead run and knocked anyone aside who was in his way. He managed to get a fair amount of momentum before launching his large frame against the center of the doors. The sudden impact was enough to knock the prisoners backward and flatten the doors shut.
 
But the doors quickly began to rattle once more as the prisoners resumed their pounding.
 
“You got here just in time, boss,” Haid told him over the noise. “They were about to break through just now. They’re not giving up.”
 
Trammel flipped himself so his back was flush with the doors. “Neither am I.”
 
Another pounding shook him and the three others, but they remained in place. When Blake caught up to him, Trammel said, “Did you send anyone around to the back to grab them if they climb over the wall?”
 
“Johnny Welch and Charlie Root are back there minding things,” Blake said, “but I know some of them already got away. Brillheart and Bush are minding the door downstairs, but the men haven’t tried to come that way yet.”
 
Trammel’s mind flooded with questions about how this could have happened when another surge from the prisoners rocked him forward. There would be plenty of time for answers as soon as he restored order.
 
“Leave Bush to mind the doors and bring Brillheart with you up to the offices,” Trammel told Blake. “Get ready to fire down into the courtyard when I give the signal. Hurry!”
 
Blake ran off to carry out his orders as another blow almost bounced Trammel, Haid, and the two civilians with them off the door. The impact was much heavier. It felt like they had found something to use as a ram.
 
“They must’ve gotten hold of one of the horses,” Trammel concluded. “Probably got it to start bucking and kick the door down.”
 
A crowd of men had formed in a semicircle on the street in front of the courtyard entrance. Two burly teamsters stood out from the other onlookers.
 
“Need a hand, Sheriff?” one of the men asked. “You boys are looking mighty tired.”
 
Another horse kick rattled the doors, and the teamsters took that as their cue to lend their size to the effort.
 
Trammel looked up when a thin stream of dirt rained down on the brim of his hat. “Are they dumping something out on us?”
 
“That’s the mortar between the bricks,” Haid said after another impact. “These doors might hold, but the wall around us is crumbling. A couple of hits like that and this whole mess will fall right on our heads.”
 
Trammel heard fear in his deputy’s voice and saw it on the faces of the four men now helping them keep the convicts at bay.
 
“Let ’em come, Sheriff,” a man yelled from the gathering crowd. “We’ll beat ’em back.”
 
The people cheered as Trammel shouted, “Just stay where you are!”
 
Another impact rocked the doors before several bricks tumbled from the top of the walls. Hal Haid was right. One or two more like that and the whole thing was bound to crumble.
 
“Clear the way!” a familiar voice shouted as Trammel saw Adam Hagen force his way through the spectators. He was carrying a Winchester and had his pistol on his hip.
 
“Never thought I’d be glad to see you,” Trammel said as another blow rattled his teeth. He thought he could feel the doors begin to pitch forward a little.
 
“Save the compliments for later,” Hagen said. “What do you want me to do?”
 
There was only one way he thought they might be able to put a stop to this. “After the next hit, I’ll pull the door open. You stick your rifle in the opening and start firing inside.”
 
Hagen brought the rifle to his shoulder and moved into the middle of the four men struggling to keep the door closed. He aimed where the space would appear. “Open when ready.”
 
After another blow toppled more bricks from the wall, the two teamsters helped Trammel pull open the door just far enough for Hagen to slip his rifle through. The gambler cut loose with several shots that sent up a cry from the mob in the courtyard.
 
Trammel pulled the door open wider, and Hagen quickly slid into the courtyard. Trammel pulled his Peacemaker and followed right behind him. After Deputy Haid joined them, the teamsters pushed the door closed.
 
Trammel stepped over the bodies of three fallen prisoners, on the ground near the courtyard gate. Like the civilians on the street, the convicts had formed something of an arc around the gates. It appeared that most of the prisoners were crammed into the courtyard. Those who were not crouching before him were trying to scale the back wall by the horse stalls.
 
He glanced up at the windows of City Hall and saw Blake and Brillheart aiming rifles down into the yard.
 
Trammel leveled his heavy Peacemaker at the center of the mass of prisoners. He searched for Lucien Clay but did not see him.
 
“It’s over,” Trammel shouted at them. “Get back to your cells right now and I promise no one else will get hurt.”
 
The mob parted as a man atop a horse burst through the crowd and charged at Trammel, Hagen, and Deputy Haid.
 
All three men fired at the same time. All three shots hit the rider in the chest, causing the animal to rear up as its rider fell. The horse managed to keep its balance and trotted through the prisoners back toward the familiar safety of the stalls in the courtyard.
 
The convicts quickly filled in the space where the rider had fallen. Trammel noted that each of them had the vacant look of tired and desperate men. Men who had lived without hope for so long that they had forgotten its meaning.
 
But now that they had enjoyed a brief taste of freedom, they would not be content to go back to prison life.
 
Trammel knew then that they would never return to their cells willingly. But he could not back away from them now. He pointed up at his deputies in the windows above. “Those boys will open fire on the next man who takes another step toward these gates. Call this off now and you have my word there won’t be any reprisals from me or my men.”
 
“Your word?” A coarse, mocking laugh rose from the middle of the courtyard. “We have something much better than your word, Trammel. We have a guarantee.”
 
The mob parted as one of the prisoners jostled his way to the front. Trammel winced when he saw Caleb Hagen had a thick arm around Doc Carson’s neck. The doctor’s face was covered in blood and filth.
 
Adam’s aim faltered at the sorry specimen that was his brother. “Caleb? Is that you?”
 
“The very same,” Caleb sneered. “Good of you to stop by to visit me like this. Guess it took a prison break to bring you around.”
 
Since becoming sheriff of Laramie County, Trammel had made a point of walking the prison at least once a day to keep an eye on things, but he had never noticed the stark change in Caleb Hagen’s appearance before. His reddish hair, which had once been tamed by hair tonic and careful combing, had grown wild. His beard was an unruly, weedy mass. His stocky frame had withered on his bones and his eyes had a wild, desperate look.
 
Those sunken eyes settled on Trammel. “We’ve all heard your demands, Sheriff, but now it’s time for you to listen to ours. We’re not going back to our cells tonight or any night. We’d rather die than let you and those henchmen you call deputies let us rot in that dungeon you call a prison again.”
 
The prisoners let loose with a cheer of support.
 
Trammel eyed them closely. Caleb Hagen was uniting them.
 
“We’ve had enough of your slop and poor treatment to last us a lifetime,” Caleb yelled over the crowd, “so we have our own kind of deal for you. The three of you down here with us and the two deputies up in the windows drop your guns, turn around, and go tell the good citizens of Laramie we’re getting out of here. You’re going to tell them to stay back and let us leave. If you do that, you have my word that no harm will come to the good doctor here. I’ll be sure to cut him loose as soon as I’m out of town.”
 
Trammel aimed his Peacemaker at Caleb’s head. It would be a difficult shot from this distance with Doc Carson in the way, but not impossible.
 
“And if I refuse?” the sheriff asked.
 
“Then a great many of us will die, starting with the good doctor here.” He proved his point by tightening his grip on Doc Carson’s throat, making him cry out. “Then it’ll be you, Trammel. Followed by my dear brother next to you.”
 
Trammel took careful aim. The desperate look on Doc Carson’s face almost willed him to do it.
 
The prisoners around Caleb crouched like animals about to spring, and Trammel knew they had made up their minds to run at him. The weight of the situation had pitched too far to one side. Momentum was against him. There was no way to avoid blood now.
 
“Well?” Caleb asked. “What do you say?”
 
Trammel allowed his pistol to answer for him and fired at Caleb.
 
Adam began shooting from his right. Deputy Haid from Trammel’s left. Blake and Brillheart did the same from above.
 
The courtyard descended into madness as the prisoners charged forward with a roar, knocking aside their fallen comrades.
 
Madness descended on the courtyard as all Hell broke loose.
 
* * *
 
Trammel quickly emptied his pistol into the mass of prisoners as he fought to keep his footing against the rushing mob. Unable to take time to reload, Trammel used his big pistol as a club to beat a path toward the fallen Doc Carson.
 
Adam and Deputy Haid had also stopped shooting and resorted to using their weapons and fists to fight against being overwhelmed by the prisoners making a mad dash for freedom.
 
From their spots up at the windows, Blake and Brillheart had been forced to stop firing when the convicts got too close to their comrades.
 
Trammel rushed into a clear space in the chaos to find Doc Carson on the ground. He was careful to step over him to prevent him from being trampled by the herd of humanity. Trammel flattened a charging prisoner with a backhand.
 
The sheriff turned when he heard a terrible crack and saw the embattled wall collapse in a cloud of dust outward into the street. The gates he had fought to keep closed slammed down into the thoroughfare with a loud clang as prisoners climbed over one another and the rubble in a mad dash for freedom. True to their boasts, the civilians had not only held their ground but waded into the tide of escaping convicts.
 
Trammel hoped the volunteers who had helped him keep the gates closed had gotten clear before the entire mess toppled on them. He looked around for Deputy Haid as prisoners cleared out of the courtyard but saw no sign of him.
 
Adam Hagen tended to Doc Carson. “Can you stand, Doc?”
 
Carson grabbed Trammel’s leg and tried to pull himself up but fell back to the ground.
 
“Cover me.” Trammel ordered Hagen as Trammel tucked his Peacemaker back in its holster and lifted Carson off the ground. Adam and his Winchester led the way as Trammel carried the doctor to the side door of the prison.
 
Three prisoners were on their way out when Hagen leveled his empty Winchester at them. “Get back inside or die right here.”
 
The three men turned around and ran back inside.
 
Hagen held the door open as Trammel carried Carson to the doctor’s office and laid him down on the examining table. Hagen stood watch over the hallway beside the half-closed door.
 
“You boys don’t have time to worry about me,” Carson told Trammel. “You’ve got prisoners to round up. Those people out there will kill them if you don’t.”
 
But although Trammel was not a doctor, he saw that Carson was in a bad way and continued a quick examination. “Are you shot? Does anything feel broken?”
 
Carson yelped when Trammel touched his ribs, but a quick check of the rest of his body showed no other wounds except a nasty gash on his head.
 
Trammel grabbed the nearest bandage he saw and held it against the wound. “Keep pressure on it to stop the bleeding.”
 
Carson pushed his hand away with surprising strength. “I know that. I’m the doctor here, remember?”
 
Hagen said from the doorway, “Sounds like he’s just fine, Buck.”
 
Doc Carson grabbed Trammel’s arm with his free hand. “You’ve got to get after Clay. He’s the one who started all this. Had help, too.”
 
Trammel had figured Lucien Clay was at the center of this mess. “How did he manage it?”
 
Carson winced as he held the bandage to his scalp. “He had a man waiting to jump me out in the courtyard when I came back to make my nightly checks. I didn’t get a good look at him, only a glance as he was going over the top of the back wall. He was big, Buck. Almost as big as you.”
 
From his spot at the door, Hagen asked, “Did he sound like he was from Texas?”
 
Carson did not have to think about it. “I suppose he did, come to think of it.”
 
Hagen reloaded his rifle as he kept an eye on the hallway outside the office. “That sounds like Frank Bessler. I knew I should’ve shot him when I had the chance.”
 
Trammel was not aware Hagen knew him. “You met him, too?”
 
“He stopped by to see me over at the Isle about an hour ago. Seemed awful willing to pick a fight with me, but I wouldn’t oblige. I thought it was strange at the time, but now it makes sense. He was either getting up enough courage to pull this stunt or he wanted a good look at me before he did it.”
 
Trammel knew he should mount up and ride out after Bessler and Clay right then, before they got too far, but the crisis in town made that impossible. He had to restore order to both the town and the prison before he could even begin to think about running down Bessler and Clay.
 
And judging by the sounds carrying into the prison from the street, Laramie had already begun to tear itself apart.
 
Carson made a feeble attempt to push Trammel away. “Go on, Buck. Get out there. Bring this town to heel like you should be doing. I’ll be fine.”
 
Trammel knew the doctor was right. “Stay right where you are, Doc. I’ll send someone to keep an eye on you as soon as I can manage it.”
 
Hagen left the office before Trammel. Together, they raced off into the heart of the chaos.

 



CHAPTER 8
 
As soon as he stepped over the rubble of the ruined courtyard wall, Trammel saw a group of people clustered in the middle of the thoroughfare. The sheriff and Adam pushed their way through the crowd and saw the two teamsters from the door and some other men had ten prisoners lined up against the wall of a warehouse across the street. The prisoners had been badly beaten and were sitting with their heads buried in their hands.
 
“We’ve already got a bunch of them rounded up for you, Sheriff,” one of the men called over to him. “We’re awfully sorry about what happened to your man over there, but we didn’t notice him until after everything quieted down. A real shame. He was a brave boy.”
 
Trammel followed the direction in which the man was pointing and saw three civilians gathered around a body lying atop the rubble.
 
It was difficult to identify him through the blood and dirt at first, but as Trammel stepped closer, he saw the tarnished star pinned to his vest. It was the mangled body of Deputy Hal Haid.
 
And his gun and gun belt were nowhere in sight.
 
Adam Hagen looked away from the carnage. “That poor kid.”
 
One of the elderly men was all too eager to repeat what he had seen. “I saw the whole thing, Sheriff. I watched them carry him out here kicking and screaming before one of them picked up a brick and pummeled him to death. Savages. Heartless, soulless savages, every single one of them.”
 
Trammel forced the loss of a good man from his mind as he listened for any sounds that might tell him where he should head next. “You see which way they were headed?”
 
“They scattered in all directions, like dust in the wind,” the elderly man told him. “And there was no shortage of good Laramie men and women hot on their heels.” He pointed behind himself. “We heard some shots coming from that direction just before you showed up just now.”
 
Trammel knew he would find plenty of trouble in any direction he chose, so the sound of gunfire was probably the best indication. He took off running in the direction the old-timer had told him. Adam Hagen followed close behind.
 
When he reached the corner, Trammel saw Deputies Johnny Welch and Charlie Root had taken cover behind the porch of a house located in the middle of a street. Trammel and Hagen ran toward them, only to be forced to dive when someone began shooting at them from inside.
 
Both men crawled toward the deputies on their elbows until they reached Welch and Root.
 
Trammel said to Root, “I thought Blake sent you two to grab up prisoners as they jumped the wall.”
 
“And we were in the middle of doing just that when someone started shooting at us from here,” Deputy Root said. “I think some of the prisoners got hold of a gun.”
 
Deputy Welch added, “Some civilians are keeping an eye on the prisoners we grabbed. Got about ten of them, near as we could count before the shooting started.”
 
Trammel did the math as he began to reload his pistol. Twenty of the fifty prisoners had been accounted for. That meant more than half of the convicts were still on the loose. He had no intention of being pinned down here while prisoners openly ran through the streets.
 
Once he finished reloading his pistol, Trammel told them, “Follow me.”
 
Trammel got to his feet and hit the closed front door with his shoulder. The door burst open, causing a woman inside to scream.
 
He looked down the hall and saw the back door in the kitchen was open.
 
“They went out that way, Sheriff. Three of them. And one of them has a pistol!”
 
Trammel rushed by her and ran out the door. He saw three convicts running away from the house as fast as their legs could take them. One of them turned and fired a quick shot at Trammel that missed wide. Trammel knew he would never hit him in the dark and gave chase. He heard Hagen and the two deputies running right behind him.
 
Trammel called back to his men as he ran. “Welch, you’re faster. Grab the one with the pistol.”
 
The deputy darted past him and knocked two of the prisoners to the ground before tackling the third.
 
Trammel quickly reached the first two men Welch had knocked down and saw one of them trying to bring up a pistol.
 
Hal Haid’s pistol.
 
The convict screamed when Trammel pinned his hand to the dirt beneath a heavy boot. “You the one who did that to Hal?”
 
The prisoner struggled to pull his hand free, which only caused Trammel to put more weight on it. He heard the bones begin to give way, and the prisoner cried out in pain.
 
Trammel aimed the Peacemaker down at his temple. “You beat one of my men to death, didn’t you? You miserable son of a—”
 
“Buck!” Hagen called out as he tried to get Trammel’s attention. “Don’t do it. Not here. There are too many people watching.”
 
Trammel did not care who saw him. He had the man who had caved in Hal Haid’s skull dead to rights.
 
He thumbed back the hammer of his pistol. “Let them watch. Let them see what happens to anyone who kills one of my men.”
 
“Don’t do it, boss,” Deputy Root said as he picked up the second prisoner who Welch had knocked down. “Hal wouldn’t have wanted it that way. And neither will you when you calm down.”
 
Trammel felt the big pistol begin to tremble in his hands as he fought against his instincts. “Then somebody better hurry up and pry that iron out of his hands before I change my mind.”
 
Hagen plucked the pistol from the prisoner’s grip and tucked it into his pants before grabbing him by the neck. “He’s not going anywhere, Buck. You can get off him now.”
 
Trammel reluctantly took his boot from the convict’s hand and allowed Hagen to pull him to his feet, handing him over to Root. “You and Welch should run these three back to their cells, then fetch the men you caught coming over the wall. A couple of teamsters grabbed about ten more out front, across from where the wall fell. Buck and I will spread out and bring back whoever else we find.”
 
Trammel battled his rage to keep his hand from shaking. “Stay in the prison after you get all men secure. Tell Blake and Brillheart to come out and help us hunt down the rest. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”
 
The four men ducked as more shots echoed somewhere in the near distance. Trammel knew he had nothing short of a complete disaster on his hands. He had lost at least one deputy, possibly more. He had seen at least three prisoners dead. Even with help from the citizens, he would count himself lucky if he found half the prisoners who had managed to escape. And it would be a miracle if they did not hurt or kill anyone.
 
And none of this would have happened without Frank Bessler and Lucien Clay. The two were already long gone from Laramie, undoubtedly riding hard toward the timber where the two men would lose themselves while plotting to make their next move.
 
Trammel would not rest until both escapee and accomplice swung for what they had done that night. He did not know if they would swing from Judge Spicer’s gallows or the nearest tree, but he would see to it they paid. For what they had done to his prison. For what they had done to Laramie. And for what they had done to poor Hal Haid.

 



CHAPTER 9
 
Frank Bessler pulled up on the reins as he and Clay reached the timberlands outside Laramie. They had ridden at a brisk pace for more than an hour and it was time to give the animals a rest now that they had reached cover. If anyone was chasing them, they would be hard-pressed to find them in the dark.
 
Clay pulled his horse to a quick stop as he sped past Bessler. “What’s wrong with you? We’ve got to keep going.”
 
“We’ll get moving again in an hour or so, after these horses rest for a spell.” Bessler climbed down from the saddle. “They need a good drink of water, too. No one’s following us and they won’t come looking for us until morning. That gives us plenty of time.”
 
Clay looked back toward Laramie. “We’re still too close to town. Trammel’s probably leading a posse to come after us right now. He won’t let the dark stop him.”
 
“I don’t imagine it would,” Bessler admitted. “But those prisoners I freed from their cells will stop him long enough for our purposes. We’ll rest now. Dead or tired mounts won’t do us any good out here.”
 
He led his horse over to a stream and it began to drink.
 
Clay reluctantly climbed down and joined him. “You don’t have any idea what we should do next, do you?”
 
Bessler had not expected Clay to be easy, but they were off to a contentious start. “We’re wanted men now, Lucien. We’ve got to think everyone we meet will be out to hang us or shoot us for whatever reward they put on our heads. That’s why we can’t risk taking the train to Denver to get your money, so we’ll need to keep these animals in fine shape if we hope to make it. We won’t be passing through any towns either, for bullets or provisions. Can’t risk it.”
 
“What’ll we live on?” Clay asked. “Are we going to have to shoot our dinner?”
 
“Jerky and hardtack’s all I brought with me,” Bessler said. “We’ll be riding along water, so we won’t go thirsty. It’s not much, but it’ll be enough to keep us lean.”
 
He had already buried supplies on the trail up ahead, but Clay did not need to know that. He could not afford to trust him until after they had split the money. “We’ll travel light and travel fast, just like you wanted.”
 
Clay looked as if he did not understand what Bessler was telling him. “But Trammel . . .”
 
“The sheriff is going to be kept plenty busy rounding up all those convicts I let loose back there. It’ll probably take him the rest of the night and a good part of the morning before he can even begin to think about coming after us. We’ve got your neighbor to thank for that. If he hadn’t woken up and started wailing, I would’ve just brained the doctor and headed for the hills. That fool made my plan better. Walt Holm will be smart enough to delay Trammel even longer, which will only give us a better head start.”
 
Bessler could tell that Clay had not considered that and did not care for the idea now that he had. “I never liked relying on other people for my own luck. I think we could get a little more out of these mounts if we push them a little harder for a while longer.”
 
“You can do what you want with your own animals when you have them, Clay. But the horse you’re riding is mine. And since you don’t have any money to buy him from me at present, he’s not going anywhere except over to this stream to drink. You and he’s not going anywhere until I say.”
 
Clay led the animal to the edge of a stream, where it eagerly began to drink.
 
Bessler laughed. “You really don’t like taking orders from anyone, do you, Lucien?”
 
“No. I’ve been giving them for so long, I’ve gotten out of the habit of obeying.”
 
“It’s only temporary. As soon as we get your money, you’ll be your own man again. Just remember, you didn’t only pay me to free you, but to help you stay that way.”
 
Clay had not warmed to the idea and seemed eager to change the subject. “How many men do you think you freed back there?”
 
“Just the four at the end of your row,” Bessler admitted. “I handed the key to them and told them to free the rest. I’ll bet that’s what they did. How many men in that prison anyway?”
 
“About fifty, near as I can figure. It was only built to hold twenty, until they built a bigger territorial prison. Guess they never got around to it. They were fixing to build it up in Blackstone, but King Charles killed that idea before it got started. Said he didn’t want his town spoiled by a bunch of criminals.”
 
Bessler might never have been to Wyoming, but he had heard plenty about King Charles Hagen. “Funny that his boy wound up in the prison he fought to build. I wonder if any of those boys back there freed old Caleb or just let him whimper in his cell out of spite. I hope they let him go. He might prove to be a useful distraction to Trammel.”
 
The chaos he had undoubtedly left in his wake had been a welcome surprise to Bessler. The situation had deteriorated so quickly when Caleb started yelling that Bessler released the prisoners on a whim. Fifty escapees would be enough not only to plunge the entire prison into chaos but all of Laramie with it. There was no way so many prisoners would sheepishly return to their bunks just because Trammel told them to. That would mean bloodshed. The more blood and confusion, the more obstacles Trammel and his men would have to clear before setting their sights on chasing him and Clay.
 
Bessler clapped his gloved hands as his heart filled with delight at the thought of the mess Trammel would have to clean up. Holm had been worried that Trammel would discover the extent of the relationship between Holm and Clay. But with Laramie falling apart all around them, the details would become blurred in the fog of accusations that would descend over the town. He only hoped Mayor Holm saw the gift they had just placed in his lap. Holm might’ve been weak, but he was a smart-enough politician to use the situation to his advantage.
 
“Stop gloating,” Clay said as he sat on a large rock beside the stream. “There’s nothing to smile about until we reach Denver.”
 
“Don’t be so glum,” Bessler chastised. “We got away clean, didn’t we?”
 
“We got away,” Clay clarified. “We’re not free yet. You only kicked over a viper’s nest back in Laramie. We’ll have plenty to worry about once Trammel picks up our trail. He’ll probably be waiting for us in Denver.”
 
“That’s what I’m counting on.” It was time to let him in on the grander plan. “Because we’re not going to Denver. Your money will never make it that far.”
 
Even in the darkness of the wood, Bessler could feel Clay’s hard eyes bore a hole through him. “What did you just say?”
 
“Your money will never make it to Denver,” Bessler repeated. “We’re going to get it long before then.”
 
Clay slowly got to his feet. “You mean Holm didn’t send the wire like he promised?”
 
“He sent it overland by armed coach. Just like I told him to.”
 
Bessler moved his hand to the gun on his hip when he heard Clay shift his weight in the dirt. “Don’t go doing anything stupid, Lucien. It’s all part of my plan.”
 
“Whatever scheme you’re hatching better be smarter than lousing up my plans to get my money.”
 
Bessler was disappointed in Clay. For a man who was known for his cunning, he was shortsighted. “We’d never have been able to touch that money if I’d done it your way. They’ve got telegraph wires strung up all over the territory now. The same wire that would’ve carried your money would’ve carried information for our wanted posters. If Trammel hasn’t already sent our names and descriptions to Denver, they will by this time tomorrow. They’ll probably put a nice reward on our heads, too. Every man with a badge on his chest or a gun on his hip will be out to find us in the hopes of a payday. Every bank clerk, too. They’d have a guard cover us until the law got there, even if I shaved my beard and changed my appearance.”
 
Bessler sensed some of the fight go out of Clay as he continued to explain himself. “I had them send your money by coach because they won’t just be hauling your money, but other valuables for the Bank of Laramie. I happen to know the route the coach will take and where we’re going to hit it.”
 
“How could you possibly know that?”
 
Bessler decided to keep that information to himself. “You’ll get every penny you’ve got coming to you and so will I. We’ll split whatever else we take off the coach between us. You’ll walk out of this a richer man than you intended, Lucien, as will I.”
 
Bessler had not known his client long, but he knew the type. They never remained quiet for long, and when they did, they were either plotting a scheme or were suitably impressed by a scheme they had just heard. He took Clay’s silence as a compliment.
 
“How were you fixing to split the money?” Clay asked. “Aside from mine, of course.”
 
Bessler smiled in the darkness. It always came down to the split with men like Lucien Clay. “Sixty-forty in my favor seems fair.”
 
“Considering it’s my money we’re risking, I’d say fifty-fifty is closer to the mark.”
 
“I’m sure you would.” Bessler had no intention of splitting his haul down the middle. Clay would be lucky if Bessler didn’t cut his throat and take the whole bundle with him. Clay might have been a dangerous man back in Laramie, but he had spent the last several months in a prison cell. Every free breath he drew now was borrowed time.
 
But they still had to ride together for a while, so there was no reason to spoil it now. They still had to contend with Trammel and whatever posse he cobbled together to pursue them.
 
“You’ll have plenty of time to make your case for a larger share, Lucien. For now, let’s just enjoy the quiet.”
 
Bessler knew Clay was incapable of enjoying the quiet. A new goal had presented itself. A problem to ponder.
 
His next statement was almost predictable. “I’ll be needing a gun.”
 
Bessler ignored the question. “Holm managed to get one of your girls to pack some of your old clothes for you. You’ll find them in your saddlebags.”
 
Clay remained where he was. “And the gun.”
 
“We’ll see. For now, get changed out of those prison rags. I can turn my back if you’re modest.”
 
Clay cursed him in the darkness as he began to get dressed.

 



CHAPTER 10
 
It was well past noon when Dr. Morrison finally convinced Trammel to sit for an examination. Despite all the people in Laramie who needed medical attention, Emily had brought her colleague to City Hall to personally tend to her husband.
 
Dr. Thomas Morrison was a youngish man in his thirties, with curly, dark brown hair and wire-rimmed spectacles. His natural serious expression only grew more so as he took a closer look at the sheriff’s condition.
 
Trammel yelped and pulled back when Morrison touched the left side of his swollen jaw. The sheriff used his tongue to force two loose teeth from his gums and spat them into the wastebasket by his desk.
 
“That ought to help with the pain in your jaw,” Morrison said as he looked at Trammel’s hands. “Your knuckles are swollen, and you’ve taken several hard blows to the head. Your eyes aren’t as responsive as I would like, and they seem to have trouble focusing. I think you might be con-cussed. The scar along your face is healing. You’re lucky it didn’t reopen during the fight.”
 
“It wasn’t a fight,” Trammel corrected him. “It was a prison break. There’s a difference.”
 
“Not according to your body. Ligaments sprain and break no matter what caused them.”
 
Trammel rolled his neck, causing the bones to pop, and he suddenly felt like he had slept for hours. “Nothing I haven’t lived through before.”
 
Morrison and Trammel had never met before, but the doctor seemed to understand he could not force the issue. “If you were a normal patient, I’d order you to have bed rest, but since Emily already warned that you won’t listen to me, I won’t waste my time.”
 
He reached into his medical bag and produced a dark bottle of pills. “This is a bottle of salicin. They prescribe this for pain in France and it seems to have some benefits. It might agitate your insides, so I suggest you take it with food. And if you really are concussed, you can’t allow yourself to fall asleep. If you do, you might never wake up.”
 
“No need to worry about that.” Trammel took the bottle of pills. “I won’t be sleeping any time soon, Doc.”
 
Morrison shut the medical bag and threw his coat over his arm as he spoke to Emily. “I hope you’ll have better luck than I did in talking some sense into him. He’ll listen to you before he listens to me.”
 
“Don’t count on it,” Emily said.
 
But Trammel was not ready to let the doctor go just yet. “I know you were tending to Doc Carson before you came up here. How’s he doing?”
 
“He’s about the only man in Laramie who’s in worse condition than you,” Morrison said. “Several of his ribs are broken. His skull is cracked and he’s having great difficulty breathing. I imagine one of his lungs is punctured and in danger of collapse. He’ll require constant care for the foreseeable future. He’ll have to remain immobile in his office for a few days until he’s well enough for me to bring to my office. I’ve already taken the liberty of talking to some of the other doctors in town, and we’ve agreed to take up some of the good doctor’s duties here in the prison while he recuperates.”
 
Trammel knew Doc Carson was in a bad way. “How’s his spirit?”
 
Morrison’s eyebrows rose at the question. “Distant. Perhaps even troubled, which is to be expected. He’s survived quite an ordeal, as have you. Be sure to take time to be good to yourself, Sheriff. You’re a big man, but no one’s big enough to ignore their body for long. Graveyards are full of men who tried.”
 
The doctor bid Emily a good day as he left Trammel’s office.
 
Emily went to her husband and gently placed a hand on his arm. “I hope you’ll listen to him, Steve. You need to take care of yourself.”
 
Trammel knew she was right, but this was no time for him to think of himself. “I’ve got to meet with Mayor Holm in a few minutes, then do another tour of the town. Right before you grabbed me, we just got word of a group of convicts who tried to grab a wagon to make a break for it. A bunch of civilians almost beat them to death.”
 
She stroked his face with the side of her hand. “I think you might have a fever. That means infection.”
 
He gently lowered her hand from his forehead. She was the first glimmer of peace he’d enjoyed since the uprising started.
 
He looked up when he heard a knock at his door. “Come in.”
 
Deputy Sherwood Blake said, “Sorry to interrupt like this, boss, but the mayor’s asking for you.”
 
Trammel’s shoulders sagged. As always, Holm’s timing was impeccable. “Tell him I’ll be along in a minute.”
 
He took his wife’s hand and kissed it. “You’d better go help Morrison and the other doctors with the wounded around town. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”
 
He pushed himself off the desk and felt his wife’s hand on his arm. “Worrying about you comes with the ring you gave me, Steve. Promise me you won’t let Holm push you too far. I don’t want you losing your temper. You’ve been through quite an ordeal, too.”
 
Trammel would try but knew better than to make a promise to her he did not know he could keep.
 
* * *
 
Hagen smirked while Holm raged at him. He always took great pleasure in annoying people, and the mayor was proving more entertaining than he had hoped.
 
“I told you to get out of my office, Adam. Whatever I have to say to Trammel, I’ll say alone.”
 
But Hagen refused to allow his friend to face the wrath of a desperate politician. “I heard you the first three times you said it, Walt. And I’ve ignored you each time for a reason. There’s not a man in this building who can make me leave, least of all you. I have every right to be here as a concerned citizen of Laramie. I helped Buck and his deputies round up a lot of escapees. I feel my actions last night will add some clarity to your inquiry.”
 
Holm scowled at him. “This is not a query, sir. It’s a reckoning.”
 
“Whatever it might be, I’m here for the duration. Besides, you and I have some matters to discuss.”
 
“Matters?” Holm recoiled. “What matters?”
 
“They can wait,” Hagen said. “At least until after Buck Trammel has had his say.”
 
They grew quiet when Trammel entered the office. He had to duck his head as he stepped through the door.
 
“Shut it behind you, Trammel,” Holm ordered. “You’re not going to want anyone else to hear what I have to say.”
 
The sheriff did as he was told and took his seat next to Hagen. “What are you doing here?”
 
“Lending moral support and giving evidence on your behalf.”
 
Holm laughed. “Of course. Trammel and Hagen. Hagen and Trammel. Where one goes, the other is sure to follow. Like pestilence and death.”
 
“Or like politics and greed,” Hagen added.
 
“There’s no reason to be so dramatic, Walt,” Trammel said. “We’ve almost got the town back under control.”
 
“After it suffered because of your incompetence,” Holm said. “How many men were we holding in the prison downstairs as of last night when the trouble began?”
 
“Fifty,” Trammel reported.
 
“And how many have we returned to their cells?”
 
“Forty-three. Six were killed trying to escape. Only one got away clean.”
 
“The worst one,” Holm observed. “Lucien Clay.”
 
Hagen saw Trammel wince as though he had been slapped. “The prisoners I’ve spoken to told me it started with Clay. It looks like he had help from his lawyer, Frank Bessler. Near as we can figure, Bessler climbed over the courtyard wall, busted Old Bob in the head while he slept in the stables, then jumped Doc Carson when he came back to make his rounds at midnight. Bob’s alive, but he might lose an eye. He’s our stable hand, not that you’d know him.”
 
Holm’s eyes narrowed. “I’m the one who hired him ten years ago during my first turn as mayor, so don’t you dare try to portray me as an elitist, Trammel. It won’t hide your culpability in all this.”
 
“What culpability?” Hagen shot back. “Lucien Clay and Frank Bessler are to blame for this, not Buck. No one has ever broken out of that prison. No one has even tried. Not successfully anyway.”
 
“Until last night, when Lucien Clay broke the mold.” Holm sounded almost happy to say it. “Have you had the chance to take a good look around town this morning, Sheriff?”
 
Trammel had been on the street for nine straight hours without a break by that point. “I have.”
 
“It looks like a battlefield out there,” Holm went on. “Three civilians died when that wall toppled over. We lost six more good people to desperate convicts who were allowed to run wild through the streets while you stood by and watched it happen. The fact that you managed to capture any of them at all is nothing short of a miracle.”
 
Hagen sat forward in his seat. “Buck wasn’t standing by. He was keeping the courtyard gates closed while—”
 
Trammel cut him off. “My deputies worked themselves to the bone to bring back every single one of those prisoners alive. And any convict who took a life will be tried for it.”
 
Holm went on. “I haven’t even begun to contemplate the tragic loss of Deputy Hal Haid. Another victim of your incompetence.”
 
Hagen felt the rage that coursed through Trammel’s body. “Hal died doing his sworn duty. And the man who killed him will swing for it. So will Lucien Clay, Frank Bessler, and anyone else who helped them pull this off.”
 
“Helped them?” Holm sat back in his seat as if he had been pushed. “What makes you think they had help?”
 
Hagen heard a change in the mayor’s tone. Something was odd about it. “What an interesting idea, Buck. I think you should continue with that thought.”
 
Holm turned on him. “No one cares what you think, Hagen. If Clay had any help, it probably came from your lousy brother. He was one of the ringleaders who grabbed Doc Carson, wasn’t he?”
 
The mayor pointed a thin finger across his desk at Trammel. “Don’t you dare try to turn this into a conspiracy. There’s no one else to blame for what happened here. Those men broke out of your prison. Clay never would’ve made it out alive if you had been doing your job. He’s a known, convicted criminal with allies throughout the territory. Did you expect him to simply accept his fate? Men like Clay don’t have any respect for the rule of law any more than your friend here does. Of course he tried to escape. It’s his nature. Just like it’s supposed to be your job to stop him. You’ve got as much blood on your hands as either Clay or this Bessler, assuming he’s even involved.”
 
“He’s involved.” Hagen spoke through gritted teeth. “You can bet your life on it.”
 
The mayor was undeterred. “I did bet my life on it, Adam. I bet my life and the life of every other citizen of Laramie that the great Buck Trammel was up to the challenge of keeping us safe. I should’ve known he wasn’t up to the job. That’s a mistake I intend on correcting right now.”
 
He looked directly at the sheriff. “You’re fired, Trammel. As of this instant. Leave your star on my desk and get out of my office immediately. You’re through in Laramie.”
 
If Adam Hagen had forgotten how quick his large friend could move, he was reminded of it when Trammel reached across the desk, snatched Holm by the chin, and ripped him from the chair in one fluid motion. The mayor’s feet barely touched the ground as Trammel slammed him against the wall behind his desk.
 
“If anyone’s got something to answer for today, it’s you, Holm. You were in on this, weren’t you?”
 
“Let go of me,” Holm demanded as he struggled to get away.
 
But Trammel kept him pinned against the wall. “Everyone knows you’ve been in Clay’s pocket for years. No one wanted to do anything about it. Maybe it’s time someone did. Maybe that someone is me.”
 
“You’re through in Laramie,” Holm croaked as best he could with his jaw in Trammel’s grip. “You’re fired!”
 
Trammel gripped the mayor’s jaw tighter. “You’re not the only one who’s been doing some thinking. I saw Bessler on the street yesterday. He was heading toward the Continental, but he didn’t go straight there, did he? Your law office is on that street, isn’t it?”
 
Hagen decided to take a risk and advance Trammel’s argument with a lie. “There’s no point in denying it, Walt. I can produce several witnesses who saw him go into your building.”
 
“Lies!” Holm rasped. “Blatant lies! You two are just covering up for each other.”
 
“Facts,” Trammel said. “I’ve been wondering how Clay could’ve managed to send for Bessler. I read every letter that leaves the prison before they get sent out. It wasn’t his lawyer, because he fired him months ago, and it doesn’t take months to get here, not even from Texas.”
 
“Unless he walked,” Hagen offered. “And we know Bessler didn’t walk. I checked with the railroad. He took the train, along with two horses. He used one of those horses to help Lucien ride away last night. He planned this and you helped him.”
 
Trammel took Holm from the wall just long enough to adjust his grip to his collar before slamming him back against it. “It was you, wasn’t it? Clay told you to send for Bessler, didn’t he? Tell me how.”
 
Holm struggled to say, “You can’t prove that. You can’t prove any of that.”
 
Trammel tightened his grip. “We’ll see about that. I’m going over to the bank to have a talk with the bank president. I’m going to ask him who’s in charge of Clay’s accounts, and I’ll bet he’s going to show me a piece of paper that has your name on it.”
 
“You can’t do that!” Holm tried in vain to break Trammel’s grip. “Those records are confidential. You’ll need a judge to . . .”
 
Trammel pushed him harder against the wall. “I can be pretty convincing when I want to be.”
 
Hagen could see Holm was starting to break and decided it was time to move things along. He stood up and made his way over to the mayor’s bookshelf. “Have you ever heard the old saying about the truth setting one free, Walt? It’s one of my favorite verses of the Bible. I’ve always had a great love of reading, even as a boy.”
 
He tapped one of the books on Holm’s shelf. “I can see you do, too. Then again, I’d imagine that comes with your profession, what with you being a lawyer and all. Wonderful thing, a book. A good book anyway. I love to lose myself in a good story. One can learn so much from reading, particularly when the writer knows a subject well. When I first returned to the territory, I acquired quite an interesting book from the late Madam Peachtree. You remember her, don’t you, Walter? Used to work with Lucien Clay?”
 
Hagen enjoyed the look of fright on Holm’s face as he began to move toward him. “It was her masterpiece. Her magnum opus, if you will. It told a grand, soaring tale as old as time itself. A wonderfully annotated story of greed and corruption set right here in our frontier Eden.”
 
As Trammel kept the mayor pinned against the wall, Hagen flicked Holm’s nose. “Your name is in it.”
 
“More lies.” Holm strained. “If you had anything like that, you would’ve used it by now.”
 
Hagen leaned on the wall next to him and folded his arms. “I never needed to use it until now, but alas, you’ve given me no choice. The late madam had your name in her book of corrupt politicians. Coded, of course, but it’s a code I easily deciphered. And I’ll have no trouble proving my case once my persuasive friend here gets the bank to allow me to look at their records. Clay always liked to brag that he had you in his pocket back when we first formed our partnership after Madam Peachtree’s demise. I’ll be more than happy to take the trouble to verify it if you continue to be difficult.”
 
Trammel let up just enough pressure on Holm’s throat to allow him to speak. “What assurances do I have that you won’t do that anyway?”
 
“None in the world except my word as a gentleman,” Hagen said. “But as I’m not much of a gentleman, let’s leave it at this. If you don’t come clean, Trammel will throw you out the window. We’ll tell everyone it was due to your grief over what happened last evening. No one will question it as no one particularly likes you.”
 
The mayor flinched when Trammel went to grab him again. “Fine! Clay told me to send for Bessler.”
 
“How?” Trammel growled. “You’ve never even been down to the prison.”
 
“It was Deputy Haid. He passed notes between me and Clay. That’s how we communicated in secret.”
 
Trammel punched the wall less than an inch from Holm’s head. “You coward. Trying to pin this on a dead man.”
 
“It’s true!” Holm yelped. “He gave the prisoners their dinner. Clay would pass a note to him and Haid would deliver my response. He owed Clay a lot of money. He did it to work off his debt. He didn’t know what Clay was planning to do. That was between Bessler and Clay.”
 
Trammel released Holm and staggered away as if he had been struck. But the truth had landed harder than any punch. “Haid did that? Why didn’t he tell me?”
 
“It was harmless,” Holm told him. “Clay would have ruined him if he’d breathed a word to anyone. He never talked to Haid about helping him break out because he knew he’d never go for it. I didn’t even know the particulars. They must’ve made the decision when they met yesterday.”
 
With Trammel distracted by the news, Adam saw Holm was beginning to gain the upper hand, so he quickly stepped in to stop it. “But you knew Bessler was going to break Clay out of jail, didn’t you?”
 
“That’s why I sent for him when Clay asked for my help. That’s what Bessler does. When he can’t get a man out of prison legally, he finds a way to break him out. I didn’t know the specific details and I didn’t know when. Bessler’s always been able to get a man out without hurting anyone, so something must’ve gone wrong.”
 
Adam knew what had gone wrong. “My brother panicked when he realized what was happening and started begging them to take him with them.”
 
Holm’s lower lip began to quiver. “No one was supposed to get hurt. Bessler was always careful. That’s why I thought he was the best man for something like this.”
 
But Adam Hagen knew that was only part of the story. “You know where they’re going, don’t you?”
 
Holm shook his head, but Adam closed in on him. “Clay’s too careful to make a break just for freedom’s sake. He’ll never go back to jail again, and staying free takes money. He was sitting on a nice pile when he went to prison and you’re the one who’s been watching it for him, haven’t you?” The more Adam spoke, the more it made sense. “Where did you wire the money, Walt?”
 
“I didn’t wire any money,” Holm said.
 
Trammel grabbed his lapels and pulled him toward the window. “I’ve had enough of your lies.”
 
Holm could not speak fast enough. “I wanted to wire it, but Bessler told me Clay didn’t want that. He told me to send it overland instead.”
 
Hagen gestured for Trammel to stop. “That makes sense. We’d be able to trace a wire. We could have the bank put a hold on it if we found out where it was.” Yes, that sounded something like Clay would do. He would be too smart for that. “Where did you have the money sent? And don’t tell me you don’t know because we won’t believe you.”
 
“It was sent by an armed coach this morning,” Holm said quickly. “From the Bank of Laramie to the Bank of Denver. It’s just a sealed pouch that’s to be held in the vault until it’s picked up. That’s where they’re going, but I don’t know how. You must believe me!”
 
“After you take out your cut, of course,” Hagen said. “How much?”
 
The mayor swallowed hard. “I keep twenty percent for my trouble. The rest went directly to Clay.”
 
Hagen cut loose with a piercing whistle that made Holm grab his left ear. “Twenty percent. My, you have been busy, haven’t you, Walter?”
 
Trammel had overcome the initial shock of his late deputy’s betrayal. “Bessler’s going to hit that stage, isn’t he?”
 
Adam could see that Holm had not considered it. “I don’t know. He didn’t tell me that much, but now I suppose . . .”
 
Trammel released him with a shove. “I’m heading over to the bank to find out how that money’s getting to Denver. If we find where the money’s headed, we find Bessler and Clay.”
 
The sheriff did not bother to close the door behind him.
 
The mayor sagged against the wall as he began to try to rub feeling back into his neck and face. “I hope you don’t expect me to thank you for getting that animal to let me go.”
 
Adam was all too happy to disappoint him. “Oh, you’re not free, Walt. Not by a long shot. You’ve still got me to contend with, and you and I must come to an understanding.”
 
Holm blinked. “What sort of understanding?”
 
“An understanding that involves silence. Yours as well as mine. I’ll even throw the sheriff’s cooperation into the bargain. But it won’t be cheap.”
 
“Cheap?” Holm repeated. “What in the devil are you talking about?”
 
“It’s not complicated.” Adam eased him back against the wall. “It’s not even illegal. You’re going to give me sixty percent of whatever you took from Clay as part of your fee. In exchange, I’ll agree to keep quiet about your hand in last night’s unpleasantness. And don’t try to shortchange me, because you know I’ll check. If you lie, I’ll be most unhappy.”
 
Holm began to sputter a protest, but Adam quietly drew his pistol and held the barrel against his lips. “No talking, Walt. Not yet. In exchange for my generosity in allowing you to live and keep your reputation, you’ll promise to keep our plans to yourself. You won’t try to warn Bessler or Clay. In fact, if you go anywhere near a telegraph office, I’ll have you killed. You and whatever unfortunate poor soul you send on your behalf. I’ll have my people watching you closely until my return. Nod if you understand.”
 
Holm nodded quickly.
 
Adam withdrew the pistol and slid it back into his holster. “Good boy. Continue to play your part in this tragedy and I promise all will be well.”
 
Hagen began to step away but stopped as another thought came to him. “And if it’s all the same to you, we’ll forget that business about you firing Buck. We’re all under a considerable strain right now, so we’ll mark it up to excitement. Don’t you agree?” Hagen smiled. “This is the part where you agree, Walt.”
 
“Yes, of course,” Holm said. “It was just nerves.”
 
“Good boy. And don’t forget that you’re not a brave man, Walt. Cunning, perhaps, but not brave. Remember that when your pride begins barking at you once we leave.”
 
Hagen thought he heard the mayor begin to weep as he left him alone in his office with only his guilt to comfort him.

 



CHAPTER 11
 
Trammel watched John Banner turn pale after he told him about Clay’s money.
 
“Good heavens,” Banner said from behind his desk. “I wish you had come to me earlier, Sheriff Trammel. I might have been able to stop the coach before it left this morning.”
 
Trammel could not do anything about that. “How long since the coach left town?”
 
Banner pulled out his pocket watch and confirmed the time. “It left four hours ago at first light. It always leaves early on Wednesdays. The driver likes to make good time on his first day.”
 
At least he knew what he was up against. “Is he going straight to Denver or is he making other stops?”
 
“I don’t know.” The bank president came around from behind his desk and went to a framed map of the Wyoming Territory on the wall. “I’ve been using the Frontier Overland Company for years and Tucker never tells me the route he plans to take. That would be Tucker Cobb, the owner of the company. He’s got a partner, too. Butch Keeling rides shotgun with him. Also a partner.”
 
Trammel did not care about the stagecoach company, only what it was carrying. “Where do you think he’s most likely to stop next?”
 
Banner pointed up at the map. “There are at least six banks that I know of between here and Denver. Cobb could decide to stop at any of them or at none of them. There are also several mining towns and ranches between here and Denver where he might make a payroll delivery or pick up a deposit. Frontier Overland has many customers in this area, though we’ve gotten out of the practice of sending large sums by coach these days. It’s easier to wire money to a bank now that we have the telegraph. Quicker and safer, too.”
 
Trammel would have cursed his luck if he thought it would have done any good. “And you didn’t think something might be wrong when Holm told you to move all of Clay’s money by coach?”
 
“No, because it wasn’t Mr. Clay’s money,” Banner told him. “It was in one of the many accounts Mr. Holm has with us. He often handles large sums of money for his clients. I would have needed to look at the account history to see if it had once been Mr. Clay’s money. I had no reason to do that. I would have alerted you had I suspected anything, Sheriff.”
 
Trammel did not know Banner well, but he had a reputation as an honest man. That was rare for a banker. He had no reason to think he was lying.
 
He pointed up at the map. “Let’s say Cobb and Keeling don’t stop the stage between here and Denver. What route would they take?”
 
Banner looked at the map. “Your guess is as good as mine. Tucker Cobb is the best coachman in the territory. He’s known for being careful and diligent. He’s never lost a shipment to bandits in the ten years he’s been in operation. The trails between here and Denver are littered with the bodies of men who were foolish enough to try to rob him. Butch Keeling, his partner, is a dead shot. Not too many bandits get close to the coach when he’s riding shotgun.”
 
Trammel had heard of Cobb and Keeling but had never met them. “They’ll both have to be good if Clay and Bessler are going after them.”
 
“Bessler?” the bank president repeated. “The lawyer who came to take up Mr. Clay’s case? I knew someone helped Clay escape, of course, but I didn’t think Bessler had anything to do with it.”
 
“Well, he did,” Trammel said, “and he’s the biggest question in all this. We can look on a map and guess where they might go next, but since I don’t know the man, I can’t be sure.”
 
Mr. Banner went back to his desk and took a piece of paper. He studied the map closely as he took pen in hand and began to draw a rough outline of the map on the wall. “I don’t know what route Tucker Cobb will decide to take, but I’ve ridden with him several times on the way to Denver. The stage company keeps a couple of stations along the route so they can switch out horses during a hard ride. They pay a station manager to keep horses available for the line to use on a more infrequent basis. I’ll place a dot on this map for each station I know about between here and Denver. Maybe it’ll help you narrow down where Cobb might be headed.”
 
Trammell doubted the map would help but thanked him for the effort. The stagecoach already had a head start of several hours. He had no idea where Bessler and Clay would strike. There was an awful lot of ground to cover between Laramie and Denver, and he doubted he would find them before they struck. Trammel knew he would need to hire a good tracker if he had any hope of bringing them in.
 
Bessler would probably head for Texas, which did not tell him much. Texas was a large state, and a man with money could easily disappear there. Texas was also well out of his jurisdiction—as was Denver, for that matter, though the law in an adjoining state would likely be more understanding. Texas was practically a country of its own.
 
Clay did not have any roots and could plant himself anywhere. If he made it to California, he could disappear forever.
 
Trammel would have a devil of a time finding them if they stuck together. It would be much harder if they split up.
 
Trammel took Banner’s hand-drawn map and thanked him for his efforts before leaving the bank.
 
He was not surprised to see Adam Hagen waiting for him outside.
 
“What did Banner tell you?” Hagen asked as he walked with Trammel.
 
“He sent Clay’s money on to Denver four hours ago. If I don’t hit the road now, I’ll never catch them.”
 
“We’ll be ready to ride in an hour,” Hagen said. “I’ve already got some of my men packing provisions for us.”
 
Trammel knew Hagen had not been waiting for him outside the bank just to enjoy the morning air. “You’re not going anywhere. I’ll ride out with Blake and Welch. I need you here to keep an eye on things.”
 
“They’ll be needed here because I’m going with you,” Hagen countered. “I’ve seen you out on the trail, remember? I saw how you handled yourself on the way to Blackstone from Wichita, remember? You needed me back then every bit as much as you need me now.”
 
Trammel had been frustrated at every turn since the moment his boots hit the floor around midnight. Hagen was not making it any easier. “I’ll be fine. Blake’s hunted down plenty of men before.”
 
“But not with you,” Hagen reminded him. “You’ll need every deputy you’ve got to stay here and keep the town in line. A lot of men will be looking to test the boundaries after what happened last night. And since I can’t talk you out of going after Clay, I’ll have to go with you.”
 
“Catching fugitives is my job, not yours,” Trammel reminded him. “You can help by keeping the criminal element in town from killing each other until I get back.”
 
“Blake’s a good man, but he’s not me,” Hagen persisted. “You’ve seen what I can do out in the open, and no one knows the ground between here and Denver better than I do, not even Blake. I’m also the only one who can get you to listen to reason out there. You’re a tough man, Buck, but you’re still a tenderfoot out on the trail. You’ll need me with you when you come up against Bessler and Clay. You know I’m right.”
 
Trammel did not like the feeling of control slipping away from him so quickly. He did not like admitting Hagen was right. He remembered their ride from Kansas to Blackstone and all the obstacles they had overcome together. Despite their differences in the years since, he and Hagen had always made a formidable team.
 
That did not mean he thought it was a good idea. “How would it look if I let you ride out with me after you killed Verne Ayres? Everyone knows your history with Clay. They’d think I was letting you come along to settle a score. Maybe even cover some of your crimes by killing him.”
 
“I’ve never made a secret of who or what I am,” Hagen reminded him. “In Blackstone or here in Laramie. I don’t care what people think and neither do you. I only care about doing whatever needs to be done. We both know you’ve got a better chance of catching Lucien and Frank if I ride out with you. I’d hate to see you killed on account of something as fickle as public opinion.”
 
But Trammel had no choice but to care. He was no longer the lone lawman of Blackstone. He was a sheriff responsible for the largest county in the territory. The people’s opinion about his judgment mattered. Just because Mayor Holm was corrupt did not give Trammel license to do whatever he wanted.
 
But he was risking more than his life by going after Bessler and Clay. Whatever reputation he had would suffer if he was unable to capture them. People would doubt if he was up to the job. And, for all his faults, Trammel could not think of a more capable man than Adam Hagen to help him find them.
 
“They’ve already got almost a day’s head start on us,” Trammel reminded him. “You said you’ll be ready to ride out within the hour?”
 
“I am.” Hagen grinned. “And I’ve already got some good horses picked out from the stable. I might even manage to throw in a surprise or two along the way.”
 
Adam broke off to tend to his business, and Trammel shouted after him, “No surprises, Adam.”
 
“Just one,” Hagen said over his shoulder. “You’ve got to allow me a little fun. Trust me, you’ll like it.”
 
Trammel decided there was no point in arguing. Bringing Bessler and Clay to justice was more important.
 
* * *
 
Trammel carried his rifle and a box of bullets with him as he went down into the prison to check on Doc Carson. He found Sherwood Blake standing guard in the hallway outside the doctor’s office.
 
“How’s he doing?” Trammel asked his deputy.
 
“Shaken,” Blake told him. “Not his usual self, which is to be expected. We’re all a bit off after last night. Losing Hal was a heavy blow.”
 
Trammel knew a lot of things about Deputy Hal Haid would hurt if they ever came to light. But whatever he had done, it should not have cost him his life. “I know. I can’t believe he’s gone, either.”
 
“And I still don’t know how Clay could’ve gotten word to that lawyer,” Blake went on. “I’ve been turning it over again and again in my mind. We read every letter Clay ever wrote before we sent it. We never would’ve let a letter get past us.”
 
Trammel saw no reason to burden him with Hal Haid’s role in delivering messages between Clay and the mayor. “I hear you’re handling the funeral.”
 
“After his wife left him, Hal didn’t have any family besides us. We got the preacher to read over him before the burial tomorrow morning.” He glanced at the rifle the sheriff was toting. “Looks like you’ll be missing the service. I hear you and Hagen will be riding out after Bessler and Clay this morning.”
 
Trammel was about to ask him how he had heard but remembered word traveled fast in prison. He could not expect his deputies to be immune. “That’s what I came down here to tell you.”
 
“Do you think taking Adam Hagen with you is wise?”
 
“No,” Trammel admitted, “but I need you here in town to run things while I’m gone. I’d prefer to have you with me out there, but your place is in Laramie. The people respect you, and they’ll listen to what you tell them to do.”
 
Blake checked the hallway for anyone who might be listening before saying, “Hagen’s a stone-cold killer, Buck. You saw him gun down Verne over his claim yesterday. If he kills Clay, it’ll look like you two were getting revenge. It’ll be much cleaner if you and I go.”
 
“He knows Clay and how he thinks,” Trammel said. “I’ll need that knowledge if I have any hope of catching up to him. Just like I need you to stay here. You’re the law in Laramie until I get back. I’ll worry less knowing the town is in good hands and I can’t think of any man who could do the job better than you.”
 
Trammel knew how much Blake had resented him several months before, when Trammel first became sheriff. Blake had worked for the position for years under the late Rob Moran. It could have been argued that he should’ve been sheriff instead of Trammel.
 
But the two men had earned each other’s respect in the months since. Trammel could not think of a higher compliment than to give Blake control of the town in his absence.
 
He was glad Blake saw it that way. “I won’t let you down, boss.”
 
“I know you won’t. And I hate to miss Hal’s funeral, but I’ll pay my respects to him when I get back.” He handed his deputy his rifle before stepping inside Carson’s office. “Keep an eye on that for me while I look in on Doc.”
 
Trammel barely recognized Doc Carson, propped up on pillows in the bed he kept in his office. His head and arms were heavily bandaged. His breathing beneath the sheet that covered him was shallow. He had never noticed how slight the doctor was before now. He always seemed so sturdy when tending to the prisoners. He had a quality of permanence about him.
 
But now, as he was laid out beneath blankets, Trammel decided the doctor looked closer to death.
 
Carson opened his eyes and looked over at Trammel. “Well? Are you going to just gape at me or are you going to come in here?”
 
Trammel pulled over a chair and sat beside his bed. “I’ve seen you look better, Doc.”
 
“Don’t let appearances fool you,” Carson said. “I feel much worse than I look.”
 
Trammel imagined he did. “I told you that you were in a bad way when I carried you in here earlier. Sorry to see I was right.”
 
“Not as sorry as I am.” Carson closed his eyes briefly and grunted from pain. “I heard you got most of the men back in their cells. Excellent work, though I doubt Holm appreciates it.”
 
“Blake and the boys deserve all the thanks. I just wanted to stop by before I took off after Clay.”
 
“I knew it was only a matter of time before you did. I’m surprised you’ve remained in town this long. Where do you think he is?”
 
“Somewhere between here and Denver.” Trammel did not have the time to explain all the details and did not think Carson wanted to hear them. “I’m bringing Hagen with me to help pick up his trail.”
 
When Carson frowned, Trammel thought he might give him a lecture about Hagen, but he did not. “I’ve had plenty of time to think about the break and I’m sorry for having caused all this trouble.” The doctor turned to face the wall. “If I’d been paying more attention when I came back for my rounds, I would’ve seen that big fella waiting in the shadows to jump me. I might’ve been able to give out a shout to let the guards know what was happening. But it all happened so fast that I never had the chance. And when it happened, I couldn’t make a sound.”
 
Trammel could feel regret coming from the older man like a fever. “I don’t want to hear that kind of talk. You didn’t do anything wrong and none of this was your fault. If you’d left your keys in a cell or forgot to close one of the doors, you might deserve some blame. But you’ve gone that way hundreds of times. You had no reason to expect to get jumped like that. Bessler does this kind of thing for a living. You never stood a chance.”
 
“It only takes one mistake,” Carson whispered almost to himself. “When the prisoners grabbed me out there in the courtyard, it was like they didn’t even know it was me. After all the time I’d spent caring for them, all the good I did for them, it was as though it didn’t even matter. I didn’t matter. I was just a thing to them. I never expected them to turn on me like that. To hurt me. Caleb, maybe, but not the others.”
 
Trammel had seen what regret could do to a man. How it could eat away at his soul until there was hardly anything left. How it destroyed everything in its path, so all a man could remember was the darkness it left behind.
 
Trammel had battled more than his fair share of such poison and had paid the price. He did not want to see this good man succumb to the same fate.
 
“We work around some pretty bad men, Doc. They aren’t all good and they aren’t all bad. They’re not devils and they’re not angels, either. Life just kind of shaped them that way, just like it shaped you and me into who we are. Locking a man up isn’t the best way to make him pay for his mistakes, but until someone comes up with a better one, we’re going to keep on doing it. That’s why you’re going to keep giving them the best life they can expect while they’re here. Maybe even a better one than they deserve. Not because of who they are, but because of who you are.”
 
He rested his hand on the doctor’s shoulder. “There’s no shortage of blame to go around for what happened last night, but you don’t deserve any of it. No one thinks you did anything wrong. Not me, and you shouldn’t either.”
 
Trammel was not sure Carson had heard everything he just told him. “Caleb Hagen. He was always so meek. Weak, even. But out there, he was the worst one. The look in his eyes. He was like a man possessed of some evil. Tell me he didn’t get out.”
 
Trammel had seen the same look in Caleb’s eyes when he grabbed hold of Carson right before the great rush happened. There had been a dark fire in his eyes as he threatened Carson’s life. A fire Trammel had sought to extinguish with a single bullet but had missed.
 
“Caleb’s back in his cell, and he won’t be grabbing you or anyone else anymore. But you don’t have to worry about that now. Concentrate on doing what the other doctors tell you to do. They’re lined up to take care of you. I’ll ask Emily to look in on you from time to time. You know she’s always been fond of your old stories.”
 
Trammel’s stomach turned when he saw a single tear escape Carson’s eye. “I’ll have plenty of new stories to tell her about last night. Not all of them pleasant or entertaining.”
 
“And she’ll be happy to hear them.” He took the man’s hand and gave it a confident shake. “I’m going to kill Clay for what he did to you, Doc. I swear it.”
 
Carson kept looking at the wall. “I know you will. I only wish it helped me feel better. I don’t think anything will ever make me feel good again. Not the way it used to. Not after all this.”
 
Trammel let go of his hand. He hated seeing such a good man torture himself so. “I can’t promise you it will. All I can promise you is that justice will be done.”
 
* * *
 
As he lay in his bunk in his cell, Caleb Hagen had never known such pain was possible. Everything hurt. His head throbbed from the throttling it had received when the men trampled him. His left shoulder felt as if it had come out of its socket and had not been put back in place properly. His right arm felt broken. Pain stabbed him in the chest whenever he gathered enough strength to breathe. And when breath came, it felt like he was inhaling through a wet blanket.
 
Only his legs felt reasonably normal, though both ankles were swollen. He feared they might be sprained.
 
He had gone hoarse from calling out for help hours ago. Or had it only been minutes? Time had ceased to have any meaning for him since the deputies found him out in the courtyard and dumped him back on the cot in his cell. He had to keep his eyes shut tightly out of fear he might see his cell spin again and make him sick to his stomach. No one had been by to clean the mess he had already made, and he doubted caring for him was high on their list of priorities. Not after what he had done to Doc Carson.
 
He was not sure if he was awake or asleep when he heard someone calling his name. Was it Lucien? Had he returned to rescue him after all?
 
“Poor Caleb,” the voice mocked him. “Poor, forsaken Caleb.”
 
He recognized the voice from the countless nightmares that had dominated his sleep since those first days of his incarceration. Adam?
 
“Poor, crushed Caleb,” Adam continued. “Trampled underfoot like the miserable insect you’ve always been. Even as a boy, Father saw the weakness in you. Do you remember? The disapproving look whenever he watched you ride. The disgust at how awkward you were when it was time to gather the herd. How he mocked your stammer when you read your lessons and how slow you were at math. No matter how hard you tried, you could never quite measure up to his exacting standards, so you made your own. None of it was ever good enough for him. You were never more than a tool to him, no more or less than the sharp edge he used to scrape the mud from his boots.”
 
Caleb knew this had to be real. No nightmare could be so cruel. Adam was here outside his cell. Why was God tormenting him so? Hadn’t he suffered enough?
 
Adam kept talking. “And now look at you. As powerless and small as ever. Fate has cut you right down to size as fate is known to do. The whole world can finally see you’re nothing more than the crushed, flattened thing you’ve always been. If I had a better opinion of you, I might be tempted to bribe one of the guards to let me put you out of your misery. After you grabbed poor old Doc Carson like you did, they might even allow me to do it for free. But I’m not going to do that, Caleb. I’m not going to be that merciful, and neither are they. No one will come to tend to your wounds. No one will repair your broken bones or salve your cuts and scrapes. They’re going to forget about you, Caleb, just like the rest of the world has already forgotten about you. Your wife. You’re going to spend however long you have in this world right where you are until your injuries finally claim your life. And they will claim you, Caleb, for no one or nothing else will.”
 
Caleb willed his eyes to remain closed. Make it stop. Make it stop!
 
“I doubt you’ll still be alive when I get back to town, so this will have to serve as our farewell, though it’s hardly a fond one. I only hope you’ll remember, for however long you have left, that I was the only one who always saw you for what you truly were. And now the world sees it, too.”
 
Caleb kept his eyes shut as he listened to his brother’s footsteps as he walked away. Each step felt like another nail being driven into the lid of his coffin.
 
And despite the great pain it caused him to do so, Caleb Hagen screamed into the darkness for all he was worth.

 



CHAPTER 12
 
Trammel stepped out the side door of the prison into the courtyard. The blood of the fallen and the maimed still stained the ground, though the remains of the dead had been removed. The horse stalls and stables were still standing, and the animals seemed to be calm.
 
The collapsed wall was an ugly gash in the view leading out to the street. Much of the brickwork had been cleared and piled in the far corner of the courtyard. The large metal doors he had fought to keep closed earlier that morning had been placed against the building like a child’s forgotten toy. Now, in the clear light of day, he saw how dented and warped both doors had become. He was surprised they had withstood as much punishment for as long as they had.
 
It was not until he focused beyond the broken brickwork that he saw a familiar man sitting atop a gray horse in the thoroughfare. Another horse laden with the burden of provisions stood behind him.
 
John “Hawkeye” Hauk touched the brim of his hat. “Nice to see you again, boss. Mr. Hagen sent me a wire letting me know you were heading out after Bessler and Clay. He figured I might want to tag along. He was right.”
 
Trammel smiled for the first time since he could remember. His former deputy from Blackstone was always a welcome sight. “For once, Adam figured correctly.”
 
“I told you it would be a good surprise,” Adam Hagen said as he led two gray horses out from the stalls. They were already saddled and ready to be ridden. “Our young companion there has our packhorse and we’re ready to leave on your order.”
 
Hagen handed Trammel the reins of the second horse, and the sheriff climbed into the saddle.
 
Hagen said, “I assure you the pale horses I’ve procured are merely a coincidence and are not a biblical reference. They’re simply the best mounts I could find in the stables, though I think they’ll fill the bill nicely.”
 
Trammel noticed the horse Hagen had given him was the larger of the two, undoubtedly chosen to bear his considerable bulk. He gestured over to the packhorse Hawkeye was tending. “Looks like you got plenty of supplies.”
 
“Enough to get us all the way to Denver without stopping if it comes to that,” Hagen said as he got into the saddle. “More than I suspect we’ll need, but at least we won’t have to worry about running low on anything. Got plenty of bullets, too, though I’m sure you already brought plenty.”
 
Trammel had, though he did not think it was possible to have too much ammunition when going up against the likes of Frank Bessler and Lucien Clay.
 
“How do you expect to pick up their trail?” he asked Hagen.
 
“I’ve already tracked them from behind the wall back there to the edge of town,” Hagen said. “I’ll read the ground as best I can from there. I expect they rode slower in the night right after the escape, so we’ll catch up to them sooner than you might think.”
 
Trammel remembered the map Banner had drawn, dug it out of his shirt pocket, and handed it to Hagen. “This is where a few of the stagecoach stations are located between here and Denver. It might help you make the right decisions. Keep it with you and let’s get moving. I’d like to make up some ground before nightfall.”
 
Without another word, Hagen rode his horse through the gap in the ruined wall and took the lead.
 
Trammel followed and, upon reaching Hawkeye, shook hands with his deputy before following Hagen. “Who’s minding things up in Blackstone while you’re out here with us?”
 
Hawkeye brought his mounts next to Trammel. He pulled the packhorse behind him on a lead rope. “There’s not much to tend to in Blackstone these days. With Mr. Hagen down here in Laramie, Blackstone’s become a mighty quiet town. There are still some of the Hagen family’s constables around to keep an eye on the place. I expect they’ll be able to live without me for a week or so. And if not, I’ll set things right when I get back.”
 
Trammel was glad to hear it. Hawkeye had changed quite a bit from the awkward young man he met on his first day in Blackstone. He had grown into his responsibilities as a deputy and proven his mettle several times when situations got thick. Trammel knew a man of Blake’s experience would have been a better choice to go up against the likes of Bessler and Clay. But he could not think of a better man to trust with his life than John Hauk.
 
“Let’s just hope you’re not gone for too long. With Adam sniffing them out, I’m hoping we can run down Bessler and Clay well before they reach Denver.”
 
“With Mr. Hagen scouting for us, we’re bound to find them,” Hawkeye said. “And they’ll be mighty sorry when we do.”
 
Yes, Trammel certainly liked the man Hawkeye had become.
 
They rode in silence along Main Street and passed the building where Emily kept her office. The boardwalk was as crowded as every other doctor’s office he had seen in town since sunrise. People suffering from ailments, real and imagined, looking to be tended to and share stories about the part they had played in the great prison break.
 
He chanced a look at the line of patients waiting outside Emily’s office in the hope he might catch one last glimpse of her before he left town.
 
He knew making a special effort to say goodbye would be difficult for them both. He did not want to risk her talking him out of it. He knew she would tell him to send one of his many deputies to run down Bessler and Clay. That his place was here in Laramie, not out on the trail hunting fugitives anymore. He feared she would remind him of what he had promised her when he became sheriff of Laramie. That he would finally leave the more dangerous work to others and enjoy life for a change. Life with her.
 
But Lucien Clay was a problem Trammel had allowed to fester for far too long. Now it was up to him to make it right. Blake and any of the other deputies were certainly better suited for the assignment. He would have wagered they could ride and track better than he ever would.
 
But Walter Holm had been right when he said that protecting Laramie was his job, and he could not trust it to anyone else. Bessler and Clay had to answer for what they had done. For the lives that had been lost and the havoc they had wrought. And it was up to Buck Trammel to see to it that his debt was paid in full.
 
His breath caught when Emily stepped out onto the boardwalk as he and Hawkeye rode by. She returned the young man’s enthusiastic wave, then saw her husband riding beside him. And the packhorse loaded down with supplies for the trail.
 
His heart sank when he saw her expression change as she realized where he was going. He expected her to run toward him in a last attempt to keep him from going.
 
Instead, she brought her hand to her lips and kissed it before holding it aloft in the hopes that the kiss would find him.
 
He touched the brim of his hat and continued to follow Adam Hagen as he led them out of town. He did not look back. He did not dare.

 



CHAPTER 13
 
Lucien Clay and Frank Bessler crested a ridge that offered a view of the valley below. There was still a fair amount of daylight left, and while they had put a good bit of distance between them and Laramie, Clay knew they could cover a fair amount of ground before it grew too dark to travel. Trammel was likely after them by now, and Clay wanted to continue to press whatever advantage they still had.
 
But Frank Bessler was in no such hurry. He closed his eyes as he drew in a lungful of mountain air. “Drink it in, Lucien. Isn’t it wonderful? Free mountain air. There’s nothing quite like it.”
 
After more than a day of riding, Clay was beginning to think his rescuer was a bit touched in the head. “The air’s the same back in Laramie.”
 
“No, it’s much different here.” Bessler closed his eyes and lifted his face toward the warmth of the sun. “Can’t you sense it? The excitement? The chase is on. Trammel has left Laramie to hunt us down.”
 
Clay looked behind them. Fortunately, all he saw were the same rolling hills over which they had just ridden. Ground that was far too open for his tastes.
 
“I don’t see anyone coming.”
 
“Not yet, but he’s back there. And unless I miss my guess, Adam Hagen will be with him, too. He won’t allow his dear friend to ride into the wilderness without him. I’m looking forward to meeting him again. We have a score to settle, he and I.”
 
Clay did not care about settling scores, just about staying free and getting his money. “This doesn’t look like the kind of route the stagecoach will take.”
 
Bessler opened his eyes as if he had just been disturbed from a dream. “I know where we’ll find the stagecoach, Lucien. Don’t worry about that. It’s already been arranged. We have plenty of time.”
 
Clay’s rescuer’s demeanor was beginning to grate on him. “If that’s true, I say we ought to keep on riding while we still can. I’d rather be there early than late. And if Trammel’s already after us, I don’t like being out in the open like this.”
 
“But we are early. Not for the stage, but for a much more pressing appointment.” He lowered his face and looked at Clay for the first time in miles. “Trust me. I haven’t lost all my senses. I’ve taken us over open ground for good reason. It makes us easier to track.”
 
Clay was beginning to grow more than just concerned. “I’m no plainsman, but even I know we’ve left a trail a blind man could follow.”
 
“That was by design,” Bessler told him. “I want them to find us.”
 
“What?” Clay remembered Bessler had refused to give him a gun when he asked for one. Now he knew why and wished he had insisted. “Quit talking in circles and tell me what you’re up to.”
 
“Must I explain everything to you?” Bessler sighed heavily. “Fine. I’m going to hang back here for a bit while you ride on. I’m going to buy us some time with Trammel. And this is the perfect spot for it. The same one I told you I had picked out back when I visited you in the prison.”
 
Clay might not have a gun, but he had always been more than fair with his fists. He was certain he could drop the bigger man with one well-placed punch if he had to. And he was beginning to think he might have to. “How do you figure?”
 
Bessler spread out his hands across the vista as if he was granting it to Clay. “Allow me to present Ennisville.”
 
Clay looked over the rocky hillside and had to squint hard to see a tiny settlement in the valley below. He had to squint because there was not much to see. He could barely make out a crooked old building and what appeared to be some canvas tents scattered near it.
 
Clay was not impressed. “Looks like the backside of nowhere to me.”
 
“Prison has not dulled your vision, Lucien. There’s not much to the place, I’ll give you that. It’s little more than a ghost town, used by fur traders and Indians mostly, but it serves our purpose nicely. We’re not going anywhere near the town, but Trammel and Hagen won’t know that. They’ll pause here long enough to see the town and wonder if we’ve gone down there.”
 
Despite the cool air, Clay felt a bead of sweat break out along his brow. It still did not sound like much of a plan. “And it won’t take them long to figure out we’re not there, before they pick up our trail again.”
 
“That won’t happen because they’ll already be dead.” He pointed down toward rocks jutting out of the ground just below them. “These will provide nice cover for me when I ambush them. They won’t see me before I take my first shot. Or my second. And the lack of cover will give me ample opportunity to finish off whoever’s riding with him.”
 
Clay looked around. “This doesn’t look like an easy place to ride out of in a hurry.”
 
“There’s a narrow path that runs among these rocks. I’ll have my horse down there waiting for me. When the deed is done, I’ll climb down and ride out to meet you at camp.”
 
Now Clay was sure Bessler had lost his mind. “You mean we’re going to split up? I’m not one for outdoor living, Bessler.”
 
“Just follow my directions and you’ll be fine,” Bessler assured him. “You’re going to take the supplies and ride down this incline. Stick as close to the ridgeline for as long as you can and keep on going with the sun on your right. Stop in the woods after dusk and make camp near the town, but make sure you keep a low fire. I’ve put some matches in your saddlebags. I don’t think anyone will stumble upon you, but it pays to be careful. If I’m not back by morning, break camp and keep heading in the same direction. I’ll have no trouble following you and I’ll be along as soon as I can.”
 
“And what happens if you don’t show up?”
 
“Then you’ll just have to make your own arrangements,” Bessler told him. “I’d wait a few months before you try to get your money from the bank in Denver, and hope the clerk isn’t paying attention. But I don’t have to tell you how to handle such things. You’ve always been enterprising. Don’t worry. It won’t come to that. Nothing’s going to happen to me. I’ll meet you on the trail as soon as I deal with Trammel and then we’ll see about getting our money.”
 
Clay still did not like the idea of parting. “We’re already way ahead, Bessler. Don’t get cute. I say we keep pushing on and put more space between us and Trammel. I haven’t seen anyone get over on him yet by trying to be fancy, myself included.”
 
But Bessler’s mind was set. “We’ll be much safer if our pursuers are busy tending to their wounded or if they’re dead. I don’t want to have to worry about them catching us while we’re taking that stage. And even on the off chance that I miss them here, they’ll have no choice but to ride with much more caution. They’ll be expecting an ambush awaiting them behind every rock they see and every wood they ride through. Their caution will only slow them down. A few moments time now will pay a handsome dividend for us later. After we hit the coach and get our money, we’ll go our separate ways. Any survivors will have to decide which of us to track, but by the time they make up their mind, we’ll be long gone.”
 
Clay may not have agreed with it, but it was clear that Bessler’s decision was final.
 
“Everything will work out fine, Lucien. We have the elements of time and surprise on our side. We’ve laid a trap for them and they’re going to ride right into it. You’ve benefitted from my schemes so far. Trust me a little longer and you’ll see that all will be well.”
 
Clay had no choice but to follow the big Texan’s lead. For the moment. “If things happen like you say, it just might work.”
 
“Of course it will work. I thought of it, didn’t I? Time’s wasting. Keep heading south and I’ll find you as soon as the deed is done. Just be ready to move fast come first light. We won’t have a moment to lose once I get there.”
 
Clay continued along the ridge, just as Bessler had told him. He did not have anything to lose except his life. And that was not worth much these days.
 
* * *
 
Adam Hagen had some trouble picking up Bessler’s and Clay’s trail in the muddled tracks outside of town, but they proved easier to follow the farther they rode away from Laramie. The two fugitives had taken a southernly route and moved practically in a straight line since.
 
Perhaps too straight for Hagen’s preference. He did not trust what he was seeing. He knew the tracks were true. Not even a man of Lucien Clay’s cunning could fake such a thing.
 
No, Hagen did not trust the trail because it had been too easy to follow. The men had chosen to ride through open land when there were plenty of trees that would have offered better cover. They had avoided streambeds in favor of open ground, which only made them easier to track.
 
It was as if Bessler was leading them precisely where he wanted them to go. He was lulling them into a false sense of comfort so Trammel and his men would lower their guard somewhere along the many miles between Laramie and Denver. It felt like a trap.
 
Smart, Hagen said to himself as he read the ground. But I’m smarter.
 
He pulled his Winchester from its scabbard and brought his horse into a trot when he spotted the remnants of a campsite among a stand of trees ahead. The area was clearly deserted, so he did not signal for Trammel or Hawkeye to join him. They would catch up to him at their own pace.
 
Hagen climbed down from the saddle and walked around the site before crouching to take a closer look at the remnants. He picked up a half-burned prison uniform from the ashes and knew it had belonged to Clay. No attempt had been made to hide the garment. A wise man would have buried it, along with any evidence of the fire.
 
Neither Bessler nor Clay had bothered to do either. Clay was a city man, so he might be forgiven for the oversight, but Bessler was too careful to have made such a mistake. He had wanted the clothes to be found.
 
Hagen stood when Trammel and Hawkeye rode toward him.
 
The young deputy was encouraged by the rags Hagen was holding. “Looks like we’re right on their trail to me.”
 
Hagen allowed it to drop into the ashes. “I already knew that before I found this.”
 
Trammel said, “Seems awful careless to leave it out in the open like that.”
 
“That’s because it is.” He had already learned as much as he could from the site, so Hagen climbed back atop his horse. “I’ll continue to ride ahead, but all of us need to keep an eye on our surroundings. I think Bessler and Clay are lulling us into a trap they could spring on us at any moment. It’s never a good sign when the trail of desperate men is this easy to follow.”
 
Trammel began to reach for his Winchester, and Hawkeye joined him. Hagen told them to stop. “There’s no reason for that now. Just pay attention to our surroundings. Call out if it’s too quiet or too noisy or just doesn’t feel right. Bessler’s proving to be much craftier than I already thought he was.”
 
Because there was no reason to remain there, Hagen got back on his horse and continued to ride. Trammel and Hawkeye followed close behind.
 
Trammel said, “You told me you had a chance to kill Bessler back in Laramie. When did you meet him?”
 
“Minutes before he broke Clay out,” Hagen said. “It was as though he was trying to feel me out to see what kind of man I was. It didn’t make much sense to me at the time, but it does now. I surprised him by taking his gun from him, too. I was a fool to give it back to him. I won’t make that mistake again.”
 
Young Hawkeye seemed encouraged to hear that. “You’ll do worse to him next time, Mr. Hagen.”
 
Hagen kept his eyes moving along the horizon. Bessler and Clay were out there somewhere waiting for them.
 
“Don’t get too cocky, Hawkeye. Arrogance has killed more men than bullets. Remember that.”
 
He dug his heels into the flanks of his horse and pulled away before Hawkeye tried to encourage him further.

 



CHAPTER 14
 
After only his second night outdoors, Lucien Clay was already tired of the wilderness. He was huddled over a small fire, hoping it was not high enough to draw attention.
 
He had never been one for sleeping outside, not even before he came to Laramie. He had first come to the territory as a wrangler for a group of Jayhawkers out of Kansas. He had not known much about herding livestock when he signed on to the wagon train, but the wagon master had been in desperate need of men. Having his own horse and saddle and being able to ride was enough to get him the job.
 
He had spent many nights under the stars when time allowed, but he had never grown fond of it. The trappings of civilization, even a mining camp in the hills, were more suited to his tastes. He hated the cries of coyote or the wolves baying at the moon. They only grew quiet after a kill, and Clay always feared that one night it might be him who caused their silence. Their howling hunger did little to sooth the nerves of the cattle and the fear of stampede always hung in the air.
 
Every river they crossed tried to drown him or sweep away the livestock. Every rain froze him to his core, even on a warm night. The memory of constant hunger and filth had never left him.
 
But although the experience was in his distant past, it had prepared him to accept his life in prison. To take each day as it came and to accept that there was nothing he could do about his condition until the right moment came. He never doubted that he would be free one day and refused to allow discouragement to nest in his stomach.
 
He had put his time in Laramie Prison to good use. He spent hours watching Doc Carson treat the prisoners. He paid close attention to how he minded his keys, half-expecting the aging doctor to leave them somewhere he could easily lift them and make his escape. But Carson was never quite as forgetful as Clay wished him to be. He always returned his key immediately to his pocket after each use.
 
The deputies who tended to the prisoners always showed distain for their charges. Deputy Sherwood Blake was the worst. Although he never dealt with the convicts directly unless there was a problem, fear of his wrath was enough to keep them in line. Even the slightest infraction might be enough to cause a man to be locked out in the yard for an entire day. Such punishment was rarely meted out during nice weather and was usually reserved for the coldest nights or insufferable summer days.
 
It was not until Hal Haid rotated onto the dinner shift that Clay finally saw a possible way out of his predicament. At first, he wondered why the deputy tended to shy away from him. He never missed an opportunity to allow one of the other deputies to deliver his dinner. It had taken Clay a few sleepless nights spent in thought to remember why. And when he finally remembered, it was as if the sky had opened and manna descended from heaven.
 
Hal Haid once was one of his customers. He never was much of a drinker by Clay’s recollection but had never shied away from trying his luck at his gambling tables or with one of the sporting ladies in Clay’s employ. He’d had a full beard then. He was stockier, too, which made it more difficult for Clay to recognize him.
 
He remembered Haid’s luck ran short at the tables and, like most gamblers, he begged for a line of credit. Clay usually frowned on the practice—collecting on a debt was always messy—but when he learned he was a deputy, Clay allowed him to gamble to his heart’s content. It was always good to have a lawman in his debt. Rob Moran always was above such corruption, but even pillars of the community were only as good as the ground on which they stood. And in a town like Laramie, the sheriff had to stand on the shoulders of his deputies.
 
Once Clay recognized Haid, he reminded him of his debt and pressed him into service as a courier between himself and Mayor Holm. Those hastily written notes were the reason he was breathing free air that evening.
 
He closed his eyes when the night wind shifted, carrying with it the sounds and smells from the nearby town. Ennisville, Bessler had called it. Agony would have been a more accurate name, for it reminded him of all he had lost during his time in prison.
 
He had not seen a woman in six months, nor touched a drop of whiskey. Doc Carson had refused to even give him medicine when his throat became inflamed, citing orders from Sheriff Trammel himself.
 
Now he found himself within shouting distance of civilization, and although it was not much of a town, it was better than nothing. He did not have a penny on him and Bessler was wise enough not to leave him any money, but such were practical concerns. The sudden hunger for company and liquor overwhelmed him, as though he were one of those baying hounds that haunted his dreams from his time as a trail hand with the Jayhawkers.
 
He remembered Bessler’s warning about staying in camp and waiting for his return, but a man could not live on advice alone.
 
There was a town nearby. People. Food and drink. Bessler might be right about there not being much to Ennisville, but to Lucien Clay, it was Paris. He had been denied anything good for far too long. That night, he would slate his thirst. Caution be damned.
 
Clay got to his feet and patted the dirt and dust from his clothes. He saddled his horse in the dark and rode in the direction of Ennisville. He knew it would be difficult to find his camp again in the darkened woods, but he used the weak glow of the Ennisville lights to guide him in a relatively straight line to town.
 
When he broke into a clearing, a cloud rolled past the moon, allowing him to see a large rock beside a tree. He looked around the area and saw no other landmark like it. He looked backward between the trees and saw a flicker of flame from his humble campfire. He fixed the image in his mind and hoped it would be enough for him to find his way back later.
 
Clay rode closer to town and paused in the shadows to take a closer look at the settlement. Bessler was not exaggerating when he said it was little more than a mining camp. Most of the place was comprised of canvas tents on either side of a muddy spit of land that served as a street. Someone had attempted to lay planks to allow easier conveyance from one side of the street to another, but the mud had swallowed them whole.
 
One tent bore a sign that said it was the Ennisville General Store. Barrels and crates undoubtedly filled with supplies were piled beside it. The proprietor was undoubtedly somewhere close by, keeping an uneasy watch on his goods. Clay would be sure to stay far away from the place.
 
Clay imagined the other, smaller tents pitched nearby served as shelter for the few unfortunates who called this place home. He did not know what one might do for work here and he did not care. He had concerns of his own.
 
A ramshackle building on the right side of the street was obviously a saloon. An old freight wagon sat rotting in the mud beside it. The place seemed to have been cobbled together by whatever planks the builders had been able to find. But welcoming lights burned brightly behind its crooked windows, and the stench of stale beer thrilled his senses.
 
He had seen enough to imagine it was safe and rode his horse over to the front of the saloon. The remnants of a hitching rail sagged in the cloying mud, but Clay tethered his animal to it anyway. Depending on how receptive the locals were to him, he might not be there long.
 
He pushed open the lopsided doors and saw the place lived down to his expectations. The bar was a sparse affair, nothing more than a plank nailed atop a couple of beams of wood.
 
The only men he could see were gathered around one of the three round tables in the place.
 
An old man who looked like he might be a Cheyenne sat alone at a small table in the far corner of the saloon, nursing a glass of whiskey. He was the only one who looked up when Clay walked in, and his eyes hung on him like death.
 
A bald man with a thick red beard and an equally impressive belly sat in the middle of the circle dealing cards to five men who watched his nimble hands go to work.
 
“Evening, stranger,” the dealer said. “If beer is your poison and cards are your game, you’ve come to the right place. If you don’t care for either, best take your business elsewhere because that’s all we’ve got in store.”
 
None of the men bothered to look at Clay, though one of them said, “As long as you’re not too picky, because the beer tastes like skunkweed and the dealer’s lousy.”
 
The dealer continued to shuffle cards, unfazed by the criticism. “You can take up your complaints with Queen Victoria if she ever waddles though my front door, Hoppy. No one’s got a gun to your head. You can head back to your claim and complain to your wife if you don’t like the way I run this place.”
 
“As if she’d have him,” one of the other gamblers said.
 
“Besides, you’re better-looking than she is,” said another, to the laughter of the others.
 
The dealer raised his bushy eyebrows and looked at Clay as he shuffled the cards. “You gonna say something, friend, or did you just come in for the scenery? Don’t have much of that around here, I’m afraid. Come to think of it, we don’t have much of anything here in Ennisville, but you’re welcome to whatever we have, provided you can pay.”
 
The first man said, “Old Red here will even let you take him for a twirl around the floor if you’ve got a penny in your pocket.”
 
Red slapped his hand on the table. “The price is ten cents, you mangy old drover. I had to raise my price. Times are tough in these parts.”
 
The men laughed easily at the bad joke, but Clay remained standing alone like a child looking at a jar full of hard candy back in Laramie.
 
Red set the cards aside and sat back in his chair. It was only when his impressive girth shifted that Clay saw a pistol stuck in the side of his pants.
 
“Not much of a talker, are you, friend?” He thumbed back toward the Cheyenne sitting alone in the corner. “I’ve already got one customer who doesn’t say much. Chief might as well be made of wood for all the words he says. We can’t have two quiet men in here. Bad for the ambience, you might say.”
 
A new thought seemed to come to Red. “Are you one of them mime fellas? I saw one of those boys when I was last in New Orleans near five years ago. Just stood up on stage doing all sorts of odd motions with his hands. One of the most unsettling things I ever saw. Kept expecting him to sing or dance or tell a story or two. But nope, he just made a fool of himself. Had to keep my partner from shooting him out of spite.” He slapped the arm of the man next to him. “That was Steve. Remember him? Lanky fella with the lazy eye. He would’ve put on a better show than that quiet fool.”
 
“I remember,” confirmed the man next to him. “Died two years ago with the fever.”
 
Red waved off the unpleasant memory and turned his attention back to Clay. “If you’re a mime, you can keep on traveling, because we’ve got no use for your kind here. Could use a piano player, though, if we had a piano. The last player we had in here took it with him when he lit out for California last spring. Never thought he was serious about leaving until he showed up with a wagon one day and hauled it away. I was so shocked, you could’ve knocked me cold with a feather.”
 
“I don’t play the piano,” Clay said. “Cards have always been more my game.”
 
Red opened his hands in mock amazement. “He speaks after all. It’s a miracle, boys. I told you Ennisville was sacred ground, but none of you heathens ever paid me any mind.”
 
One of the gamblers was growing restless. “Just shut your mouth and deal the cards.”
 
Red shook his head in disappointment. “Now, is that any way to treat our guest? He’s come all the way here from . . . Where’d you say you’re from again?”
 
“I didn’t say. I’m from nowhere, I guess.”
 
“Even better,” Red decided. “He’s come all the way from Nowhere, and here you are being rude. I don’t know why you’re in such an all-fire hurry for me to deal anyway. You always lose.”
 
Red raised his chin in Clay’s direction. “What can I get for you, mister? Dealing with these boys has given me an unnatural thirst.”
 
“Beer sounds good.” Clay could not remember a time when it sounded better than it did now. “And I’d like to try my hand at whatever you’re playing, except I don’t have any money.”
 
The five men around the table joined Red in taking a closer look at the stranger. Clay imagined he did not look like much to them. Not much of a threat. Not much of a gambler. Just a man who walked into a saloon in the middle of nowhere in the dead of night without a penny to his name or a gun on his hip.
 
“No money, you say.” Red chewed it over. “Got anything to trade?”
 
“No.”
 
Red looked past him outside. “That your horse tethered in front of my place? You could use that as collateral. My eyes ain’t what they used to be, but it ought to be worth a glass of beer or two at least.”
 
Clay noticed the Cheyenne in the corner was still looking at him. It made him feel as though the old Indian could see through him. He did not like that feeling.
 
“Can’t expect me to get around without a horse,” Clay said. “How about we play for something more interesting?”
 
“Sounds promising,” Red allowed. “Like what, for instance?”
 
“My life.”
 
The five men slowly backed away from the table. Clay saw that none of them were armed, but they were nervous that he might be packing. He held his hands away from his sides.
 
“I’m not carrying a gun or a knife.” He slowly turned so the men could get a good look at him. “I don’t expect any charity and I’m not asking for any. I’ve just been in a bad place for a long time. Too long, to tell the truth.”
 
Red ran his hand over his beard as the men stood on either side of him. They looked like they did not know what to do. Clay was just glad they had not thrown him out yet.
 
“I’ll give you the beer if it means that much to you,” Red said.
 
But Clay shook his head. “I just told you, I don’t want charity. I want my chance at a turn of the cards. If I win, I get my beer. If I don’t?” He nodded at the pistol tucked in Red’s pants. “I’ll deserve a bullet. What I’m wearing and my horse ought to be enough to cover the cost. I’m willing to risk it. What about you?”
 
Clay enjoyed the confusion that washed over Red and his customers. They were catching the sickness he had brought in here with him. The thrill of risking everything for seemingly nothing. That feeling where the unthinkable not only became tangible, but something close to fun. Where the threat of death made life worth living.
 
He imagined they had probably ambled into the saloon for another forgettable night of meaningless chatter and bad beer. Clay had given them more than they had bargained for just by walking into the place.
 
Red looked at his customers. “What do you say, boys? Think it’s a worthwhile wager? A man’s life over the turn of a card?”
 
“Nothing’s cheap,” one of the men observed. “If he wants to put it on the table, I say let him.”
 
Another man said, “Not like we’ve had much in the way of entertainment around here in quite a while.”
 
Red’s mind was made up, and he gestured toward a chair one of the men just vacated. “You might as well make yourself comfortable, mister. It looks like we have ourselves a game.”
 
Clay moved to the chair like a thirsty man dove at a running stream. He had not realized the strength of his own hunger until that moment. He did not care if he won or lost, only that something was at stake. Everything was.
 
He looked past the men at the Cheyenne in the corner. He was still looking at Clay, but not as if he was interested in whatever game the white men were playing. It was as though he was simply biding his time while he waited for something else to happen. Something more.
 
Clay shook it off and hoped the Indian did not get his wish.
 
“The name of the game is vignt-et-un,” Red told him as he resumed shuffling the cards. “Brought it back with me from that trip to New Orleans I told you about earlier. I hear they play it in France. It means—”
 
“Twenty-One.” Clay was dizzy. He could practically smell the ink on the cards. It had been so long. “We call it blackjack where I’m from.”
 
“From a little place called Nowhere.” Red grinned as he shuffled the cards. “See? I was listening.” Red placed the deck on the table. “Cut.”
 
Clay kept his hands from shaking as he took the deck, cut them, then shuffled them with a practiced speed that made the men gasp. He finished his impressive display and placed the neat deck in front of Red. “Now deal.”
 
“I see this ain’t the first time you’ve played cards.” Red cracked his knuckles as the men moved in closer. “Mighty fancy. Let’s see if luck fancies you enough to let you win a hand.”
 
After Red finished dealing the cards, Clay had two kings. Red had a two of clubs.
 
The men cheered.
 
“Good start, mister,” one of them said. “Luck is sitting on your shoulder.”
 
“Split it.”
 
Red’s grin disappeared. “You’re sitting on twenty right there. You’re more than halfway to winning.”
 
Clay felt his blood rushing through his veins. “You deaf or just stupid? I’m not interested in being halfway to anything. I told you to split it.”
 
Red split the two face cards and dealt two more, slapping each one in front of him.
 
Clay stretched out his hand and turned over one of the cards. It was an ace. Twenty-one.
 
The other was the nine of spades. Nineteen.
 
“He won!” the men shouted in unison.
 
Red turned over his cards. With the two card he had showing, the next was a four of diamonds. At six total, his next card was a jack of clubs. Sixteen. He dealt another card. A jack of hearts. He’d lost.
 
Clay had won.
 
Red sagged in his seat and let out a breath he had not realized he was holding. The others gathered around Clay, eager to slap his back and shake his hand, hoping some of his luck might rub off on them.
 
Clay looked over and saw the Cheyenne was still looking at him. His blank expression had not changed.
 
The praise from the strangers meant nothing to him. All he wanted was another hand. Another chance to risk it all. To feel like he used to feel back when he was someone.
 
Red clapped his hands like a fat kid with a new toy. Clay had never seen a dealer so happy to lose. “Mister, I almost shot you when you split those two face cards.”
 
Clay had never placed much stock in “almost.” “I’d like that beer now, if my credit’s still good.”
 
Red threw his head back and laughed. The others were all too eager to join in. “I’d say you’re entitled to more than that. Two beers coming right up.”
 
The men followed Clay to the plank bar, eager to tell each other about what they had just witnessed even though all of them had seen it for themselves. Clay imagined they would be talking about that night for the rest of their lives.
 
Red filled up each man’s mug from the barrel behind the bar, but beckoned Clay to follow him to another table away from the others. “Let’s you and me have a talk over here in private.”
 
Clay looked longingly at the four mugs of beer Red carried with him. They passed by the old Cheyenne, who had taken a sip from his glass while Clay was not looking. His presence was more unsettling now, especially after he had risked his life.
 
“Does he just sit there like that all night?”
 
The saloonkeeper laughed. “Don’t mind Chief. He’s just an old trapper who used to cook here when we had a going trade. He’s kind of like our good luck charm. If someone gets sick, he’s mighty handy with the herbs and such. He doesn’t bother anyone, and he always pays, unlike some of my other customers.”
 
Red had barely placed the mugs on the table before Clay took one and drank from it deeply.
 
He could not disguise the sigh that escaped him after the first swallow. He could not remember having tasted anything so good. It quenched a thirst deep in his soul.
 
Red watched him from across the table. “How long did you spend inside?”
 
Clay licked the beer from his lips, not wanting to miss a single drop. “Is it that obvious?”
 
“Obvious enough to a man who knows what to look for,” Red said. “I’ve spent my fair share of time behind the iron. How long were you in for?”
 
Clay sagged as the beer hit home. He was not drunk but relieved. “Does it matter?”
 
“Not particularly,” Red said. “And notice I didn’t ask what you were in for.”
 
Clay had noticed. He just did not care. “Guess that part doesn’t matter, either.”
 
“As long as you had a good reason for it, and men like us usually have a good reason for the things we do, even if it happens to be against the law.”
 
Clay might have laughed had he not been busy draining his glass. Red owned a broken old saloon barely worthy of the name. Lucien Clay had once owned the finest gambling dens and restaurants in the territory. He’d had his opium brought by Chinese directly from the docks in San Francisco. He had made more money in a week than a man like Red could have dreamed about had he been given five lifetimes.
 
Yet despite the different roads they may have taken, life had led them both here. In Red’s saloon, drinking bad beer after a hand of blackjack. Perhaps water seeks its own level after all.
 
Clay would not laugh at Red. If he managed to survive the next few weeks, it might be him on the other side of a table, talking to a stranger without anything to lose.
 
“It’s nice to meet someone who understands how rotten life can be.”
 
Red pointed in the direction of the men at the bar. “Each of those boys over there are good men in their own way. One of them is a trapper. The rest work in the mines scattered about these parts. They work hard and try to do the best they can, but they don’t know what it means to live. And I mean really live. Not just earn enough to get your next meal or see you through to the next winter. I mean stake a claim and do anything you have to do to defend it. I think you know what I’m talking about.”
 
Perhaps it was the effect of the beer or the excitement, but Clay did not have the slightest idea what Red was talking about. He did not care about anything except the second beer Red had placed on the table. Clay grabbed it and began to drink from it.
 
Red took Clay’s avoidance as an encouraging sign. “I don’t think you just happened in here this evening by accident. I think you came in here for a reason.”
 
Clay agreed with him there. Beer and gambling. He wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve. “I told you why I was here when I first came in.”
 
“I’m talking about more than that.” Red’s eyes gleamed with promise. “I’m talking about a bigger reason. People don’t just accidentally find themselves in Ennisville. They’re always either on their way to something or running from something. And I think you’ve got something in store. Something big. And even though you might not know it yet, you’ll be needing a partner. If that’s the case, I’m your man.”
 
Clay pitied Red. The bartender had clearly been stranded out here in the backwoods of the territory for so long that he had lost touch with reality. Clay had Frank Bessler as a partner, which he counted as one partner too many.
 
But Clay knew he would need all the friends he could get if Bessler did not kill Buck Trammel. He decided to play along with Red’s delusions. He looked back to confirm the men at the bar could not hear them before asking, “What kind of work are you up for?”
 
“Name it and I’ve done it,” Red told him. “Banditry, gun work, and almost anything else you can think of. Got chased up here from New Orleans a while back, but I always like to keep my knife sharp.”
 
Clay knew the territory was filled with men like Red. Men who believed they were capable and dangerous, willing to risk their lives for the sake of a payday. But just because Red was not unique did not mean he could not be useful.
 
“You get many travelers through here? Men on their way to Denver?”
 
Red stroked his beard as he thought it over. “We’re not exactly a stop for the stagecoach and we’ve got no railroad near here, but we do a fair trade with men going to and from Denver. Particularly the kind of man who’s anxious to keep out of sight for one reason or another.”
 
Clay had already had his fill of beer, so he decided to cash in whatever goodwill he still had with Red on another gamble. “There might be men coming this way. Men who are looking for me.”
 
Red licked his lips. “Want me to get rid of them for you?”
 
As if you could, Clay thought. “Not in the way you’re thinking, though I’d appreciate it if you told them I was heading east. Tell them you saw it was me and two men riding with me.” The more Clay thought about it, the more he liked the idea. Three was a nice number to throw them off.
 
“But you’re not heading east, are you?” Red said it as more of a fact than a question.
 
“I am,” Clay lied. “I’m not looking to outrun these men. I’m looking to draw them in so I can surprise them and finish them off before they catch up to me.”
 
“You can count on me, friend.” Red laughed and clapped his hands again. He was delighted to be included in Clay’s scheme. “What’ll they call you when they get here? Who should I be looking out for? What do they look like?”
 
Clay did not want to risk describing Trammel. Even if Ennisville saw half the visitors Red had boasted about, word about Trammel would have certainly reached him. Red had agreed to help confuse unknown strangers but might think twice if he knew one of them would be Buck Trammel.
 
“I don’t know who they’ll be or how many there’ll be,” Clay admitted, “and I hope I never do. I’ve managed to keep ahead of them so far. But you’ll know them when they get here. I’m not even asking you to lie. Just to aim them where I need them to go.”
 
Red offered a curt nod. “Consider it done. Just do us both a favor and don’t say a word of this to the boys up at the bar. They’re not the most dependable types for something like this.”
 
Clay smiled. But Red was more than dependable. The most gullible always were. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
He finished his beer and was ready to leave when Red pushed one of the two remaining beers on the table toward him. “So, how do I find you afterward?”
 
It was not even a real plan, but Clay already had an answer for that question, though he had to be careful. To sell it as genuine, he could not be too obvious or Red might grow suspicious. “Are you sure you’re ready to leave all this behind? You’ve got a nice corner of the world carved out for yourself here.”
 
“Nothing I’m not willing to leave behind in the same amount of time it takes me to throw my stuff on the back of a horse. Just tell me when.”
 
“I don’t know the answer to that,” Clay admitted. “And I won’t know until they get here. Could be tomorrow. Could be a couple of days from now, if they come at all. Just make sure you point them east and, if you’re still willing, trail after them, but be ready to move fast. We’ll catch them in between us and finish them off. But I’ll be firing blind, so you’ll need to be careful.”
 
“Don’t worry about me. I’ve done this kind of thing before plenty of times.” He extended his hand across the table. “What’s your name, mister?”
 
Clay had been lying to him all this time and saw no reason why he should tell him the truth now. “Frank Bessler. But let’s keep that between us.”
 
After the two men shook on it, Clay grabbed the mug of beer and drank from it until it was dry. He savored every swallow. He imagined it would have to last him quite a while after the real Bessler took his shot at Trammel. If Bessler returned, they would have to hit the stagecoach with his money and lay low for a while. If Bessler did not come back, Clay would have to stay clear of civilization for a while, until it was safe to try to get his money from that bank in Denver.
 
Clay set his mug on the table and shook hands with Red again. He kept his voice low as he said farewell. “Thanks for the beer. See you along the trail, partner.”
 
“Thank you, Fred. You can count on me.”
 
Clay rose and noticed the old Cheyenne was still watching him. It was impossible for him to see what he thought. He was neither interested nor disinterested, but he did not look away, either.
 
Clay shook off the chill that ran down his spine and bid the men at the bar a good evening as he went outside without stopping to shake their hands. They seemed disappointed, but they had served their purpose. They were witnesses.
 
He untied his horse from the sunken rail, climbed into the saddle, and rode east, just as he had told Red he would. About a quarter mile out of town, he turned back and rode behind the tents and saloon to avoid being seen.
 
He could hear the men inside laughing as they told one another about all the stranger had just done. They had no choice but to repeat it to themselves; there was no one else to listen.
 
Clay felt a warmth inside his chest he had not known since he had been locked away in prison. It was not from the beer he had consumed, or even from the hands of blackjack he had won.
 
Lucien Clay had corrupted another soul, this one named Red. It was so easy, he could not claim it as much of an accomplishment, but at least his trip into town had not been entirely in vain.
 
He found the rock in front of the tree he had used as his landmark and made it back to his humble camp without incident. After securing his horse and removing the saddle, he pulled a blanket over himself and fell off to sleep with only the crickets and the stars to keep him company.

 



CHAPTER 15
 
Frank Bessler sat between two rocks as he took in the glorious scenery that surrounded him that morning.
 
He regretted that he had waited so long to come to Wyoming. He had heard about its majestic beauty for years from cowpunchers who returned with grand stories of drives they had led through the territory. The untamed lands and the barely tamed towns. The women were friendly, and the whiskey overflowed. The place seemed to stamp the souls of even the hardest men he had represented who’d traveled there and back.
 
Bessler had always envisioned Texas as the place where he would spend the rest of his life. The flat lands. The broiling summers. The hive of activity that was Fort Worth and the rough charm of San Antonio. The same old clients getting into the same old trouble year after year. He knew the judges he could buy and those he could not. His life had settled into a predictable rhythm in such an untamed land.
 
He had come to think of Texas as an in-between kind of place. Not quite civilized and not quite savage. Not quite American, but not entirely Mexican, either. It was the land where one country blended into another. He found that aspect comforting. He had always known there was more to the world than Texas, of course, but Texas had always been big enough to be his world. He had come to believe the land was as essential to his being as breathing.
 
But from where he sat now, along a rocky ridgeline from where he waited to murder a man, the wonder of Wyoming’s beauty captured his soul. He found himself mourning the death of something that had never lived until that moment. A dream of calling such a place home.
 
Now that he had seen Wyoming with his own eyes, he knew he would have settled here years before had he allowed himself to explore beyond the boundaries of his beloved Texas. But his decision to aid Clay in his escape had made any move to Wyoming impossible now. He was already a marked man after engineering the prison break and killing Trammel would only increase the price on his head. He would never be able to return to his old life and remaining here would be nothing short of suicide.
 
The night and sunrise he had spent on the ridgeline caused him to decide he was done with Texas for good. Perhaps he had already known that when he agreed to help Clay escape. There was no reward for a man to spend his entire life in one place. No one gave you parole for time served in a town. Life’s rewards came from serving a purpose. A cause.
 
There was nothing left for him in Texas anymore. He knew his future would be out here among the endless mountains and glorious sunsets. He would see what he could make of himself in such a place. Montana or Oregon. And once Trammel was dead and the stagecoach robbed, he would have enough time and money to make his new dreams come true.
 
He had spent the cold night nestled among the rocky outcroppings, gnawing on the beef jerky he had stashed in his saddlebags and drinking the water from his canteen. It was hardly a feast, but he was not seeking comfort. He was there for a reason, and it was better to remain focused on the task at hand. He had slept lightly and remained mostly awake and aware of his surroundings.
 
He did not take it for granted that Trammel and whoever might be riding with him had camped for the night. He could not afford to bank on their complacency, especially if Adam Hagen was with him. He may have only spoken with Hagen for a few moments back at the saloon, but it was evident the man was as crafty as he was capable.
 
Hagen was not like Clay, whose dangerous demeanor weakened the farther he got from civilization. In Laramie, Lucien Clay was a man to be reckoned with. He could corrupt the order of a town to his advantage. Out here in the wild, he was just a scrawny man ill-suited for the chaos of nature. Trammel might fare a bit better out here, but only due to his size and his grit.
 
To borrow a gambling term, Hagen was the true wild card in his plan. Visiting him on the night of the prison break had been a risky but rewarding endeavor. At least he had a sense of the kind of man he was up against and had adapted his plan accordingly. Only time would prove if he was correct.
 
Bessler tensed when he heard the unmistakable sound of an approaching horse. He grabbed his Winchester and slowly stood just high enough to see beyond the rocks that granted him ample cover.
 
He saw Adam Hagen riding toward him along the tall grass that he and Clay had covered the previous day. The dandy sat tall in the saddle. His brocade vest looked even gaudier in the morning light. His flat-brimmed hat was angled downward as he studied the tracks and droppings their horses had left, leading him toward the ridge.
 
Bessler raised his rifle to his shoulder. That’s it, Hagen. Just keep coming. There’s nothing to concern you here.
 
His pulse quickened when he saw only two riders following at a distance. One of them was much larger than the other and, although he could only make out their silhouettes from so far away, he knew one of them had to be Trammel.
 
The third member of the party did not look familiar to him. Given his much smaller size and the fact that he was trailing a packhorse, Bessler knew he was of no consequence to his plan.
 
He watched Hagen pay particular attention to the tracks Lucien had left when he had headed south to make camp. The saloon owner was already well within range of his Winchester, though Trammel had just entered the limits of his marksmanship. Bessler refused to rush the shot. He took careful aim as the sheriff rode closer into his trap.
 
Bessler remained still as he watched Hagen stand up in his stirrups and look over the ridge to the valley below. The morning light was still weak enough to conceal him among the rocks, but it was strong enough to reveal the tiny town of Ennisville below. The town would be the most logical place to hunt for Bessler and Clay.
 
Hagen brought his horse around and beckoned his companions to join him.
 
Bessler tensed as he watched the two riders break into a trot. Trammel was finally in range.
 
He took careful aim at the big man, who only grew into a larger target as he rode closer. Just before he passed under his gunsight, Bessler squeezed the trigger.
 
The rifle recoiled as he watched the impact of the bullet jerk Trammel back in the saddle. Bessler levered in a fresh round as, from the corner of his eye, he saw Hagen pull his rifle from the scabbard beneath his left leg.
 
Bessler fixed his aim on Trammel once more. He was sagging forward in the saddle as the third rider came to his side. He had been hit and his horse had slowed.
 
Bessler fired again, and this time, his bullet knocked Trammel backward from his horse. The third rider dropped to the ground to tend to his wounded companion.
 
Bessler flinched as a bullet ricocheted off a rock a foot away from his head. He had been so taken by his success that he had almost forgotten about Hagen.
 
Bessler shifted his aim in time to see Hagen riding back to Trammel, twisting in the saddle as he cracked off another shot at the ridgeline. He fired blind and the shot sailed harmlessly overhead and into the valley below.
 
Bessler drew careful aim on Hagen as he levered in another round and fired. The gambler cried out and spilled from the saddle.
 
Bessler, unsure if he had hit Hagen, worked the lever again and peered out into the tall grass for the spot where he had seen the gambler fall. It was difficult to spot him, but he saw a flash of movement—a hand?—and squeezed the trigger once more.
 
Another yelp from Hagen told Bessler he had hit his mark.
 
Trammel and Hagen were down, if not dead.
 
Bessler looked up when he heard a guttural cry rise from the grass and saw the third rider had regained his horse and begun to charge toward him. He had his pistol in his hand and aimed in Bessler’s general direction.
 
The lawyer smiled at the sight. How noble. How brave.
 
The young rider had selected the wrong weapon. Bessler knew he was still well out of range for the pistol to be of any use as Bessler took his time to prepare his next and final shot.
 
He ejected the spent round, took aim, and allowed the screaming rider to speed closer. He judged the man to be scarcely older than a boy. But if he was old enough to ride with the likes of Trammel and Hagen, he was old enough to accept his fate.
 
He centered his sights on the center of the boy’s chest and squeezed the trigger.
 
The horse reared up, causing its rider to fall off its back before it, too, fell among the tall grass. The packhorse he had been leading remained far behind.
 
Bessler finally lowered his Winchester and allowed himself time to admire his work. Three men had ridden after him. All three had fallen under his gun. And one of them was the great Buck Trammel.
 
His work was done.
 
He knew prudence dictated that he should go out to make sure each of the men were dead, but something held him in place. Everyone who thought they had Buck Trammel beaten found out too late that they didn’t.
 
Bessler knew he had put two bullets into Trammel. He was down, but the big man undoubtedly still had some fight left in him.
 
Fate had smiled upon him that day. There was little to be gained by risking more than he already had.
 
As Bessler turned to make his way down the rocks to his waiting horse below, the ground beneath his boots gave way. He managed to hold on to his rifle as he found himself sliding down the rocky slope until he crashed on the ground beside his horse.
 
His back ached from the rocks that had raked his back during his fall, but he was alive. He was already sore when he tucked his Winchester back into the scabbard on his saddle and he rode away along the narrow path as quickly as he dared.
 
He grinned through his pain as he finally reached level ground and heeled his horse’s flanks to go faster.
 
His plan had worked perfectly. He had won.
 
Buck Trammel was finally dead.

 



CHAPTER 16
 
Hawkeye was not sure if he was alive or dead when he came to and heard a voice calling his name. He remembered someone had shot at them. He remembered seeing the sheriff get hit and Mr. Hagen, too.
 
He had the warm, metallic taste of blood in his mouth and began to fear he was dying. He thought he could still hear the echo of that last shot above him.
 
Hawkeye ran his hands over his chest and face and cried out when he lifted his hands to see them covered in blood. But he did not feel any pain. Was this what it felt like to be dying?
 
“Hawkeye!” The voice was much louder now, and he recognized it as Mr. Hagen. “Are you hit?”
 
“I think so.” He frantically moved his hands along his body, but nothing hurt. But where had all the blood come from?
 
He lifted his head and braced himself for the agony that was sure to follow. But there was no pain, just a dull throbbing across his back from when he had hit the ground.
 
“Keep your head down!” Mr. Hagen shouted. “He might still be out there. Don’t move. I’m headed your way.”
 
But Hawkeye was too worried about his condition to heed the advice. He looked over his body and failed to see a wound. He rolled over on his side and was sure he had not been hit.
 
It was not until he saw the remains of his horse’s head that he realized the blood was not his, but the animal’s.
 
Mr. Hagen parted the tall grass as he crawled over to him. “You’re not hit. The blood’s from your horse.”
 
“Did he get you?” Hawkeye asked.
 
“No, but he came close. That spill I took was just playacting.”
 
Whatever relief Hawkeye might have felt was quickly pushed aside by his concern for the sheriff. “The boss got hit. Twice. I’d better go see how bad.”
 
Hagen reached out and pulled the boy back to the ground. “Stay low and stay here until I call for you. That lowlife might still be waiting out there.”
 
Before Hawkeye could protest, Hagen was already on his feet moving at a crouch. He saw the two remaining horses and the packhorse had gathered near a group of trees, nosing the grass around their hooves as if nothing had just happened. Maybe things were not as bad as he feared.
 
But that notion died the moment he heard Mr. Hagen call for him. “Buck’s been hit. Get over here now!”
 
Hawkeye forgot all about the gunman who might be waiting to finish them off as he sprang to his feet and ran back to where he saw Mr. Hagen crouched over the sheriff. He tore off the left sleeve of his fancy shirt and pressed it against a bleeding hole in Trammel’s chest.
 
Hawkeye froze where he stood. The sheriff had been shot. He had never seen him look so flat and helpless before, and the sight made no sense to him. He had to still be dreaming. This could not be happening.
 
He heard himself ask, “Is he dead?”
 
“He will be if you don’t get over here and keep pressure on this wound.”
 
Hawkeye crouched beside Trammel, who tried to lift his head as he asked, “What happened?”
 
Mr. Hagen grabbed Hawkeye’s hand and pressed it hard against the balled-up sleeve covering the holes on the right side of his chest. “I’m not going to lie to you, Buck. You’ve been shot twice.”
 
Trammel allowed his head to drop back to the ground. “Is it bad?”
 
“It’s not good.” Hagen tore his other sleeve and made another ball with it before holding it against the second hole just below the first. This time, Hawkeye did not need to be told what to do and he pushed down on it. His hands were quickly growing red from the blood seeping through the fabric.
 
Hagen said, “I need to feel behind you to see if the bullets are still in there. This is going to hurt, so yell as loud as you need to.”
 
Hawkeye shut his eyes as he put all his weight on the wounds. He had never seen so much blood before, not even in all the scrapes he and the sheriff had survived back in Blackstone. The stench of it might have turned his stomach if he’d had anything in it. They had only stopped for a few hours the previous night and had not taken the time to eat anything.
 
Trammel cut loose with a yell Hawkeye did not think was possible as Mr. Hagen dug his left hand beneath the sheriff’s right shoulder. When he pulled out his hand, it was slick with blood.
 
Hawkeye turned his head and gagged.
 
Mr. Hagen worked fast. “I think the bullets passed right through you, but I can’t be sure until I turn you over.” He reared back on his haunches and undid his belt. He pulled it free from the loops and doubled it over before putting it in Trammel’s mouth. “Bite down on this as hard as you want. It’ll help some with the pain.”
 
Hawkeye felt his hands begin to shake as Mr. Hagen told him, “I’m going to need you to help me roll him over on his belly. He’s going to scream something awful, but it’s for his own good.”
 
Before Hawkeye could agree, Hagen began to pull Trammel toward him. The deputy had never appreciated how heavy the big man might be and it took all his strength to help flop him over.
 
The sheriff spat out the belt and his screams filled the air around them before he fell silent.
 
Hawkeye recoiled. “Good Lord, we killed him.”
 
“He just passed out,” Mr. Hagen said as he examined the wet holes on the back of Trammel’s vest. “Looks like the bullets passed right through him. That’s good in the long term, but he’ll bleed to death if we don’t find a way to stop it.”
 
He ripped open his fancy vest and pulled his shirt over his head. “I’ll do what I can to try to stop it, but he’ll die for certain if we don’t get him help fast. I need you to get on one of those horses and ride down to that town down in the valley. Leave the packhorse. It’ll only slow you down. Get someone to help and get a wagon, too, if they’ve got one. We’ll need it to move him.”
 
Hawkeye was still too taken by the sight of so much blood when Mr. Hagen shoved him hard. “Ride, boy! Ride like the wind and get back here as fast as you can. Go now!”
 
Hawkeye was on his feet without realizing it and running faster than he thought he was capable. He practically leaped onto the horse’s back—he was not sure who it belonged to—and dug his heels hard into its flanks.
 
He might not have been as good with a gun as the sheriff or Mr. Hagen, but he knew he could ride plenty fast. He used the reins to slap the horse’s neck to get it to run quicker. But no matter how hard he hit the animal, it could not run fast enough to suit him.
 
He forgot about whoever had shot at them and if he might be waiting to finish them off. Nothing else mattered except getting to town and finding the sheriff some help.
 
Rider and horse raced down the ridgeline and rounded into town. People had already come out from the canvas tents on either side of a muddy span as an old Indian man approached him with his arms outstretched.
 
“Whoa, boy, whoa,” the stranger said as Hawkeye brought the horse to a stop just before the man took hold of the bridle. “We heard all the shots ring out down from the ridgeline. What happened?”
 
Hawkeye knew his words were coming out in a jumbled rush. “Somebody ambushed us from up in the rocks. One of my friends is hurt. Sheriff Trammel. Someone’s got to come quick or he’ll die.”
 
The old man took a firm grip on the horse. “Climb down and come with me. I’ve got a couple of mine already hitched to my wagon. Get on and we’ll go fetch your friend.”
 
Hawkeye got off the horse and ran over to an ancient buckboard that looked like it might break apart if he touched it.
 
The Indian ran past him and climbed into the seat. “Better climb aboard if you’re coming with me.”
 
The deputy had barely sat down before the man snapped the reins, sending the horses into a trot. The wagon creaked and groaned as the animals ran up the incline, pulling man and wagon behind them.
 
Hawkeye watched the lines that crisscrossed the older man’s face grow deeper as he asked, “Did you see the man who shot your friends? What did he look like?”
 
“Never saw him, the coward,” Hawkeye spat, “but he sure got a mighty good look at us. Shot Sheriff Trammel twice in the chest and killed my own horse, too.”
 
“Guess that explains all the blood on your face.”
 
The team crested the hill, and the Indian cracked the reins again. He did not know how the Indian was able to get so much out of the horses as his own had been winded by the time he covered less than half the distance and none of the weight.
 
The team sped up when it reached the flatlands and Hawkeye pointed in the direction of where Mr. Hagen was tending to the sheriff. The Indian brought the team to a quick halt when he pulled up alongside them before jumping down from the wagon. He reached in and pulled out a leather satchel as he joined Mr. Hagen beside the fallen sheriff.
 
Hawkeye never felt so useless as he simply stood there and watched the men try to save Trammel’s life.
 
“You a doctor?” Mr. Hagen asked the stranger.
 
“Reckon I’m the closest thing to one you can expect to find in these parts.” The Indian removed the shirt Hagen had been pressing against the wounds and examined the holes on Trammel’s back. “Bullets went straight through from the front?”
 
“They did and they’re bleeding bad,” Mr. Hagen confirmed.
 
The stranger opened his satchel and dug out two lumps of dirt wrapped in cloth. “We’ll have to plug these wounds first before we load him into my wagon. He’ll bleed to death before we get him back to town if we don’t.”
 
Hawkeye was disappointed to see the Indian had two lumps of green dirt about the size of a fist.
 
“That’s all you’re gonna do?” The young deputy could hardly believe what he was seeing. “We could’ve done that already if all you were going to do was pack dirt in him.”
 
Hagen glared up at him. “Shut your mouth, boy. You don’t know what you’re talking about. Let the man work.”
 
“It’s not just dirt.” The old Indian gestured for Mr. Hagen to help him struggle to pull off the sheriff’s vest before he tore his shirt up the back. He broke the clumps apart and applied them to the wounds. “This is special dirt. It’s got medicine to it.”
 
After tending to the back wounds, the Indian gestured for Mr. Hagen to help him roll Trammel onto his back, where he used his hands to paste more dirt to the wounds in his chest.
 
“Was he like this when he fell or did he pass out?” the stranger asked Mr. Hagen.
 
“He passed out when I rolled him onto his belly.”
 
“Good. He’ll need the rest because this is going to hurt.” The Indian looked back at Hawkeye and said, “Help us lift him and get him into my wagon. I won’t be able to do anything else for him out here.”
 
Hawkeye helped the stranger lift Trammel from the left while Mr. Hagen strained to lift him from the right. If the sheriff had seemed heavy when he had helped to roll him over before, he was completely deadweight now.
 
The three of them grunted from the effort it took to lug Trammel the short distance to the back of the wagon. After they succeeded in rolling him inside, the stranger hopped into the flatbed with the sheriff and said to Hawkeye, “I hope you can drive a wagon, boy, because I need to tend to these wounds some more.”
 
“I’ll do it,” Hagen began to climb up into the wagon, but the old Indian pushed him back. “Go get both your horses and bring them back into town. You might be needing those supplies before long.”
 
Hagen cursed as he ran off to retrieve his animals while Hawkeye took up the reins. He snapped them hard across their rumps, and both horses set off at a good run. They took the incline a little too fast to suit him, but the old rattling wagon remained on the narrow path. They took the turn into town easily, and Hawkeye pulled them to a stop in front of the same building where the wagon had been before.
 
Mr. Hagen was right on their heels with the packhorse and was already helping the stranger to pull the sheriff from the back by the time Hawkeye made his way around to help them.
 
Together, the three of them struggled to bring Trammel inside the building, which Hawkeye quickly realized was a saloon.
 
“Set him down here,” the stranger told them as soon as they were inside the door. “I’ll get something from my room to help him. Stay with him, boy. Keep talking to him. Let him know you’re there.”
 
Hawkeye knelt on the floor beside Trammel, unsure of what to do. He took hold of his hand and began saying anything that came to mind. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, boss. These good folks are going to fix you up as good as new before you know it. You’ll be back after Clay in no time.”
 
Mr. Hagen touched the dirt on top of the wounds and examined his fingers. “Moss. That’s good. That’s very good.”
 
Hawkeye was about to ask him what was so good about it when a bald, fat man with a long red beard walked out from the back of the saloon. “What in tarnation is going on out here?” He pointed down at the sheriff. “You can’t bring him in here. Roll him back outside. This is a saloon, not a hospital.”
 
Mr. Hagen stood up and had his gun in the fat man’s face before Hawkeye had seen him draw it. “Unless you want it to become a morgue, you’ll shut your mouth and get back to wherever you came from.”
 
The Indian came out from the back carrying another bag and knelt beside the sheriff. “I’d do what he says if I were you, Red. These boys have had a trying time of it, and I don’t recommend you testing their patience.”
 
Hawkeye watched the fat man hold up his hands as he slowly backed away from Mr. Hagen’s gun. “Sorry, fellas. Didn’t mean any harm. We just don’t see many men who’ve been shot is all.”
 
Mr. Hagen did not lower his pistol. “Whiskey. Full bottle. Now.”
 
Red ran behind the bar, grabbed the first bottle he saw, and brought it back to Hagen, who placed it on the floor beside the Indian without taking his gun off the bartender.
 
“Figured you could use that to clean your tools.”
 
“My tools are always clean,” the Indian said as he peeled away some of the moss and placed it next to the wound. “But I appreciate the gesture.” Without looking up from Trammel, the Indian spoke to Hawkeye. “Boy, you and your friend ought to step outside and get some air. There’s nothing more you can do in here for now. I’ll come get you when I’m done.”
 
Hawkeye gently lowered Trammel’s hand to the floor and got to his feet. The man called Red had already backed up behind the bar and Mr. Hagen holstered his gun.
 
Mr. Hagen kept looking at Red as he asked the Indian, “He going to live?”
 
The man reached into his bag and patted the open wounds with a dry cloth. “Won’t know for a while yet. Only time will tell, but I’m doing everything I can. I just hope it’s enough.”
 
Hawkeye had never seen Mr. Hagen look so grim, not even after he had gotten himself shot up back in Blackstone. “If he dies, you die.”
 
If the Indian took offense, he hid it well as he kept examining the wound. “I already figured as much. Now go on. I’ll be out to see you in a while. You can threaten me some more then.”
 
Hawkeye urged Mr. Hagen to leave with him as they stepped outside. He was surprised to see that everyone had gone back into their tents or wherever they lived. If this were Laramie or even Blackstone, the street would have been full of curious folks anxious to find out what had happened. Who had been shot and who had done the shooting. But he imagined this place, whatever it was called, didn’t have the same kind of permanence to it that those larger towns had. People could afford to be curious with four walls around them and a roof over their head. Minding one’s own business was better in a place as fragile as this appeared to be.
 
Hawkeye’s mouth suddenly felt dry as the excitement began to leave him. “Mr. Hagen, I’ve never seen the sheriff look so bad.”
 
Mr. Hagen was looking over the street as though he was getting a feel for their new surroundings. He did not look himself as he stood in his undershirt, streaked with dirt and blood and sweat. He did not look as calm and capable as he always did in town, with his fancy vests and clean clothes. He looked leaner. Meaner, even.
 
“Neither have I, Hawkeye. Neither have I.”
 
The words had not been meant to provide any comfort and they didn’t. “But he’ll pull through, won’t he? He’s strong. The strongest man I’ve ever seen.”
 
“No one’s strong with a hole in him, much less two. All we can do is hope that old heathen in there knows what he’s doing.” He rubbed his fingers together in thought. “He put moss on the wounds. Helps cut down on infection and stops the bleeding. Saw needles and thread in his bag, too. That’s good. Better than burning it closed. Maybe he’s not a butcher after all.”
 
Hawkeye lowered himself against the wall of the saloon until he sat on the ground. He had not had time to grasp everything that had just happened to them until that moment. About seeing the sheriff get shot. About charging at the shooter like he had. It had just seemed like the right thing to do at the time. He had not even thought about getting shot.
 
“Is it always like that?” Hawkeye asked Mr. Hagen.
 
Hagen had been thinking about something else. “Is what always like what?”
 
“Like that, back there. Is it always that fast? That bloody?”
 
“You’ve been in a fair number of scrapes,” Mr. Hagen reminded him. “You know each time is a bit different.”
 
Hawkeye supposed he was right, but there was something different about this time. “Everything always just kind of happened before. I could tell something was going to happen long before it did. But this just came out of nowhere.”
 
Mr. Hagen scowled. “It didn’t come out of nowhere. A man was waiting in the rocks to gun us down. And he almost succeeded. Still might, depending on how Buck pulls through.”
 
Hawkeye drove his elbow into the wall in frustration. He hated being so young. He hated not being able to do the things the sheriff and Mr. Hagen could do.
 
“We’ve got to stop them.” Hawkeye fought back the tears that choked him. “We have to stop Bessler and Clay before they do this to someone else.”
 
“I know,” Mr. Hagen said. “And I aim to do that just as soon as I can.”

 



CHAPTER 17
 
Bessler was surprised it had taken him so long to catch up to Clay on the trail. He found the spot where he camped the night before easily enough, despite the fugitive’s admirable efforts to bury it. It was not good enough to completely hide it, not from his discerning eye. Not from Hagen’s either, though he happily reminded himself that neither Hagen nor Trammel would be troubling them from now on.
 
He found Lucien Clay ambling alone in a generally southern direction when he called out to his partner in evil deeds.
 
“Look at you. Riding through the wilderness all by yourself. Keep this up and we just might make a plainsman of you yet.”
 
Clay did not stop his pace as he continued riding. “You sound awfully cheerful for a man who spent the night sleeping on a bunch of rocks. Find anything for your trouble?”
 
“Three plump partridges who never knew what hit them.” Bessler beamed. “Riding along through the meadow like they didn’t have a care in the world. I happily put them out of our misery.”
 
Clay stopped riding. “You mean it? Trammel?”
 
“Hit him twice by my reckoning.” Being able to say it out loud made his victory taste twice as sweet. “Watched him drop from the saddle like a bale of hay. Hagen, too. Each man caught two bullets apiece, but it was ammunition well spent.”
 
Clay looked like a man who had just been shaken out of a dream. Bessler found it almost comical.
 
“And the third man?” Clay asked. “You said there was a third.”
 
“A boy, really, but he’s dead, too. I only count him as a half, considering he was so young.”
 
Clay urged his horse to get moving again and fell in beside Bessler. “Buck Trammel and Adam Hagen. Both dead. I can hardly believe it.”
 
“You can believe it as surely as you can believe anything in this old world.”
 
“You’re sure?” Clay pushed. “I mean, you checked afterward just to be certain?”
 
Bessler was almost insulted. “I’ve shot many men before, Lucien. I know when I’ve put a man down.”
 
“Putting him down is one thing. Making sure he stays down is something else entirely, especially when those men are Trammel and Hagen.”
 
“I hit them, and they fell,” Bessler assured him. “Even if I only wounded them, we’ll have our money and be on our way long before they can catch up with us. But don’t trouble yourself, Lucien. Their ghosts disturbing our sleep is our only concern.”
 
Clay had clearly heard him, but the words had not done much to convince him. Bessler wrote it off to shock from the good news. The two men had been a thorn in Clay’s side for so long, he could not quite grasp that he was finally done with them.
 
Bessler knew trouble was funny that way. First, a man fought against it, but as time passed, he gradually came to depend on it, as if it had become as much a part of him as a hand or a foot.
 
“Cheer up, Lucien. Today is a happy day, for now we can turn our gaze to far more lucrative matters. We’re finally going to get our hands on all that money we’ve promised each other.”
 
Bessler thought the prospect of money would snap him out of it and he was glad to have been proven right when Clay asked, “You mean we’re going to hit the stage? Did you find out where it is back in Ennisville?”
 
“I already knew where it was going to be long before Ennisville.” In fact, Bessler had made arrangements with the Frontier Overland Company via telegraph when the train from Texas made a stop before reaching Laramie. “And if you promise to quit worrying, I’ll be more than happy to tell you all about it. But there’ll be time for that. For now, just enjoy our ride through creation and rejoice in the knowledge that all our troubles are behind us. And the partnership of Bessler and Clay is nearly at its end.”
 
“The partnership of Clay and Bessler sounds much better.”
 
Bessler allowed him to have it his way. For now.
 
* * *
 
Hagen watched the man called Red push away the bowl Chief had placed in front of him.
 
“I don’t need food. What I need is customers, and I can’t hardly expect anyone to come in here now that I’ve got a dying man on the floor. People come in here to get away from real life, not to live it.”
 
“People don’t come in here at all anymore,” Chief said as he returned from the kitchen and placed a bowl in front of Hawkeye, then Hagen. “And the few who do come in aren’t looking to escape anything except their wives and boredom. That man on the floor isn’t hurting your business any. When the thirst gets too bad for them, they’ll be back. Those wretches would drink over a pile of dead skunks.”
 
Hagen was about to ask the old Indian about Trammel’s condition again, but he ambled back into the kitchen before he could do so. The Cheyenne had refused to answer his questions after tending to the sheriff, but Hagen would make it a point to press him for an answer when he returned.
 
“There’s a time for answers and there’s a time for eating,” was all the Chief had said when he finally stood up from tending to Trammel. “If I’m hungry, I know you are, too. News is better received on a full stomach.”
 
Hagen had been frustrated by the lack of response, but there was not much he could do to force the man to tell him. Besides, he was right. He and Hawkeye were hungry.
 
Hagen might not have been a doctor, but it was clear that Trammel was still breathing and had grown much calmer since they had brought him into the saloon. His wounds had stopped bleeding and he was resting as peacefully as he could expect given he was on a saloon floor.
 
Hawkeye dug into the contents of the bowl with a fork and barely took time to chew. “You ought to have some, Mr. Hagen. It’s delicious.”
 
Hagen was ravenous. They had not taken the time to eat dinner the previous night and had not eaten that morning when they had broken camp and resumed the hunt for Bessler and Clay. No one had expressed having much of an appetite. Hagen had not realized how hungry he was until that moment. But he needed more nourishment than food could provide. He needed answers.
 
When Chief returned from the kitchen carrying a bowl for himself, he sat at the same table with Hawkeye and Hagen. He paid them little mind as he began to eat the food he had prepared.
 
Hagen decided to prod him a little. “Is this some Cheyenne delicacy you’ve prepared for us?”
 
Chief grunted as he began to eat. “An ancient feast passed down to me from my elders through the generations. Venison stew.”
 
“Tastes like deer meat to me,” Hawkeye said.
 
Adam Hagen smiled for the first time all day. The boy’s innocence could be comforting at times.
 
Hagen could tell Chief would not allow himself to be riled, so he began to eat. Hawkeye was wrong in his description. It was not just good. It was delicious.
 
“This is quite good,” Hagen said. “I’d say you’re a man who knows your way around a kitchen.”
 
The Cheyenne neither stopped eating nor looked up from his bowl. “I should. I used to be the cook here, back when we had customers who were interested in doing more than drinking their meals. I like to keep my skills sharp or else they’ll go to waste. Waste is a sin.”
 
“Sin?” Hagen remarked. “I didn’t think Indians believed in the notion of sin.”
 
“They don’t, but I do. I was raised in a missionary school back East. Taught me how to read and write and about the Bible.”
 
Hagen looked at his long, silver braids and his rough, deerskin clothes. His turquoise necklace had a tooth and a rough-hewn crucifix dangling from it. “You don’t dress like a Christian man.”
 
Chief kept eating. “The missionaries taught me many things, but I never forgot who my people are. Not much cause for fine clothes out here. You found that out for yourself earlier today when your friend got hurt.”
 
“About that,” Hagen said. “Why won’t you tell me how he’s doing?”
 
“I didn’t say I wouldn’t tell you. I said I was hungry. Trying to save a man’s life is hard work. An empty stomach makes a man careless.”
 
Red pounded his table, making his bowl jump. “I ain’t running a hospital around here.” He pushed himself away from the table and stormed outside.
 
“An empty stomach also makes a man irritable.” Chief continued to eat his stew. “I’ve tended to your friend and stopped his bleeding. I sewed up the places where he was bleeding inside the best I could and closed him up again with thread. I’ve dressed his wounds with moss and clean bandages. That’s all I can do. All anyone can do. Now we’ll watch him for signs of fever sickness.”
 
Hawkeye lost interest in his meal and set his fork aside. “Do you think he’ll catch a fever, Chief?”
 
The Cheyenne thought it over as he chewed his deer meat. “A barroom floor’s not the best place to treat an open wound, but I did my best. All we can do now is watch and wait. If you’re a godly man, praying might not hurt.”
 
Hagen was not in a prayerful mood as he continued to eat the stew. “I noticed you haven’t asked us why we’re here.”
 
“I was too busy trying to save the sheriff’s life to have polite conversation. I also don’t ask questions when I already know the answer.”
 
Hagen found that curious. “And what answers do you think you have?”
 
“You’re hunting two men. One shot at you. The other is a tall, thin man with long, gray hair. A man with dull black eyes who carries death around his shoulders.”
 
Hagen pushed his bowl away from him, his appetite suddenly gone. “You’ve met Lucien Clay.”
 
“You mean he was here?” Hawkeye slowly took the fork from his mouth. “He must still be close.”
 
“He told Red his name was Frank Bessler, but I imagine that’s a lie.” Chief picked up his bowl and drank the gravy from it. “He put on quite a show in here last night. He gambled his life for a hand of cards and a beer.”
 
Hagen was not surprised. “That sounds like Clay.”
 
“It wasn’t much of a bet,” Chief admitted. “The men were playing blackjack and Red wouldn’t have killed him even if he lost. Red’s a killer, but he’s usually more of a sport about it, especially when he thinks a man could do him a good turn.”
 
Hagen drummed his fingers on the table. Lucien certainly had a knack for making allies wherever he went. “And I’d wager Red and Clay had quite a conversation after the floor show.”
 
Chief said, “They sat right at this very table and had themselves quite a talk. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I can read lips well enough. Clay told him he’d be riding east. I think he told Red to follow him, but I can’t be sure. He saw me looking at him and turned his head away from me when he spoke.”
 
Hagen knew there was more the old Cheyenne was not telling him. “What makes you say that?”
 
Chief folded his arms across his chest. “Red’s usually an even-tempered man. He doesn’t change much from one day to the next. But ever since that stranger left, Red’s been restless. Anxious, like a strong horse straining against a rope. That’s why I think Clay offered to let him go with him. He planted an idea in his brain that’s beginning to flower.”
 
Hawkeye looked confused. “Think it’s got something to do with us, Mr. Hagen?”
 
Hagen practically knew it. “Only one way to find out. And only one way to make sure he doesn’t cause any trouble while we’re here.”
 
Hawkeye and Adam jumped when Chief produced a large knife from beneath his buckskin shirt and buried the blade in the top of the table.
 
“Can’t let you do that, mister.”
 
Hagen enjoyed a display of bravado as much as the next man, but not when their lives might be at stake. “That’s an impressive knife. You forget I have a pistol.”
 
“And I’ll bury that knife in your chest if you pull it or take one step toward Red,” Chief answered. “He might not be much of a man, but he’s been good to me over the years. Didn’t run me off when people quit coming here. Always gave me a place to stay and a roof over my head. I expect I’ve been good to him, too, hunting for him and feeding him like I do. I guess I don’t owe him much, come to think of it, but I won’t have you killing him over something he might do. He’s been in this godforsaken town for as long as he has for a reason. This place is as much a part of him as it’s part of me. He could’ve left years ago but never has. I can’t say why. He’s had more than his share of offers to go elsewhere.”
 
“Touching,” Hagen said, “but I’m more concerned about him harming my large friend on the floor over there.”
 
“As you should be,” Chief allowed, “but I can’t let you take his life on account of something that might or might not happen. You and Trammel and the boy are under my protection for as long as you’re here. So is Red. He is for now, anyways, until he does something to change that.”
 
Hagen thought he could draw the pistol on his hip before Chief could get hold of the knife, but he was not certain. “And if he does something to change that?”
 
“I’ll handle it. You’ve got my word on that. Just like you have my word that if you touch that pistol, you’ll be dead before it clears leather.”
 
Hagen laid his hands flat on the table. The old man’s expression had not changed since the first moment he had seen him. Not from the effort of placing Trammel in the wagon. Not while he watched him tend to Buck’s wounds. And not now, while he had just threatened his life.
 
His look may not have changed, but there was a steel in his manner he could see. It had always been there but came to the fore now that he needed to use it.
 
“Maybe I’ll have the same luck as Clay?” Hagen wondered aloud.
 
Chief slowly shook his head. “He was playing against Red. You’re playing against me. There’s a difference.”
 
Hagen doubted he could have beaten him to the knife. Now he was almost sure Chief would kill him. “I give you my word I won’t strike first.”
 
“If it comes to that, you won’t have to strike at all.” Chief nodded toward the door. “Clay rode east when he left here last night, but something tells me that was more for Red’s benefit than the truth. I spotted some fresh tracks my horses didn’t make out back. If you’re looking to find out where Clay’s going, I’d start there. Might want to put on something before you go. It’ll get awfully cold at night now that the leaves are changing.”
 
Hagen had not said anything about riding out after Clay, but he had not had to. Chief obviously knew the kind of man he was and what he had to do. It made him feel better about leaving Trammel and Hawkeye in his care.
 
“Don’t worry about me,” Hagen said. “I always pack with any circumstances in mind.”
 
“I imagined you would. How are you fixed for food?”
 
“I have enough.”
 
Hawkeye caught up to the conversation. “You mean you’re leaving before the sheriff is fit to travel?”
 
Chief answered for him. “He has to go, boy. Clay and Bessler are miles away by now. He didn’t ride all this way just to follow them. He aims to capture them, and he can’t do that by sitting around here watching Trammel. Your friend won’t be in any shape to sit up, much less ride a horse for days, assuming he lives. It’ll be at least a week before he can even think about getting in a saddle again. Not if he has any hope of those holes in him mending properly.”
 
Hagen felt a pang of pity for Hawkeye as he was torn over what he should do. Should he stay to help protect Trammel while he recovered or live up to his duty as a lawman? He made it easy for him.
 
“You can’t come with me, Hawkeye. Chief here is right. I’ll have to ride hard and fast if I hope to catch up to Bessler and Clay. I can’t do that if I’m worried about you when things get rough. I’d feel a lot better if I knew you were here keeping an eye on Buck for me. Buck would appreciate it, too.”
 
It was clear the boy agreed, though pride prevented him from admitting it. “It might be the right thing to do, but it ain’t right.”
 
“Right doesn’t play into it. If it did, we’d still be back home, and Clay would still be rotting in prison. We didn’t call the tune. We just have to dance to it.”
 
Hagen did not want to encourage the youth to argue any further, so he stood up. His decision was final. To Chief, he asked, “I owe you anything for tending to the sheriff?”
 
Chief watched him stand. “Leave your supplies here. You’ll be able to travel lighter that way. You can pay me whatever you think is fair when you get back. But make sure you come back. I don’t want to be stuck looking after this kid for the rest of my life. I’d like to enjoy some peace in my old age.”
 
Hagen might have laughed if the circumstances had been different. “I’ll take that as your way of wishing me luck. Don’t worry about me. I know how to take care of myself.”
 
He rested a firm hand on Hawkeye’s shoulder. “Keep an eye on this old heathen for me. Make sure he doesn’t take to hopping around sprinkling dust all over the place. Buck needs his rest.”
 
Hagen left the table before Hawkeye could argue. Hawkeye was glad when Chief put him to work. “You’d best clean up these tables, boy. Help pay for your room and board until Hagen comes back to fetch you. We’re not running a hotel around here. Not anymore.”
 
Hagen reached the front door of the saloon and paused to take a final look at Trammel. He was pale, but his breathing was steady. He had been through quite an ordeal. Two bullets to the chest would have been enough to kill most men.
 
But as the sheriff had proven to him time and time again, Buck Trammel was not most men.
 
He had no idea if Trammel could hear him when he said, “Live, my friend. I’ll get Bessler and Clay one way or the other.”
 
As he stepped outside and dug out a new shirt from his saddlebags, he wondered if he had said the words for Trammel’s benefit or his own.

 



CHAPTER 18
 
Lucien Clay had begun to think Frank Bessler did not have the slightest idea where they were heading. They had been meandering through woods and clearings for hours while his rescuer insisted on whistling a song without a tune.
 
Bessler stopped suddenly in a clearing and held up a hand, signaling for Clay to stop.
 
“There she is, Lucien. Our ticket to gold and riches lies straight ahead.”
 
Clay nudged his horse beside Bessler and looked in the same direction. Just as he had back on the ridgeline, he was forced to squint to see what Bessler was looking at.
 
A line of wooden fences contained a small herd of grazing cattle. Beyond it sat a sprawling ranch house made of logs. The place had clearly been added on to over the years, but the original part of the home was still evident. The logs that made up its construction were lighter and more weathered than the rest of the place.
 
“Looks like a house to me,” Clay observed.
 
“Right you are,” Bessler said. “And it also happens to be the place where we will find our money.”
 
Clay glanced at Bessler. Had he not been watching him for the past several hours, he might have thought he was drunk. “My money’s on a coach, not under the floorboards of some old house.”
 
Bessler smiled. “Right again, Lucien, but in this instance, the money will be coming to us. I arranged it so. I scheduled the coach to make a special stop right here later today.” He pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time. “Within two hours, as a matter of fact. We’re not as early as I would have liked, but early enough for our purposes. Come follow me. I’ll introduce you to my friend.”
 
Before Clay could ask more questions, Bessler took off toward the log home.
 
When Clay caught up with him, he said, “I didn’t think the stage made special stops.”
 
“The larger stage companies don’t make a practice of it,” Bessler told him, “but the Frontier Overland Company does. That’s the company the Bank of Laramie uses.”
 
Several drivers for the stagecoach line had stopped in his saloons over the years. He knew the company’s owner, Tucker Cobb. He knew the man who rode with him, Butch Keeling. And they did, indeed, make special stops for ranchers and mining companies. For a handsome fee, of course.
 
“How’d you know about them?”
 
“I got that idiot Holm to tell me all about them when he wrote me about you,” Bessler explained. “Tucker Cobb prides himself on being able to deliver funds securely anytime and anywhere. Now you know why I insisted on the money being brought to Denver overland instead of by wire. Cobb thinks he’s going to be picking up a deposit from a rancher too fearful to bring his money to Denver unguarded. He isn’t counting on our plans of making a sudden and complete withdrawal.”
 
Clay did not like it. It sounded too easy, and stealing money was never easy, especially from the likes of Cobb. “Tucker’s a mighty crafty character. What makes you think he’ll fall for it?”
 
“Because they’ve already been to this ranch many times,” Bessler assured him. “Ben Fletcher owns this spread, and he just happens to be an old acquaintance of mine who owes me a favor or two. He used to ride with me. With Walt Holm, too, before he found politics. I got Fletcher out of a few tight spots in our day. You could say I’m the reason he has all this. If it hadn’t been for me, he’d still be breaking rocks in a prison yard in Texas. Helping us get your money is his way of returning the favor. For a small percentage of our take, of course.”
 
Clay certainly did not like the sound of that. “A cut from your end of the take, not mine.”
 
“Of course,” Bessler said. “It didn’t take much to convince him to help us. Fletcher thought about ripping off the stage himself many times but decided against it. Robbing bank wagons doesn’t exactly fit in with his new life as a respectable, honest rancher. His loss will prove to be our gain.”
 
Clay could not deny it was a neat plan. Perhaps a bit too neat for his liking. “Seems awfully convenient that all this has fallen so neatly into place all of a sudden.”
 
Bessler pulled back on the reins, bringing his horse to an abrupt stop. Once again, Clay had to compensate, and it took him a bit of effort to keep his horse under control.
 
Clay did not like the way the lawyer was glaring at him. “What’s gotten into you?”
 
“I don’t like being interrogated, Lucien.”
 
“It’s my money we’re talking about. My hide, too. I’ve got a right to some answers, especially when you’re the only one around here who seems to know the questions before I get around to asking them.”
 
Bessler let out a heavy breath. “Do you know how many men Walt Holm contacted to get you out of prison?”
 
“No.”
 
“Five that I know of,” Bessler told him. “Every one of them turned him down flat because they knew it would mean going up against Buck Trammel. I was the only one who agreed to take it on because I already knew how I’d do it. If I didn’t already know Ben Fletcher, I never would have taken the job because I wouldn’t be sure how I would get your money, much less live long enough to spend it. I didn’t come up with this plan because of you, Lucien. I rescued you because I already had a plan in place.”
 
Clay held up his hands in surrender. He had never thought Bessler freed him out of a sense of justice, but it helped to finally know the reason he had agreed to help him at all.
 
“That’s the first straight answer you’ve given me since I met you.”
 
“Let’s just hope it’s the last one. I find the truth can be awfully tiring, don’t you?”
 
Bessler got his horse moving again and Clay once again fell in behind him. For once, they had agreed on something.
 
* * *
 
They rode around the fence line and headed straight for the house. Clay noticed that, despite it being a cold day, there was no sign of smoke from the chimney.
 
“Looks like your friend’s not at home.”
 
“He and his men are tending to his cattle in another field on his property,” Bessler explained. “I told him I didn’t want them anywhere near here when we did the deed, and Fletcher was more than happy to agree. He doesn’t care what we do as long as it doesn’t lead back to him. We’ll have to clean up our mess before we leave, which isn’t too much to ask, all things considered.”
 
Clay had expected Bessler to ride around to the front of the house but was surprised when he climbed down at what appeared to be the back door. The two men tied the horses to a hitching rail when Bessler said, “Check in the barn to see if Fletcher left any horses behind. We could do with some fresh mounts. I’ll go inside and get a fire started. No reason we can’t be comfortable while we wait.”
 
Even after all the months he had spent in prison, Clay still resented being told what to do. He hated being told when to sleep and when to wake. When to go outside and when to submit to an examination by Doc Carson. Bessler’s fancy airs did little to make it easier to take, but he had no choice but to obey until he had his money. After that, Clay would decide if he would make the attorney pay for his familiar tone.
 
He walked over to the barn and struggled to pull the sliding door open. He had not been used to manual labor even before prison, so it took him greater effort than usual.
 
After finding the barn empty, he looked around the gentle rises and rolling hills of the Fletcher spread. Birds chirped somewhere in the distance, while a few head of cattle grazed in the pasture near the barn. There was a simple beauty here he imagined appealed to some people.
 
Clay stifled a yawn. He would rather be dead than be forced to endure so much endless quiet.
 
He trudged through the mud toward the back door of the house. He paused beside Bessler’s horse and checked the saddle. He had hoped the lawyer might have forgotten to take his rifle inside with him and saw that he hadn’t. Pity. One squeeze of the trigger and he would have increased his portion of the take from the coach to 100 percent. But Bessler was not that careless. As his attorney had reminded him many times since the jail, he had a plan.
 
But so did Lucien Clay. And it did not involve riding away from the Fletcher place with only that which Frank Bessler decided to give him.

 



CHAPTER 19
 
From the perch of his stagecoach, Tucker Cobb slowly lowered his binoculars. He did not like what he saw. He did not like it one bit.
 
Butch Keeling looked over at his partner. “What’s got your dander up?”
 
Cobb did not like to be pulled from his thoughts, especially when those thoughts had not yet completely formed in his mind. “What makes you think my dander’s up?”
 
“The way you set your jaw on end,” Keeling told him. He was from Arkansas and, like most people from that part of the country, was given to speaking his mind. “You always do that when you see something you don’t like. Kind of like the way you grind your teeth when you sleep. Means something’s chewing at you. Can’t tell you how many nights I’ve lost sleep on the trail on account of all that grinding. At least it helps keep me awake when it’s my turn to stand watch.”
 
“You’re not paid to sleep anyway,” Cobb chastised his old friend. “You’re paid to be watching the road for bandits.”
 
“Hard to do that without a good night’s sleep,” Keeling said. “Even harder when you won’t give up that fancy spyglass of yours.”
 
Cobb handed the binoculars to his partner so he could see for himself. “What do you make of it?”
 
Keeling worked the knob as he brought the image into focus. “Not much to make anything of it one way or the other. A scrawny fella with long, gray hair is walking out of the barn and into the Fletcher house. Kind of looks like Lucien Clay, but seeing as how Clay’s in prison, that’s not likely.”
 
Cobb had seen that, too, and reached the same conclusion. “The question is why.”
 
Keeling continued to look through the binoculars. “Why what?”
 
Cobb was beginning to wonder if the man had been paying attention to anything he had said for the past few minutes. “Why is that man going inside that house?”
 
“It’s cold out,” Keeler reasoned. “Maybe he wants to get something to eat or sit by the fire some. Truth be told, a pot of coffee would really hit the spot right now, it being as cold out here as it is.”
 
Cobb took the binoculars away from him. Such a valuable pair of looking glasses was too important to leave in Keeling’s hands. “That’s not what I’m talking about. How many times have we stopped here at the Fletcher spread over the years?”
 
“Four or five times,” Keeling said without giving it much thought. Cobb had always been impressed by how he could remember such details, but often forgot what day it was. “Each time went off without a hitch. They even offered us coffee, which I’d gladly accept right now.”
 
“Fletcher offered it to us,” Cobb reminded him. “Does that scrawny fella you just saw look like Ben Fletcher to you?”
 
Keeling ran a rough hand over his bony face. “Can’t say as he does. I remember Mr. Fletcher being a might bigger than him.” He held out his hands away from his stomach and made an oval motion. “Bigger in the belly, I mean.”
 
Cobb pointed down the hillside toward the log house. “That man we just saw looks like he hasn’t had a good meal in months. And in all those times we’ve been here, when have you seen a ranch hand walk into that house? Fletcher never let his men so much as stand on the porch, much less walk inside like they had the run of the place. Made us drink our coffee up here, remember?”
 
“He certainly did,” Keeling said. “Saw plenty of his men back in that pasture we passed on the way here, though. One of them might have been Fletcher, come to think of it.”
 
Cobb did not have to think of it. He knew that man was not Ben Fletcher. He knew of the trouble they had seen back in Laramie, though the bank president was too eager to get them on their way to share any details.
 
“Fletcher’s not in that house,” Cobb concluded. “And I’ve got a feeling that skinny fella down there really is Lucien Clay.”
 
Butch Keeling continued to rub his chin as he thought about it. “Maybe Mr. Fletcher’s sick. Could be that fella is tending to him while he’s getting better. Could be that Mr. Fletcher’s getting on in years and has decided to treat the men who work so hard for him in a better way.” He rubbed his hands on his arms against the cold. “Not everyone treats their people like mules like you do, Tucker.”
 
Cobb scowled at him. Keeling always chose the worst time to be difficult. Cobb handed him the binoculars again. “Take another look. And this time tell me what you don’t see. I’ll give you a hint. Look at the top of the house.”
 
Keeling began to look through the field glasses once more. “No birds. Maybe he went and got himself a cat.”
 
Cobb tried to grab the glasses back from him, but Keeling pulled away. “I see what you’re getting at now. No smoke from the chimney.”
 
The wagon driver sometimes thought Keeling tried his patience on purpose. “That’s what worries me most. Not only is Ben Fletcher not given to showing his men kindness, but what man in his right mind sits in a house in this weather without a fire to keep him warm? If he was in there and sick as you say, he’d be sitting right beside a roaring fire. I know I would.”
 
Keeling handed the glasses back to his partner. “Not much gets past you, Tucker. Guess that’s why we’ve managed to stay alive for as long as we have.”
 
Cobb opened the lid of the wagon box on which they sat while driving the team and placed the glasses back in their pouch. “If you had to live by your wits, you’d starve.”
 
“Then I guess it’s lucky for me I can shoot better than you,” Keeling observed.
 
There was no arguing with him on that score. Because despite all the many ways he enjoyed teasing Butch Keeling, he had never met a man who could match him in a fight. Be it pistols or rifles or knives or fists, his partner rivaled only himself in ferocity and effectiveness. Tucker Cobb may have been the brains and brawn of the Frontier Overland Company, but Keeling provided the rest of the aspects that made theirs a successful concern.
 
Tucker Cobb had spent the last ten years building a reputation for being able to transfer large sums of money from one part of the territory to the other. He always managed to do it safely and had never lost a penny to bandits or misfortune. That was not to say that every assignment had been easy or had gone without incident, but in his business, if the ledger was balanced to the penny at the end of a run, he had done his job well.
 
His chosen profession had taught him much in the past decade. One of the lessons Cobb learned was to listen to his instincts. And he had ignored them since they had left Laramie.
 
Tucker sat on the wagon box. “I never should’ve taken this run, Butch. Something’s been off about it since the start.”
 
Keeling remained standing, preferring to watch the approach and the road behind them. “Hauling large amounts of money ain’t exactly safe work, Tucker. If we wanted safety, we should’ve been lawyers or such.”
 
The dangerous aspects of their profession had never bothered Cobb before and they did not bother him now. “I didn’t say I was afraid. I said there’s something wrong with this entire setup. Not many people send such large sums overland these days. They wire the money.”
 
“A practice that promises to run us out of business before too long.”
 
But Cobb had more immediate concerns. “First, we get that strange telegram from Ben Fletcher telling us to pick up a deposit. Then, a couple of days later, Mr. Banner at the Bank of Laramie said his client insisted on moving all this money by coach. Doesn’t that seem like a coincidence to you? Sounds awfully convenient to me.”
 
“You’ve always handled the business end of the operation,” Keeling reminded him. “I just go where you bring the horses and shoot anyone who tries to get in our way. I leave the thinking and the decisions to you.”
 
Tucker continued to puzzle over the coincidence in his mind. He’d had large shipments before. But the timing of this had bothered him since the beginning and had gnawed at him every day since. He had ignored his instincts for the worst reason of all. He and Butch needed the money.
 
Seeing the ratty-looking stranger entering the Fletcher home had done little to ease his concerns. Tucker Cobb had never lost a shipment before and he was not about to start now.
 
His mind was made up. “We’re not going.”
 
Butch grew still. “You sure about that, Tucker? It’ll cost us money and we’re in dire need of funds right about now.”
 
Tucker did not need Keeling to remind him of their rotten financial situation, but all the money in the world did not do a dead man any good. “It feels wrong. It feels like we’re riding into something. You feel it, too, don’t you?”
 
“Can’t say I disagree with you, if that’s what you’re asking,” Butch admitted. “But I’d best remind you that we’ve got four awfully tired horses here. We were counting on changing them out for fresh ones at the Fletcher spread.”
 
That was another part of what he had seen that bothered him. “You see any horses waiting for us down there?”
 
“No,” Keeling admitted, “and that’s mighty troubling. I’m not saying we should ride into anything. I’m saying we should think about what it’ll cost us, and I don’t mean the money. It’s been hard traveling between Laramie and here, and these animals are about done in. I’d say we might be able to get twenty more miles out of them, maybe less if we set them to running. This road we’re on only leads in one direction: right past the Fletcher house. If that mangy fella is Lucien Clay and he’s waiting to jump us like you think, it’ll mean we’ll have to move past them at a hard run. They’re liable to come after us. If there’s only one or two of them, I can probably handle them. But if it’s more than that, we could get stuck in the flatlands with no cover and no prospect of securing fresh mounts.”
 
Tucker Cobb knew every trail of the Wyoming Territory like the back of his hand. He knew every way station and cow path wide enough to fit his stagecoach, and some that were not.
 
“We could make Claro Station before nightfall if we’re careful. We can get a new team there and continue to Denver.”
 
Butch said, “We can double back if you want. Switch out the horses at Emperor’s Pass.”
 
Tucker knew that was not an option. The man who ran that station loved to gossip. Once word spread that the Frontier Overland Company had been forced to double back, their already suffering business would become the laughingstock of the territory. Cobb’s stock-in-trade was his reputation. They could no sooner turn back than he could make his horses take wing and fly to Denver.
 
“We’ll press on,” Cobb decided. “The sun will be setting in a bit. If they come after us and we can manage to stay ahead of them long enough, we just might be able to lose them in the darkness.”
 
“It’s risky,” Keeling said, “but I’m with you if that’s what you decide to do.”
 
It was. Cobb gathered up the reins as Butch took his seat beside him. “You want me up here with you or down in the coach?”
 
“Up here is best. You can flop over on the roof if you need to get them off our tail.”
 
Keeling set the shotgun beside him and took his Winchester rifle in hand. “I’m right here, boss. Same as always.”
 
Cobb released the hand brake and snapped the reins. There was no sense in putting off the inevitable any longer than they already had.

 



CHAPTER 20
 
Adam Hagen had plenty to think about as he tracked the fugitives through the wood. The path the two men had taken was interesting. The old Cheyenne medicine man had been telling the truth. Clay had, indeed, ridden out of the saloon to the east only to make a wide circle behind the town and head west. Hagen rode past the remnants of a campsite without bothering to stop. He doubted he could learn anything from whatever the fugitives might have left behind and did not want to waste time.
 
He and his packhorse had ridden at a good clip since leaving Ennisville and he knew he must be closing the lead Bessler and Clay had on him. Bessler probably figured he had left his pursuers for dead after his ambush outside of town. He would be riding easier now as he and Clay plotted where they would hit the gold-laden stage.
 
Hagen found the route they had chosen was curious because there were better places on the way to Denver where they could attack the coach. He did not need to look at Mr. Banner’s hand-drawn map to think of half a dozen stations where the Frontier Overland Company was likely to stop to switch out tired horses. All of them were directly south of where the tracks led.
 
Instead, Bessler and Clay continued to ride due west. The woods were too thick for them to have spotted the coach as it passed, and they had not chosen the path at random. They had ridden with purpose and at a slower pace.
 
Bessler was taking them somewhere intentionally, which meant he had probably already laid a trap for the Frontier Overland Company men. The question was where, and Hagen knew the answer must lie somewhere ahead.
 
As he continued to ride in that direction for the rest of the day, he thought long and hard about where Bessler might spring his trap. There were no shortages of ridges and rocky outcroppings from which he could ambush the stage, but the companies were not foolish. They tended to avoid such places, preferring to stay in open ground whenever possible. They usually stayed away from heavily wooded areas and steep inclines that would only slow their pace and tire their horses.
 
Claro Station was to the south of this general direction, and stages were known to stop there on long journeys. Perhaps that was where Bessler and Clay were headed. Attacking them at a station might prove to be a challenge for two men, especially if there was more than one stage stopped there. But Bessler had managed to break Clay out of prison. Perhaps he thought a way station would be much easier?
 
Hagen kept the idea of Claro Station in the back of his mind while his eyes remained on the trail. He would only find the men if he followed where they had gone, not where he thought they might be or where he hoped they would go.
 
Instinct caused him to stop as soon as he reached a clearing. The memory of Bessler’s ambush was still fresh in his mind. Even the most peaceful scenes and most unlikely ground could prove dangerous.
 
He paused and sat still while he listened to what the land could tell him. He heard birdsong in all directions. The wind blew his way, and he caught the scent of cattle in the air. A farm or a ranch was close. A relatively new ranch, for he had not known of one in this part of the territory. Much had changed since he left Wyoming for West Point all those years ago.
 
He pulled his Winchester from beneath his leg and slowly rode out of the clearing. He squinted into the distance and saw a log ranch house with a fenced-in pasture to the side of it where cows grazed beneath a darkening sky. A thin stream of gray smoke rose lazily from the chimney. Someone was home.
 
Bessler’s and Clay’s tracks led right to the place. He doubted they would have been able to ride past it without at least looking it over. Clay had been unable to resist the temptation of civilization back in Ennisville. Perhaps he and Bessler were inside, holding the rancher and his family hostage right now? Hagen gripped his rifle tightly. The family might be in trouble, but their misfortune could prove to be Hagen’s gain. Men in a house were easier to kill than in open land.
 
He was looking over the ground, deciding on the best way to ride up to it without being noticed when another thought came to him. Perhaps this was part of Bessler’s trap for the stage? He had not just happened on this ranch. He and Clay had ridden straight for it. Perhaps he had arranged for the Frontier Overland stage to make a special stop here under the premise that a deposit would be made. Tucker Cobb was known to make special stops at ranches and mining camps for a fee.
 
Yes, Hagen thought, that was something a man like Frank Bessler would come up with. That meant the rancher and his men would be in on Bessler’s scheme. And it would be Bessler’s idea. Hagen knew Clay’s influence extended between towns and cities, not ranches.
 
Hagen would remain close by until after dark, when he could more easily—and safely—take a closer look at whoever might be inside that log house.
 
He was about to dismount and find a vantage point from which he could watch the house when a great cry echoed in the valley below. He moved his horses closer to the edge of the hill and saw a stagecoach with a four-horse team sprinting down a slight incline along a hill beside the house. He was too far away to tell for certain, but he knew it must be the Frontier Overland stage. Clay’s money would ride right past the house, and it did not look like it was going to stop.
 
He heard the echo of the coachman cry out as he cracked the reins to urge the animals to run faster. As the coach darted past the house, rifle shots rang out from the front of the place. Hagen was still too far away to know for certain, but it sounded like only one gun was being fired.
 
Hagen smiled from the hillside as he watched Bessler’s careful plan fall apart before his eyes.
 
Hagen saw the shotgun rider leap onto the top of the coach and lie flat on the roof as he returned fire. He snapped off a quick volley of shots at an impressive rate and wisely stopped shooting when the coach sped out of range.
 
Hagen squinted as he saw a large man run out into the front yard and shoot in vain at the fleeing coach. It was undoubtedly Bessler. And his money was getting away.
 
He disappeared back into the house just as Hagen watched the back door open and saw a man dart outside. He ran to the two horses hitched to a rail behind the house and climbed into the saddle.
 
That had to be Clay. He had not seen the man in almost half a year, but even at this distance, it was evident how much prison had taken out of him.
 
Hagen watched as Bessler joined him out back and practically leaped into the saddle before the two of them sped off in pursuit of the fleeing coach.
 
Hagen patted his horse’s neck. “Hope you’re ready for some fun, boy, because things are about to get interesting.”
 
He dug his heels into the horse’s flanks and raced down the hill to join the battle.
 
* * *
 
Bessler had almost rejoiced when he looked out the window and saw the stagecoach coming down the hillside toward the cabin.
 
But his stomach dropped when he realized it was moving too fast to stop. The driver had somehow sensed a trap and was about to speed away.
 
“What’s going on?” Clay shouted as Bessler took his rifle and ran to the front door.
 
Bessler had no time for questions and even less for answers. He threw open the front door of the house and brought his Winchester to his shoulder. He took aim at the coach as it quickly drew near.
 
He knew trying to hit the driver or the shotgun rider was pointless, so he aimed at the easiest targets. The horses.
 
Bessler rushed his first two shots and was carefully taking aim for his third when a bullet buried itself in the wooden doorframe next to his head. He dove to the porch floor when another quickly followed it.
 
The coach driver cut loose with a throaty roar as he drove the team onward. Bessler brought up his rifle and fired from the prone position up at the wagon box. His bullet bit into the wood of the coach, just below the Frontier Overland Company sign painted above the doorframe.
 
He levered in another round and aimed at the shotgunner, but the man had already scrambled onto the top of the coach and cut loose with a series of shots that peppered the ground and floor around him.
 
Bessler’s last shot was blind and may have nicked the rear wagon wheel as the coach raced by. He could hardly remember seeing a man work a rifle so fast.
 
Bessler knew his chances of a payday were dying with each passing second, so when the shooting stopped, rage led him to scramble to his feet and fire in vain at the fleeing coach. Each of his bullets fell well short of their intended target, and he yelled after it from a part of his being he did not know existed.
 
“Did you hit them?” Clay asked from the cover of the doorway.
 
“Get back to the horses,” Bessler ordered. “We’re going after them!”
 
Clay ran back through the house as Bessler followed, feeding more rounds into his rifle from the store he still had in his coat pocket. A sharp sting rose from the back of his head and along his back, forcing him to stop reloading to check what had happened. His hand came away from the back of his neck bloodied.
 
He removed his hat and saw a hole had passed through the rear top of it and through the brim. That rifleman had come within a hair’s width of shooting him in the head. If he’d had the time, he might have counted himself lucky. But there was no time for such consideration, and he ran through to the back of the house to join Clay outside.
 
He jumped into the saddle and brought his horse around as he began to give chase. He thought he caught some movement down the hillside out of the corner of his eye but discounted it. There was nothing he could do about it anyway. He had a fortune to catch.
 
Bessler was careful not to allow his horse to run all out as the coach raced ahead. He looked back at Clay, who was whipping his horse’s neck with the reins to little effect.
 
“Easy, Lucien, easy.”
 
“Easy?” Clay sneered, frustrated with the lack of response from his mount and the sight of his fortune escaping. “That’s my money up ahead!”
 
“And we’re not letting it out of our sight,” Bessler assured him. “That team has been running flat out for almost a mile now. They’re close to being played out, so they’re bound to slow down soon. If we keep our pace steady, we’ll catch up to them well before it gets dark.”
 
Clay cursed the unresponsive animal, but Bessler was glad he had stopped whipping it. He might need the escapee before this was over, especially the way the shotgunner seemed to be able to fire Clay might prove valuable if for no other reason than to stop a bullet meant for him.
 
Bessler slowed his horse to a trot and Clay’s horse followed suit. The coach was a good half mile ahead of them by his reckoning and had been forced to slow down due to a bend in the road.
 
“Now’s the time to close in on them,” Clay said. “They’ll reach that woodland ahead if we don’t take them now.”
 
Bessler was beginning to grow annoyed by Clay’s constant complaining. “Let them reach it. Those trees will afford us as much cover as it does them. It’s too dense in there for them to stray off the road much, if at all, and the branches are too low for them to move at speed. They’ll be stuck in there with tired horses and a heavy wagon. Be patient, Lucien. Let’s see what they do. Their next move will tell the tale.”
 
Bessler slowed his horse as he saw the coach do the same. The road the team had taken from Laramie had been an arduous one. If the past was any predictor, he imagined the coachman had planned to switch out his team at the Fletcher spread. Bessler had made that impossible.
 
The wind shifted, and he caught the scent of ponderosa pine and horse sweat from the trail up ahead. The coach had slowed down to a crawl. They would be lucky if they made it as far as the pine trees, but they would not be going much farther. Not before dark, at least.
 
“Keep going, weary travelers,” Bessler said. “Keep going. We’ll catch you soon enough.”
 
Clay’s horse fought as its rider struggled to maintain control. “My money’s getting away and here you are, wasting time by quoting poetry.”
 
Bessler reached down and grabbed the bridle of Clay’s horse. “This is still my show, Lucien, and you’ll do as I say, or by God, I’ll—”
 
A bullet struck the ground in front of his horse’s hooves, kicking up dirt and sending the animals scampering away in opposite directions. Bessler rode in a wide circle, while it was all Clay could do to remain in the saddle.
 
“Get back!” Bessler ordered him. “We’re too close to them.”
 
Another shot landed just a bit farther than the first, and Clay had the good sense to join him several yards away.
 
“That’s got to be Butch Keeling,” Clay said. “I knew he could shoot, but how can he hit us from that far away? Even I know we’re not too close.”
 
But Bessler knew. “The wind’s in his favor. And we’re up against a man who’s obviously skilled with a rifle.”
 
After riding backward several more yards, Bessler climbed down from his horse. “The wind has died down. We’d better stay here for a while. Once it gets dark, we’ll walk our horses into the woods and circle around them. They’ll have the coach as cover, but we’ll have a lot more ground to work with. Should prove interesting.”
 
Clay jumped down from the saddle and spat on the ground. “I’m for it as long as I get my money.”
 
* * *
 
“Did you hit them?” Tucker Cobb asked his partner.
 
Butch Keeling frowned from the roof of the coach as he lowered his rifle. “Can’t stay as I did. The wind helped some, but they were a might out of range. Put some fear into them, though. Scattered them, too. They’ll stay back there for the time being.”
 
Cobb looked up at the sky. “Won’t be long before dark now. It’ll get even darker sooner when we reach those pines.”
 
But Keeling had begun to factor that into his thinking as soon as Tucker decided to run past the ranch house. “Might as well let the horses move into the trees at their own pace. We’ll feed them while it’s still light out. We ain’t going anywhere, and those fellas out there know it. The big one is smart.”
 
“Wish I’d been smart enough to see it before we got there,” Cobb said. “Would’ve saved us a lot of bother.”
 
Keeling had ridden with Cobb for almost a decade and had been his business partner for nearly as long. He imagined he had come to know the man better than he knew himself. He never did something without a good reason, and he had agreed to make a special stop at the Fletcher ranch for a good reason. Banks using the telegraph to move money between them had taken a sizable chunk out of their business. They could always go back to taking passengers, but money was easier to move than people. Travelers needed more comfort and preferred a place to stay each night. In some ways, they needed more care and tending than the horses that pulled the coach. Money did not care about comfort, and neither did Cobb and Keeling.
 
He knew they were in a fix, but their situation would not improve if his partner was too hard on himself. “That big fella would’ve killed us if it hadn’t been for that big nose of yours being able so sniff out trouble. We’re alive because of you and we’re going to stay that way if I have anything to say about it.” He patted his rifle as he climbed down to kneel beside Tucker in the wagon box. He wanted to keep a close eye on the men they had left behind them. “And it just so happens that me and Winnie here have plenty to say on the subject.”
 
Cobb allowed the team to move forward at its own pace as they ambled into the pines. The branches weaved a tight knit over the road, and it was almost as dark as night. “At least it was only the two of them. I’m glad Fletcher’s bunch stayed out of it.”
 
Keeling found the fact cold comfort. “He was in on it, though. We’ll be paying him a visit on our swing back through Laramie. I intend on having a long, unpleasant talk with that man. I don’t care how many of his boys are with him, neither.”
 
“You and me both.”
 
Keeling saw something in the distance behind them and nudged his partner to stop. “Hold them up for a minute, Tucker. I see something coming.”
 
Cobb sagged in his seat. “Guess I was hasty in thinking Fletcher’s bunch would stay out of this.”
 
Keeling waited until he was sure of what he was looking at. “It’s only one man. I can’t tell if he’s seen them yet, but they look like they’ve seen him.”
 
Tucker flicked the reins instead of snapping them, putting a bit more speed into the tired horses. “He has his troubles and we have ours. Might as well get deeper into these trees and get ready for them when they come.”
 
Keeling did not know the stranger riding up on the others, but he wished him luck. He was going to need it.

 



CHAPTER 21
 
Adam Hagen stopped behind a rise when he saw Bessler and Clay scatter. The echoes of rifle shots from the coach had begun to die away, and he took great enjoyment in watching the two criminals scramble like a couple of scared cats.
 
You’re up against it now, Hagen said to himself. Got yourselves caught between two hard cases.
 
He could hardly believe his luck as he saw the two riders climb down from their horses. They thought they were well out of range now that the coach had proceeded to head straight into the pines. Bessler had undoubtedly decided it was time to rest their horses as night drew nearer.
 
Hagen had been careful to keep his animal fresh. The fugitives were now on foot with tired mounts.
 
This was the good fortune he had been seeking since Laramie. If his time in the cavalry had taught him anything, it was how to press an advantage.
 
Now was the time.
 
He heeled his horse into a full gallop. The animal responded with everything it had, seemingly eager to break the slow pace they had kept up throughout the day.
 
He pulled his Winchester free as he watched Bessler and Clay finally catch sight of him when he was about five hundred yards out.
 
Clay remained frozen where he stood, holding on to his horse’s reins like a stunned stable boy. Hagen had suspected Bessler had not been foolish enough to give him a weapon, and he had been right. Clay would have started shooting if he had been armed. It was in his nature.
 
Just as he knew it was Bessler’s nature not to panic. He watched him pull his rifle free and begin to take aim at the charging Hagen.
 
Three hundred yards.
 
Adam brought his rifle to his shoulder and snapped off a quick shot. It was difficult to hit anything from atop a horse on a dead run, but his bullet struck the ground just to Bessler’s left as the man took a knee. Close enough to cause his horse to bolt.
 
Bessler was calm. Too calm.
 
Hagen veered his horse to the left, realizing too late that Bessler had him dead to rights.
 
Bessler’s shot missed, but the gunfire and Hagen’s sudden change of course caused the animal to rear up. The ground gave way beneath its rear hooves, sending animal and rider slamming down into the grass.
 
Hagen heard the sound before he felt the pain and knew his left leg was broken.
 
He had managed to hold on to his Winchester through the fall and kept it as pain lanced through his body. The horse almost throttled him as it fought to get back up. His horse had barely made it ten feet before a second shot from Bessler sent it crashing down for a final time.
 
Hagen’s eyes filled with tears from the pain spiking through his leg. He planted his face close to the ground and screamed his agony into the dirt. He only hoped the soil had been enough to mask his injury to the men he had been chasing.
 
“Well, well, well,” Bessler mocked him from afar. “Seems like you’re a mighty difficult man to kill, Hagen. Sorry about the horse. I was aiming for you.”
 
Hagen forced himself to swallow his agony as he strained to look in the direction of Bessler’s voice. He had fallen on good ground. It was a slight rise to the left of the fugitives. He could see the top of Bessler’s head and judged he was about maybe ten feet above them. He might have been able to make a stand there had he not been pinned like one of the many butterflies his sister once had in her collection.
 
Bessler continued his torment. “Guess I should’ve had the good sense to finish you off back at the ridgeline. But if there’s one thing about Frank Bessler you’ll soon find out, it’s that I rarely make the same mistake twice.”
 
It took all of Hagen’s will to slide his elbows beneath him and bring the Winchester to his shoulder. The world swam before him as he used every ounce of will he had to block out the pain and take careful aim at Bessler. He was standing now and coming toward him, grinning.
 
“Careful, Frank,” Clay called to him. “He’s not dead yet.”
 
“A situation I aim to rectify right now.”
 
Bessler’s grin faded as he racked the dead round from his rifle.
 
Hagen levered in a fresh round and, in his delirium, saw Bessler split in two. He aimed at the center of the mirage and fired.
 
Bessler cried out as he was jolted to the right side and fell from view.
 
Hagen might have taunted him, but the pain spiked through to his head and began to throb. He barely managed to eject the spent round in case Clay decided to finish the job.
 
Hagen blinked his eyes clear and watched as Clay struggled to get the bigger man to his feet. He held the rifle by the barrel in his left hand while he did his best to keep Bessler propped up with his right. The horses had backed away from them during the shooting, and they were forced to lumber toward them.
 
It might have been comical if Hagen had been in a better state to enjoy it.
 
He was panting heavily now as he tried to focus. His hands began to shake as he aimed the rifle between the two men. He did not care which one he hit. He just had to get off another shot before he passed out.
 
The butt of the Winchester slammed into his shoulder when he squeezed the trigger, but he heard Clay yelp and knew he had hit one of them. Hagen strained to keep his head up long enough to see Clay limping as he helped Bessler climb atop his horse.
 
The former saloon owner was forced to use the rifle as a walking stick as he hobbled over to his horse, pulled himself into the saddle, and managed to disappear into the trees. Hagen did not know what propelled Bessler, but whatever it was, it gave him the presence of mind to follow Clay into the pines.
 
Hagen allowed his head to drop to the grass and he lost his grip on his rifle as he lost his grip on consciousness. The black that consumed him was welcome.

 



CHAPTER 22
 
Red was beginning to think Chief and that Hawkeye brat would never leave the saloon, but they finally had.
 
The time was perfect. It was growing dark outside. He had not lit the lamps, so no one could see inside the saloon. His few regular customers were either still working or just about to have their supper. No one should be coming in for quite some time. By then the deed would be done.
 
He had made himself scarce after losing his temper earlier. He knew he had run afoul of Hagen by talking the way he had about Trammel. He had never met the man before but knew him by reputation. If even a quarter of what he had heard about the sheriff was true, he doubted he could beat him in a fair fight. But there was nothing fair about life in the Wyoming Territory. Out here, the strong survived by preying on the weak.
 
And Buck Trammel was not only weak, he was also standing in the way of his chance at a new life. The stranger who had turned his place on its head the previous night had a dark light about him. A light that drew Red like a moth to a flame.
 
He knew he had remained in Ennisville for far too long and it was time to move on. He had convinced himself that he was content to spend the remainder of his days entertaining trappers and drinking his fill. It was one of the few benefits of owning a saloon in the middle of nowhere.
 
But he had not touched a drop so far that day because he finally had something better to do. Last night, that stranger had come in from the dark and left more than a couple of empty mugs and a good story behind him. There was something about him that had given Red hope. He had a goal. The promise of a new life somewhere far away from here. To be part of a gang again. To be feared. All he had to do to get it was help the stranger a little.
 
He had failed his test against Hagen earlier, but Trammel was a different story. He had barely moved since Chief and the others brought him into the saloon. The blanket over him rose and fell weakly. Red had seen men with less serious wounds die. He doubted Trammel would last the night in his condition.
 
But Red always had been an impatient man who preferred a sure thing. Trammel was standing between himself and his future, but not for long. He would deal with the whelp after he finished off Trammel. He hoped Chief had the good sense to stay out of it but would deal with that if he had to. One problem at a time.
 
He went behind the bar and grabbed an old towel to help him dispatch Trammel. A few seconds of struggle and no one would know what had happened. Chief would figure he simply died in his sleep.
 
Red balled up the towel as he approached Trammel. The sheriff still looked intimidating even though he was unconscious. His lantern jaw was as crooked as his nose and his large hands were flat on the blanket across his chest. Red would not even have thought about crossing him had he been on his feet.
 
The floorboards creaked as he dropped to a knee beside him and used the bar towel to wipe away the sweat that now dappled his brow. He had begun to place the sopping towel over Trammel’s mouth and nose when the sheriff’s left hand shot up and snatched him by the throat.
 
Red gagged and dropped the towel as he clutched at the hand that was choking him. He had been in brawls before when men had tried to strangle him to death, but he had never felt anything like this. The grip only grew tighter as his eyes bulged from the effort of trying to breathe.
 
Trammel opened his eyes and glared up at him.
 
“You ought to be quieter if you’re gonna try to kill a man in his sleep.”
 
Red gurgled as he struggled in vain to break the wounded sheriff’s iron grip. He pounded the arm at the elbow, but it would not bend. He tried to pry the fingers from his throat, but they were like a steel band around his neck. He tried to pull away, tried to fall back, anything to get free. But the arm would not move. It would not allow him to move, either. Trammel had locked him in place while he killed him.
 
Red could feel his life begin to slip away and, with it, his will to keep fighting. His lungs burned and his throat ached, and Trammel’s grip grew still tighter until Red heard something pop deep in his throat. His head sagged and his life ebbed away.
 
Red’s last thought was that he was dying in his own saloon, propped up like a scarecrow in a forgotten field.
 
* * *
 
When Trammel was sure the man was dead, he pushed his lifeless body away from him. He pawed the wet towel off his chest and threw it on top of his would-be assassin. He forced himself to sit up with great effort as he heard someone enter from the back of the saloon.
 
He heard the old man who had been tending to him say, “You start cleaning those chickens, boy. I’ll go check on your friend.”
 
Trammel looked up at him when he appeared in the doorway. Despite the darkness of the saloon, he recognized the man. The deep lines of his tanned face had become familiar to him in his few moments of awareness. He had spoken to him in a low and steady voice while he treated his wounds, though Trammel had no memory of what he said. He only knew it had been enough to keep him anchored while pain and sleep took him.
 
Trammel noted the man’s face remained impassive as he looked down at him and the dead man on the floor beside him.
 
“What happened?”
 
“He did something stupid.” Trammel bit off the pain that webbed through his chest as he struggled to sit up. “It cost him his life.”
 
The old man nodded. “I can see that.”
 
“Sheriff?” Hawkeye called out before pushing past the old Indian. “You’re awake!”
 
“Looks that way.” Trammel held up a hand to stop the boy before he fell on him. He was still groggy and needed some time before he was ready for Hawkeye’s enthusiasm. “That fella over there tried to change that.”
 
Hawkeye stopped when he noticed the body on the floor. “Red? What happened to him?”
 
“He tried to kill me.” Trammel began to examine the stitched wounds on his chest. “I stopped him before he did. Who is he anyway?”
 
“He owns this place,” the old man told him. “Or at least he did while he was alive.”
 
Hawkeye knelt beside the body and checked for a pulse. “His neck is crooked.”
 
“I broke it.” Trammel flexed his sore left hand. “Guess I got carried away. Should’ve just knocked him out so I could question him later.” Now that he had a chance to take a closer look at him, he knew he had never seen him before. “Why’d he want to kill me?”
 
The old man came to him and eased Trammel back to the floor. “A man was in here last night. A gray-haired man with dead eyes who poured poison in his ear. Poison about you, I think, and the promise of a better future if he killed you and your friends.”
 
Trammel winced as the old man examined his own handiwork. Gray hair. Dead eyes. “Sounds like Lucien Clay to me.”
 
Hawkeye said, “That’s what Mr. Hagen thought right before he rode out after him and Bessler. We think Bessler was the one who shot at us up on the ridge. Why, if it wasn’t for Chief here, you might not have made it.”
 
Trammel watched the man checking the stitchwork on his chest. “That what they call you? Chief?”
 
“Among other things.” His examination was done. “I know you’ll be wanting to sit up, maybe get on your feet. Don’t do it. You’ve got two big holes through the middle of you, mister. The damage is more on the inside than the outside. The only way to heal that is through rest and time.”
 
“Too bad I don’t have either.” Without help, he rolled over and pulled himself to his knees before standing. He used the wall to keep his balance as Hawkeye came to his side to help steady him.
 
“Chief is right, boss. You need to rest. We can get you something more comfortable than the floor if you want.”
 
But Trammel would hear none of it. “How long since Hagen left?”
 
“About six hours ago.” Chief folded the blanket he had used to cover Trammel. “Soon after he helped bring you here. He was anxious to get back on the trail of the men you were following.”
 
The old man picked up the sack of grain that had served as Trammel’s pillow and carried it into the back room of the saloon.
 
“Has it really only been a few hours?” Trammel fought not to wince as pain shot through his chest. “I feel like I’ve been asleep for a week.”
 
“You got shot just after dawn,” Hawkeye told him. “Mr. Hagen went after Bessler and Clay when Chief told him he’d done all he could for you. I know what you’re thinking, boss, and I’m begging you not to go. You’re in no fit state to walk, much less ride a horse. Give it a few days. Until tomorrow morning at least. Mr. Hagen can handle himself until then and you sure could use the rest.”
 
Trammel shook off a wave of weariness that washed over him. He had been hurt and shot many times in his life, but he had never felt like this. “Bringing in Bessler and Clay’s not Hagen’s job. It’s mine. They already had a big head start on us this morning. Now, they’re probably a day ahead. If they haven’t hit that stage yet, they soon will, and once they do, they’ll split up and it’ll be twice as hard to catch them.” He had to lean on a chair to keep from falling over. He had never felt so weak, but he could not give into it. “It might already be too late as it is. You’d best get the horses ready. We’ll be riding out after him right now. There’s still plenty of light left for us to make up some ground.”
 
Trammel struggled to lift his head when he heard a group of men talking out on the street.
 
One of them called into the saloon. “Look at how dark it is in there, boys. Guess old Red’s gotten too cheap to buy lamp oil.”
 
“Or matches,” said another. “He’ll probably start charging us for spitting on the floor next.”
 
Trammel forced himself to stand upright. He did not know these men or their intentions. He had no reason to fear them but had no reason not to, either. They sounded like they were friends of the man he had just killed, and once they saw what he had done to Red, he doubted they would ignore it.
 
One of the men pushed open the door and stepped inside. “Where are you, you old bottom dealer?”
 
Four men piled up in the doorway behind him when they saw Red’s body on the floor. His vacant eyes were staring up at the ceiling. His neck at an unnatural angle. Too severe for there to be any hope he was still alive.
 
Their gaze and surprise slowly moved beyond their dead friend on the floor and ran all the way until they were looking up at Trammel. He imagined he looked like quite a sight just then. The long scar across his face and the two stitched holes in his chest did not exactly make him look welcoming.
 
“What happened to Red?” one of them asked.
 
The sight of the five men bunched together blurred before him, but he willed himself steady. “He’s dead.”
 
A man in the center of the group mouthed his words before he managed to give voice to them. “How?”
 
“He tried to kill me,” Trammel told them. “I couldn’t have that. And unless one of you boys are anxious to join him, you’ll help pick him up and carry him out of here. And you’ll do it right now.”
 
“And just who are you?” a third man asked, then pointed at Hawkeye. “And who’s that boy with you?”
 
Bile rose in Trammel’s throat, but he swallowed it down. “That boy is Deputy Hauk out of Blackstone. And I’m Buck Trammel.”
 
He could tell by their reaction that the name meant something to them. He was glad, because he did not think he had the strength to explain it to them.
 
The first man who had spoken said, “Mister, I don’t care if you’re Wyatt Earp himself. You had no cause to go killing old Red.”
 
“He had plenty of cause,” Chief said from the end of the bar. “Red tried to kill him, and the sheriff here had every right to kill him first. That stranger you all were so fond of last night put thoughts in Red’s head and he was just dumb enough to believe him. Now do what the man told you. Carry Red across the street, out behind the general store. I’ll be over there in a while to see that he’s tended to properly.”
 
The men did not seem any more eager to obey Chief’s instruction than they had Trammel’s. But they reluctantly crowded around Red’s corpse and managed to lift him. With great effort and groaning, they carried him outside.
 
Trammel wiped sweat from his brow before propping himself up once more with the help of the chair. “I’m grateful, Chief, but we’ll be getting on our way. I guess my shirt is gone, and since I didn’t have time to pack another, I’d be grateful if you’d lend me one of yours.”
 
“You might want to be heading out of here, mister. You might even have to, for all I know, but your body has other plans. You’re drenched in sweat and you can hardly stand on your own two feet. You won’t get fifty yards before you take another spill out of the saddle. Best come back here and sleep in Red’s bed. I don’t think he’ll be having much use for it now.”
 
Trammel gripped the chair tightly. “I said I’m going and that’s final.”
 
“Tomorrow,” Chief said. “I’m not arguing with you. I’m just telling you what I see. You’re a big, strong man, but no one’s strong enough to stand two holes in them like you’ve got. You can either get back here and go to bed or me and the boy will have to drag you back here after you pass out. I’ve lugged around your heavy carcass enough for one day. You ain’t exactly a sparrow feather.”
 
“And you’re no chief.”
 
“Never said I was. That’s just the name Red put on me.” He beckoned Trammel to come to him. “Quit being stubborn. We both know you’re not going anywhere.”
 
Trammel hated admitting defeat. Not in Manhattan, or when he was a Pinkerton. Not when he was in Blackstone and not since he came to Laramie.
 
But despite the will that had carried him through every trial he faced, he knew he could not fight his own body.
 
Hawkeye looked relieved when Trammel said, “I want you to wake me up at first light, you hear me? I don’t care how deep I’m sleeping. Understand?”
 
“I understand, boss.” Hawkeye took his arm and helped ease him off the chair. “Let’s get you comfortable before you fall down.”
 
Trammel was glad for the help and used the bar to balance himself as he walked toward Chief.
 
“What’s your name anyway?” the sheriff asked him as he passed.
 
“Doesn’t matter.” He took Trammel’s other arm and led him into the back room. “Maybe I’ll tell you tomorrow, if you’re still alive.”
 
Trammel settled for that. It gave him something to look forward to.

 



CHAPTER 23
 
Tucker Cobb had chosen to take first watch. Keeling was a light sleeper anyway, and Cobb doubted he could have slept if he tried.
 
The night was unexpectedly warm after such a cold day, and they had not needed to build a fire. He resisted his dire urge for coffee—his nightly ritual—and took a pull from his canteen instead. He never allowed whiskey on a business run like this. They only drank beer at the stations when there was nothing else available. He preferred to keep his wits about him when guarding a large shipment. He preferred to act as though an attack was always just about to occur. That night, he just happened to be right.
 
Cobb remained on his feet and stood against the coach. He kept the team hitched up but stopped them in a spot where there was grass for them to chew on. Keeling kept watch while he watered them from his hat from a barrel strapped to the back of the wagon.
 
He knew the darkness of the pines could play tricks on a man’s eyes, as well as his mind. The sky high above the trees was gray and cloudy, blotting out the moon. He did not react to snapping branches or rustling coming deep from somewhere within the wood. Many creatures called the forest home, and he and his coach were just guests passing through.
 
It was not the sound that troubled him but the lack of it. Animals grew quiet when they sensed a change in their world, which was why Cobb found the rhythm of the wood comforting.
 
The two men who had tried to ambush his coach were out there somewhere in the darkness. He and Keeling had seen what happened to them following their run-in with the lone rider who had surprised them. He knew both bandits had been shot but doubted they were dead.
 
Cobb knew the man who shot them was wounded, too. Keeling had seen him take a nasty spill from his horse. He was probably out there right now, crippled and alone, if he was still alive. That part of the territory was dangerous enough for a man on his own, much less if he was injured. His natural inclination was to ride out and help him, but Cobb was in no position to be charitable. He was not on his own and he had not been riding through the countryside for pleasure.
 
He had been paid to bring the bank’s money from one dot on the map to another. He had been paid to ensure it arrived at its destination safely, which was exactly what he intended to do. Besides, he needed his tired team ready to ride at a moment’s notice if the bandits tried to do something. Riding off alone to check on the fallen stranger would practically invite them to attack. Both he and Keeling were more than handy with a gun, but going up against two men alone was dangerous business.
 
He offered up a prayer for the man’s well-being and stood his post. The bandits were out there somewhere in the darkness looking at him right now. He could practically feel their glare. They were shot up and wounded, but a desperate man was the most dangerous there was.
 
If they were foolish enough to move against him and his charge, Tucker Cobb would be ready to give them more than they bargained for.
 
* * *
 
From behind the cover of a fallen tree, Lucien Clay bit off a scream as he tied the tourniquet tighter around his calf. Hagen’s bullet was still deep inside the muscle, and Clay knew it was only a matter of time before it became infected.
 
Which was an even better justification for why they should hurry.
 
Clay would worry about the bullet later. For now, he was more concerned about getting his money.
 
Clay kept his voice to a whisper as he once again tried to convince Bessler to act. “One of them is bound to be asleep by now, Frank. I say we hit them and hit them hard.”
 
“And I said not yet,” Bessler said through gritted teeth. “Just give it a bit more time.”
 
Clay did not know what Bessler was waiting for. He was not the one who still had a bullet in him. Earlier, Hagen’s shot had ricocheted off the barrel of Bessler’s rifle before scraping the left side of his cheek. He had a deep, nasty gash just below his eye. Aside from suffering from dizziness and shock immediately after it happened, Clay knew there was nothing wrong with him.
 
“You take the rifle,” Clay said, “I’ll take the coach gun. Between the two of us, we’ll blast that stage to pieces, along with anyone in it. We’ll take all the money and head out. Why wait?”
 
“You’re getting as bad as that whimpering fool I found in the cell next to you back in Laramie,” Bessler said. “I didn’t say we’re not going. I just want a better look at where they are. It’s tough to tell with the shadows. I think one of them is still in the coach. The other’s probably outside, but I can’t tell which side of the coach he’s on. We ought to know that before we pop up from behind this log and start firing. We’ll only get one good chance at this.”
 
But Clay could hear a subtle change in Bessler’s voice that made him think there was much more to it than that.
 
He quickly realized this was the first time since the jailbreak that Bessler was not in control of a situation. He was the one who grabbed Doc Carson and used him to get into the jail. He had also laid in wait to ambush Trammel and the others at the ridgeline.
 
Clay had only seen Bessler attack, but on that day, he had been forced to defend himself. His trap for the coachmen at the Fletcher spread had failed. Hagen had surprised them by catching up to them, and they had barely escaped with their lives.
 
Clay knew Bessler was not waiting for anything. He was just scared.
 
Lucien Clay was not about to remain hiding, waiting for Bessler to find his nerve. His money was out there on that coach, and he was going to take it with or without him.
 
He grabbed Bessler’s rifle and slid over the top of the log. His calf was on fire, but he ignored Bessler’s whispered pleas for him to come back. He hobbled uneasily through the dried leaves and twigs that littered the forest floor. If anything, his wound made his steps more deliberate and quieter.
 
He limped slowly toward the vague outline of the coach. He could hear and smell the team of horses still hitched to it. The driver could send them running again at a moment’s notice, which was all the better reason for him to strike now.
 
He crept toward the back end of the coach, hoping to catch the outline of whoever was standing guard. If Clay was in this man’s position, he would have stood against the coach to blend in with it.
 
His eyes had long since adjusted to the darkness, and he thought he could make out the shape of a man by the rear wheel. He was not certain, but it was close enough for him to take the shot.
 
Clay raised the rifle and aimed into the darkness. But his calf felt as though it was on fire, and he was forced to move to a nearby tree for support. He had to make his first shot count.
 
Now that he was steady, he once again raised the rifle and was glad to see the shadow had not changed. The man was still standing there. He could practically see him.
 
Clay’s fortune was at hand.
 
He squeezed the trigger.
 
A loud click. Nothing happened. He had forgotten to lever in a fresh round.
 
He felt an impact knock him to the ground as a rifle blast lit up the night. Bullets peppered the tree he had been leaning against and filled the air above his head.
 
Bessler yelled into his ear. “I told you to stay down.”
 
Bessler took the rifle from him and quickly returned fire.
 
From his spot on the ground, Clay heard a loud creak that sounded like a door open, followed by a series of flashes that could only be rifle blasts.
 
Bessler dove flat on the ground and crawled away as Clay heard the hand brake thrown and the snap of the reins. The coachman was moving out!
 
More bullets hit the trees and ground around where Bessler had landed as the coach lurched forward. Clay saw a barrel strapped to a small platform at the back of the coach and knew that was his way on. If he could just reach it, he could climb onboard, crawl over the top, and knock the driver from his perch.
 
He scrambled to his feet and began to chase it. He had forgotten about his wounded calf until the pain stabbed through his leg and caused him to collapse. He landed face-first in the dirt but looked up in time to see a man crawl out of the coach and climb up into the wagon box.
 
His money was gone. He had lost his chance.
 
He looked up when Bessler burst from the darkness on horseback. The animal kicked dirt on him as it hit the path and galloped after the fleeing coach. If that coward was not giving up, Lucien Clay certainly would not.
 
He bit off the pain as he got to his feet and hobbled back to where they had stashed their horses. The coach driver had not unhitched his horses, so Bessler and Clay had decided to leave the saddles on their mounts. He gripped the saddle horn and cried out in pain as he pulled himself up into the saddle.
 
He kept his wounded leg out of the stirrup and joined the chase to steal back his money.

 



CHAPTER 24
 
Tucker Cobb had to lean forward to avoid being whipped by pine branches as they sped through the dark forest.
 
“You hit?” Keeling asked him.
 
“No, but I think the water barrel was. The coach took a beating. What about you?”
 
“Nary a scratch. Too bad the same can be said for those fellas back there. They’re on our tail right now.”
 
Cobb had been waiting for something to happen, and when he heard the metallic click, he reacted. Whatever plan the bandits had been waiting to spring on them had fallen apart and they had been lucky to escape unharmed.
 
“How many of them are there? I only saw one.”
 
“So did I,” Butch said. “The big fella. I saw the other one got hit in the leg when that stranger happened on them, but I doubt he’s dead.”
 
Tucker did not know, either, and it was not worth thinking about. “Leave them be for now,” Tucker told his partner. “These branches are too low for you to climb up on the coach, and the trees are too close to the road for them to get around us. If one of them climbs on the back, you know what to do.”
 
Butch Keeling kept his rifle ready as the branches scraped them. He had to hold on to his hat to avoid it being swept away. “How deep into the forest do you think we are?”
 
“I stopped us just about in the middle,” Tucker said as he kept his eyes on the road. He was driving blind, but these horses had traveled this route before. He was counting on them being able to see well enough to avoid running into the trees. The branches above them had begun to thin out, and some of the gray light from the sky allowed him to see a bit better. “I’ll have them run flat out once we get into open ground. Be ready for them to make a move then, probably to our left and away from your gun.”
 
“Just keep her steady, old-timer. I know what I’m doing.”
 
They were the same age, so Tucker did not take it as an insult.
 
He turned his face as sagging branches raked him when they cleared the forest, and the gray-lit nightscape came into view. Cobb knew the ground between here and Claro Station was relatively flat. He would have welcomed it normally for the sake of his horses, but with bandits on their heels, it was a problem.
 
He cracked the reins and set the team running at a full gallop as Keeling moved up to the roof of the coach.
 
Cobb was about to ask Keeling if he had spotted anyone, but his question was answered when he heard his rifle begin to fire. He was shooting to the left, just as Tucker had thought.
 
He was surprised when his partner stopped shooting as quickly as he had started. He might have thought he had been bounced clear off the coach if his boots weren’t still over his right shoulder.
 
“What’s wrong?” Cobb called out to him.
 
“Got nothing to shoot at,” Butch said as he slid back down beside him. “He just stopped chasing us.”
 
That did not sound right. “Maybe you hit him.”
 
“I don’t think so.” Keeling began to feed more bullets into his rifle. “I got close but didn’t see him drop. And his horse didn’t throw him, either. He just decided to pull up, but he’s still back there.”
 
Cobb had been running the team hard for close to a mile and slowly eased up on the reins. They had to keep moving, but he did not want to risk having one of them falter and wreck the coach. One misstep on the dark road would be disaster, and he had already pushed them harder than he wanted.
 
“Keep an eye out for them, but I think that’ll be the last we see of them before we reach Claro Station.”
 
Keeling finished loading his last round into the Winchester. “How long you figure before we get there?”
 
“At this pace?” Cobb did a rough calculation in his head. “About two hours, maybe less. Well before sunup. We’ll change out the team and make the last push on to Denver. See if we can’t hire on some men to ride with us while we’re there.”
 
“I don’t think we will, but you’ve always been a more hopeful man than me.”
 
Cobb just hoped the team lasted that long.
 
* * *
 
Frank Bessler had decided to stick to the road as he allowed his horse to move at a slower pace.
 
He would have throttled Clay had he been there. The fool had been too anxious and too greedy to listen to reason back in the woods. If he had just waited a bit longer, Bessler could have avoided this. He had been planning to shoot at least one of the horses to keep the coach from running off like it had. He would have worked his way around to the other side and hit the coachmen from the left and the right.
 
But the impact from Hagen’s bullet had scrambled his brains, and he had a tough time putting his thoughts into words. The plan was there, but the words had refused to come. Clay had taken it as indecision and took matters into his own hands. He had not even thought to make sure the rifle was ready to fire before he acted.
 
He did not bother to look behind him when he heard another horse approaching. He knew it must be Clay. Even if Hagen had recovered, he did not have a horse. And even if he had stolen Clay’s, Bessler knew he would have started shooting already. Clay might have done the same if Bessler had been foolish enough to allow him to have a gun.
 
Clay slowed his horse roughly as he joined Bessler on the road.
 
“You keep treating that gelding so roughly,” Bessler said, “he’s liable to throw you. You’ll have a busted neck to go along with your bum leg.”
 
“You were chasing them!” Clay shouted in the darkness. “Why’d you stop?”
 
“Because I’d chased them as far as I could,” Bessler told him. “That shotgunner is quite a shot. I didn’t want to risk getting hit because it isn’t necessary.”
 
Clay pounded his leg in frustration and immediately regretted it. “But if you’d caught them, we could’ve been splitting the money by now.”
 
Bessler threw back his head and laughed. “Good old Lucien Clay. Still thinking like a tinhorn saloon rat. The money’s just there waiting for us to take it. All we have to do is kill them and it’s ours. Why didn’t I think of that?”
 
“You weren’t doing much thinking back there in the woods. Quaking in your boots is more like it.”
 
Bessler drew the coach gun from his coat and held it an inch from Clay’s face. He had not thumbed back the hammers.
 
“The next time you speak to me that way, I’ll kill you. I don’t care what it does to my reputation. I don’t care if Holm doesn’t give me the rest of my money. I’ll leave you where you fall and take all the money for myself. Is that clear?”
 
Clay had not pulled away from the shotgun. He kept looking forward as he rode beside Bessler. “You think you’re the first man who’s ever pulled a gun on me?”
 
“No, but I’ll be the last unless you learn some respect. Now answer my question.”
 
“You’ve made your point, so get that gun out of my face.” His point made, Bessler tucked the gun back inside his coat. “I wasn’t planning on chasing them out of the forest, but it just so happens that it works to our advantage. Those horses are plenty tired now, and they’ll have no choice but to switch them out soon. The only place they can do that given the direction they’re headed is Claro Station.”
 
“Which is exactly where we didn’t want them to go.” Clay had managed to keep the venom out of his voice when he said it. “There’ll be men there. And fresh horses.”
 
“A man,” Bessler allowed. “The man who tends the place. Maybe a couple of helpers. He may have horses, he might not. The coach trade in this part of the territory isn’t what it used to be since they put the railroad in. There’s a good chance they’ll have to wait for new horses to come in.”
 
“That’s a mighty big ‘if,’ Frank. The way our luck is running tonight, I wouldn’t count on it.”
 
But Bessler had not finished his thought. “Let’s say the station agent has a fresh team just waiting for them. It’ll still take some time for them to hitch them up and get them ready. The two men with the coach will be as hungry as we are by now and are bound to stop long enough to get something to eat. Maybe get some sleep. If they do, we’ll be ready for them when they leave, and this time we do it my way. We shoot the horses first, take the money, and move on.”
 
Bessler expected Clay to begin picking apart his plan but was glad when he continued to ride on in silence.
 
“It’ll be going on sunrise by then,” Clay said. “Any customers in the station are liable to be sleeping. Could make it easy for us to take them before they know what’s hit them. We might come out of this richer than we planned.”
 
Bessler smiled. Clay was always scheming. Enough was never enough for the likes of him. “Sounds like something to look forward to, doesn’t it?”

 



CHAPTER 25
 
Trammel had to keep his legs wide in the stirrups to maintain his balance atop the former packhorse. The Peacemaker holstered under his left arm felt heavier than normal, but at least it was on the opposite side of his wounds. His head throbbed, though not as much as it had during the night. He still had waves of blurry vision, but he managed to blink his eyes clear.
 
He knew he was in no condition to ride, much less ride after two desperate men like Bessler and Clay, but he did not have a choice. He had already lost too much time in this pursuit, and he did not dare trust their capture to Adam Hagen.
 
It was not that he did not think Hagen could kill both men. He was almost certain he could if it came down to it. Trammel was afraid of what he might do afterward.
 
It was that concern that had prevented Trammel from falling asleep despite his wounds. He had spent most of the previous evening staring up at a crooked ceiling from a dead man’s bed. A bed that had belonged to the man he had strangled to death earlier that evening.
 
He may have been shot, but he refused to be a patient. He might have needed rest, but he did not have the time. Lucien Clay was out there somewhere free while Trammel lounged in bed. The man who had shot him was free, too, and that burned in Trammel’s belly hotter than the two holes in his chest.
 
He could not let that stand, not even if it meant his life. He could not live with himself if they killed someone else just because he had not been able to do his sworn duty.
 
Which was why he had rousted Hawkeye out of bed well before dawn and told him to get ready. Chief had already been awake, perhaps in anticipation of the sheriff wanting to leave. He gave him a buckskin shirt that was a bit too tight but fit him surprisingly well.
 
Chief had helped Hawkeye prepare their two remaining horses for the journey, along with a small bag of bandages and a poultice for his wounds. They had been forced to leave behind most of the supplies they had brought with them, taking only what they could fit into their saddlebags. He might not have been much of a tracker, but even Trammel knew they would have to travel as light as possible.
 
“Be sure to change your bandages twice a day,” the old Cheyenne told him. “And keep this moss on your wounds. Hagen followed the others on a path that leads to the west. You should stay on it until it gets brighter, then see if you can pick up his trail from there. You won’t have to stop to eat or sleep, so you’ll probably catch up to him in a day or so if you’re lucky.”
 
Trammel had expected Chief to try to stop him from leaving, but he had not. He simply gave Hawkeye the medicine and went back into the solitude of the saloon without another word.
 
Hawkeye had been silent since they had left Ennisville, a condition Trammel knew better than to write off as weariness.
 
“I guess you’re angry with me,” Trammel said as the sky slowly began to brighten with the coming day.
 
“More disappointed than anything, I guess. You should’ve let Chief tend to you for a while longer. Mr. Hagen can handle himself just fine.”
 
“Mr. Hagen’s liable to handle himself too well,” Trammel said. “And help himself to that money if he gets his hands on it.”
 
“He wouldn’t do that. He knows you wouldn’t want him to.”
 
Trammel knew the young deputy looked up to him and Adam alike, though for different reasons. He admired Trammel for having faith in him and teaching him how to fight. He admired Hagen’s flashy style, quick wit, and even quicker gun. But he did not know Adam beyond the image he showed the world. It was time for the boy to grow up a bit.
 
“Guess you didn’t have the chance to hear about what he did in Laramie the day before he sent for you.”
 
“I guess not, seeing as how I was in Blackstone at the time.”
 
Sass, Trammel thought. The boy was developing some backbone. “I watched him kill a prospector named Ayres in a saloon. The old boy was looking for a fight. Some might say he had it coming, and maybe he did, but that’s not why Adam shot him. He shot him because he wanted his claim. A claim that looked like it was about to pay off.”
 
Hawkeye grew flustered. “Mr. Hagen wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t kill a man unless he had a good reason.”
 
“He had a good reason,” Trammel said. “The oldest reason there is. Greed.”
 
Hawkeye looked away as they continued to ride. “You’re just like everyone else. The folks in Blackstone. The people in Laramie. His own family. I thought you were different. You’re supposed to be his friend.”
 
“I’m as much a friend to him as anyone can be,” Trammel said. “I’m not trying to turn you against him, Hawkeye. I’m just trying to tell you why I’m doing this. Adam’s a more complicated man than you give him credit for. Nothing’s ever a straight line with him. There’s always another angle to consider, no matter what he does. You saw that for yourself when we worked in Blackstone together.”
 
“He’s always been kind to me,” Hawkeye said. “Never saw him kill a man who didn’t have it coming, and it sounds like that Ayres fella was practically asking to get shot.”
 
“Maybe he was,” Trammel allowed, “but that doesn’t mean greed couldn’t have played a part in it, too. I don’t care if Bessler and Clay live or spend the rest of their lives in jail. But I do care what happens when men like Adam can get rich by also doing some good.”
 
“Did you ever think he might be going after them for what they did to you back at the ridge?”
 
“I’m sure that’s part of his reason. Maybe even a bigger part than I’m giving him credit for. But it’s not necessarily the whole reason, and you need to keep that in mind.”
 
The sky began to brighten quicker now. Ribbons of deep purples and bright pinks filled the horizon. It was shaping up to be a pretty morning, too pretty for him to waste arguing with Hawkeye.
 
“Anyways, I was just trying to explain why I wanted to hit the trail as early as I did.”
 
“You didn’t have to bother,” Hawkeye said. “I might be young, but I ain’t a kid anymore, boss. I’ve been through plenty since you hired me on, and I can make up my own mind. And I already knew why you were out here before you said it. You’re here because it’s the only way you know how to live. You can’t change your nature any easier than those buzzards circling over there can become ducks.”
 
Trammel peered past the boy and saw a group of buzzards soaring high over a flat bit of land. They had their wings stretched out as they coasted on the air in a lazy circle. He knew that could only mean one thing. Someone—or something—was dead.
 
“What direction do you take that for from here?”
 
Hawkeye snapped out of his indignation and took a closer look. “Judging by the sun, that would be south. Why?”
 
He did not have to consult the map Mr. Banner, the bank president, had drawn for him back in his office. “That’s the direction the bank stagecoach was set to head.”
 
Hawkeye pointed to the hoof prints and horse droppings they passed. “But Mr. Hagen clearly rode this way. Straight on toward those hills up ahead.”
 
Trammel knew Hawkeye was already a better tracker than he could ever hope to be, but the sight of the buzzards circling to the south stuck out in his mind.
 
And as he peered into the distance, he thought he saw why.
 
“That look like a trail to you?” he asked his deputy. “See how it snakes around and shoots out toward those trees in the distance?”
 
Hawkeye shielded his eyes and looked in the direction Trammel was pointing. “Seems to be, now that you pointed it out, but I can’t see what those birds are circling over.”
 
“Something dead,” Trammel said. “Or someone. Let’s ride over and find out.”
 
Before Hawkeye could protest, Trammel steered his horse off the trail and rode down the hill to the spot the buzzards had chosen. He thought he might pass out when he reached for his Peacemaker and pulled it free from its holster. The pain was almost enough to make him drop it.
 
But it only served to make him grip it tighter and heel his horse into riding faster. Hawkeye followed close behind.
 
As he closed in on the spot, Trammel could see a large lump atop a slight hill that was clearly a horse on its side. And as he grew closer still, he saw a man facedown on the ground a few yards away from it. He recognized who it was immediately.
 
“Adam!” Trammel called out as he reined in the horse and jumped down from the saddle.
 
Hagen struggled to look behind him as he grabbed his rifle but cried out from the effort and dropped the Winchester.
 
“You shot?”
 
Hagen squinted at him through the pain. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in bed.”
 
Trammel was checking him over as Hawkeye joined him. “Mr. Hagen! What happened?”
 
“It was Bessler,” Hagen told them. “My horse rolled on me when he shot at me. I think I hit him. Clay, too, but I don’t think I killed them. They’re not still there, are they?”
 
Trammel looked around but did not see any sight of them. “Looks like they’re gone. Which leg is it?”
 
“My left,” Hagen said. “I think it’s broken.”
 
Trammel ignored the pain coursing through his chest and told Hawkeye, “Ride into those pines and bring back the thickest branches you can find. We need to set his leg.”
 
The young deputy began to go for his horse until Trammel grabbed his arm. “Keep your rifle handy. Bessler and Clay might be in there and wounded, so be careful.”
 
Hawkeye told him he would before he got in the saddle and rode toward the pines.
 
“That poor boy,” Hagen said. “All he’s done this whole time is tend to us like an orderly.” He allowed his head to sag. “I tried rolling over on my back, but it hurts whenever I do. I’ve been just lying here like a dead fish since it happened.”
 
Trammel checked Hagen’s left leg. The part between his hip and knee seemed fine, but the leg was crooked below the knee. He touched it lightly, but Hagen still jumped.
 
“Doesn’t look like the bone is sticking out,” Trammel told him. “You might’ve just busted your knee, but I won’t know for certain until I roll you over.”
 
“Two holes in your chest and now you’re a doctor?”
 
At least Adam was in good spirits. “I might not be much of a plainsman, but I’ve seen plenty of broken arms and legs. I know what to do.”
 
“Too bad you don’t take your own advice. You should be in bed right now instead of riding all over creation. I’ve seen how you track a man. You just as easily could’ve ridden past me as found me.”
 
“Lucky for you I’m stubborn.” Trammel thumbed up at the sky. “We saw the buzzards circling up there. Only would’ve been a matter of time before they got bored with your horse and tried to take a piece out of you.”
 
“I heard them.” Hagen patted his rifle. “I was planning on serving them a lead appetizer when you showed up. Leave it to you to spoil my fun. Your timing was always lousy.” He rested his head in the grass. “Why didn’t you stay back in Ennisville, Buck? You’ll die bouncing around out here and Bessler and Clay will get the credit.”
 
“Not likely.” He kept an eye on the distant pines, anxious for Hawkeye’s return. “How’d you get close enough to shoot at them?”
 
“They were chasing a stage from a ranch house back there. Looks like we were right about them planning to rob the stage, but the driver must’ve caught on. They chased the stage into those pines over there, then stopped. That’s when I came along and took a shot at them. I think I shot Bessler in the shoulder, and Clay’s got a bullet in his leg. I passed out before I could see for sure. They were gone by the time I woke up. I heard a lot of shooting in there during the night, but I don’t know how it turned out.”
 
Trammel listened for any sound that showed his deputy might have stumbled across them, but he did not hear any gunfire. “We’ll see what Hawkeye saw when he comes back. At the very least, you slowed them down a bit. At the most, one of them might be bleeding out somewhere in those trees right now.”
 
Hagen asked, “Got any idea what the date is?”
 
“Can’t say as I do,” Trammel said. “Why?”
 
“Because I’m going to mark it on a calendar, for this is the day Buck Trammel became a philosopher.”
 
Trammel did not have to do much thinking or philosophizing to be glad to see Hawkeye ride out of the woods back toward them. He had a cluster of thick branches tied to his saddle. “That boy listens.”
 
“Listens better than you,” Hagen said. “Has more sense, too.”
 
Trammel walked out to greet his deputy and began to look over the branches he had gathered. “Good job, Hawkeye. You got more than we need, but they won’t go to waste. We can use the rest to make a fire later.”
 
Hawkeye climbed down from his horse. “I got the thickest I could find on the forest floor. We can cut some more down, but it’ll take time.”
 
“These should do nicely. Come over here and help me keep Adam still while I set his leg. He’s going to be in an awful lot of pain, so put all your weight into it.”
 
Trammel and his deputy crouched on either side of Hagen. Buck took one of the thinner branches and had his friend bite down on it. “I’ll be needing my belt to hold your leg in place, so I’m afraid this stick will have to do you. I can try to knock you out, but my right arm’s still not right. Might only break something on the first punch.”
 
Hagen took the wood but did not bite on it. “Just do whatever you’ve got to do and get it over—”
 
He cried out when Trammel grabbed hold of his leg and twisted it back in place before he was ready. The sound of sinew and bone moving was almost worse than the sudden pain.
 
The sheriff directed Hawkeye to place two large branches on either side of Hagen’s leg while he pulled his belt tight around them. Trammel slid another branch over the front of his knee and at the back before tightening it enough to make him scream again.
 
He told Hawkeye, “Hold his leg and keep it from flopping while I turn him over on his back toward you.”
 
Trammel took Hagen by the left shoulder and hip and easily flipped him over onto his back while Hawkeye kept the left leg straight as he eased it down. Both were waiting for Hagen to wail again in agony, but he had not made a sound.
 
Hagen seemed just as surprised as his handlers. “That doesn’t hurt nearly as much as I expected it would.”
 
“That’s because I don’t think your leg’s broken,” Trammel told him. “I think your knee was just knocked out of its socket. It’ll still hurt, but if we keep it bound up like we have it now, it should hold until we have Chief look at it.”
 
Hagen seemed to forget about his injury quickly. “Chief? That would imply I’m going back to Ennisville.”
 
“Didn’t mean to imply it,” Trammel said. “It’s an order. Hawkeye here’ll take you back while I keep on after Bessler and Clay.”
 
“That’s not going to happen,” Hagen said. “You’ve fixed it so my leg can’t move. There’s nothing that old heathen can do for me that you haven’t done already. We’re going on after them together.”
 
“Now look who’s being stubborn.” Trammel had been afraid he might say that. “A one-legged gambler and a one-armed sheriff will be a sorry sight. I made it this far and I can make it a lot farther if I’m not worrying about you.”
 
Hagen stretched to his right and picked up his rifle. “None of us will be going anywhere until we handle that bunch I see riding toward us right now.”
 
Trammel and Hawkeye looked behind them and saw a line of riders approaching across the flatland.
 
“Now who are those boys?”
 
Hagen began feeding fresh rounds into his Winchester from slots on his gun belt. “We’ll be finding out soon enough. Just make sure you give me a clear shot at them. Hawkeye, you break off to the left with your rifle. Buck, you stay on your left. They’re riding in a line, so . . .”
 
“The leader’s probably in the center.” Trammel stood up and pulled his Peacemaker from the holster under his left arm. The movement did not hurt as much as it had earlier, but it still hurt plenty.
 
He counted five men on either side of the center rider. Eleven in total. Normally, it would be acceptable odds, but neither Hagen nor Trammel was in good condition. Hawkeye might have to make up the difference if things went wrong. Trammel could not allow it to come to that.
 
He kept his pistol at his side as he walked away from the others to greet the riders.
 
The leader of the line of riders stopped about twenty yards away from Trammel, and his men did the same.
 
The man Trammel took as the boss of the outfit was older and much heavier than those who rode with him. His dark beard was streaked with gray and white. His skin had the tanned, cracked look that befitted a man who had spent most of his life in the saddle. The men with him looked to be Mexican, and Trammel thought they might be vaqueros.
 
The leader of the group was the only one who spoke. “What are you boys doing on my property?”
 
“Didn’t know we were on anyone’s land,” Trammel said. “Didn’t see anything posted on the road. Who are you?”
 
“I don’t see as how that has anything to do with my question, mister.”
 
Trammel tapped the star on his borrowed buckskin shirt. “Most people answer when a lawman asks them a question. I’m not inclined to repeat myself.”
 
“The name’s Ben Fletcher and my land goes for about a day’s ride behind me and ends right in front of those pines over yonder.” Fletcher leaned forward and crossed his hands atop the saddle horn. “I answered your question, now you answer mine.”
 
“My friend’s horse threw him yesterday,” Trammel told him. “Tore up his leg some. We were just helping to fix it before we can get him back to a doctor.”
 
“This whole wide prairie and he just happens to get himself crippled here on my land.”
 
“I’m hardly a cripple.” From his spot on the ground, Hagen worked the lever of his Winchester. “I was thinking the same thing about that coach that almost got robbed on your place. All this land where two fellas could’ve hit it and they picked your spread. Mighty convenient.”
 
When Fletcher reached for the pistol on his hip, his men joined him.
 
Trammel raised his Peacemaker and aimed it at Fletcher. “They pull, you die.”
 
The rancher gripped his pistol but did not pull it. “You shoot me, these boys will cut you down.”
 
“We’ll see about that. You won’t be in any position to care if they do.”
 
Fletcher remained still. “You pointed to that star on your chest but never told me your name.”
 
“Buck Trammel,” he told him. “Out of Laramie.”
 
The rancher’s eyes narrowed. “Out of Blackstone, too, as I recall.”
 
“You recall correct. Now get your hand off that pistol and tell your men to do the same. No one needs to die here today.”
 
Fletcher let go of his pistol and slowly brought his right hand up for his vaqueros to see. “You heard the sheriff, boys. Leave your irons where they are. We don’t want any trouble with the law. Which is why I don’t know about anyone trying to rob any coach. I was with my boys tending to the herd in one of my fields until just now. We came riding over when we saw you trespassing.” He held up his hands. “I know that’s not the case now. I was talking about before.”
 
Trammel lowered his Peacemaker but kept it at his side. “How did you come to know Bessler and Clay?”
 
A flash of recognition before a poor attempt to cover it. “Can’t say I know anyone named Bessler, but Clay’s from Laramie, same as you. Owns a couple of saloons, I think.”
 
“He did,” Hagen said from behind his Winchester. He had not lowered his rifle and neither had Hawkeye. “I own them now.”
 
Fletcher regarded the man with the wooden branches wrapped around his left leg. “Guess that would make you Adam Hagen, then.”
 
“You guess right. So, let’s try guessing at something important, like the truth. Why were you helping Bessler and Clay rob that stage?”
 
The man next to Fletcher spoke up. “Mr. Fletcher here already told you he didn’t have anything to do with any robbery or any stage. We’ve been tending cattle and horses in a pasture on the far side of his property. If we’d decided to rob anyone, they wouldn’t have gotten away.”
 
“Sounds convenient,” Hagen said.
 
“The truth often is.” Fletcher gestured toward the dead horse nearby. “I take it that was your animal?”
 
“Shot dead by your friend Bessler.”
 
Fletcher grinned and looked away. “Seeing as how I’ve always been on the side of law and order, what do you say I give you one of mine? Help get you to someone who can look over that leg for you properly.” He spoke to his men. “How about you boys head back and pick out a good, steady animal for Mr. Hagen to ride. I’ll stay here until you get back. But hurry. We’ve got plenty of chores to do and the day’s only getting started.”
 
The men turned and rode back the way they had come without so much as a sideways glance at Trammel or Hagen or Hawkeye. Fletcher had given them an order and they were following it.
 
Trammel could not help but notice it. “You’ve got those boys well trained.” He kept his pistol flat against his leg.
 
“If you’d been any other men, they wouldn’t have left my side so easily. But seeing as how you’re Trammel and Hagen, they let it be.” He looked over at the young deputy. “Who are you?”
 
“Name’s Hawkeye,” the young deputy said.
 
The name seemed to mean something to the rancher. “I have heard of you.”
 
Trammel was more interested in correcting another mistake Fletcher had made. “Why’d you lie to us about knowing Bessler? And don’t bother denying it. I could tell you recognized the name.”
 
Fletcher looked around to make sure his men were out of earshot. When he confirmed they were, he said, “Let’s say me or one of my men happened to know Frank Bessler.” He held out his hands, as if to encompass his land. “From a long time ago, before all this.”
 
“Sounds like a story,” Hagen said. “We’re more interested in facts.”
 
Trammel motioned for Hagen to be quiet. “Go on.”
 
“Say this fella got a letter from Bessler, saying he wanted his help in setting up a score on a stage on a certain day.”
 
Trammel understood what he was trying to tell them. “I’d say the fella was a fool for not telling the law about it.”
 
“But say this fella stood to earn quite a bit of money just by letting him use his house while he was far away. He didn’t have a hand in it, but he didn’t stop it, either, because he wanted nothing to do with Bessler. He’s a man full of trouble and death follows him wherever he goes. If he refused him, he might go ahead and do it anyway. Might run off some of his livestock and burn down his house out of spite.”
 
Trammel was content to play Fletcher’s game for the moment. “I’d say, if this fella was a rancher, he’d have ten men or more to keep that from happening.”
 
“It would seem that way,” Fletcher allowed, “but this fella knows Bessler pretty well. He knows thirty men wouldn’t be enough to stop him once he decided a man is an enemy. He knows how to repay a kindness as much as he knows how to avenge a slight. Let’s say this fella thinks Bessler is part of his past and it’s best to keep him there.”
 
Trammel motioned for Hawkeye and Hagen to lower their rifles as he gingerly tucked his Peacemaker back under his left arm. “I wish I could talk to this fella and ask him if he knew where Bessler and Clay might be.”
 
Fletcher nodded toward the pine trees behind them. “I doubt he would know for certain, but the coach has stopped here many times in the past. And if it’s old Tucker Cobb driving this run, he’ll be headed straight for Claro Station, a few miles in that direction. He’ll be looking to change out teams and get something to eat. There’s not much to the place, but you can bet he’s there before he presses on to Denver.”
 
Trammel saw a rider approaching them from the ranch house while trailing a bay on a lead line. It looked like Hagen would be getting to ride after all.
 
“You ought to tell this friend you’ve been talking about that, if his story checks out, he probably won’t have anything to fear from me. But if I find out he had a hand in any of this, I’ll be back. And he won’t be happy to see me.”
 
“If I see him, I’ll be sure to tell him.”
 
The rider from the ranch handed the reins of the spare horse to Trammel. “Feel free to return him whenever you’re done. He’s a good animal. Good luck to all of you.”
 
Trammel assured him they would, and he watched Fletcher and his man ride away.
 
Hawkeye took the animal from Trammel. “Even I could tell that man was lying.”
 
“I’ve always said you were perceptive beyond your years,” Hagen said as he laid his rifle on the ground. “I never trust a man who talks around things instead of coming right out and says them.”
 
“He got us a horse for you,” Trammel said. “That’ll have to be enough for now.” He held out a hand down to Hagen. “You want to try getting up on your own or do I have to carry you?”
 
Hagen hesitated as he tried to stand. “This is going to hurt, isn’t it?”
 
“You lose your nerve when you fell off that horse? I never took you as a man who shies away from a little discomfort.”
 
Hagen took firm grip of Trammel’s left hand, and both men grunted from the effort of pulling him upright. Trammel’s right side burned and Hagen hopped on his right leg while his left remained immobile.
 
Hawkeye surprised them by laughing. “Guess neither of you will be winning any dance contests anytime soon, but at least you’re alive.”
 
Hagen swept his hat from his head and hit the young deputy with it. “No one likes sarcasm, kid. Now, get my tack off that horse and put it on this one. We’ve got men to catch.”

 



CHAPTER 26
 
Cobb watched Guillermo “Charlie” Ramirez rub the sleep from his eyes as he opened the wooden gates to Claro Station. The horses were exhausted by the time they pulled the coach inside the thick adobe walls that surrounded the main building and corrals.
 
The Mexican did not bother to close the gate behind him as he trudged over to greet Cobb and Keeling.
 
“Morning, Tucker. Wasn’t expecting to see you again so soon.” He walked past the coach and began looking over the horses. “Never saw a team of yours in such sorry condition, either. They look just about done in. Guess you boys ran into some trouble on the way here.”
 
“You could say that,” Cobb said as he stood on solid ground while Butch jogged to the gates to close them. “I’m afraid we might have brought some with us, too.”
 
“Seems like it.” Ramirez watched Butch quickly close the wooden doors and throw the wooden bar across them. “How many this time?”
 
“Two of them, but don’t let that fool you. Those boys are plenty of trouble.”
 
Ramirez whistled as he circled the stage, pausing by the bullet holes that pockmarked the back of the coach. “Looks like your water barrel took the worst of it. That rear right wheel, too.”
 
Cobb normally made it a point to know the condition of his horses and his wagon, but events back in the pine forest had prevented him from doing so before then. Three of the spokes had been hit by the rifle and were chipped. The wood beneath the rim was cracked, but the metal around it was holding.
 
“Think it’ll last us until we make it to Denver? We’re in a bit of a hurry.”
 
Ramirez ran his hands over the spokes and the wheel itself as he made his judgment. “It might, but I can have one of my boys give you a new one. Outfit you with a new barrel, too.”
 
Cobb was pleased to hear it. “How are you fixed for horses?”
 
Ramirez clapped the dirt from his hands. “I’ve got a few, but only two are in good condition. Had a stage roll through here yesterday on its way to Denver, and they cleaned me out. The ones I have are a day or so away from being fit for travel.”
 
Cobb’s stomach sank at the news. “Only two?”
 
“Afraid so,” the station agent said. “Every stagecoach outfit in the territory has been struggling since they put in the railroad. I don’t have the livestock I used to have. You’re more than welcome to go over to the corral and look them over for yourself. You might be able to find a couple who could get to Denver if you wait until tonight, but with men on your trail, I wouldn’t suggest it.”
 
Cobb thought it over. “You said you had two good horses?”
 
“A freighter traded them out a week ago,” Ramirez explained. “You might be able to make the trip on two horses, but lugging a coach this size, it’ll take you longer. And if you had to make a run for it . . .”
 
Cobb had heard enough. “I know. It’s risky.” Ramirez knew horses better than he did. If he said they could not make the trip, it was true.
 
Cobb hit the side of the coach out of frustration. “Of all the lousy luck.”
 
“Calm down,” Butch chastised him as he joined them beside the coach. “We’re in better shape now than we were this time yesterday. We’ve got high walls and a safe place to hole up.” He clapped a hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “Not to mention this man’s fine Mexican cooking to line our bellies. No, sir, not a bad condition indeed.”
 
Ramirez called over two of his station hands and gave them orders in Spanish. They promptly began to unhitch the team and lead the weary horses into the barn, where they would be tended to, wiped down, and fed.
 
Their condition wounded Cobb deeply. He hated to push good horses to the limit, but events on the road had given him little choice. He hated being stuck at the station even more.
 
“I don’t like this, Butch. I don’t like it a single bit. We’ve got a schedule to keep.”
 
“We wouldn’t be doing anything except feeding worms right now if it wasn’t for you,” Butch reminded him. “Be glad we’ve got anything to keep at all.”
 
Cobb took no comfort in his words. “I don’t like being stuck here like this. And I don’t like giving the two who’ve been dogging us a chance to catch up. I imagine we’ll be safe enough while we’re in here, but we’ll have to move on eventually.”
 
Butch did not seem worried. “We handled them easily enough so far. They threw their best at us, and it still wasn’t enough. We know the land between here and Denver better than they probably do. Until then, we rest, eat, and push on.”
 
Cobb usually relied on Butch’s optimism to keep his spirits up. They had survived dozens of scrapes against greater odds before and had always managed to make it to where they were going. But he could feel there was something different about this time. “I don’t like allowing them to catch their breath like this. It might be only two of them out there, but anything could happen while we’re in here.”
 
“Charlie said he’s got two ready to ride,” Butch said. “We could borrow some saddles from him, split the gold between us, and set off for Denver on horseback. We could make it in a day and we’d travel a lot faster without that big old coach slowing us down.”
 
Cobb had already thought of that. “The load’s too big for horseback even if we break it up. It’d be too bulky, especially if we had to run for it. Besides, I like having the coach as cover in case we need it.”
 
“They don’t have food,” Butch pointed out. “They don’t have bullets and they don’t have shelter. We get good horses we can push on to Denver in a day. We’ll have Charlie tell his men to mind the ground around the station. They’ll give a holler if they see anything. We can take the fight to them if we have to. End this now instead of running away from them like we have.”
 
Had they been rolling empty, Cobb might have considered it. But they had been entrusted with the bank’s money, and it would take both of them to get it to Denver safely. He would not risk their lives unless he had to. It was not about striking first. It was about not striking at all.
 
“We’re not going anywhere for a while,” Cobb decided, “and we both think better on a full stomach. Let’s head inside and see what Charlie’s serving. We’ll talk about this later.”
 
“I think that’s the first good idea you’ve had all day.” Butch pushed past him. For a thin man, he had a fearsome appetite.
 
Cobb took a final look around the compound. The walls were thick and stood higher than a man. Even the big man who was pursuing them would have a difficult time climbing it without being seen. And even if he made it over the top, he would have quite a fight on his hands with nowhere to go.
 
They and the valuables they were hauling were as safe as they were liable to be. At least, for now.
 
He went into the station building before Butch ate everything in sight.
 
* * *
 
“Well, we’re too late,” Clay spat as he watched the wood gate to the station close. “We should’ve hit them again before they got in there, but you wouldn’t have it. That rangy fella’s in there right now with the coach driver and my money.”
 
“Our money,” Bessler reminded him. “And the situation isn’t as hopeless as you make it out to be.”
 
Sometimes Clay wondered if he and Bessler were watching the same events unfold. “They’re behind high walls, getting fresh horses and filling their bellies. We’re stuck out here, low on ammunition and without so much as a crust of bread between us.” He grabbed his leg as his calf ached something awful. “And in case you’ve forgotten, I’ve got a bullet in me.”
 
But Bessler did not seem to be bothered by his partner’s discomfort. “Where you see problems, I only see possibility. In fact, I only see assurances for the first time since we left Laramie.”
 
Clay had finally had enough of his double talk. “I swear, if you don’t speak plainly, I’m liable to knock you right off that horse.”
 
“Follow me.” Bessler brought his horse off the road and began to ride toward the station. “Don’t be afraid. No one’s watching.”
 
Clay could not believe the lawyer was brazen enough to approach the high walls of the station. But he was right. No one appeared to be looking over the top.
 
Bessler did not bother looking back at him as he explained. “Walls can provide protection, but they also keep a man from seeing what’s beyond them. Look at us. If we had a stick of dynamite, we could light it and toss it over the side.”
 
“But you didn’t think to bring any dynamite.”
 
Bessler ignored the comment. “We have something else going for us: the element of surprise. They’re in there now, eating and resting. Perhaps they’re getting a team of fresh horses ready to ride. Perhaps the station has none to give them. But we know exactly where they are and they can’t exactly sneak out of here without us seeing them, now can they?”
 
Clay had not thought of that. “No, I guess they can’t.”
 
“There’s only one way in and one way out,” Bessler went on as they rounded the first corner of the wall. “They’ll be vulnerable as soon as they leave, and that’s when we’ll hit them. Back in the forest, you moved before I could shoot the horses, but we won’t make the same mistake this time. We’ll cut them down, strand them, and finish them off. We’ve still got more than enough bullets left to do the job. Don’t worry about that. As for food, there’s game around here. We’ll hunt for what we need. We don’t have to worry about being quiet because they already know we’re out here waiting for them.”
 
He looked back at Clay and smiled. “We have time on our side, Lucien. Time can play some awfully nasty tricks on a man, even dangerous men like those two coachmen.”
 
They rounded the back wall of the station, and Clay was glad there wasn’t a gate there. Maybe Bessler knew what he was talking about after all. One way in. One way out. It just might work.
 
“I’ll see what I can do about killing a deer or a rabbit for our breakfast,” Bessler said. “I still have some jerky left to hold us over. If we fail, perhaps our friends will bring something with them.”
 
There he went, talking foolish again. “Friends? What friends? We don’t have any friends here.”
 
“Not yet,” Bessler said, “but I have a feeling that will change soon. Ben Fletcher is bound to get back to his ranch this morning, and when he sees that I haven’t left any money for him, he’ll be angry. He’s not the type who likes being slighted, so he’s bound to come looking for answers. And when he does, it won’t just be us out here but Fletcher and whoever he decides to bring with him.”
 
Just when he began believing Bessler had a plan, he said something crazy like that. “You’re sure fond of pinning your hopes on chance. What if he doesn’t come back until tomorrow? What if he doesn’t care enough about the money to come looking for us?”
 
“Ben Fletcher only cares about money,” Bessler told him. “Always has and always will. His time out here might’ve changed him a little, but no one changes that much. Don’t worry. He’ll be here. I know the man. And when he does, those high walls will begin to feel like a prison to anyone unfortunate enough to still be inside them.”
 
They rounded the back wall and began riding back toward the front. “It’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel.” Bessler patted the wall as he rode by it. “A nice, adobe barrel.”
 
Clay heard horses approaching the station at the same time Bessler did. “Riders. Quick, get off the horses and walk them over to the brush over there. I want to see who it is.”
 
Bessler scrambled out of the saddle and led his horse into the thick overgrowth that surrounded the station. Clay rode his horse into it and had to use a tree to help himself climb down.
 
His calf felt like it was on fire as he hobbled over to join Bessler at the tree he was crouched beside.
 
He watched three men approach the station on horseback. One of them was riding with his left leg jutting away from the horse. The rider in the lead was a youngster who seemed to ride easier than his two companions.
 
But Clay did not need to be able to make out the face of the third man to know who it was. A large man who held the reins with his left hand while his right arm hung loosely at his side.
 
“Buck Trammel,” he seethed. “He’s still alive!”
 
“Shut up,” Bessler told him. “They’re close enough to hear us.”
 
They were, indeed, closer, and Clay recognized the rider with the outstretched leg as Adam Hagen. He figured the boy must be Hawkeye, Trammel’s deputy from Blackstone.
 
Clay could scarcely believe what he was seeing and pushed Bessler in frustration. “I thought you said you killed them. They look dead to you?”
 
“They don’t look prosperous,” Bessler observed as he watched them ride closer. “Trammel looks like he’s about ready to pass out and Hagen’s got a broken leg.” He surprised Clay by laughing. “They might as well be dead for all the good they’ll do those coachmen.”
 
Clay grew quiet when he heard Trammel call out, “Hello in the station. This is Sheriff Buck Trammel. Let us in. We have business here.”
 
Clay watched for a few anxious moments as the wooden doors were pushed open and the three men rode inside. Bessler had been right. Trammel was pale and his face was slick with sweat. He looked like he might drop at any moment.
 
For the first time since he had left his cell, he felt he might just find a way to get his money and rid himself of Trammel once and for all. “I hope you’re right about Fletcher. We could use his help.”
 
“He’ll be here.” Bessler stood up. “If not for us, then for himself.”

 



CHAPTER 27
 
Trammel recognized the broad man with the bushy gray mustache standing in the station building. He was glaring at him as Trammel handed the reins of his horse to one of the station agents. A dinner napkin was still tucked in the collar of his shirt, and he had not bothered to wipe the remnants of his meal from his chin.
 
“You’re Tucker Cobb, aren’t you?” Trammel asked him. “I’m Buck Trammel.”
 
“I know who you are, Sheriff.” Cobb scowled at Hagen, who Charlie and Hawkeye were helping down from his horse. “Can’t say I approve of your companion, though.”
 
“And a blessed morning to you, too, Tucker,” Hagen said once he reached solid ground. “Still as elegant as ever. Judging by that mess on your chin, I take it you’re enjoying the chili.”
 
“And judging by what you did to Ayres, I’d say you’re nothing but a low-down killer.”
 
Trammel saw a tall, rangy man with a week’s worth of stubble walk out into the doorway beside him. “I’d mind my words if I were you, Hagen. You ain’t talking to a half-drunk prospector right now.”
 
“Butch Keeling, as I live and breathe,” Hagen gushed as he struggled to maintain his balance on one good leg. “I should’ve known you’d be here. Where one goes, the other follows. Like passed wind and the stench of cut cheese.”
 
Keeling stepped past Cobb and out onto the porch. “I see that busted leg hasn’t softened your mouth any.”
 
“Nothing wrong with my gun hand,” Hagen said. “If you want to do something about my mouth, now’s your chance. Given my infirmity, you might even manage to clear leather before I kill you.”
 
Trammel had heard enough and stepped in between the coachmen and the gambler. “We’ve got plenty of trouble waiting for us outside. We don’t need any of it in here.”
 
Butch pointed past the sheriff toward Hagen. “If he doesn’t start any trouble, there won’t be any.”
 
“There won’t be any trouble,” Trammel told him, “because I won’t allow it.”
 
Tucker Cobb plucked his napkin from his collar and began to wipe the food from his face. “You boys look like you’ve already had more than your fair share. I’ve never seen a man look so pale and still be walking around. Which one of them got you? That big feller or the skinny one with the long, gray hair?”
 
“The big one.” Trammel had gotten so accustomed to the dull ache from his gunshot wounds, he had forgotten they were there. “His name is Frank Bessler from Fort Worth, Texas.”
 
The name clearly meant nothing to him or his partner. “What about the lanky fella with the gray hair?”
 
“Lucien Clay.”
 
The coachmen traded looks before Cobb said, “That fella who broke out of prison back in Laramie?”
 
Hagen laughed. “Just how many Lucien Clays do you know, Tucker?”
 
Cobb ignored him. “We knew something was wrong when we pulled into Laramie that morning, but Mr. Banner was eager to send us on our way.”
 
“Even if he had told us it was Lucien Clay, why would he hang around these parts after he was free?” Keeling said. “If it were me, I would’ve hotfooted it out of the territory instead of holding up stagecoaches.”
 
“He can’t go anywhere,” Trammel explained, “because you’ve got all his money. That’s part of the load you’re bringing to the Bank of Denver.”
 
Cobb stopped wiping his chin while Butch sagged against the doorway. Trammel knew they had not known that part. Now that they did, everything made much more sense.
 
“Too bad Mr. Banner didn’t think to tell me that,” Cobb said. “I might’ve hired on more men to ride with us had I known.”
 
“Hire them with what?” Butch asked. “We’re nearly broke, and no one worth anything would’ve ridden with us unless they got half up front.”
 
“Still could’ve been done. I have friends in Laramie who would’ve trusted us.” He looked over Trammel and Hagen. “You boys look like you’ve had quite a time of it. Guess you’ve got Clay and this Bessler fella to thank for that.”
 
Trammel was glad to see some of the tension fall away from the situation. “I got shot twice in the chest by Bessler and Hagen busted his leg trying to catch them after they chased you into the pines back there.”
 
Cobb’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Hagen. “That was you who charged them?”
 
“Seemed the right thing to do at the time,” Hagen said. “I suppose I got caught up in the moment and got careless.” He patted the branches strapped around his leg. “I paid for it.”
 
“That big fella can shoot,” Butch said. “Not as good as me, mind you, but you’re lucky he didn’t kill you.”
 
“Yes, what a blessing.” Hagen hobbled toward the door and Hawkeye helped him. “Now, if you two have left anything for us, I’m going to get something to eat. I’m starving.”
 
Butch got him up to the boardwalk and helped Hawkeye bring him inside, leaving Cobb and Trammel alone.
 
Cobb gestured up to the brightening sky. “Looks like it’s shaping up to be a beautiful day.”
 
Trammel looked around. It was the first time he had been to Claro Station. The adobe walls around the grounds were high, but he wondered if they were high enough to keep Bessler on the other side. And even if they were, they still had a serious problem.
 
“Only one way in here and one way out,” Trammel observed. “We’re boxed in here while we’ve got two men waiting to shoot us as soon as we leave.”
 
“Agreed. Though Butch said it looks like Hagen put a bullet in Clay’s leg, which might slow him up some.”
 
Trammel was not hopeful. “If Clay’s breathing, he’s dangerous. Bessler, too. We’ll be riding into a cloud of lead as soon as we open those gates. There’s only two of them, but they’ll be enough, especially as banged up as we are.” Another troubling thought came to him. “Don’t know why they didn’t shoot at us when we came in just now.”
 
Cobb looked encouraged. “Maybe they left.”
 
“More likely we surprised them,” Trammel said. “They want that money you’re hauling and they won’t stop until they get it.”
 
“I was afraid you might say something like that,” Cobb admitted. “The station agent only has two horses ready to ride, and that wagon requires at least four good horses. Maybe we could hitch up two of the ones you rode in here? Use the third horse as an outrider.”
 
Trammel did not think much of the idea. “The outrider would be the first to get shot. We could all pile into the wagon and shoot back from there.”
 
“That wagon is already loaded down with gold for the bank,” Cobb told him. “If we put men back there, we’ll need a six-horse team, and we don’t have that.”
 
Trammel had been afraid he might say something like that. But then he thought he might be approaching this from the wrong direction. He was thinking about what they did not have instead of what they had in their favor. “Our three mounts are in good shape. Combine that with the two horses you say the station has, that means one horse per man. I say we split the money between the five of us and dart off in different directions. Bessler and Clay wouldn’t be expecting that, and they couldn’t chase all of us at once. Some of us are bound to get away.”
 
But the coachman was already shaking his head as Trammel laid out his plan. “Butch and I already thought about that. Even if we split the haul five ways, the gold’s heavy enough to weigh down the horses. Whoever Bessler and Clay chose to run down wouldn’t stand a chance. The rest might be able to make it, but you’ll be sentencing one of us to a death. I don’t know about you, Sheriff, but that’s a price too high to pay.”
 
Trammel cursed and walked away from him. He was not so much angry with Cobb as he was frustrated by the situation. “Did the station agent tell you when they’re getting fresh horses?”
 
“Charlie doesn’t know,” Cobb said. “Could be today. Could be a week from now. We might be able to leave tomorrow with four of them, but it’ll be a big risk. I’ve seen the horses with my own two eyes. Whoever had them before pushed them to the bitter end. They’d die before we got halfway to Denver, if they lasted that long, and my coach is too heavy for only two horses to pull.”
 
Trammel looked at the walls, then looked at the heavy wooden doors. If they’d had such doors back at the prison, he doubted things would have gotten out of hand.
 
He had to find a way out of here. Even if Charlie had provisions for a week, they would still have to leave eventually. He doubted Bessler and Clay could survive in the open for that long, but they likely knew it, too. And the longer he waited, the closer they would come to desperation. Bessler had already proven how dangerous he could be when he had time to plan.
 
“There’s only one way to handle this and it won’t be easy. How many men does Charlie have working for him here?”
 
“Two old Mexicans who tend to the horses,” Cobb said. “I wouldn’t count on them for much in a fight.”
 
“I don’t need their guns,” Trammel told him. “I need their eyes. I want one man on each of these side walls, looking for any sign of Bessler and Clay. Sound, smoke, fire, anything. Have them come get us if they see anything. If they do, we’ll head outside and finish them off once and for all. Hit them before they have the chance to hit us.”
 
Cobb’s perpetual frown deepened. “Doesn’t sound like much of a plan. You’re shot up, Hagen’s got a busted leg, and that boy you brought in here is mighty green. That’ll leave most of the heavy work for me and Butch to pick up. I’ll go with you, but I’ll have to put the question to Butch. We’re equal partners in this business and I don’t speak for him.”
 
But after seeing how he squared up to Hagen, Trammel knew Butch Keeling was spoiling for a fight. And if his reputation was to be believed, he would be a welcome addition. “Don’t worry about details. Just get Charlie to post his men on those walls like I told you. And hope they give us something to shoot at.”
 
* * *
 
After dropping the deer, Bessler was glad Clay had not made a fuss about building two fires in two different places.
 
He dug out a hole and placed rocks around the first one. A large rock above it helped disburse some of the smoke. It was large enough to cook the deer meat, but not enough to alert the station to their exact location.
 
After they had eaten their full, Bessler led their horses to a second spot closer to the station walls, where he proceeded to build a much larger fire in a clearing. He placed their saddles around it to make it look more like they had decided to bed down there.
 
But this fire was not for cooking meat. It was meant to bring prey to them.
 
From behind a nearby log, Bessler kept his voice low as he explained his plan to Clay. “Our bellies are full and, by now, so are there’s. They know we’ve got them trapped in there, and it’s only a matter of time before they try to do something about it. They’ll be looking for us, and this fire is close enough to the wall for the smoke to show them where we are. Or at least where we want them to think we are.”
 
Clay did not appear to be convinced. “You fooled them once back at the ridgeline, Frank. Trammel’s a crafty one. He won’t fall for the same thing twice.”
 
“I don’t need him to, but one of those coachmen might. Maybe they’ll send out the station agent to look it over. Whoever they send will be walking right into our trap.”
 
“And if they don’t send anyone at all?”
 
Bessler had already thought that part out ahead. “Then we’ll use it as a distraction while we work our way around to the gates. They’ll try to sneak out, maybe even tonight, and head around the other side toward Denver. They’ll think we’re right here. They won’t expect us to be waiting for them.”
 
Clay looked as if he had plenty to say on the subject, but their conversation back on the road had caused him to hold his tongue. Looking down the twin barrels of a shotgun tended to make a man more cautious with his words. “We’ve got nothing else to do but wait, so it’s as good a plan as any.”
 
Bessler reached inside his coat and handed the coach gun to him. “Don’t fire until I tell you to.”
 
Clay took the gun, cracked it open, and checked the cartridges inside. “It’s loaded. I guess you’ve decided to trust me.”
 
Not on your life, Bessler thought. “Just follow my lead and try not so shoot me by accident.”
 
Clay snapped the shotgun shut. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
 
Bessler motioned for him to be quiet when he heard the unmistakable sound of a branch cracking nearby. It could have been an animal or one of the men from the station. Only time would tell which.
 
Bessler took hold of his rifle and closed his eyes as he listened to what the overgrowth might tell him about who was out there. Another snap, only this one was much closer.
 
He opened his eyes and saw Clay had remained motionless beside him.
 
A rustle of leaves told him it was probably just an animal.
 
But the sound of a rock striking a tree told him it was human.
 
Bessler placed a hand on Clay’s shoulder, willing him to remain calm.
 
More sounds of rustling grew louder. The rock had been a test to see if they might panic and shoot. Whoever it was had decided to investigate the campsite. Bessler would make sure their curiosity would cost them dearly.
 
Clay pointed to a spot in the brush that shook. Bessler peered at the spot and saw a dark mass within the leaves. He held up a finger to signal Clay to wait. He could easily hit the figure from this distance but first wanted to be certain he was alone.
 
He took a quick look around to see if anyone else was in the overgrowth with them. He could not see anyone, but that did not mean they were not there.
 
Bessler brought his rifle to his shoulder and aimed at the dark mass in the bushes. If it moved again, he would shoot.
 
The shadow shifted to the left.
 
Bessler fired.
 
The shadow dropped as the area around them erupted with the sound of squawking birds taking flight at the sound of gunfire. Bessler kept his aim steady as several shots rang out from their right.
 
Clay ducked behind the log but remained ready to shoot as a bullet struck a tree next to them, sending splinters of bark and wood on top of them.
 
The shooter made no secret of his movements now as Bessler heard a great thrashing through the overgrowth. Whoever it was had begun to move away from them and back toward the station.
 
Bessler looked for something to shoot at, but no target presented itself. The lawyer did not want to fire a second time out of fear he would mark their location. When he heard boots running along the compact dirt by the walls, he knew the man had escaped.
 
And although there still might be another man hiding nearby, Bessler’s instincts told him it was all clear.
 
He was about to investigate what he had shot at when Clay surprised him by saying, “I’ll go. You’re a better shot than me. Cover me.”
 
Bessler remembered he still had a bullet in his calf, but it did not prevent Lucien Clay from climbing over the log and slowly hobbling over toward where the dark mass had been. He moved at a crouch as he limped to the spot. Bessler kept his ears sharp and his rifle ready to fire at the slightest sound. He would not put it past Trammel to have a second man waiting to ambush them.
 
He watched Clay bend with great difficulty before he limped back into the clearing. He was carrying a horse blanket.
 
Bessler stood as his partner allowed the blanket to drop open. “Good shot, Frank. Too bad it wasn’t one of them.”
 
Bessler walked over and took the heavy blanket from him. “Smart, Trammel. Real smart. We’ll just have to be smarter. And next time, we will be.”

 



CHAPTER 28
 
Trammel was holding the horse in place when Buck Keeling climbed back over the wall.
 
“Charlie’s Mexicans were right about where the fire was,” Keeling said when he reached the ground. “It was too good to be true, but I’m glad we checked it out. He was lying out there waiting for us, just like you said he’d be.”
 
Trammel could not take all the credit. “That blanket was a nice touch, Tucker. Gave them something to shoot at besides old Butch here.”
 
“I’ve pulled that old trick before,” Cobb said. “I’d rather lose a blanket than a man. At least we know they’re still out there waiting for us.”
 
But Trammel already knew that. “Did you see where they were hiding?”
 
“They only shot once,” Butch said as he patted the dust from his knees, “so I couldn’t tell for certain. They’re getting smarter and more careful.”
 
Trammel put together what he had learned about Bessler and Clay since leaving Laramie. “That shot sounded like it came from a rifle. Back at the jail, Doc Carson said Bessler kept a coach gun trained on him the whole time. I’ve seen him carry a pistol. That means they have at least three guns between them. He only wasted one shot on our ruse, so we’ve got to believe they’ve still got plenty of rounds left. The three of us plus Hawkeye can walk around well enough, but Hagen’s out. We’ll have to find another use for him. I sure wish he was able to move around better. The odds would be in our favor if he was.”
 
“Too bad we can’t hurt them with words,” Keeling observed. “That boy has the sharpest mouth I’ve ever seen.”
 
Trammel thought he might be onto something. “Maybe he can. Come on, let’s see how he’s doing.”
 
The three of them walked back into the main building. This station was like several other station buildings Trammel had seen before. The main dining room was to the left, where a large iron stove stood in the corner. It provided warmth in the colder months and a place where Charlie prepared meals for customers.
 
To the right was a room with ten beds where travelers could sleep. It was a far cry from the luxury Adam Hagen sought to offer his guests in Laramie but served its purpose.
 
Trammel entered the dining room where Charlie had untied the branches Trammel and Hawkeye had bound around his knee. Hagen gripped the armrests of his chair tightly as Charlie gingerly worked the leg.
 
Cobb helped himself to a mug of coffee on the dining table. “What’s the verdict, Charlie?”
 
“I know horses better than humans,” Charlie said as he slowly raised Hagen’s leg until it was straight, “but a knee’s not much different from a fetlock. It doesn’t feel broken, though the muscle around it is swollen.”
 
Hagen tensed as he gripped the armrests even tighter. “It sure hurts like it’s broken. Just don’t take me out back and shoot me.”
 
“I don’t think we could spare the bullet,” Charlie said. “No cause to, either. I’d say you should stay on it as much as you can. Keep bending it so it doesn’t lock up on you. It should get better in a couple of days.”
 
Charlie got up. “At least that’s what I’d do if you were one of my horses.”
 
“How encouraging.” Hagen rolled down his pants leg and slowly began to flex his knee. “Though I have to say it feels better now that it’s not bound up. But enough about me. How’d your hunting go, Butch?”
 
“Got shot at, but they missed me,” Keeling said as he helped himself to some coffee. “They’re still out there, though.”
 
“I could’ve told you that before you left. Clay won’t budge until he gets his money. He’d rather die than lose it.”
 
Cobb said, “Then he’s in for quite a disappointment, because he’s not getting it. That money’s bound for Denver and I’m getting paid to see that it gets there. If he wants it after that, he can take it up with the bank.”
 
Trammel knew this was not getting them anywhere. “I was thinking you might be able to help us out, Adam.”
 
“How?” Hagen asked. “By toddling out there and letting them shoot at me? I doubt they’ll be kind enough to step out and give me a crack at them.”
 
“By doing what you do best,” Trammel said. “By setting that mouth of yours loose on them. If you can manage it, I’d like to get you over to that gate so you can talk at them some. Get under their skin. Tucker, Butch, Hawkeye, and me will be on the wall, waiting to shoot anything that moves. They’ve been careful up until now, but if anyone can make them lose their temper and make a mistake, it’s you.”
 
“Cute, but it won’t work.” Hagen pushed himself out of the chair and put some weight on his left leg. He refused any help as he took a tentative step. “I never thought I’d say this, but I can sympathize with Lucien right about now. My leg’s plenty sore, but at least I don’t have a bullet in it. He does, which will mean he can’t get around much better than I can. If the bullet’s still in his leg, he’ll start getting a fever soon, if he doesn’t have one already. The longer this goes on, the more this becomes a one-man act. That’s not good news. Unfortunately, Bessler has already proven just how dangerous he can be on his own.”
 
Cobb was about to argue, but Trammel held up a hand to silence him. He knew it often took Hagen a while to work around to his point. “What do you think we should do?”
 
“I heard you and Tucker talking before outside about splitting the load and riding off in different directions. I know Tucker said that’s not possible, but there’s no reason why two or three of us can’t make a break for it. Trammel and I will stay here with the money while Cobb, Keeling, and Hawkeye ride back to Laramie, get Blake and some of the deputies, and bring them back here. Bessler and Clay took a winding route to get here. If you were to ride straight back to Laramie, you could make it before dark and bring them back here before breakfast.”
 
Trammel did not like the idea of sending anyone out into waiting guns, especially given how gifted Bessler had proven himself with a rifle.
 
But short of any other options, it sounded like it just might work.
 
“I’ll go,” Hawkeye said. “Even if Mr. Cobb and Mr. Keeling won’t, I’ll do it.”
 
Keeling said, “Tucker’s always done the thinking for our outfit. I’ll do whatever he says, but it should do the job.
 
Trammel saw all eyes in the dining room had settled on Cobb. “What do you think of it, Tucker?”
 
“I don’t think much of it at all, but without fresh horses to break out toward Denver, it’s the only chance we’ve got. But we’ll have to leave right now if we’re going to leave at all.”
 
He spoke to Charlie. “Have your men get three of the best horses you have saddled and ready to ride. Do it fast. Our lives depend on it.”
 
The station master ran outside and began to give orders in Spanish to the two men on top of the walls.
 
Trammel was beginning to think this might be a good idea after all. “Hawkeye, I want a count of every bullet we’ve got. Take only what you need. We might have to use the rest of it to defend this place. Bessler and Clay will know something’s wrong when you tear out of here.”
 
Hawkeye was about to go to the barn to get their saddlebags when Charlie blocked his way. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s going anywhere, Sheriff. We have company. Come look. Quick!”
 
Charlie did not need to tell Trammel to hurry. He ignored the growing ache of his right side as he followed the station master to the adobe stairs that led up to the narrow ledge along the top of the wall.
 
When he got there, one of the Mexican stable hands was pointing beyond to the road that led to the station.
 
Trammel gripped the top of the wall when he saw no fewer than ten riders coming their way. And although they were still too far to see their faces clearly, Trammel recognized the stout lead rider with the dark beard flecked with silver and gray.
 
Cobb and Keeling joined him on the narrow ledge.
 
“No,” Cobb said as the riders came into view. “It can’t be.”
 
But Trammel knew it was true. “Ben Fletcher and his men. Looks like they’ve come to get their money after all.”
 
Fletcher brought his horse to a stop in the middle of the road as his men broke into two lines on either side of him. They rode past him as they enveloped the walls of the station.
 
“Looks like we’re surrounded,” Trammel said.
 
“I make ten of them,” Cobb said. “With Bessler and Clay, that’s an even dozen.”
 
Keeling had brought his rifle with him and began to aim it down at Fletcher. “Let’s cut the odds in our favor.”
 
Trammel grabbed the barrel to keep him from raising it. “Not yet. It might come to that, but let’s see what they do first.”
 
Fletcher looked up and tipped his hat to Trammel before riding into the overgrowth.
 
Butch Keeling pulled his rifle free from Trammel’s grip. “You’re going to regret not letting me kill that man.”
 
But Trammel already had regrets. “I should’ve done it myself when I had the chance. You’d best get down there with Hawkeye and divvy up those bullets. They’ll be making their first run at us come nightfall and we’ll need to be ready.”
 
Trammel was left alone at the top of the wall, suddenly feeling like the last man on earth.

 



CHAPTER 29
 
Ben Fletcher enjoyed the look on Frank Bessler’s face when he rode his horse through the overgrowth. It was a curious mixture of surprise and anger. He counted himself lucky. Not many men had lived after seeing that expression on Bessler.
 
The rancher climbed down from the saddle and extended a beefy hand to the lawyer. “Good to see you again, Frank, though you don’t look happy to see me.”
 
Bessler looked at the hand but did not take it. He kept his flat against the holster on his hip. “What are you doing here, Ben?”
 
“Why, I just came to get all that money you promised me in your letter,” Fletcher said. “You remember? The part where you promised me twenty-five percent of whatever you took off that stage?”
 
“And I was intending on getting it to you,” Bessler said. “But things didn’t go as I planned.”
 
“I saw that,” Fletcher said. “When I got back to my place this morning, I didn’t see any money, but I found Trammel and Hagen on my spread. The years have not been kind, Frank. I can remember a time when you could’ve taken a stage all by yourself and did on more than one occasion.”
 
Bessler’s eyes narrowed. “The stage driver got spooked and rode past the house. We chased them, but they got away. It’s been known to happen.”
 
Ben Fletcher liked seeing Bessler embarrassed. The lawyer had gotten him out of plenty of trouble back when they rode together in Texas and Indian Territory. He had gotten Fletcher into plenty of trouble, too, but Fletcher had forgotten all that once Bessler sprang him from prison.
 
Fletcher kept teasing him. “But you’ve always been such a careful boy, Frank. And I was counting on that money. I only let you use my place for the ambush because you were so sure you could take that stage easy enough. Now, I’m not only out of money I was counting on having, but my name is at stake. What do you think will happen to me if that sheriff and that stage ever reach civilization? Cobb knows me, Frank. Trammel and Hagen, too. They’d have a warrant sworn out for my arrest before they had the saddles off their horses.”
 
Bessler’s jaw tightened. “I told you I’d get you your money.”
 
“Haven’t got it yet.” He made a show of looking Bessler over. “All I see is you and a skinny saloonkeeper who looks about done in.” Fletcher laughed as he finally cast his eyes on Lucien Clay. “How are you doing, Lucien? You don’t look so good. Still carrying Hagen’s bullet in your leg?”
 
Clay leaned against a tree. His forehead was covered in sweat. He held a coach gun at his side as though it was an afterthought. “I remember you. You hurt one of my girls at the Rose of Tralee.”
 
“And your bouncer made me pay handsomely for the privilege,” Fletcher said. “I should’ve gone back and had my boys burn that place to the ground. I guess living out here for so long has softened me up as much as it has old Frank here.”
 
Bessler pounded his holster in frustration. “I had a plan, Ben. There’s only one way they can get that coach out of the station, and we were going to ambush them as soon as they made a break for it.”
 
Fletcher had figured as much when he saw the wooden station doors shut on the ride there. “Sounds like a good plan. Getting in there would be tough for only one man. Old Charlie Ramirez knew what he was doing when he built that place. Ever been inside?”
 
“Can’t say as I’ve had the pleasure.”
 
Fletcher knelt, picked up a stick, and began to trace a box in the dirt. “This is the wall. Made of adobe, and thick enough to stop anything you can throw at it short of a cannon ball, and we don’t have any cannons. Can’t burn it, either. A couple of boys tried that a few years ago and it didn’t do a thing.”
 
He drew smaller squares in the middle of the box. “The station building is here, and the stables are over here. None of them are against the wall, and there’s nothing between the walls and the buildings except wide-open ground. Even if you managed to climb over it, you’d land without cover.” He drew a large “X” through the box. “Like I said, Charlie knew what he was doing when he built the place. But we’ve got one thing in our favor beside numbers. The ledge that runs along the top is very narrow. Too narrow for them to put too many men up there at once and not enough space for them to fire from if they do.”
 
But Bessler had not been following his drawing. “That’s why we were going to hit them as soon as they made a run for it.”
 
“You mentioned that.” Fletcher tossed the stick aside as he stood up. “That could take days. Longer than you’ll want to wait, and longer than that pimp you brought with you has. He’ll be dead by this time tomorrow morning unless one of my boys pulls that bullet out of him.”
 
Clay mumbled something before his body sagged and he collapsed to the ground.
 
Fletcher laughed. “I’ll be more than happy to shoot him if you want. Or cut his throat, if you want to save the bullet. Free of charge, for old time’s sake.”
 
Bessler knelt beside Clay and placed the back of his hand against the fallen man’s forehead. “He’s burning up. He was fine a minute ago.”
 
“That’s the lead in him. Let him die. We don’t need him anymore. One man won’t make a difference for what we need to do.”
 
“I need him alive,” Bessler said as he turned Clay over onto his stomach. “It won’t do me any good if he’s dead.”
 
Fletcher laughed again. “Frank Bessler and his blessed reputation. Still worrying about what people think of you. If that stage in there is half as rich as you claimed in your letter, you’ll have enough money to buy whatever kind of reputation you want.”
 
Bessler balled his hand into a fist and pounded the dirt. “A reputation is all a man has in this world. Help him, Ben. Or get me some whiskey to clean my knife and I’ll do it. You owe me that much.”
 
“After you put me in this position, I don’t owe you anything.” But Fletcher knew he might need a man of Bessler’s skills to get his money, so he relented. “Ramon! Get over here. I need you to dig a bullet out of a man’s leg.”
 
One of Fletcher’s vaqueros stepped through the overgrowth and picked up Clay as easily as if he were a rag doll. In Spanish, he said, “Someone’s already got a fire started over there. I’ll work on him, but I can’t promise he’ll live.”
 
Fletcher did not expect him to. “Just get the bullet out and burn the wound closed. It doesn’t matter to me if he lives or dies.”
 
Bessler stood up to follow the man to the fire, but Fletcher stopped him by grabbing his arm. “Let the man work, Frank. He’s done this before.”
 
Bessler looked at the hand on his arm. “You know I don’t like people handling me, Ben.”
 
The rancher let him go. He was a much bigger man, capable of killing him with one punch if he pushed him too far too fast. “And I don’t like having to ride out here looking for the money you owe me. That means we’re going to have to come to some arrangement.”
 
“We’ve already got an arrangement. Twenty-five percent of what we take off the wagon. Aside from Clay’s money, of course.”
 
“That was for the use of my ranch,” Fletcher told him. “Now that I’ve had to work harder for it, it’s only fair that my share is larger. We split the whole thing right down the middle. Fifty-fifty.”
 
Bessler did not even consider it. “No chance. Clay will never stand for it.”
 
“He’s in no condition to stand for anything right now,” Fletcher reminded him. “He might not even last until night, and he won’t if I tell my boys to finish him off.” He took a step closer to Bessler. “I didn’t just bring all these boys to get that money, Frank. I brought them to keep you from driving a hard bargain. If you let your temper get the better of you, I promise you’ll get a hundred percent of nothing but dead. Fifty-fifty is fair.” He held out his hand to him once more. “And this time, I’ll be insulted if you don’t take it.”
 
Bessler scowled at the hand and at the man who was offering it.
 
He shook his hand. “You have yourself a deal.”
 
“A wise decision, Frank. You always were the smartest one in the gang. Even smarter than Walt Holm.”
 
Bessler pushed his hand away. “Now it’s your turn to be clever. How do you plan on getting that money? We’ve lost the element of surprise.”
 
“By the oldest way there is,” Fletcher told him. “Fear.”

 



CHAPTER 30
 
Trammel was still standing atop the wall, trying to get a sense of where the newcomers were located, when he watched Fletcher ride back into the middle of the road. He was alone, but Trammel knew there could be as many as ten rifles on him right now.
 
He eased his Peacemaker from the holster under his left shoulder and held the pistol just below the top of the wall.
 
“Nice morning, ain’t it, Buck?” Fletcher called up to him. His voice was loud but calm.
 
“That’s Sheriff Trammel to you, Fletcher.”
 
“Have it your way,” the rancher said. “I didn’t come here to argue. I came to make a deal with you. A fair one at that.”
 
Trammel leaned against the wall. “Let me guess. We agree to hand over the money to you and you’ll let us live.”
 
“I see you’ve played this game before,” Fletcher answered. “And yes, that’s about the long and short of what I’m proposing. You give us the money and you get to live. We don’t want to kill you and we don’t want you shooting any of us. I know your reputation and I’ve heard what you can do. I don’t want blood. I just want the money. I’ll even sweeten the pot for you.”
 
Trammel thought it was almost comical. “You’ll split some of it with us for our cooperation.”
 
Fletcher grinned as he shook his head. “I’m not that generous, Sheriff, but I’ll give you something just as good. I’ll give you Lucien Clay.”
 
Trammel gripped the top of the wall. He had not been expecting that.
 
“He means nothing to me,” the rancher went on. “Less than nothing. He’s in a bad way from that bullet in his leg, but I’ve got one of my boys tending to him now. He’s already got the fever and he might not live much longer, but once my man patches him up, I’ll be happy to hand him over to you. I’ll even kill him if you want. My way of being neighborly and all.”
 
Trammel realized it was a good offer. He had not come this far to protect the stagecoach. He had ridden in pursuit of Bessler and Clay. Even if he brought Clay’s corpse back to town over a horse, the territory would know that Laramie was a town of law and order. The money was Cobb and Keeling’s concern, not his.
 
He decided to test Fletcher’s generosity. “What about Bessler? He’s the one who sprang Clay from prison. He’s a wanted man, too.”
 
Fletcher rubbed his beard, as if he was giving it some thought. “How about this? If you agree to hand over the money right now, I’ll give you Bessler as part of the bargain. That way, I won’t have to split anything with him.” He held up a finger. “But you’ll have to give me your word on it right this instant or there’s no deal.”
 
Trammel was impressed with Fletcher. The man had a knack for getting straight to the heart of the matter. “We give you boys the gold and you and your men hand over Bessler and Clay. You ride off and go back to your ranch like nothing happened.”
 
Fletcher offered a wide, generous smile. “I did it once and I’ll do it again. What’s your answer? We have a deal?”
 
From behind the wall, Trammel thumbed back the hammer of his pistol. “Even with everything we know about your hand in all this. You’ll just let us go?”
 
Fletcher’s broad grin faded, and Trammel had his answer.
 
“No deal.” He raised his Peacemaker and fired twice down at the rancher. Both shots hit him in the chest, causing him to buck in the saddle before dropping to the ground.
 
Trammel ducked as bullets began to pelt the top of the wall as Fletcher’s men called to one another to get their boss.
 
The sheriff knew the walls were too thick for the bullets to penetrate and slowly began to walk down the stairs to join the others.
 
He stopped when he saw Cobb and Keeling in the courtyard below. They were aiming Winchesters up at him.
 
“You made a wise decision, Sheriff,” Cobb said as he began to lower his Winchester. “We’d have blasted you over the top of that wall if you’d agreed.”
 
“You’d have tried,” Hagen said as he and Hawkeye stepped out from the station building doorway. Hagen had his pistol trained on Cobb while Hawkeye had his rifle on Keeling. “But would have paid dearly for it.”
 
Trammel tucked his Peacemaker back in the holster and patted the two men on the shoulders as he walked between them. “Save it for Bessler, boys. You’ll have plenty to shoot at come dark.”
 
* * *
 
Frank Bessler tried not to gloat as he stood over Fletcher’s corpse as the vaqueros mourned the loss of their leader. He had warned Fletcher to be careful with Trammel. He had ignored his advice and paid the ultimate price.
 
Fletcher’s men were sullen and unemotional as they looked down at their fallen leader. The man who had been attending to Lucien Clay’s wound when Fletcher was shot spoke first.
 
“What do we do now?” he asked in Spanish. “Do we stay and fight for the gold or go back to the ranch, bring the cattle to market, and go our separate ways?”
 
“If we take the money,” one of the vaqueros said, “we don’t have to go back to the ranch. We’d already be rich.”
 
“Richer than you imagined.” Bessler surprised them by speaking Spanish. He hardly considered himself a linguist, but he had managed to pick up enough of the language to get by. “I had a deal with Mr. Fletcher. A seventy-thirty split. I offer the same to any man who agrees to help me get that money.”
 
Each of the ten men said they were with Bessler.
 
The first vaquero who had spoken told the men to get back to their positions around the station. Once they broke away to carry out his order, the man approached Bessler. “My name is Ramon. I run the crew at the Fletcher place.”
 
The two men did not bother shaking hands. “You were the man who treated my friend Lucien. How is he?”
 
“He is very sick, señor. His leg is on fire.”
 
“They seem like capable men. Are they?”
 
“For this kind of work? Yes. Many of them have done this kind of thing before. It will not be easy to get the money, but it is not impossible.”
 
Bessler already had an idea about how they could get inside, but he was eager to hear what Ramon thought. “What’s your plan?”
 
“The wooden gate is the only weakness in the station. I say we burn them with some of the lamp oil Mr. Fletcher told us to bring.”
 
“It’s not subtle,” Bessler said, “but it’s the only thing I can think of that might work.”
 
“The doors will burn and send smoke inside the station if the wind blows the right way, but we will not attack the station from the front. As the men try to put out the fire, we can use the smoke as a distraction while we climb over the walls, kill the gringos inside, and take the money.”
 
Bessler thought waiting for them to make a run for it was a better plan, but there was something to be said for a more direct approach. Another coach or set of travelers could be due to come to the station at any moment. And although he was sure the vaqueros could handle anyone who happened by, every encounter posed its own risk. Fletcher had said it was difficult for men in the station to fire down at them from the walls, but Trammel had just proven it was not impossible.
 
“There are five men in there who can fight,” Bessler reminded him, “and that doesn’t include whoever’s working in there.”
 
“Don’t worry about the workers.” Ramon grinned. “I know Charlie Ramirez. He will not risk his life or the lives of his cousins. They will live here long after the gringos leave. They will hide in the stables with the horses and only come out when the shooting stops. We have nothing to fear from them.”
 
Bessler liked the vaquero’s bravado, but it could prove to be dangerous. “You saw what Trammel can do. He won’t make it easy. The men with him are good fighters. They will not just give up the money.”
 
“But they will give it up, señor, and we will be rich. The gringos are fighting to defend something that does not belong to them. My men will fight for the future that money will give them. It is very difficult to kill such a dream.”
 
Bessler still did not think much of Ramon or his men. But perhaps they could distract Trammel, Hagen, and the others just long enough to give him a chance at grabbing the money. Even if they all died in the attempt, it was a risk Bessler was willing to take because it cost him nothing.
 
But he thought of a way he might be able to improve his chances a bit. “I’ve got an idea that might tilt this in our favor.”

 



CHAPTER 31
 
Trammel joined Hagen and Hawkeye on the porch of the station building. Hawkeye leaned against a porch post as he kept an eye on the doorway while Hagen sat on the edge of the porch while he slowly flexed his sore leg.
 
Hagen grimaced through the pain. “I thought that station keeper was out of his mind when he told me the leg wasn’t broken, but the more I walk around, the more I think he’s right. It’s starting to feel better already.”
 
“Glad I was wrong.” He was happy Hagen was not as hurt as he had first believed, but he had other concerns. “Thanks for your help just now. Things got messy with Cobb and Keeling.”
 
“We weren’t going to let them shoot you, boss,” Hawkeye said as he watched the station building. “Still won’t.”
 
“I can’t say I hold it against them,” Hagen said. “You’re out here to bring in Bessler and Clay. Tucker and Butch are here to protect the money. It’s understandable there’d be conflict. The key is to find a way to resolve it.”
 
Trammel had not needed Hagen to tell him that. “I guess this is what you army fellas call a siege. Ever been in one before?”
 
“A couple,” Hagen told him. “Real nasty business. They can drag on for a while, and things can get mighty ugly when they do. I’ve always thought the best medicine was to end them before they can get started. You had the same inclination when you let Butch climb over the wall and look around when Charlie’s men spotted that smoke. You should keep following that instinct now.”
 
Trammel was not sure what he was getting at. “How?”
 
Hagen nodded toward the wooden gates. “Our predicament now isn’t all that much different from with the prisoners back in Laramie. They made a break for it when they got the chance, and we should do the same now. Bessler’s going to try to burn that gate, and when he does, we’ll be trapped in here. They’re too smart to come in right away unless they climb over the walls while it’s burning. But if we move now, before they’re set, we might stand a chance of getting away.”
 
Trammel’s hopes sagged. He thought Hagen had been spending his time thinking of something different. “Charlie said he’s only got two horses fit for pulling the stage and Cobb agrees with him. Our horses aren’t draft horses, Adam. They wouldn’t get far.”
 
“We don’t need them to get far,” Hagen said. “Just far enough to give us a fighting chance before this mess turns into a massacre. You’ve tried to shoot men from horseback. It’s not as easy to do as the dime novels back East make it sound. The next station is about twenty miles from here, but the Fletcher spread is less than ten. I’d wager there are plenty of good horses there. And we’d have plenty of room to make a stand. I say it’s worth the chance to make a run for it.”
 
Charlie Ramirez came out of the station building and sat down on the porch next to Hagen.
 
“Eavesdropping is a nasty habit,” Hagen told him.
 
“My station, my rules,” the Mexican said. “It just so happens I was listening to what you said just now, and it makes sense. I don’t want my place burned any more than you boys want to get trapped in here. It’ll turn into the Alamo, which was a good day for Mexico but a bad day for everyone inside.”
 
Trammel was encouraged. Maybe Hagen’s idea was not so bad after all. “You got any horses that could make it that far?”
 
Charlie scratched his head as he thought about it. “Now that they’ve had some rest, maybe. I couldn’t do it, and neither could either of you, but I’ve witnessed Tucker Cobb get more out of an animal than any other stage driver I’ve ever seen. If it can be done, he can do it.”
 
Charlie held up a stubby finger. “You boys might make Fletcher’s place, but that’ll be as far as they’ll take you tonight. I’m not responsible if one or all of them falters, or what happens to you boys once you get there. Hole up and keep your heads down. They won’t be able to take you anywhere else for another day at most.”
 
Tucker Cobb and Butch joined them on the porch. “You boys are doing a lot of talking about what I can and can’t do. Thought it was time I set you straight. We’re not going to the Fletcher spread. The Frontier Overland Company only goes in one direction, and that’s straight ahead. We’re not going to backtrack to land those boys know better than we do and I’m not getting trapped in a dead man’s house. I’ve got a schedule to keep, and I intend on keeping it. So, we’re going to break out of here just like you boys have been saying, but we’re going out there, banking left and heading on to English Station to the south. And we’re going to do it right now with the horses we’ve got.”
 
Keeling spoke to Charlie. “Pick out six of the best horses you think can make the trip and have your men hook them up to the stage. We’re going to bust out of here as soon as possible and—”
 
Keeling stopped talking when he heard a man from beyond the walls begin to shout in Spanish. Trammel had never learned the language, but judging by Charlie’s expression, whatever the man was saying wasn’t good.
 
“It’s Ramon, Fletcher’s top hand,” Charlie said. “He’s not speaking to you, but to me and my cousins. He’s saying we don’t have to die for you. That if we come out right now, we won’t be harmed. They’re offering us a hundred dollars after they take the money. They’re offering us two hundred dollars if we kill you right now. We can ride back home with them as rich men. It’s a generous offer.”
 
Charlie fell silent as he listened to more of Ramon’s edict. “Now he’s saying that if we don’t come out, they’ll not only kill us but all our family still in Mexico.” Charlie stopped listening. “I don’t have to tell you the details. He’s describing some very nasty things.”
 
Keeling said, “Best get them busy, Charlie. They’re liable to get spooked if you don’t.”
 
Charlie got to his feet and beckoned his cousins to him. As Ramon kept making threats, the three men began to lead horses from the corral.
 
Trammel knew it was almost time to go. “Everyone had better make sure your guns are loaded and you’ve got plenty of bullets ready for reloading. Don’t waste shots when we tear out of here. You won’t hit anything anyway. Tucker and Butch will be on the wagon. Hagen, Hawkeye, and I will ride alongside. Keep your head down and your horse moving. Tucker, we’ll follow your lead south. Just make sure you take the straightest route between here and English Station.”
 
“I don’t need you or any other city boy telling me how to handle a team,” Cobb said. “You boys just do your best to keep up.”
 
He stepped down from the porch and began helping Charlie and his cousins with the horses.
 
“Don’t mind him,” Keeling said. “He always gets like this before a dangerous run. If we can make those two turns out of here without getting shot, we might have a chance. Catch them flat-footed and off their horses. I’ll do my best to whittle them down some once we start, but I imagine there’ll still be plenty of them on us quicker than we’d like. You boys be careful. Hope to see all of you at English Station.”
 
He surprised Trammel by stopping long enough to offer his hand to him. “No hard feelings, Sheriff. About that business just now.”
 
Trammel shook the shotgun rider’s hand. “None at all, Butch.”
 
He joined the other men as they began to bring the horses to the stage.
 
“What a lovely sentiment.” Adam smiled. “A bit of brotherly love to take with us on the task ahead.”
 
Trammel shook his head as he went inside to gather his things. Hagen could ruin any occasion. “Hawkeye, help get our horses ready and cinch those saddles tight. We’ve got some hard riding ahead of us.”
 
But Trammel stopped when he caught the unmistakable odor of burning wood.
 
Hagen got to his feet as Hawkeye pointed toward whisps of smoke that had begun to seep beneath the wooden gate. “Looks like they’ve started, Sheriff.”
 
“Guess that means we’d better hurry up. Get those horses ready. Now!”
 
* * *
 
Ramon Ochoa did not trust the gringo Bessler. He was a big man with nasty eyes that never settled anywhere for long.
 
But as he watched the fire take hold on the station doors, he knew the plan would work. If the Mexicans inside had not been frightened before the fire, they certainly would be now. They were peasants, after all, and valued their lives above all. They would not risk death—and their families—for a few gringos who probably did not even know their names.
 
Ramon got on his horse and began to ride a circuit around the station walls. “We’re going over the walls,” he told them as he passed. “Get ready to move when I tell you.”
 
He had just managed to complete his circle when he saw Lucien Clay had gotten to his feet and begun to limp through the overgrowth. He had almost forgotten about the gray-haired man with the hole full of poison in his leg. The infection from his wound had already spread through his leg. He would probably be dead before morning, if he lasted that long. Had he been a generous man, Ramon might have killed him, but he needed his bullets for more important targets.
 
He rode back to the front of the station and saw the smoke beginning to grow thicker as it spilled over the wall. In a few moments, the smoke would be thick enough to blind or choke anyone inside and it would be time for his men to make their move.
 
Fletcher had been a man willing to take risks. He would have sent all ten of them over the wall, hoping to overwhelm the gringos. Ramon would be much more cautious. He would send only five men over the wall and keep five outside with him to handle anyone who tried to escape. He imagined Bessler would do whatever he wanted. Ramon would be sure to deal with him as soon as the shooting started, or if he ceased to serve a purpose.
 
Ramon heard shouting from inside the station and knew his plan was beginning to work. The gringos were terrified by the fire and were undoubtedly doing their best to try to put it out. He would have his men move inside soon.
 
He rounded the corner to the front, but his horse shied away from the heat and the flame just as the burning wooden doors flew open. Several horses spilled out, panicked by the inferno raging behind them. Bessler shouted curses as a six-horse team barreled between the burning doors and quickly rounded the corner to the left.
 
Ramon had just gotten his mount under control as three riders burst out from the station and followed the coach. He did not bother shooting at them as his horse was bucking too hard from the excitement to get a decent shot.
 
He raised his voice over the shouts of his men, telling them, “They’re getting away! Get on your horses! After them! After the money!”
 
He did not see any sign of Bessler as he brought his horse around and finally began chasing after the escaping coach.
 
His vaqueros stopped firing on his orders and ran to their horses as Ramon sped by. The last rider was the large man he had seen Fletcher talking to back at the ranch. The sheriff he had called Trammel. He was riding slower than the others and was a much easier target. He would be the first to fall.
 
Ramon followed him as he disappeared around the back of the station walls. He brought his horse into a gallop in pursuit of the fleeing men. The coach was moving much faster than he had thought capable, and two riders on either side of it struggled to keep pace. Trammel brought up the rear.
 
Ramon had always told his vaqueros that trying to shoot a man from a galloping horse was a waste of a good bullet. But Trammel presented such a large, slow target that he could not resist. He drew his revolver and began to take careful aim at the man in front of him.
 
Trammel turned in the saddle and leveled his Peacemaker in his direction before firing. Ramon did not have time to react before the lead bullet struck him in the chest. Reflexes made him pull back hard on the reins and sent his horse crashing to the ground amid a cloud of dust and dirt.
 
Ramon was flat on his back as his men sped past him. He thought one of them was Bessler, but he could not be sure. He watched his own horse get back to its feet and trot away.
 
He searched for his wound and found a bleeding hole in the center of his chest. He did not feel any pain, but he could not feel his legs, either. His lungs felt heavy, as if they were filling up with liquid. He knew he was dead. As dead as Lucien Clay soon would be.
 
He heard a horse draw to a stop nearby and hoped one of his men had decided to come back for him. Dying was a nasty business and he did not like the idea of slipping away alone.
 
He saw the outline of a man against the sun. He had long gray hair, and Ramon wondered if it might be one of the angels his abuela had told him about when he was a boy.
 
But when the man stooped to take his pistol from him, Ramon Ochoa knew this was no angel. It was the man he had just seen wandering through the overgrowth. The dead man Lucien Clay.
 
Beads of sweat dripped from his brow as he took the gun and hobbled back to his horse. Ramon would have pleaded with him to kill him had he been able to speak, but his lungs were so full. So heavy.
 
He allowed his head to drop to the dirt as he watched the man ride away and wondered if they might meet again soon.

 



CHAPTER 32
 
Trammel kept his head down as he was peppered by chunks of earth as he trailed behind the coach. He steered his horse to the right and kept the animal running.
 
Hawkeye was moving at a dead gallop in front of him, while Hagen was off to the left. Cobb was up in the wagon box of the coach, snapping the reins as he whipped every ounce of speed out of the six-horse team making a mad dash for English Station. If one of those tired horses took a wrong step, the whole stage would be wrecked.
 
He saw Butch Keeling climb out onto the top of the coach with his rifle in hand. “Here they come, boys. Hot on our heels!”
 
Trammel had never been in this situation before and looked toward Hagen to see what he did next.
 
“Keep going!” the gambler shouted back. “We’ll try to slow them up.”
 
Trammel watched Hagen slowly pull on the reins, and Hawkeye followed suit. Trammel sped past him as he tried to gradually slow his horse’s momentum. He was far from a capable rider and did not want to risk being thrown.
 
By the time he managed to bring his horse around, Keeling had begun firing from the coach.
 
Hagen’s horse had stopped. He had pulled his rifle and was aiming back at the men speeding toward them. Trammel kept his pistol in hand and counted nine of them in pursuit and closing fast.
 
Hawkeye was riding toward them and held his rifle against his shoulder with one hand. He fired as Hagen did, and two riders on the edges fell from the saddle. Trammel could not allow his deputy to ride alone.
 
Seven left.
 
Trammel’s horse would not grow still, so he slapped his heels into its sides and got it running again. He ducked as the lead vaquero shot at him, though the bullet sailed past him. Trammel returned fire, but his bullet, too, went wide.
 
The distance between them closed fast as the bandit shot at him once more. Trammel thought he had his horse’s gait timed well enough and placed his next shot more carefully. A red stream passed from the charging rider’s back, causing him to drop his rifle and continue riding past him.
 
Trammel kept his eyes on the riders coming his way as Hawkeye and Adam each cut another man down on their respective sides.
 
Four left.
 
Trammel saw Hawkeye drop his shotgun as he reached for his pistol. The sheriff watched his young deputy fumble the grab and drop the pistol. He tried to stop his horse to retrieve it when a rider rammed his horse into Hawkeye’s. It was only then that Trammel realized that rider was Frank Bessler.
 
Bessler’s mount was stunned by the impact, and he struggled to maintain his seat in the saddle. Trammel cut loose with a savage yell and began to fire as he sped toward him.
 
Two of his rounds hit Bessler’s horse, causing it to buck and scream. Bessler held on to the reins with both hands as Trammel’s gun clicked empty. He swiped at the man as he sped by but missed. By the time he reined in, Trammel saw Bessler climb down just as the horse collapsed beneath him.
 
Trammel dropped his Peacemaker and grabbed the Winchester tucked beneath his right leg. He saw Hawkeye had just gotten to his feet as Bessler moved toward him.
 
“Bessler!” Trammel said as he dropped from the saddle and brought his rifle to his shoulder. “Let him go.”
 
Trammel fired as the lawyer balled his fist and delivered a roundhouse right to Hawkeye’s jaw.
 
The boy staggered back a few feet before he fell. Trammel had rushed the shot and missed.
 
Bessler turned and began running at him.
 
Another shot from Hagen caused a vaquero to fall from the saddle and land on the ground just in front of Trammel, spoiling his shot.
 
Bessler barreled into Trammel with enough force to make him drop his rifle as the two of them tumbled to the ground. His chest burned with pain renewed as Bessler rolled away.
 
“I’ve had just about as much of you as I can take, Trammel!” Bessler shouted as he kicked at the sheriff’s head.
 
But Trammel managed to roll away and pushed himself to his feet. Bessler tackled him again, though this time did not roll away. He grabbed Trammel’s buckskin shirt with his left hand and belted him with a nasty right. Trammel heard his neckbones crack from the impact.
 
Bessler pulled him up by the shirt again and brought back his right hand to deliver another blow. But Trammel blocked it with his left arm and dug his right thumb into Bessler’s eye.
 
The outlaw lawyer’s grip on his shirt slipped as he batted Trammel’s hand away. The sheriff grabbed at Bessler’s neck with his left, but the big man’s neck was too thick for him to get a decent hold.
 
Trammel summoned all his remaining strength to bring his right knee hard into Bessler’s ribs, knocking him off balance as he fell over onto his side. The pain burning in his chest almost caused him to black out, but he knew Bessler would kill him if he did.
 
Trammel used his elbow to push himself back upright and wrapped his arms around Bessler’s throat like a vice. He used the pain thundering through his chest to squeeze his neck that much tighter. The lawyer struck back at him with large heavy hands that struck his temple and almost made him lose consciousness.
 
But Trammel did not pass out and he did not let go. He held on as he remembered Doc Carson’s frightened face. As he remembered Deputy Hal Haid lying dead in the gutter following the prison break Bessler had planned. As he remembered the Ennisville bartender’s face as he tried to smother him in his sleep.
 
He tightened his grip and continued to squeeze harder as if his life depended on it because he knew it did. Bessler’s blows grew weaker and slower the longer Trammel held on until his arms went slack.
 
Trammel looked up when Hagen yelled at him. “Let him go, Buck. He’s out cold, if he’s not already dead.
 
Trammel slowly released his lock around Bessler’s neck and pushed him away, allowing the unconscious man to flop to the ground. Much to Trammel’s disappointment, he appeared to still be breathing.
 
“I’d better go check on Hawkeye,” Hagen said as he began to limp toward the fallen deputy. “Bessler hit him mighty hard.”
 
But Trammel saw a more immediate threat in the form of another rider approaching them from the direction of the station. “We’ve got a straggler.”
 
Hagen forgot about Hawkeye and joined him in looking at the last rider coming toward them. A painfully thin, gray-haired man was slumped forward in the saddle. The horse was taking its time loping along, more interested in the grass on the ground than the rider on its back.
 
“That’s Clay,” Trammel said as he struggled to get to his feet.
 
“It surely is.” Hagen raised the rifle to his shoulder. “This is almost too easy.”
 
Trammel grabbed the barrel and forced it down. “Don’t waste the bullet. He might already be dead.”
 
Hagen tried to pull the rifle free but failed. “And if he’s still alive?”
 
Trammel took the rifle from his friend. “Then he doesn’t look like he’ll be for long. Go check on Hawkeye. I’ll take care of Clay.”
 
Hagen let him have the rifle but limped toward the lumbering horse. Trammel went with him.
 
They caught up to Clay several yards away. Hagen took hold of the bridle while Trammel pulled Clay down from the saddle. The escaped convict was mumbling to himself, his clothes damp with sweat.
 
Hagen looked down at the dried blood on Clay’s pants leg. “That’s just about the best thing I’ve seen all day.”
 
Trammel placed the back of his hand against Clay’s forehead and quickly pulled it away. “He’s got a bad fever. That wound’s probably infected. We’d better get him back to Charlie’s place to get tended to.”
 
“Why?” Hagen asked. “You don’t mean to save him, do you? Not after all this. All he’s done?”
 
“I rode out here to give him justice, and that’s what I’m going to do by bringing him back to Laramie. I don’t care if he lives or dies, but that’s what I’m going to do. Bessler, too.”
 
Hagen kept holding on to the horse’s bridle as Trammel lifted Clay and dumped him over the saddle. He uncoiled the rope and used it to tie Clay’s hands and feet beneath the barrel of the horse. Hagen handed Trammel his knife so he could cut the rope.
 
Trammel stood up and braced himself against the horse. His chest ached and he felt dizzy. Some blood from his wounds had begun to seep through his buckskin shirt.
 
Hagen said, “You’re in no shape for this, Steve. Just shoot Bessler and leave him here. The judge is only going to hang him anyway.”
 
“That’s what judges are for.” Trammel shook off his dizziness and took a moment to look around them. The ground was littered with Fletcher’s men who had been chasing the wagon. Their horses mingled with Trammel’s and Hagen’s, unbothered by the carnage around them. Sometimes, Trammel envied animals more than humans.
 
“Doesn’t seem right, does it?” Trammel said aloud. “All this death over a coach full of gold.”
 
“Save the sentiment for church.” Hagen gestured at Bessler. “Your sparring partner is waking up. Unless you’re anxious for a rematch, I say we grab one of these stray horses and truss him up like you did Clay. He’s liable to be a lot less cooperative than Lucien.”
 
Trammel coiled the remaining part of the rope as he headed toward Bessler. “Probably going to need more rope.”
 
Hagen smiled as he hobbled behind Trammel, pulling the horse with him. “A bullet would be easier.”

 



CHAPTER 33
 
Tucker Cobb decided the events of the day were good enough reason to break a cardinal rule of the Frontier Overland Company. With their coach secure at English Station, the two coachmen rode back to Claro Station to check on Trammel, Hagen, and Hawkeye.
 
They rode through the patch of ground where the men of Laramie had cut down Fletcher’s vaqueros. Bodies littered the ground, stripped of guns, rifles, gun belts, and bullets.
 
“Looks like Trammel and Hagen made it.”
 
Tucker was not surprised. “Their type always does.”
 
Butch leaned over to look at one of the dead men in the grass. “I’d say Charlie picked them clean. Guess he took the horses back to his station, too.”
 
“They looked like fine animals,” Cobb said. “I’m sure they’ll fetch a fair price. The guns, too. Can’t begrudge a man making a profit, especially after they cost him a pair of good doors.”
 
Butch rode beside his partner in silence. Neither man thought to take off their hat to honor the men who had fallen here. They had killed the four riders Hagen and Trammel missed. They had gathered up their horses, but not their pistols. Tucker would be sure to do that before they rode on to Denver the next morning. The company could use all the money they could get.
 
“You decide if you’re gonna tell the sheriff the bad news we got back at English Station?” Butch asked.
 
Tucker had been thinking about nothing else until they came upon the field of dead men. It was a difficult thing to tell a man the life he had known was over. Tucker had been forced to start over again several times in his life, but that was the cost of life on the frontier. Freedom in exchange for certainty. He had no regrets.
 
“He’s tough enough to take it,” Tucker said. “It’s best if he hears it from friends rather than a stranger.”
 
“We ain’t exactly his friends,” Butch said. “We were fixing to shoot him, if you’ll remember.”
 
Tucker remembered. He doubted he would forget anything about that day for as long as he lived.
 
“Let’s pick up the pace. Bad news doesn’t wait on any man.”
 
The two rode quicker, and Tucker found the journey much more enjoyable. At least no one was trying to kill them.
 
When they reached Claro Station, they found the scorched doors open but still standing. Charlie Ramirez and his two cousins were examining the damage.
 
The station master offered them a warm greeting when they saw him. “Ah, my friends! I thought you had made it.”
 
“We didn’t think we’d find you in good spirits,” Butch said after they shook hands with Charlie. “Them fancy doors of yours are ruined.”
 
“But still standing.” Charlie beamed with pride. “Just like my station.”
 
The man’s cheerful disposition was why Cobb had always been fond of him. “Trammel and Hagen inside?”
 
“With their prisoners tied to my front porch,” Charlie told them. “Their young friend is a bit worse for wear, but he’ll be fine. They’re in the dining room now, enjoying a well-deserved meal. Go in and pay them your respects. I’m sure they’ll be pleased to see you.”
 
Tucker and Butch rode into the courtyard and found Bessler and Clay tied in a sitting position against two sturdy porch posts.
 
Bessler was tied across the middle, his hands bound behind the post. His legs were straight out in front of him and tied at the ankles. A handkerchief served as a gag to keep him quiet, though his eyes burned with rage.
 
Clay was tied in a similar fashion, but his chin was against his chest and his shirt looked as though someone had dunked a bucket full of water over him.
 
Butch was the first one to notice the condition of Clay’s right leg. “Looks like his run-in with Hagen cost him a limb.”
 
Tucker looked away when he saw Clay’s right pants leg was flat. Amputations always affected him poorly, even when a man deserved it. “I just hope he lives long enough to swing.”
 
They tied their horses to the far porch post. Bessler struggled against the ropes as he turned his head and mouthed muted curses at them as they entered the station building.
 
They found Trammel and Hagen sitting at the main dining table. Plates of half-empty food and a bottle of whiskey between them.
 
Hagen patted his mouth with a napkin as he watched the two coachmen approach. “Well, if it isn’t our old friends Cobb and Keeling. A close call with death seems to suit them. They look better than when they left.”
 
“It hasn’t dulled that fancy mouth of yours any,” Butch said. “Still chirping like a robin, ain’t you?”
 
“And why shouldn’t I?” Hagen asked. “Our foes are bested. The men who tried to kill us are either dead or imprisoned, and my prospects for the future have never been brighter. When word spreads about what happened here today—and I’ll see to it that it does—we’ll be famous. People will come from all over to shake hands with the men who survived the Carnage of Claro Station. They’ll trip all over themselves waiting to meet Brave Buck Trammel and Heroic Adam Hagen. I might even have a song written in our honor.”
 
Tucker ignored Hagen as he grabbed the bottle of tequila he knew Charlie kept hidden behind the bar for special occasions. He picked up two glasses and brought them over to Trammel’s and Hagen’s table. “How’s your young friend? Charlie tells me he got hurt.”
 
“Bessler hit him pretty hard,” Trammel said. “He’s inside now, sleeping it off. He’ll be fine with some rest. How’d you boys fare with the ones who got past us?”
 
“We took care of them.” Cobb placed the two glasses and the bottle on the table. “Butch got three and I got one who tried to climb on the coach. Say what you will about those boys, they were determined. They were probably quality hands, too. Every one of them.”
 
Hagen finished his whiskey. “The greed for gold has brought many a man to rack and ruin. That would make a fine name for a song, wouldn’t it? ‘The Greed for Gold.’ Somebody get me a paper and pencil. I should write this down. Could have a musical revue on my hands!”
 
But Tucker could feel Trammel was studying him. And he noticed the sheriff had not touched his whiskey. “Why so glum, Tucker? I didn’t expect you to be singing songs like Adam here, but things aren’t as bad as all that. You got your coach to English Station, didn’t you?”
 
“Yeah. It’s locked up and being guarded as we speak.” He took the bottle of tequila and poured two drinks for him and Butch. Hagen shoved his empty glass toward him, and he reluctantly filled it. “You’d best drink that whiskey down, Buck. I’m afraid you’re going to need it.”
 
Trammel grew wary. “I prefer to take bad news straight, Tucker. Why don’t you tell me what’s gnawing at you?”
 
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Cobb set the bottle on the table and took a telegram from his shirt pocket. “They gave this to me after I secured my coach at English Station. They’ve just had a telegraph line put in.” He handed the yellow paper to the sheriff. “I only wish it delivered better news.”
 
Hagen set his glass aside as he sat up straighter in his chair. “What does it say?”
 
Tucker did not have the heart to tell him. “It’s Trammel’s news. It’s up to him to share it if he wants.”
 
He watched Trammel’s expression closely as the sheriff read the telegram. He looked for a hint of emotion. Sadness. Anger. Relief. Anything that would show some emotion.
 
But, as he suspected, Trammel read it over a few times before refolding it and handing it back to Cobb. “Much obliged for the information, Tucker. Thanks for telling me.”
 
Hagen looked like he was about to burst. “Well? What is it?”
 
Butch looked away.
 
Trammel said, “I got fired. The telegraph was sent to every station and telegraph office in the territory. By order of Mayor Holm and the city elders, I’m no longer sheriff of Laramie and have no official capacity whatsoever. Effective immediately. Sherwood Blake is acting sheriff now.”
 
Hagen pounded the table, causing some of the tequila to slop over the rim of their glasses. Tucker knew that at another time, Hagen would have bemoaned the loss of good liquor. But now was not such a time.
 
“Holm, that miserable weasel,” Hagen seethed. “I’ll kill him for this. I’ll gutshoot him and leave him where I find him.”
 
“No, you won’t,” Trammel told him. “They hired me, and they can fire me. This star comes off just as easily as it goes on. I knew that when I took the job. They needed to blame someone for the jailbreak, and that someone is me.” He took his glass of whiskey and downed it. “Can’t say I hold it against them, seeing as I was the one responsible for the prison. Or at least I was until now.”
 
Tucker saw Hagen was not ready to give up so easily. “But we rounded up all the men who escaped. And you’re bringing Bessler and Clay back to face trial. I’m sure Tucker and Butch here will attest to that, won’t you, boys? That ought to count for something.”
 
Trammel set his empty glass on the table. “It counts plenty. It counts as far as the people of Laramie say it counts. Justice will be served. It doesn’t say anything about serving me.”
 
“That don’t make it right,” Butch said.
 
“Justice doesn’t have to be right,” Trammel answered. “It just has to be carried out. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Star or no star. As soon as Hawkeye’s fit to travel, we’re bringing back Bessler and Clay. After that, I’ll worry about me.”
 
Tucker had heard of Trammel’s bravery and dedication to duty before, but he had never seen it with his own two eyes. He had known many men who had worn a badge and carried a gun, but few seemed to appreciate what it truly meant. Buck Trammel was not such a man.
 
He held out his hand to the former sheriff and hoped he would take it. “It’s been an honor riding with you, Buck. And it might not count for much, but you have my admiration.”
 
“And our respect,” Butch added.
 
Trammel shook hands with both of them. “That means plenty, boys. And I appreciate it.” He looked at the bottle of tequila. “And since I’m not a lawman anymore, how about you pour me some of that cactus juice.”

 



CHAPTER 34
 
A large crowd gathered on Main Street as word quickly spread around Laramie that Buck Trammel and Adam Hagen had returned with Frank Bessler and Lucien Clay in tow.
 
Hagen rode out in front, while Hawkeye led Clay, who was barely able to sit upright in the saddle. Trammel led Bessler’s horse. The big man’s hands had been tied to the saddle horn, and the gag was still in his mouth. He tried to kick at the spectators who hurled curses and rotten fruit at him.
 
The crowd parted for Hagen and the others as they rode straight to City Hall, where Mayor Walt Holm and Sheriff Sherwood Blake stood to meet them. Blake had a Winchester set on his hip, standing guard next to the mayor.
 
Deputies Brillheart and Root took the reins of the prisoners and led them into the prison courtyard. Trammel was glad to see the wall was almost half rebuilt.
 
Hagen rode his horse close to Holm and looked down at the man from the saddle.
 
Blake stepped in between them. “Don’t do anything stupid, Adam.”
 
Hagen ignored him as he glared down at Holt, who would not meet his gaze. “I’m not going to kill you, Walt. Not today. But I’m going to take everything you love away from you. Your office. Your good name. Your livelihood. I’m going to make you watch as I burn it all in front of you. I’m going to make you watch the wind carry off the ashes. That’s a promise.”
 
Hagen brought his horse around and tipped his hat to Buck. “You know where to find me.”
 
The crowd quickly parted as Hagen rode through them.
 
Trammel and Hawkeye climbed down from their saddles. No one came to tend to their horses, so Hawkeye held the reins of both.
 
He could feel a tension run through the crowd as they waited to see what would happen next.
 
Blake swallowed hard as he moved between Holm and Trammel. “Same goes for you, Buck. I didn’t want it to happen this way, but I won’t let you lay a finger on the man.”
 
Trammel had never doubted he could take Blake in a fight if he had to, but his quarrel was not with the acting sheriff. He spoke loudly for the benefit of the crowd as he said, “I took an oath to bring law and order to Laramie and that’s what I’ve done. Frank Bessler and Lucien Clay have been captured and brought back to stand trial. Mr. Adam Hagen and Deputy John Hauk risked their lives and endured great danger to help me do that. This town owes them a debt.”
 
He unpinned his sheriff’s star from his bloodstained buckskin shirt and held it out to Holm. “You wanted this. Here it is.”
 
The crowd began to jeer and curse as Holm turned and began walking up the stairs of City Hall.
 
Blake reached for it, but Trammel closed his hand. “You wanted it,” Trammel yelled to him. “You can at least be man enough to take it from me.”
 
Hawkeye stepped forward and threw his star on the ground. “You can have mine, too, while you’re at it.”
 
Holm stopped halfway up the stairs, as if frozen in place. He clearly felt all the eyes of the town on him. After a long moment of indecision, he kept going as curses and catcalls rose from the crowd.
 
Blake remained in place as Trammel watched Holm disappear inside the hall.
 
“Guess he doesn’t want it after all,” he said to Blake. “No offense to you, Sherwood, but I’m only going to give this to him.”
 
Blake scrapped the dirt around Hawkeye’s star with his boot. “Guess you haven’t heard.”
 
“I heard,” Trammel told him. “I got the telegram in Claro Station the day before yesterday. Tucker Cobb was supposed to send you a telegram from English Station that I was coming back with Bessler and Clay. Didn’t you get it?”
 
“Oh, we got it,” Blake said. “And the mayor got more trouble than he was bargaining for. Seems you’re a lot more popular around here than he thought. When word spread that he’d fired you, me and the boys had quite a time keeping these people out of City Hall and dragging Holm out by the scruff of his neck. He had no choice but to promise them that he’d let you keep your star. He wasn’t happy about it, but that’s the way it is.”
 
Hawkeye said, “So the boss can keep his job?”
 
“Sure can.” Blake toed the deputy’s star toward him. “No reason why you can’t keep yours, either. We’ve got enough trouble around here without having to worry about sending a man up to Blackstone now and then.”
 
Hawkeye quickly scooped up his star and pinned it back on his shirt. “That’s good news, ain’t it, boss?”
 
The crowd that had gathered around them began to cheer as Trammel opened his hand and looked down at his star. He had never thought he would see it again, much less still be sheriff of Laramie.
 
The cheers gradually unified into a single word. “Trammel. Trammel. Trammel.”
 
Blake stepped aside and broke into a grin. “You’d better put that on, boss, or we’re liable to have another riot on our hands.”
 
The cheers rose as Trammel climbed the steps. He had never been one to seek attention or acclaim, but after everything Bessler and Clay had put him through, he had to admit it felt good to be appreciated.
 
The crowd cheered when he held up the star for all to see. And when he pinned it on his shirt, they threw their hats into the air.
 
His breath caught when he saw Emily was standing next to Blake and Hawkeye and quickly ran down the stairs to embrace her. None of the pats on the back or praises from the townspeople felt as good as her arms around him.
 
“Looks like you get to keep your job,” Emily said.
 
He held her as tightly as he dared. “As long as I have you, I have everything.”
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CHAPTER 1
 
When a bullet zipped past Smoke Jensen’s ear, leaving a hot, crimson streak in its wake, he had a realization.
 
Trouble sure had a way of following him.
 
He hadn’t come to Big Rock with anything on his mind other than taking care of his business, maybe saying hello to a few friends, chief among them Sheriff Monte Carson and Louis Longmont, and then getting on back to the Sugarloaf.
 
Of course, his wife, Sally, had it in mind to do some shopping, but that was harmless enough, except for the damage it did to his pocketbook. So, no reasonable explanation existed as to why he found himself smack-dab in the middle of a shooting scrape.
 
Or rather, another shooting scrape.
 
The last thing he wanted was trouble. He wasn’t the type to just stand idly by when bullets were flying, though. He might catch one of them. Or worse, innocent folks might get shot. So, he drew his Colt with lightning speed and took aim at the man who had just emerged from the general store.
 
A wisp of powder smoke still curled up from the muzzle of the gun in the man’s fist. He had already shifted his focus elsewhere after firing that first round. Evidently, he caught Smoke’s movement in his peripheral vision and turned his attention back in that direction. He leveled his weapon and sneered.
 
“I wouldn’t,” Smoke said.
 
The warning fell on deaf ears and the man’s finger twitched, ready to squeeze off another shot. Smoke’s keen eyes saw that, and his gun roared first.
 
The bullet hammered into the fella’s chest, sending him backward as his feet flew from beneath him. He landed flat on his back. His fingers went slack and he released the revolver. Smoke ran to the gun and kicked it away. One quick glance told him the gesture hadn’t been necessary, although erring on the side of caution was always better.
 
A scarlet ring was spreading on the man’s dirty, tattered shirt. Dull, glassy eyes, with the life fading from them, stared up at Smoke.
 
“Who in the—” Smoke began, wanting to know who he had just shot, and why.
 
He didn’t have time to finish the question as another shot rang out from inside the general store.
 
“Sally,” he said, working to rein in the worry he felt rising in his chest. He swung his gun up, while quickly stepping away from the dead hombre, who lay sprawled out in the middle of the street. Eager to check on his wife, who’d gone inside the store a few minutes earlier, Smoke was about to close the gap between himself and the structure, when the door flew open again.
 
Another gunman burst onto the store’s porch, spinning wildly as if trying to assess his surroundings, but not moving cautiously enough to gain a true lay of the land. This gave Smoke all the time he needed to dive behind a water trough. He reached the cover just in time as the panic-stricken gunman sent two wild shots into the air. As far as Smoke could tell, no one was hit. Most of the folks who had been on the boardwalks or in the street had scrambled for cover when the shooting started.
 
Just who was this fella and what was he all fired up about? Maybe, Smoke thought, he could end this without any more bloodshed. He didn’t care for the fact that a fresh corpse was only a few feet away. Smoke didn’t hesitate to kill when necessary, but he didn’t take any pleasure in it. If he had his way, he’d never be mixed up in gunplay again.
 
Smoke rested his arm on the trough and drew a bead, his hand steady, his aim sure.
 
“Put that gun down!” he called. “No one else has to get hurt. Or worse.”
 
A few townspeople were hustling around, trying to get out of the line of fire. Two old men who’d been sitting on a bench, enjoying the shade the boardwalk’s overhanging roof offered, dove off the side and onto the ground. Smoke had to chuckle, realizing the impact had probably jarred the old-timers. They were in one piece, though, and didn’t have any bullets in them as they crawled beneath the porch. Thankfully, it seemed as if everyone was out of harm’s way.
 
Until the little girl dashed past.
 
Smoke hadn’t even noticed her before now. She couldn’t be any older than six, but might have been as young as four. She was a little thing, and scared, as she screamed for her ma. She tried to make it off the porch, but the gun-wielding hombre extended his free arm and scooped up the child, jerking her back onto the porch before Smoke could react.
 
The man held on to the girl tightly, using her as a shield as he swept his gun from side to side. She squirmed and kicked her legs as she continued screaming, but she had no chance of escaping the man’s brutal grip.
 
Smoke regretted not having put a bullet into the wild-eyed varmint as soon as he laid eyes on the man. That would have ended this before he had a chance to grab that poor child.
 
“I’m gonna get out of here!” he yelled. “You all hear me?”
 
Smoke caught a glimpse of movement up the street and swiveled his head to see Sheriff Monte Carson hurrying toward the scene, with two deputies following him. Unfortunately, the crazed gunman on the porch noticed them, too, and sent a shot in their direction. Monte and the deputies instinctively split up as the bullet whistled between them. Monte took cover in one of the alcoves along the boardwalk, while the two deputies crouched behind a parked wagon.
 
The little girl screamed even louder after the shot, but her captor only tightened the arm he had looped around her body under her arms.
 
“Shut up!” he snarled at the girl. He turned his attention back to the sheriff and yelled, “Stay back! I swear I’ll put a bullet in this here child’s brain!”
 
Smoke’s blood was boiling. He’d encountered some low-down, prairie scum in his day, but anyone who would hurt a child was the worst of the worst. He had to smile, though, when the girl started writhing even harder beneath the man’s arm. She tried throwing her elbows back and even sent a few more kicks toward him, but his strength put an end to the struggle quickly. Still, Smoke admired her fighting spirit. He aimed to tell her as much, too. He’d get a chance, since he would never let that little girl die.
 
“What is it you want?” Smoke called.
 
He wasn’t the law in Big Rock, but with the sheriff and his deputies pinned down and unable to get closer, he was in the best position to act.
 
“I want out of here,” the gunman said. “I want to make it to my horse down yonder, climb in the saddle, and get out of town without any trouble!”
 
“Sure, friend,” Smoke replied in an affable tone. “Just let the young’un go and you can mosey on out of here. No one will stop you.”
 
The man’s lips curled back, revealing jagged yellow teeth. “That ain’t how this works. She comes with me. I’ll leave her down the trail when I’m free and clear.”
 
Smoke’s back stiffened. He couldn’t let the hard case ride out of town with that little girl. If she was carried off by him, she was probably as good as dead.
 
“My daughter!” a loud, terror-stricken voice screamed. “He has my daughter!”
 
The hard case swung his gun hand around to cover the panicking woman who ran out of the store next door, holding her dress up as she sprinted. Her feet kicked up gravel and dust, but she didn’t slow down any, until the man jabbed his gun toward her.
 
“Don’t come any closer! I’ll shoot her!” He jammed the hard barrel back against the child’s skull, causing her to cry out. She tried reaching for her mother, the gesture causing the woman to cry even louder and stretch her arms out, too, as she skidded to a stop in the road.
 
Smoke had seen more than enough. He couldn’t get a shot off, though. He was good—probably one of the best there was—but even he couldn’t guarantee a clean shot under these circumstances. It was just too risky. And he’d be damned if any harm came to a child because of him.
 
But he couldn’t not act, either.
 
The street was eerily silent. Smoke could see the two old-timers crawling quietly beneath the porch, headed toward the gunman, obviously intent on intervening. There was an opening where they could get out, not far behind the man. Smoke hoped it wouldn’t spook the varmint, causing him to shoot the child.
 
Smoke cast his eyes toward the sheriff. Monte Carson peered around the corner of the alcove where he had taken cover, but he made no move toward the gunman. His deputies stood motionless behind the wagon, following his example.
 
The tension was thick. Normally, Smoke was as calm as could be in situations like this, but now his heart felt as if it might beat right out of his chest. Perhaps the child’s presence did it. Or maybe his not knowing what had happened to Sally. Had that shot he’d heard earlier hit her? Was she okay? Heaven help that crazed outlaw if she wasn’t. Whatever the reason, his nerves were a bit more frayed than usual.
 
He fought hard to control his emotions. He needed to proceed with a clear head. He didn’t give a damn about his own life.
 
Right now, that little girl was all that mattered.
 
And Sally.
 
Smoke drew a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and fought down his anger. Now wasn’t the time to be blinded by rage. A wry smile tugged at his lips as a plan began to take shape inside his mind. What he needed was a distraction. Maybe those two old-timers would give it to him. They were edging closer, shifting beneath the porch and looking as if they were ready to scramble out and spring up at any moment.
 
Just like that, though, in the blink of an eye, the old men and Smoke’s plan became irrelevant.
 
The outlaw had taken a few steps back on the porch, toward the store’s door. He never bothered to check behind him.
 
That had been a mistake.
 
A bottle broke into a dozen pieces as it crashed against his head. One jagged shard tore into his scalp, slicing away the flesh and leaving a hot, wet, bloody streak.
 
Out of instinct, he dropped the child. She leaped off the porch as quickly as possible and into her mother’s arms. For a moment, Smoke feared the outlaw would trigger his gun, but the man just pawed at his flowing wound. Confusion registered in his eyes as he swayed unsteadily on his feet. His gun slid from his fingers.
 
“What the—”
 
He tried spinning around, but didn’t have a chance before a second bottle smashed into him, sending him to the ground, out cold.
 
Smoke was already at the porch now, his gun still drawn, when he realized who had saved the day.
 
There in the doorway, with the neck of a broken bottle in her hand, stood Sally.

 

 
CHAPTER 2
 
“What on earth is going on here?” Monte Carson asked.
 
Smoke finished thumbing a fresh cartridge into his walnut-butted Colt and then pouched the iron. “I was wondering that myself.” He looked to Sally and arched an eyebrow. “Here I was worried about you, and I should have been worried about him.” He jerked his head toward the unconscious gunman who lay on the porch’s puncheon floor.
 
One of the sheriff’s deputies was standing over the downed man, relieving him of his weapons. A small derringer was up his right sleeve, along with a knife in one of his boots. The deputy then rummaged through the man’s pockets and pulled out a wad of greenbacks and waved them toward the sheriff.
 
“Those are mine!” Don Baker said.
 
He was a large, easygoing man who ran the mercantile, along with help from his clerk, Ike Hairston. Ike was out on the porch now, too, and hurried to the downed brigand. He reared his foot back, but Sheriff Carson stopped him.
 
“You can’t kick him now. He’s laid out cold!”
 
“Well, I oughta,” Ike said, and then his voice trailed off into a consortium of jumbled curse words. “They tried to hold up the store.”
 
“They didn’t try,” his boss corrected him. “They did rob us. Would have gotten away with it, too, if it hadn’t been for Jensen.”
 
“Which one?” Smoke said with a smile. His eyes darted to Sally, who was now off the porch and checking on the terrified mother and child.
 
“Thank God she’s okay,” Sally said, rubbing the girl’s back.
 
The two old-timers had rolled out from under the porch and, after considerable effort, were finally stumbling to their feet.
 
“Sheriff, I think Walt done broke his backside,” one of them said.
 
The other groaned as he rubbed his rear end. It took considerable effort for Smoke to control his laughter, and one look at Sally told him she was having the same struggle.
 
Monte seemed somewhat annoyed when he said, “Will someone just tell me exactly what happened?”
 
“I’ll tell you,” Ike said, still red-faced with anger. “Those two no-accounts came in the store, acted like they were shopping, but then drew their pistols and demanded the money from the register. They were also trying to take off with a few supplies, jerky and coffee, mostly.” He jabbed a bony finger toward the dead man in the street and said, “He got spooked and told his partner they had to get out of there. That’s when he came out shooting!”
 
“That explains your ear,” Monte said, looking at Smoke.
 
Smoke remembered the close call and touched his ear. It stung a little, but the blood had dried now. He’d had a lot worse done to him over the years.
 
“Guess I was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Smoke said with a chuckle.
 
“Or the right place,” Monte said. “He may have hit someone with those wild shots, had you not taken him down. Reckon the town is obliged to you for that. Once again.”
 
Smoke nodded.
 
It seemed as if Monte took every opportunity he could to state how much the town of Big Rock owed Smoke. In fact, Smoke was mostly responsible for the settlement’s founding, having led an exodus here of folks escaping from the outlaw town of Fontana, several miles away. They had fled to escape the reign of terror carried out by brutal mine owner Tilden Franklin and his hired guns.
 
Now, a couple of years later, Franklin was dead, and Fontana was an abandoned town, nothing left but moldering ruins, while Big Rock was growing and thriving. Monte Carson wasn’t the only one who gave Smoke a lot of the credit for that happening.
 
Smoke, however, wasn’t interested in accolades. He was thankful when the storekeeper started talking again.
 
“Anyway,” Ike Hairston continued, “that spooked his partner inside the store and he started shooting, too.”
 
“Anyone hit?” the sheriff asked.
 
“No, but he plugged the dang cracker barrel!” Ike said. He looked as if he wanted to kick the man again. His anger subsiding, he shrugged and said, “That’s when he came out onto the porch, and, well, you saw the rest.”
 
Sally was at Smoke’s side now. They joined Sheriff Carson in examining the two outlaws. Both wore dirty, torn homespun and it seemed as if neither had bathed in a long while.
 
Smoke thumbed his curled-brim hat back, revealing more of his ash-blond hair, and scratched his forehead. “Looks like these two had fallen on hard times.”
 
“Explains why they were so desperate,” Monte said with a frown. “Still doesn’t give them call to carry on like this.”
 
“Sure doesn’t,” Smoke agreed. “Reckon they could have gotten a meal just about anywhere here in town.”
 
Smoke wasn’t exaggerating. Big Rock was a friendly community, where folks could find plenty of help if they needed it. Smoke might have even given the two work at the Sugarloaf, had they dropped by. Of course, the fact that one had held a little girl hostage showed he was not simply a good man who’d fallen on desperate times, so Smoke doubted if they’d had any intent on working for an honest day’s wages.
 
The one Sally had laid out was now starting to groan as he came to.
 
“Let’s get him on down to the jail,” Monte told his deputies. “I’ll send for Doc Spaulding to patch him up.”
 
“He needs to take a look at my rear, too!” Walt said, still rubbing his derriere.
 
“Maybe he can get you one of those sittin’ pillows,” the other old-timer said. “Feels better than resting your cheeks on a hard chair, that’s for sure!”
 
Monte rolled his eyes and mumbled, “Lord help me.” He turned his focus to the corpse, which lay in the street, and winced as he saw that flies had already started to gather. “I’ll get the undertaker down here, too. I’ll look through the wanted dodgers I have back at the office. Could be that you have some reward money coming, Smoke.”
 
Smoke snorted. “A bounty-hunting Jensen? Now that’s a thought.”
 
“Don’t you go getting any ideas. We don’t need any more trouble,” Sally said. “Besides, you’re a rancher. Remember?”
 
Smoke held up his hands in mock surrender. “Believe me, I’ve had my fill of trouble. I’m not looking for more.” His smile disappeared as he turned his gaze toward the sheriff. He scratched his strong, angular chin and asked, “Do I need to stick around and appear before Judge Proctor?”
 
“Nah,” Monte said. “This is pretty cut-and-dried. The way I figure it, you did the town a favor. You too,” he said, smiling at Sally. “Smoke, you sure married one with a bit of sass in her.”
 
Smoke laughed, nodding in agreement.
 
He certainly couldn’t argue that point.
 
* * *
 
The ride back to the Sugarloaf was seven miles and Smoke didn’t mind the journey one bit. The country was mighty pretty, and he had an even prettier woman by his side. As he guided his black stallion, Drifter, beside the buckboard Sally drove, he took a moment to soak it all in.
 
She had an infectious smile, which he never tired of. Her brown hair hung in bouncing curls. With Sally set against the backdrop of the rugged Rocky Mountains, Smoke wondered if he’d indeed been shot back in Big Rock and was now in heaven.
 
“What are you looking at?” Sally said, though her smile hinted that she already knew the answer.
 
“The woman of my dreams,” he said without hesitation.
 
She smiled even wider. “And what are you thinking about?”
 
Smoke laughed. He made a show of looking around and said, “Well, I suppose I could tell you, since there’s no one else around.”
 
Now Sally laughed loudly. “Easy. We’ve got a few miles to go before we’re back home.”
 
“Like I said, there’s no one else around.”
 
Sally cast him one last devilish grin before turning her attention back to the trail before her. Smoke did the same.
 
They rode in silence for a few minutes before he said, “That was some stunt you pulled back there, walloping that owlhoot like that. You could’ve been hurt.”
 
“And that little girl could’ve been killed.”
 
“True,” Smoke admitted. “Reckon I can’t be too upset.”
 
“Upset? You knew I was a handful when you put the ring on my finger.”
 
Smoke chuckled. “That I did. And I wouldn’t have you any other way. I just want you to be careful, is all. I intend to grow old with you.”
 
“Of course,” she said. “I’ll be sitting by your side on the porch in our rockers. We can look out over the Sugarloaf. It will be massive by then.”
 
“You have big plans,” he said.
 
“We have big plans,” she said.
 
“Yep. And they don’t include gunfighting, that’s for sure.”
 
She gave him a pointed stare. “It really bothered you, what happened back in town?”
 
He nodded. Drifter continued to pick his way over the trail, staying beside the buckboard, moving at a measured pace. It seemed as if the horses were just as content to enjoy the pleasant evening as night fell around them as Smoke and Sally were.
 
The falling sun painted the picturesque landscape in pink and yellow hues. A cloud of gnats hovered just off the road. A few grasshoppers leaped in the brushy grass to Smoke’s left. Smoke sucked in a lungful of air and held it a moment, enjoying the smell of the upcoming summer. Something about this time of year called to him. Something peaceful. Thinking about peace, he said, “I just hope this valley is tamed one day, and sooner rather than later. I’ve had more than enough gunplay to last me a lifetime.”
 
“There will be peace around these parts soon enough,” she said. “Men like you and Preacher have worked hard to make this land safe for decent folks. One day, our children will thank you for it.”
 
Smoke smiled once again. He sure liked the sound of that.
 
Children.
 
Of course, if they turned out anything like their pa—or ma, for that matter—they’d keep him and Sally on their toes.
 
They finished their trip in silence, content to simply be in each other’s presence. The relaxing ride did wonders in washing away the unpleasantness that had occurred back in town, and by the time they arrived home, it was already nothing but a memory.
 
That peacefulness didn’t last long, though. Upon riding up to the house, Smoke realized they had company. Two saddle mounts he didn’t recognize, along with a couple of pack animals, were tied in front of the log ranch house.
 
Something stirred deep inside his stomach, telling him that all was not well. He remembered that realization he’d had back in town when the shooting had started.
 
Trouble just had a way of finding him.
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