
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      The Revenger: Omnibus

    

    
      
        Peter Brandvold

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Wolfpack Publishing]
          [image: Wolfpack Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Revenger: Omnibus Edition

      

        

      
        Kindle Edition

        Copyright © 2019 (as revised) Peter Brandvold

      

        

      
        Wolfpack Publishing

        6032 Wheat Penny Avenue

        Las Vegas, NV 89122

      

        

      
        wolfpackpublishing.com

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events, places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced by any means without the prior written consent of the publisher, other than brief quotes for reviews.

      

        

      
        Kindle ISBN 978-1-64119-641-3

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Your FREE eBook

      

    

    
      
        A BULLET FOR SARTAIN

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

      

      
        DEATH AND THE SALOON GIRL

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

      

      
        THE BITTERSWEET WAR

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

      
        GOLD DUST WOMAN

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

      

      
        SAVAGE BARRANCA

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

      

      
        SAN JUAN BUSHWHACKERS

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

      

      
        SILVER CITY WOLF PACK

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

      

      
        NO MERCY

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

      

      
        WILD NIGHT AT THE SUNDANCE

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

      

      
        FATAL WOMAN

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      
        A Look at Once a Marshal (A Sheriff Ben Stillman Western)

      

      
        Your FREE eBook

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Your FREE eBook

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Poison Mean]
          
        

      

      Join Peter Brandvold’s mailing list for information on new releases, updates, discount offers, and your FREE eBook copy of Poison Mean: A Western Short Story.

    

  


  
    
      The Revenger: Omnibus

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A BULLET FOR SARTAIN

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Buffalo McCluskey set his shot glass on the bar with a solid thump, ran a bear-sized paw across his beard, and turned angrily to the tall, dark man leaning against the bar beside him.

      “I’m ready for another drink, Sartain!”

      Mike Sartain, known from one end of the frontier to the other as “The Revenger” sipped his own whiskey and regarded the burly man humorously from beneath his sand-colored Stetson’s flat, salt-crusted brim. He hadn’t shaved since leaving the 55-Connected, where he and McCluskey had played at wrangling for the past seven months, as a change of pace from Sartain’s bloody vigilante ways. His cobalt-blue eyes were set off by the rich black beard shadow and the sun-seared skin drawn taut across his high, chiseled cheeks.

      “Well, why don’t you buy yourself one, you old black-hearted malcontent? While you’re at it”—Sartain finished his own whiskey and skidded the glass down beside McCluskey’s with a glassy clink—“you can buy me one!”

      McCluskey bunched his lips inside his curly, salt-and-pepper beard sprinkled with seeds and coated with trail dust and blood from the venison haunch he’d consumed half-raw around last night’s campfire. “Damn you, Mike—you know it’s your turn to buy.”

      “Beg to differ with ya, partner,” said Sartain in his slow, Cajun drawl, shaking his head slowly. “I done bought the last round. Seems to me I’m two rounds ahead, as a matter of incontestable fact.”

      McCluskey squared his shoulders at Sartain and dropped his chin, fashioning a look that said he couldn’t believe what he’d just heard. “You owed me three shots, Mike. Don’t you remember how I staked you in that poker game at the 55-Connected? I staked you ’cause you told me you’d buy three rounds—three rounds—soon as we hit town!”

      Sartain’s face colored as he turned to face the big man before him. Sartain was as tall as Buffalo, but Buffalo was as broad as a barn door, with a hard, rounded paunch. His voice grew in volume as the other voices around the saloon fell silent, the other customers and the whores turning to regard him and Buffalo warily.

      “You got one hell of a selective memory on you, my addle-pated old pard. I told you I’d buy you three rounds if I couldn’t pay you back.”

      Sartain pounded his right fist on the mahogany. “But, dammit, I filled an inside straight and done paid you back!” He gave a slow, menacing smile. “But I got a feelin’ your memory’s better’n you’re lettin’ on, old man.”

      Buffalo bunched his lips. His voice rumbled up from deep in his chest, filling the entire saloon and even drowning out the thunder of an approaching rainstorm. “You’re the one with the selective memory, old friend! You said you’d buy me three shots of good whiskey even if you paid me back ‘as a token of your appreciation.’ ”

      He spoke this last with mocking exaggeration, twisting his broad, warty face bizarrely.

      Sartain slapped the bar. “Consarn you, Buffalo! I swear—!”

      “Hold on there, fellers.” The small, bald bartender had moved down the counter to stand before them, holding both small, pink hands up, palms out. He was so short that the top of his head rose only a foot above the mahogany. “No need to bust up a good friendship over whiskey. Surely there’s a way to settle this without fisticuffs.”

      “I’ll buy the boys a drink,” piped up a man sitting with two others near the piano. He and his friends were decked out in business suits and bowler hats, fat stogies in their mouths sending thick smoke ribbons up from ashtrays arranged beside their beer mugs. “Anything for a little peace and quiet.”

      “Hell, I’ll chip in,” said the man across from him, scowling toward the bar and dipping two fingers in a vest pocket.

      “That won’t cut it,” Buffalo objected sharply. “Me and my old buddy Mike here’s gonna have to settle this ourselves. He’s gonna buy me a drink, or I’m gonna pound his Cajun head down so flat, it’ll do me for a stool for mountin’ my hoss!”

      “I know, I know!” A red-headed whore with a mole on her chin ran up beside Buffalo, the purple feathers in her hair dancing around the big man’s right ear. “Why don’t you arm-wrestle for it? Two such big, brawny men as yourselves can certainly arm-wrestle!”

      Sartain and Buffalo studied each other in angry silence.

      “That sounds like a good idea.” Chirped the little bartender. “A good, fair way to settle this matter”—he swallowed, taking in the impressive sizes of both men—“without bustin’ up my place.”

      A man to Sartain’s right cleared his throat. “My money’s on the bearded hombre. I got five dollars says he can take the younger man any day of the week!”

      Another voice rose from the other end of the smoky, shadow-swept room. “I got a three-ounce nugget that says Sartain can take the mossyhorn!”

      Then the others jumped up, waving greenbacks or gold pokes or fistfuls of coins, and a few minutes later it was agreed that the redhead, Arliss Dupree, would hold the bets. As Arliss strode about the room, taking money and writing names on a notepad, Sartain and Buffalo stood at the bar, facing each other, glowering, upper lips curled.

      When the pretty saloon girl had slapped the greenbacks on the bar top, announcing that all bets had been placed, the room grew silent once more.

      Buffalo grinned at Sartain, who stood unmoving before him and began untying the whang strings holding the right sleeve of his smoke-stained buckskin tunic closed. “What’s the matter, Mike—yalla?”

      Sartain raked his gaze from Buffalo to the saloon girl, who was staring up at him, eyes wide, lips slightly parted. Her well-filled corset rose and fell heavily. Sartain said shrewdly, “Winner gets a quarter of the kitty and a bottle of Royal Oaks.”

      The redhead glanced around the room. The other customers nodded, shrugged, or grumbled their agreement.

      “What the hell, then?” Sartain snarled at his big friend.

      He whipped off his pinto vest, slung it onto the bar, and rolled up his shirtsleeves. As he headed for a table, the men who’d been sitting there promptly gained their feet with drunken uncertainty and scrambled away with the same uncertainty, freeing their chairs.

      “Ready to have your arm wrenched out of its socket, Buff?”

      Buffalo doffed his ragged leather hat and plopped down in a chair across from Sartain. “Ready if you are, ya damn Loozyanna sharpie!”

      The challengers got comfortable, squirming around in their chairs and rolling the kinks out of their necks and shoulders. The other customers left their own chairs to scramble around Sartain and Buffalo. Both men eyed each other with barely restrained fury.

      Finally, when they’d planted their right elbows on the scarred tabletop, which Arliss had efficiently toweled dry, they each got a good grip on the other’s hand.

      The room fell silent.

      Distant thunder rumbled beyond the night-black windows. A lantern sputtered. Someone spat anxiously into one of the sandboxes haphazardly placed around the saloon. The redhead, obviously accustomed to such contests, appraised them both, making sure their free hands showed above the table, that neither concealed a pig-sticker or a derringer, then laid both her own hands over the fighters’ entangled fists.

      “Good luck and giddyup, gents!”

      Arliss lifted her hands away, and both fighters stiffened and locked eyes. One of the onlookers goosed the whore’s ass. She flicked an angry hand at him, whispering, “Quit!” As she backed away toward the bar.

      Neither Sartain’s nor Buffalo’s hand moved for nearly five minutes. Then Sartain’s knuckles began sagging toward the table. When they’d gone halfway down, the Cajun bit his lower lip, the color rising in his sunburned cheeks, the old bayonet scar above his right eyebrow turning paper-white, and fought the hand back up. His right bicep bulged like a wheel hub through his shirtsleeve.

      Swallowing, he bent Buffalo’s ham-like paw down toward the table.

      A devilish light flashed in Sartain’s cobalt-blue eyes.

      Buffalo’s rugged features turned crimson. He glared at the Cajun, squinting one eye and groaning softly, his chair squeaking beneath his two-hundred-plus pounds. He bit his cheek as he fought Sartain’s hand back up. They held there, deadlocked, glaring and sweating, for another ten minutes.

      Outside, the storm rumbled louder. Somewhere in the town of Navajo Wells, a dog barked. Coyotes yipped in the hills.

      The onlookers gaped at the fighters, taking occasional drags from stogies or cigarettes and intermittently sipping whiskey or beer. Otherwise, they were as still and quiet as pallbearers.

      Back in the shadows, a whore whispered to no one in particular, “They’re going to grind each other’s knuckles to powder!”

      Someone told her to shut up. She glowered at him.

      Buffalo’s eyes widened, boring into Sartain’s. “You son of a bitch!”

      Lines spoked around Sartain’s eyes as he balled one cheek with a lopsided grin. He canted his head, bent Buffalo’s fist over to his left. Buffalo’s head sagged sharply as Sartain drove the bearded man’s knuckles into the table.

      The room erupted with applause, cheers, and groans.

      Men clapped Sartain on both shoulders, popped the cork on a bottle of Royal Oak bourbon, and assured him that drinks were on them for the rest of the night. Others converged on the redhead, Arliss, who hiked herself onto the bar, crossed her legs importantly, grabbed the kitty, and began flipping through her notepad.

      Buffalo, his right cheek resting on the tabletop, glared up at Sartain and made his voice only loud enough for his partner to hear. “It was your turn to lose, ya son of a bitch!”

      Sartain smiled woodenly as one of the well-dressed gents pumped his hand. He said out of the side of his mouth, “Shut up, you horse’s ass, and maybe I’ll buy ya a drink.”
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, when the last of the other customers had left the bar, Sartain leaned back in his chair. He dug his winnings out of his shirt pocket and flipped half onto the table amidst the dozen or so empty shot glasses and beer schooners.

      “There’s your cut, pard. Twenty-five dollars. Not bad for a slow Tuesday night.”

      Buffalo stuck his quirley stub between his lips and counted the small wad of bills, glowering across the table at Sartain. “It was your turn to lose, damn ya, Mike.”

      “Who cares who wins or loses as long as we make a little extra drinking money?”

      “ ’Cause I don’t like lookin’ weak. And that’s how you made me look.” The burly man leaned over the table toward Sartain, casting a furtive glance at the redheaded whore wiggling her fanny as she sponged off the bar top. “Weak!”

      Sartain chuckled and stuck his half of the winnings back in his shirt pocket. “All right, all right. I was just gettin’ you back for that water bucket trick you pulled on me back at the bunkhouse. Tell you what. You can win the next two times. I don’t mind losin’. Some girls feel sorry for losers.”

      He canted his head toward the redhead. “Ain’t that right, Marliss?”

      “That’s right, honey. But it’s ‘Arliss,’ and I set even more store by winners.” She turned to give him a flirtatious grin. “You spendin’ the night, Mike?”

      Sartain grinned back at her. “With you, sweetheart. All night long. And, uh, thanks fer helpin’ us out. I know it wasn’t much of a take for ya, but me an’ ole Buffalo find our little hornswogglin’ routine cuts the boredom.”

      “When you spend six years in the cavalry, you’ll do anything to cut the boredom,” said Buffalo, throwing back his last whiskey shot.

      “You two in the service together?” Arliss asked.

      “Opposin’ sides during the Fight Against Southern Rebellion,” said Buffalo. “Me a blue-coat, him a mangy Reb. Then scouts at Fort Beckett over New Mexico way, off an’ on.”

      “So what brought you to cattle wranglin’?”

      “Boredom . . . for me, at least. Change o’ pace for ole Mike.” Buffalo sauntered toward the stairs at the back of the room. “I’ll take leave o’ you two lovebirds. See ya in the morn . . .”

      Boots thumped on the boardwalk outside the saloon. The silhouette of a hatted head appeared over the batwings. A young man’s voice said, “Would there be a Mister Sartain hereabouts?”

      Arliss glanced at the Cajun, still leaning back in his chair. He looked at Buffalo, then brought the front legs of his chair back down to the floor, edged his hand toward the big, pearl-gripped, silver-plated LeMat revolver thonged on his right thigh.

      “Who wants to know?”

      The batwings squawked. Boots raked the puncheons and spurs chinged as the short, slender figure entered the saloon, dragging his pant cuffs.

      A kid with long, stringy hair. A bracket lamp shone on a charcoal smudge of a mustache mantling his upper lip. He wore a ratty shirt, a vest, and a plainsman hat.

      Mud spotted his baggy duck breeches. A Russian .44, positioned for the cross-draw, graced the worn holster on his left hip. Sartain had spent enough time around ranch hands the past half-year to know right off that this kid had mucked around in cow shit aplenty.

      “Name’s Marty Calloway, Mr. Sartain. I just come from Black Bird Gulch Roadhouse. There’s a man there. Says he needs to see you real bad.” The kid hesitated. His voice quivered slightly. “If’n . . . if’n you’re the one they call The Revenger, that is.”
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      Arliss gasped at the moniker mentioned by the kid.

      The redhead looked in surprise at Sartain. “That you, Mike? You The Revenger?”

      Sartain didn’t go around announcing himself. He placed ads in newspapers when he felt inclined to hire out his guns as well as his razor-edged sense of right versus wrong, but he didn’t use a trumpet to announce his comings and goings. He was wanted by the law for his vigilante ways, so he tried to keep as low a profile as possible for a man of his size and passionate blue-eyed gaze.

      “The Revenger—that’d be him,” Buffalo said with a dry chuckle, standing at the bottom of the stairs, one hand on the newel post and casting his gaze toward the lanky kid at the front of the room. “Just hope you ain’t a bounty hunter, sonny, or you’ll be ruing this night!”

      Arliss stood with her back to the bar, staring in awe at the tall, dark Sartain.

      “Who is this hombre that wants to see me so late?” Sartain asked, still slouched in his chair, his right hand resting on the pearl grip of his fine LeMat.

      Distant thunder clapped again, the storm unable to make up its mind where exactly it wanted to unleash its fury.

      “Said his name was Ubek, er . . . somethin’ like that. Said he needed to see you real bad. Said it was somethin’ about someone named . . . umm . . .” The kid snapped his fingers to jog his memory. “Phoenix.”

      “Phoenix?”

      “Who’s Phoenix?” Buffalo asked.

      Sartain kept his eyes on the kid. “Describe this pilgrim for me.”

      The kid flushed slightly and looked around as if searching for a picture of the man on a wall. “Uh . . . under six foot, I’d say. Very skinny. Dresses kinda dandified. Wears a thin beard, one o’ them . . . whaddya call ’em . . . ”

      “Van Dykes?”

      “Yeah, a Van Dyke beard. And small, round specs, sorta like a schoolmaster. Two guns.” The kid glanced at the ceiling, squinting his eyes with concentration. “One with walnut grips, the other with pearl.” He offered a wan, sheepish smile. “Purty poppers.”

      “Sounds like Ubek, all right. Why in the hell didn’t he come to me?”

      The kid hesitated, flushed. “Said he couldn’t be seen in town,” he explained, his eyes crinkling a little as he added wryly, “Law trouble.”

      “Law trouble? Jeff?” The description had sounded like Jeff. The law trouble did not. Sartain kicked his chair back, stood, and crossed the room to the boy. He towered over the lad, his shadow falling across the kid’s skinny features. “How long’s he gonna be there?”

      “The rest of the night. Said he had to leave before sunup.”

      “He pay you?”

      The kid smiled, showing several half-rotten teeth and tobacco-blackened gums. “He said you’d probably throw somethin’ in fer the information. Maybe?”

      Sartain fished in his pocket and flipped the kid a gold piece. “Run on back to your spread, boy. You should’ve been in the sack hours ago.”

      The kid pinched his hat brim. “Thanks, Mr. Sartain.”

      He turned and pushed through the doors. His spurs chinged. Tack squawked as the kid climbed onto a horse. Hoof thuds sounded, dwindling off in the damp night, distant lightning flickering above the silhouetted hill on the other side of Navajo Creek.

      Sartain stared over the batwings at the black, starless sky.

      Phoenix . . .

      “I reckon I best go check it out first, partner.” Sartain hadn’t heard the burly oldster lumber up beside him.

      Buffalo stared at him gravely. “You’ve made quite a few enemies over the years. Could be a trap.”

      “Not too many people know about Ubek . . . and Phoenix.”

      “Can’t say as I’ve heard you mention them names. Just the same, wouldn’t hurt for me to scout the roadhouse. Black Bird Gulch is known for its owlhoots and drygulchers.” Buffalo patted Sartain’s shoulder. “I’ll ride in, have me a drink, ride out. Meet you on the trail. Give me a fifteen-minute head start.”

      He gave Sartain another pat, then pushed through the doors and crossed the wide dirt road toward the dark livery barn fronting the creek, abutted on both sides by corrals and parked wagons in various states of disrepair. Navajo Wells had been a boomtown at one time. No longer.

      Only a handful of people remained—those who’d come to support the boom but were still too poor to head elsewhere.

      Or didn’t have anywhere else to go.

      After Buffalo had led his saddled sorrel out of the livery barn, mounted up, and galloped south along the road, Sartain pushed out onto the saloon’s rotten stoop and rolled a cigarette. He’d fired it with a lucifer, taking the first deep drag, when the batwings squawked behind him. Light footsteps sounded, and the smell of ripe cherries rose to his nostrils.

      Sartain glanced left. Arliss appeared, wrapping a cloak about her slender shoulders. She stood beside him, her head rising only to his shoulder, and took the quirley from his fingers. She placed it between her lips, drew a shallow puff, then returned the cigarette to Sartain.

      “Helluva night to be out.” She shivered, holding the cloak taut about her shoulders. “A night like this, a man needs to curl up with a warm woman.” She rubbed a shoulder against his. “A woman needs a warm man.”

      “I’d like nothin’ better.”

      “Won’t this keep till tomorrow? Black Bird Gulch is a dangerous place in the daylight. Night . . .” Arliss shuddered again.

      “Don’t look that way.”

      Arliss looked up at him, her brown eyes reflecting the saloon’s wan lamplight pushing over the batwings. “That shavetail saddle tramp was spoutin’ names from the past, wasn’t he? A painful past.”

      Sartain glanced at her, offered the cigarette. “You a witch?”

      “Don’t take a witch to read a man’s eyes.” Arliss took the quirley, held it before her lips, and studied it for a time. “Nothin’ like names from the past to call up dark haunts.” She took another shallow drag off the cigarette and coughed. “Phoenix. Pretty name.” She looked up at him, arching one brow. “Pretty woman?”

      “How’d you know it’s a woman?”

      Arliss smiled bemusedly. “A man named Phoenix couldn’t get you out on a night like this.” Her smile broadened. “Not when you got me here, ready and willin’.”

      Sartain snorted.

      “You really The Revenger, Mike? The one we hear so much about—rightin’ wrongs for folks who can’t right ’em themselves?”

      “One an’ the same.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      “You just never know about folks.” Sartain gave her a quick, affectionate squeeze and kissed her cheek, genuinely wishing he could stay with her this rainy night.

      But those two names from his past had him on edge and feeling anxious.

      “I’ll be headin’ out,” he said as he dropped down the porch steps.

      “Want the quirley?” Arliss asked behind him.

      Sartain was striding toward the livery barn. “Nah, you finish it.”

      Thunder rumbled and lightning flashed. Rain began falling, lightly pelting the rutted, hard-packed street. In the hills, several coyotes yammered maniacally, as if to be heard above the storm.

      Arliss huddled within herself and, letting the gusting wind rip the cigarette smoke from her lips as she turned back through the batwings, yelled, “You be careful, Mike!”

      Sartain threw out an arm, then drew one of the barn’s front doors open and stepped inside, where Buffalo had left a lamp burning on a stanchion post. The tall, dark-haired man took his time, saddling his lean, muscular buckskin stallion named Boss. His bushy brows were ridged with thought and, as Arliss had guessed correctly, dark hauntings from his past.

      When he’d unwrapped his yellow slicker from his bedroll, he donned it and crawled into the hurricane deck. He gigged Boss toward the front of the barn, leaned over to blow out the lamp, ducked through the door, and spurred the stallion into the rain-splattered street, hooves making sucking sounds in the manure-laced mire.

      He put the big stallion into a trot, sitting stiff-backed in the saddle, reins held high. When the ruined shacks of Navajo Wells receded behind him and he’d climbed the first rocky hill to the south, lightning flashed in earnest and thunder echoed around the high, rocky ridges to the east and west.

      “He-yah!”

      Lowering his head against the rain, Sartain gigged Boss into a ground-eating lope. Horse and rider couldn’t move fast for long, however, as the rain fell in sheets, sluicing off Sartain’s hat and the horse’s head and cutting gullies across the narrow, rocky wagon trace.

      The rider cursed a blue streak when he found the trail cut off by a flooded arroyo, the muddy waters running too fast and deep between willow banks to risk traversing even atop a sure-footed stallion like Boss. It took him a good twenty minutes to find a shallow place to cross and another fifteen to get back to the main trail, which was as much a creek now as a passable wagon trace.

      Thunder rumbled like the Navajo gods beating on giant war drums, and sharp witches’ fingers of lightning cut the velvet sky silvered by the rain coming down like javelins.

      Lightning flashed off the high, craggy peaks surrounding Black Bird Gulch, telling Sartain he’d reached his destination. Water roared in the creek beyond the cottonwoods and willows to his right.

      As he steered the jittery stallion around a trail bend, a blur of orange light shone about fifty yards ahead. Cottonwoods, willows, and boulders fallen from the surrounding ridges made the trail a vague black corridor.

      Good place for an ambush.

      As Sartain lifted a corner of his oil slicker above his holster, he touched his LeMat’s pearl grip and wondered why Buffalo hadn’t met him.

      The horse slogged through the mud. Sartain swung his head from left to right, using the intermittent lightning flashes to scour the nooks and crannies for drygulchers. As the trail began opening ahead like a tunnel mouth, something obscured the lighted windows of the roadhouse—a branch hanging from a cottonwood. Probably broken off by a lightning strike or the wind.

      As Sartain drew closer, it became more and more apparent that what hung from the cottonwood looming blackly on the right side of the trail was no broken branch. An icy knife stabbed his bowels.

      He reined the horse up before the tree, stared up at the object. Lightning flashed, and thunder cracked like simultaneous Howitzer blasts. The sudden, brief illumination showed Buffalo McCluskey hanging from an arching branch of the cottonwood, boots turning slowly three feet above the muddy trail.

      Buffalo’s face and beard were a wet, bloody mask, his hair curling straight down the sides of his head. The big man’s eyes were open, staring down, his tongue protruding from the right corner of his mouth.

      The hemp noose shone like a corded muffler around his neck.

      The lightning had no sooner flashed than Sartain, shucking his Henry rifle from his saddle sheath, swung his right leg over the stallion’s head and dropped straight down to the ground. His boots splashed mud around his shins. He flicked the back of his right hand against the horse’s shoulder, turning the mount and sending him splashing back the way they had come.

      Levering a fresh shell into the rifle’s breech, Sartain bolted off the trail’s left side, bulling through shrubs and stumbling over rocks. Whoever had shot Buffalo had hung him there for a reason. It’d be a good way to freeze a rider—to see his dead friend hanging from a branch like that, Buffalo’s face obliterated by several well-placed rifle shots.

      While Sartain’s heart leap-frogged around inside his chest and his gut burned with the bile of rage, he’d been an army scout and tracker too many years to freeze up at the sight of a dead friend—even as good a friend as Buffalo. He wouldn’t make himself an easy target.

      He’d search out a target of his own . . .

      Sartain hunkered down beside a boulder, glanced back toward the trail, where Buffalo’s bulky silhouette slid this way and that, turning in the wind. He bunched his lips, fought back a curse, and flicked rain from his cheeks. He turned back to the roadhouse, crept to the edge of the yard, hunkered down beside another cottonwood, and rested the Henry across his thighs.

      Before the low-slung, adobe-and-brick roadhouse, only one horse stood tethered to the hitch rack, hanging its head against the rain streaming off the porch’s shake roof. Odd that the owner hadn’t put the animal in the barn out of the weather.

      Unless the horse was Buffalo’s sorrel. The mounts of the killer or killers could be in the corral on the other side of the yard. On the other hand, after killing Buffalo, they might have lit a shuck.

      Only one way to find out.

      Blinking water from his lashes, Sartain took another cautious glance around the yard, then sprinted out of the trees, tracing a zigzag course in case someone was laying for him with a rifle. Ahead stood the rock ruins of an old Spanish trading post.

      Sartain hunkered down behind a three-foot-high rock wall, took another glance around the yard, scrutinizing both the front and back corners of the roadhouse, then leapt the crumbling stones. He ran to the near wall of the roadhouse and pressed his back against the bricks just left of a lighted window.

      The perfume of burning mesquite, ripped and torn by the wet wind, touched his nostrils.

      Sartain edged a glance through the nearest window. Inside, four men in various styles of rough trail garb played cards around a table, their faces hidden by shadows. None looked even remotely like the saloon-owning businessman, Jeff Ubek.

      Behind the bar, a burly man with a long, bib-like beard stood cutting up a javelina carcass with a stout cleaver. The bar was comprised of three whipsawed planks laid across beer kegs. The voices of the other men were a low murmur below the wooden plunks of the barman’s cleaver.

      Sartain pulled his head back from the window. Taking the rifle in both hands, he ducked under the window frame and slogged through the mud to the front. He stopped at the corner.

      Before the hitch rack, Buffalo’s sorrel gave a start, pulling back from the rack as it turned its gaze to Sartain and whickered.

      Mike pressed a finger to his lips, shushing the beast. He met the sorrel’s miserable gaze. Who shot your master, Buck? And why?

      Where’s Ubek—if he was ever here?

      What about Phoenix?

      Sartain wasn’t getting any answers to his questions standing around out here staring at the roadhouse’s sagging front porch. Squeezing the Henry in both hands, he headed for the door.
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      As Sartain stepped onto the half-rotten stoop fronting the roadhouse, he looked down at the rough pine boards.

      Several sets of fresh mud tracks angled from the steps to the front door, glistening faintly in the lantern light falling from the front wall’s single window.

      Sartain followed the steps to the doorframe, over which a beaded curtain had been closed to keep out the rain. He swept the curtain back with one hand, holding the Henry straight out from his right hip, and stared over the batwings.

      Chop-chop-chop came the solid reports of the bartender’s cleaver. Chop-chop-chop. The man, spying Sartain in the doorway, halted the cleaver and stared at him, narrowing one eye. He was fat, with long, cottony hair falling to his shoulders, while the top of his head was bald as a plucked chicken and of a similar texture. The end of his long beard was stained with the blood of the javelina he was butchering.

      The barman glanced at the four men sitting at a table on the other side of the narrow room. They seemed intent on their card game, none glancing at Sartain.

      The apron looked back at the newcomer. His cheeks flushed, but he gave a casual nod. “Come on in outta the rain, feller. I got meat aplenty roastin’.”

      Sartain said nothing. Rifle aimed straight out from his hip, he stared at the card-players who still hadn’t turned toward him.

      “I always roast a pig on a rainy night. The weather tends to drive the prospectors in from their diggins. I’ll probably have a full house by noon tomorrow!” The apron smiled, but his small eyes remained edgy as they darted back and forth between Sartain and the card-players.

      The Cajun canted his head slightly, slitting one eye.

      Curious.

      If these were indeed the crew that killed Buffalo, they seemed in no hurry to ventilate Sartain.

      He cast a quick glance behind and around him, then lifted the Henry’s barrel and stepped inside, dropping the curtain back into place behind him. The four at the table—a roughshod crew if he’d ever seen one—all wore pistols on their hips. From his angle, he could see only two faces—one Mexican with mare’s-tail mustaches and a steeple-crowned sombrero, and a half-breed with belligerent blue eyes, long black hair, and a knife scar down the entire right side of his face.

      None were Ubek.

      Sartain stretched a glance to the rough-hewn second-floor balcony, the railing built from peeled pine poles. There appeared to be four or five small rooms up there. Ubek could be in one of those, but Sartain doubted he was. Jeff was a New Orleans businessman, and these five just didn’t seem cut from Ubek’s fancy Southern cloth.

      Unless, like Buffalo, Jeff was dead . . .

      “No food,” Sartain said, resting the Henry’s barrel over his right shoulder as he turned casually and sauntered to a table near the front of the room, keeping the ticking wood stove between him and the tough-nut card players.

      They wanted to play it like poker, he’d play it like poker.

      Let them make the first move . . .

      “Bring a drink.” Sartain set his Henry on the table and kicked out a chair. “Maybe a deck for some solitaire.”

      “Sure, sure.” The bartender nodded, set his cleaver down, and scrubbed his hands on his bloody apron. “Whiskey and solitaire. Sounds like a good way to spend a stormy night.”

      As he brought the bottle and a glass, one of the men at the other table sang in a desultory, dissonant tone, “Oh, Susannah, I’m comin’ home to you . . . to fornicate in your old pop’s barn.” He spread his cards on the table. “There you go, Alejandro. There’s that jack you were lookin’ fer.”

      He laughed.

      “Shut up, gringo pig, or I put out your other eye!”

      As the bartender glanced warily at the gamblers, he set the bottle and shot glass on Sartain’s table.

      “No, you shut up, ya stinkin’ bean-eater, and toss that gold thisaway!”

      The winner of the hand guffawed, glancing casually between two of his compatriots and Sartain as he puffed the fat stogie in his teeth. When Sartain met the man’s glance, the man dropped his one good eye to his own table and continued singing his nonsensical song.

      The other hard cases threw down their cards, several groaning, the half-breed complaining there was only one whore in the place, and a skinny one at that.

      The bartender stood before Sartain, rubbing his hands up and down on his apron and shuffling his weight from one foot to the other. “Uh . . .”

      Sartain glanced up at the man. “Somethin’ wrong?”

      “Uh . . . well . . . I was hopin’ maybe . . . you’d pay up front?”

      Sartain glanced at the hard cases, one of whom was shuffling the cards, then returned his gaze to the apron. Obviously, the man didn’t think Sartain would be around to pay him later.

      The Cajun smiled, stretching his lips back from his strong white teeth, then casually reached into his shirt pocket. He flipped two gold pieces onto the table. “Leave the bottle.”

      The man nodded and tried another nervous smile, then shambled back behind the bar, where he dropped the coins into his cashbox and resumed chopping the javelina.

      When Sartain raked his gaze from the bartender to pour a drink from the bottle—it was likely brewed out back with snake venom and panther piss, but he doubted the barman stocked his favorite brand of tangle-leg, Royal Oaks bourbon—he caught the half-breed’s furtive glance. The big breed quickly looked away, flushing slightly, and Sartain calmly picked up the bottle and splashed whiskey into his shot glass.

      Somewhere upstairs, a woman laughed softly, intimately.

      “Those whoremongers are havin’ a real good time,” said one of the hard cases as he threw several coins onto the table. “I’ll see your five, Cayuse, and I’ll raise you fifteen.”

      “Christ, McDade, where in hell you get this kinda money?”

      “Some men work fer a livin’, you lazy bean-eater.”

      Chuckles.

      The man called Cayuse cussed and said something Sartain couldn’t hear.

      Sartain sipped his whiskey and kicked out the chair beside him, then crossed his boots on it.

      How did these men know about Ubek and Phoenix?

      Why did they want Sartain dead? Maybe they didn’t. Was there someone else here, separate from this crew?

      The Cajun took another sip of his drink and absently shuffled his cards. He had a feeling he’d find the answers to his questions real soon if he kept his mouth shut. Keeping the card players in the upper periphery of his vision just beyond the smoky wood stove, he laid out a game. The Henry repeater lay across the table’s far right corner, in front of the whiskey bottle and shot glass but within easy reach when he needed it.

      Outside, the thunder rumbled infrequently. In the windows to Sartain’s right, lightning flashed once every five minutes or so. Upstairs, the woman groaned with pleasure as bedsprings squawked.

      The bartender had raked the chopped meat into a stew kettle and sat back on a high chair, rolling a cigarette. His eyes continued to dart to the hard cases’ table, his pupils dilated. His hands shook as he built his smoke.

      Sartain had just set down a greasy eight of clubs when one of the outlaws made a soft popping noise with his lips. Someone else snickered. The white man called McDade—red hair, bowler hat with a feather in it, and long, bushy sideburns—elbowed him hard.

      “Ow!” raked out the man who’d made the popping sounds, grabbing his arm and choking down a laugh.

      Sartain shuttled his glance back to his cards. Holding the deck in one hand, a single card in the other, he stared hard at the four of clubs. His jaws tightened, and he fought back the burn welling up from his gut.

      Buffalo was dead, hanging by his neck outside in the storm from a mangy tree, and the hard cases were laughing about it.

      Not for long . . .

      Sartain snarled as he flipped down the card. In the corner of his right eye, something moved. He turned his head that way. An arm had snaked down from an unused chimney hole above the bar. The fist of the arm gripped a Schofield .44. The barrel was angled toward Sartain.

      The Cajun threw himself forward, slapping his left cheek to the table and making the cards bounce as flames stabbed from the belching six-shooter.

      Bang! Bang! Bang-Bang!

      The reports rocked the room as the slugs sizzled about Sartain’s head like lightning, one plunking into the wall behind him, the other three chewing wedges from the table on either side of his splayed hands.

      One of the hard cases threw his head back, guffawing. Sartain kicked his chair back against the wall. Clawing his LeMat from its holster, he flung himself forward and dropped to one knee.

      The shooter had withdrawn most of his arm from the hole and was trying to work the pistol out as well. It had gotten stuck on the edge of the hole, and the hand frantically jerked it. The hard case on the other side of the wood stove was still laughing when Sartain fired three quick rounds into the ceiling around the hole.

      The laughter stopped abruptly.

      Upstairs, a man cried, “Aye, caramba!”

      The hand in the hole released the .44, which tumbled onto the bar. There was a loud thud as a body hit the floor above, and the warped wooden slats around the hole shuddered, sending dust sifting over a large jar of pickled pig’s feet at the bar’s right end.

      Sartain didn’t see the thick red blood dribbling down through the bullet holes in the ceiling.

      Shouts rose to his left as all four hard cases moved at once, throwing their chairs back and bounding to their feet. Several twisted toward Sartain as they filled their hands with iron.

      Sartain swung the gun toward the crowd and emptied it, one shot flying errantly while one clipped an ear and the other plunked through the middle of the half-breed’s chest. The half-breed stumbled straight back from the table, dropping his arms and his chin to stare dumbfounded at the hole in his striped wool poncho.

      At the same time, Sartain dodged two bullets as he slipped the LeMat back into its holster and grabbed the Henry off the table.

      The whiskey bottle shattered as Sartain thumbed the repeater’s hammer back and again dropped to a knee. Two men fired at him at once, the bullets slicing the air on both sides of his head to shatter an unlit bracket lamp on the wall behind him.

      As the redhead in the feathered bowler extended a long-barreled Starr .44, gritting his teeth around a brown-paper cigarette, Sartain fired two more shots and then levered the Henry quickly before diving left.

      McDade’s slug whistled through the air where Sartain had been standing and crashed into the same bracket lamp that had been hit before.

      Sartain’s shots blew the top of one man’s head off while plunking into a chair another man had thrown himself behind. Sartain rolled off a shoulder, took quick aim at a shadow sliding through the heavy powder smoke, and fired.

      “Christ!” came the bellow as a big man in a deerskin vest grabbed his ruined shoulder.

      A gun popped twice from the other side of the wood stove, and Sartain kicked down a table to absorb both shots.

      “Sartain, I presume?” shouted an Irish-accented voice that likely belonged to the redhead. “No way out of here, boyo!”

      Shadows moved through the gun smoke, boots pounding the puncheons, spurs jangling raucously. Three guns thundered—a rifle and two pistols. The near-simultaneous flashes spread out across the room before Sartain.

      The Cajun ducked as the slugs slammed into the table, one punching through the wood and slicing a neat furrow across the top of his right shoulder.

      Gritting his teeth against the pain, Sartain raised his head, snaked the Henry’s barrel over the top of the table, and fired through the smoke, two shots plunking into the floor and a table, the third spanging off the iron stove with an ear-ringing clang.

      “Got ye now, ye son of a bitch!” The Irishman’s voice punctuated the shots.

      “Who are you, and why’d you kill Buffalo?” Sartain bolted to his feet, then fired blindly into the heavy, pungent powder smoke to his left and sprinted forward.

      Two shots barked at him, pounding the front wall. A third clipped his neck. As he neared the bar and lofted himself into a dive, a bullet seared across his left thigh.

      “Shit!” he complained as he flew over the top of the bar, kicking the jar of pickled pig’s feet, which plunged from the bar and landed with a strident crash, instantly filling his nostrils with the smell of pork and vinegar brine.

      He landed hard on his left shoulder and hip, pain lancing him. He twisted around, glanced to his right. The barman was cowering on hands and knees, looking sour.

      “’Preciate the warnin’!” Sartain exclaimed sarcastically, clamping a hand over his bullet-burned thigh.

      The barman just covered his ears and shook his head fatefully, as though awaiting the inevitable.
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      The Irishman’s voice boomed from the other side of the bar: “Sartain?”

      “What?”

      “Yep, that’s him, boys!” the Irishman bellowed, laughing.

      Sartain yelled over the top of the bar, “You chicken-livered sons o’ bitches got me at a disadvantage!” He pumped a fresh round into his Henry’s action.

      The Irishman only laughed and said, “And we’re about to kick you out with a cold shovel, Mr. Revenger, sir!” He laughed again.

      Sartain shifted his knees to avoid pickled pig brine. The bald, bib-bearded barman sat with his back to the wall, one leg curled beneath his butt, his giant belly and chest heaving, his terrified face streaked with sweat.

      “Sorry, mister,” he groaned. “They said if I warned you, they’d kill me and burn my place. Kill my whore.”

      “No need to apologize,” Sartain raked out through gritted teeth, pushing himself to his knees while pressing a fist against his wounded thigh. “They’re probably still gonna kill ya and burn your place.” He winced. “Killers of this stripe don’t leave witnesses.”

      The barman groaned.

      Sartain clutched the Henry in both hands and edged a look over the bar. Two figures moved slowly toward him about six feet apart.

      They stopped suddenly. Guns flashed and popped.

      Sartain ducked back behind the bar as the shots chewed up wood from the bar planks and pelted the back wall with slivers.

      Sartain pressed his back to the bar, easing his butt to the floor, clutching the Henry straight up and down before him. Sweat streamed down his cheeks, dripped off his curly, black hair, and speckled the floor.

      The shooting stopped.

      The silence that followed was nearly deafening.

      Sartain was breathing hard, his chest rising and falling sharply. He held his breath and pricked his ears, listening.

      Above the ringing in his head, he could hear soft foot thuds. The two remaining bushwhackers were moving toward the bar, their spurs ringing faintly, broken glass crunching beneath their boots.

      Sartain glanced at the bib-bearded barman. The Cajun held a finger to his lips and then, taking his Henry in one hand, began crawling slowly on hands and knees toward the end of the bar nearest the front of the place. He winced with the effort of trying to move as quickly as he could while also trying to make little noise and not give away his position.

      “Hey, boyo,” said the Irishman, the man’s voice cleaving the room’s heavy silence. “Where are ya, boyo?” Grit continued crunching softly under slow-stepping boots. “Why don’t you just come out of there now? Make this a whole lot easier on all of us . . .”

      Sartain gained the end of the bar. He peered around the corner toward the main drinking hall. He could see none of the men from this vantage.

      When he slid his gaze around the bar’s front corner, he saw them just as the Irishman, apparently anticipating Sartain’s move, swung his two pistols in his direction.

      The Cajun jerked his head back around the bar’s front corner as the Irishman’s pistols thundered, the slugs loudly hammering the corner of the bar and flinging slivers in all directions. After the Irishman’s first two shots, Sartain bounded off his boot heels and launched himself into a dive straight out into the main drinking hall.

      He hit the floor on his left shoulder and hip, firing the Henry over his belly.

      Boom! Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! Boom!

      As Sartain pumped and fired, pumped and fired, he watched the gunmen twist around and holler and fly back, screaming, shooting their pistols into the ceiling or into the front of the bar or the floor. By the time the Cajun’s Henry’s hammer had clicked benignly on an empty chamber, both men were down, writhing and groaning.

      Smoke wafted as thickly as gathering storm clouds.

      One of the writhing men kicked over a chair that fell with a bang, resembling another pistol shot.

      Peering through the smoke, Sartain spied movement on the stairway rising to the second floor at the rear of the room, just beyond the bar. He rolled behind an overturned table as the man on the stairs extended a pistol in one hand. The pistol popped, driving a slug into the far side of the table. Tossing his empty Henry aside, Sartain clawed the LeMat from its holster, thumbed back the hammer, and extended the gun over the rounded edge of the table.

      The man on the stairs—his unbuttoned shirt hanging open to reveal his long-handle top, shell belt and holster hooked over his left shoulder—triggered his pistol once more. At the same time, Sartain’s LeMat leaped and roared in his outstretched hand.

      He fired twice more and saw the shooter fall back against the rail, stretching his lips back from his teeth. The man then twisted around and ran awkwardly back up the stairs. Sartain emptied the pistol at him, but his slugs only hammered the railing and the wall on the other side of it, blowing out chunks of adobe.

      The shooter disappeared up the stairs. Sartain could hear him running back toward him on the second story. The Cajun gained his feet. The bullet crease across the outside of his left thigh burned and barked at him. Blood bubbled out of the cut in his tweed trouser leg.

      He cursed as he quickly emptied the spent shell casings from the top-break LeMat and replaced them with fresh ones from his shell belt. When all the chambers were filled, he closed the gun, spun the cylinder, and strode toward the stairs, half-dragging his left foot and sucking sharp breaths through his teeth.

      To his right, the barman peeked over the top of the mahogany, his eyes wide.

      “Sorry for the mess, amigo.”

      The barman’s eyes widened.

      Sartain spied movement to his left. He turned to see the Irishman using a chair to regain his feet. The man’s shirt was bloody, and blood dribbled from between his lips. His eyes were opaque, the light dying in them, as he heaved himself off the chair.

      Sartain swung the LeMat toward the snarling man. The gun barked hoarsely. The bullet plunked into the middle of the Irishman’s forehead. Blood and goo sprayed out the back of his head. The Irishman nodded his brainless head as though in vigorous agreement with something Sartain had just said and sagged back off the table to the floor, boots quivering.

      Sartain continued to the stairs. He used the rail as he climbed, keeping his left hand clamped over his bloody left thigh. At the top, he edged a look down a dingy hall lit by two guttering candle lanterns, one bracketed to each wall. He stretched his gun hand out in front of him, along the right wall.

      Something moved on the hall’s left side in a half-open doorway. The Cajun shunted the Colt toward the girl who’d just poked half her head, a bare tan shoulder, and one round brown fear-bright eye into the hall. That eye snapped wider when it found the LeMat. The girl jerked her head back inside the room with a muffled gasp.

      At the same time, a man leaped out of the room directly across the hall from the girl’s. Sartain pulled his own head back into the stairwell as the killer’s pistol spoke twice. In the hall’s close confines, the reports sounded liked twin howitzer blasts. Sartain jerked his pistol into the hall and fired once as the man leaped across the hazy, smoky corridor in a brown blur of fast motion, and disappeared inside the girl’s room.

      The girl screamed shrilly. There were foot thuds and sounds of frantic jostling.

      Sartain cursed and ran down the hall, hobbling only slightly on his bad leg, and used his good foot to kick the door open. As the door slammed off the inside wall and lurched back toward Sartain, the Cajun stopped it with his right boot as he aimed the LeMat straight out from his shoulder, tightening the tension in his trigger finger.

      He held his fire. His heart thudded.

      “I’ll kill her!” the killer taunted him, grinning.

      He was a tall, slender Mexican with short, curly brown hair and a thick mustache drooping down both corners of his mouth. Another small patch of hair sprouted beneath his lower lip.

      He held his cocked pistol to the girl’s left temple. She was also Mexican. She wore only a sheer cream wrap. The killer had his free arm tightly around her shoulders, holding her fast against his gun barrel.

      “I’ll kill her!” he repeated desperately.

      In the heavy silence beneath the rain’s patter against the window flanking the killer, another pattering sounded. Sartain glanced down to see blood dripping down the outside of the right leg of the killer’s deerskin pants onto his brown boot adorned with gaudy white stitching over the pointed toe.

      Drip, drip, drip. They came as regularly as the ticking of a clock. Each drop beaded on the boot’s worn leather and rolled off to the floor, staining the rug behind the girl’s delicate bare right foot that shifted position as she struggled against the killer’s savage grip.

      The killer showed his teeth beneath his mustache. “I will kill her!” He pressed the barrel of his cocked revolver tighter to the girl’s head.

      She groaned. Tears glazed her chocolate eyes. She gritted her teeth as the killer clamped his hand around her shoulders even more tightly.

      “Don’t kill her,” Sartain said. His heart was drumming in his ears.

      “Kindly ease the hammer down, amigo. Toss the pistol on the bed, or I will splatter this pretty little puta’s brains all over you!”

      The girl’s head was tipped back against the killer’s chin. Her breasts rose and fell sharply as she breathed. Her flat belly expanded and contracted and her small, delicate bare feet shifted slightly on the rug, looking delicate and fragile against the killer’s leather boots.

      Sartain looked at her face. She stared back at him, brown eyes reflecting the umber glow of two lit lanterns. She couldn’t have been twenty. Her skin was fine and smooth, like polished ironwood. Her hair, pulled back in a loose chignon, was the rich brown of roasted coffee beans.

      She hardened her jaws and said, “Keel him, Senor! Send him to El Diablo!”

      The killer narrowed an eye at Sartain and stretched his lips a little farther back from his teeth.

      “Hold on,” the Cajun said, depressing his LeMat’s hammer and raising the barrel. He tossed the pistol onto the bed, where it bounced and lay still.

      “Let her go,” Sartain urged the man.

      The killer continued to hold the girl taut against him, pressing the revolver against her temple. “Si,” he said. “It would be a shame to kill one so young and pretty. I could get another round out of her tonight, maybe, no?”

      He removed his cocked pistol from the girl’s temple and thrust it toward Sartain, narrowing his right eye as he aimed at the Cajun’s head. “Say good-bye to life, amigo!”

      “No!” the girl shrieked, twisting around and throwing herself against the gunman’s right arm.

      The pistol exploded. Instinctively, Sartain ducked as the bullet plunked into the wall several feet to his right.

      “Puta bitch!” the man snarled, using his left arm to fling the girl away from him.

      She screamed as she flew against a dresser.

      Sartain took one running step toward the bed and lunged off his heels. The Mexican gunman fired two more rounds, both slugs hammering the wall and knocking the cross of Saint Guadalupe off the wall over a chest of drawers.

      Sartain landed belly-down on the bed. Bouncing, he grabbed the LeMat and rolled to his right as another of the killer’s slugs chewed into the bed after nipping the Cajun’s left elbow. Sartain rolled onto his belly and extended the LeMat toward the shooter, who had turned and was hurling himself through the window.

      Sartain fired twice quickly, but he glimpsed only the man’s boots being drawn through the window after the rest of him had disappeared. Both of the Cajun’s slugs flew wild into the dark, rainy night from which came the thud of the Mexican’s body landing on something outside.

      Sartain fought his way off the bouncing bed and ran to the window. Slanting down and away from him was a brush roof glistening in the steady rain, turning blue with sporadic lightning flashes. Sartain aimed the pistol out the window and slid it this way and that, looking for his target.

      “Where the hell did you go, you son of a bitch?”

      A shadow bolted out from under the awning—the silhouette of a horseback rider. Lightning flashed, limning the rangy Mexican riding Buffalo’s sorrel. The man was hunkered low in the saddle. He was beating the horse’s right hip with his holstered pistol and cartridge belt.

      Sartain steadied his aim, fired. The rider glanced over his shoulder toward the roadhouse.

      Lightning flashed again. Sartain triggered the LeMat and was about to engage the shotgun shell but held fire. Horse and rider had galloped into the chaparral beyond the yard, out of sight and out of range.

      Behind them, there was only the muddy, puddle-dimpled yard glistening with each flash of lightning, lurching with each thunderclap.

      Sartain lowered his smoking pistol, the odor of cordite peppering his nose. Quickly, the chill, damp breeze erased it. The Cajun wrapped his left hand around the bottom of the window’s frame and dug his fingertips into the half-rotten wood. He gritted his teeth as he stared off in the direction in which one of Buffalo’s bushwhackers had run off in the night.

      “Senor.”

      Sartain jerked around. The girl gasped, startled, and stepped back.

      “You are bleeding,” she said.

      “Any more of ’em?”

      She shook her head. “There is one more dead across the hall. The one you shot through the ceiling.”

      Sartain sighed.

      “You are bleeding, senor.”

      The Cajun looked down at his left leg. Blood was oozing out from behind the bandanna he’d tied around it.

      “My partner got it a lot worse,” Sartain said, holstering the LeMat and wrapping his hand gently around the girl’s arm. “Are you all right, señorita?”

      The girl nodded. “This is a crazy place, mi amigo. I am accustomed to such eruptions.” She narrowed her eyes and hardened her jaws. Her brown eyes flashed beautifully. “You should have shot him when you had the chance.”

      “Oh, I’ll get another chance,” Sartain said, brushing his thumb across her chin and winking. “You can bet the seed bull on that!”

      The girl nodded once, gazing up at the tall, blue-eyed Cajun appraisingly. “I bet you will at that, amigo. But first, let me tend your leg . . . and then your horse…and then I will make you as comfortable as I can on such a cold and deadly night, eh?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      He woke just after dawn. While Esmeralda slept, curled on her side, snoring very softly, the Cajun gathered his clothes and dressed. He made sure his pistol and his Henry were loaded and then he went downstairs.

      The barman, Chico, sat in the misty dawn shadows, head down on a table. Around him were several piles of scrip and gold pieces, all of the dead men’s pistols and their rifles stacked across the arms of a near chair.

      On the table, too, was a half-empty whiskey bottle.

      The barman was snoring loudly, evenly, pooching out his lips with each exhalation. He did not awaken as Sartain walked past him on the balls of his boots.

      The Cajun went out to the barn, found a pick and a shovel, and used both to dig a grave in a relatively high spot between two washes a hundred yards behind the barn. The rain had loosened the sandy soil, making an easier job of it than it otherwise would have been.

      When he’d deemed the grave deep enough, Sartain returned to the barn. He saddled Boss and then he back-and-bellied Buffalo head-down over the saddle. He led the horse and his dead friend out behind the barn to the fresh grave and gentled Buffalo, wrapped in a saddle blanket, down inside.

      Grimly, the Cajun shoveled dirt back into the grave, rounded the top, and arranged large rocks over it and along the edges to hold the carrion-eaters at bay. He’d have fashioned a cross, but there was no time for that. Maybe he’d return at some other time to pay his respects and put the finishing touch on the mossyhorn’s grave.

      For now, with the sun beginning to climb, he was burning daylight. He needed to get after the rangy Mexican while the man’s trail was still relatively fresh despite the rain. Carrying the pick-ax and the shovel over his shoulder, he led his horse around to the front of the barn. When he’d returned the digging implements to the little side shed in which he’d found them, he walked back outside and closed the doors. He heard soft footfalls on wood and turned to see Esmeralda descending the steps of the roadhouse’s front gallery.

      She walked across the yard toward Sartain, holding a croaker sack by its rope-tied neck in one hand and a long, slim cigar in the other. The sun was up now, slanting its buttery light into the soggy roadhouse yard. It flashed blue in Esmeralda’s freshly brushed black hair.

      She wore the same thin wrap she’d been wearing last night. It did little to conceal her. The cones of her brown breasts jostled as she walked in a pair of worn moccasins that were a lovely contrast to the fineness of the rest of her.

      She stopped beside Boss, held up the sack to Sartain. “Food for the trail. Burritos made from beans and spiced chicken. And a bottle, as well. Chico’s best stuff.” She smiled. “He won’t mind.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Good luck to you, Miguel,” she said, using the Spanish translation of his first name, as she’d done last night in her room. “I hope you find your friend’s killer.”

      “I intend to find out the what and why of it, too.” He hadn’t recognized any of the dead killers, had no idea why they set the trap for him or how they’d gotten the names of his friends Phoenix and Jeff.

      He stepped up to the girl, smiled down at her. “Thanks for the grub and everything else.”

      “My pleasure, amigo.”

      Sartain took the girl in his arms and kissed her long and passionately. He had a feeling it was the last bit of real tenderness he’d be displaying for a long time and he wanted to enjoy it, as he’d enjoyed her the bittersweet night before.

      “You kiss a puta on the lips?” she said, blinking, startled.

      “Best lips I ever tasted.” He winked at her.

      She smiled, sandwiched his long, tapering, unshaven cheeks in her hands. “You are a lover, Miguel Sartain.” She narrowed her eyes with grave befuddlement. “But you are a killer, too. Hombre de la Venganza. The Revenger.”

      “You know?”

      “Who has not heard? I certainly never expected him to be a man like you.”

      “This life is full of surprises, senorita,” Sartain said, pecking her cheek and then toeing a stirrup. He cheeked Boss as he stepped into the saddle and settled his weight.

      “I put some extra bandages in the bag,” Esmeralda said. “And a tin of poultice made from prickly pear blossoms and bacanora. My mother’s concoction.”

      “Gracias.”

      “Stop again sometime,” she urged with a smile.

      “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away.”

      Sartain pinched his hat brim to the girl and then tsked Boss into a lope, brushing his fingers across his holstered LeMat as he headed in the same direction the rangy Mexican had.
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      Don Alonzo de Castillo woke to find himself lying in a wedge of lemony morning light pushing through one of the tall, arched windows of his sleeping quarters at Hacienda de la Francesca, in the foothills of the verdant Olvidado Mountains in northern Sonora, Old Mexico.

      Don de Castillo blinked, lifted his regal, bearded head, groaned, and then eased his skull, with the tender brain residing inside like a violently beating heart, back down on his silk-covered pillow.

      The don could hear the blacksmith, Rafael Loera, wielding his infernal hammer against his infernal anvil. The blacksmith shop at Hacienda de la Francesca was positioned back by the stables, a hundred yards from the sprawling main casa, of which Don de Castillo, haciendado of Hacienda de la Francesca, was patrón. But this morning Loera and his heavy steel hammer and his stout iron anvil sounded loud enough to be stationed at the foot of the don’s bed.

      Clanggg! Clangggg! Clang-Clangggg!

      “Oh, Mother Mary, please have mercy on this poor devil’s soul!” the don groaned, pressing his beringed fingers hard against his age-spotted temples, trying to quell the hammering heart in his head.

      Nearby, a girl grunted.

      The don turned his head to the left. A perfectly round, naked brown bottom faced him from only a foot and a half away. The don smiled, his salt-and-pepper bearded cheeks climbing up under his coffee-brown eyes.

      Despite Loera’s ceaseless hammering, despite all the Spanish brandy and Cuban cigars the don had consumed the night before, he felt better just staring at this girl’s bottom.

      The sweet bottom of the seventeen-year-old daughter of Don de Angelo, who owned the bank in Nogales, though of course there would have been no bank without Don de Castillo and Hacienda de la Francesca. That was why the girl, young enough to be the don’s granddaughter, was here. She’d been here for the past two months as the don’s “special guest.”

      Of course, the arrangement, while sanctioned by the girl’s father, was sacrilege, and Don de Castillo had heard that the girl’s mother had made a special trip to visit a Catholic cardinal in Mexico City to somehow get her daughter’s sins expunged.

      But what was the de Angelo family to do?

      Don de Castillo and his twenty-odd gunhands pretty much had this corner of Mexico, and even a good bit of southern Arizona, in a stranglehold. He was the richest, most powerful man within several thousand square miles, and even the territorial governor of Arizona was at de Castillo’s beck and call. The governor of Sonora would have been as well if he didn’t turn and run every time he heard the don’s name spoken.

      Yes, de Castillo was the wealthiest man in many a mile.

      So why, behind the pounding in his head from too much brandy and mescal and the grating in his throat and lungs from too many cigars, did he feel so hollow?

      Empty.

      Sad beyond his ability even to describe it.

      The don stared at the girl. But then she became another girl whose memory haunted him, and he felt that razor-tipped stiletto twist in his guts once more, as it had been doing regularly for the past two months.

      The don groaned. His pain and sorrow acquired an edge nearly as sharp as that of the stiletto in his belly. Flaring his nostrils and hardening his jaws, he shoved his head forward and sank his teeth into the girl’s plump right buttock.

      “Ohh!” the girl cried, instantly lifting her head from her pillow and pulling her bottom away from the don’s mustachioed lips. Flabbergasted by such poor treatment, she blinked at the don through the tangled screen of her chocolate curls, hiked a leg, rubbed the marks of de Castillo’s teeth, and said, “That hurt, patrón!”

      “Oh, I hurt you, chiquita?” The don grinned savagely at the girl, though he rolled his words in sugar. “Please forgive me. I just woke feeling frisky, that’s all.”

      He leaned forward. The girl jerked away, but he held her supple thigh with one hand and pressed his lips to the bite mark he’d left in her rump. He wasn’t sure why he felt such savage urges toward de Angelo’s simple-minded, full-busted, and round-hipped daughter, but he did. He supposed abusing the poor child was his way of getting back at the female who’d broken his heart, since she was no longer here to take the punishment herself.

      Another woman, if only a silly girl, would have to do.

      And for now, that “woman” was banker de Angelo’s empty-headed but pretty and voluptuous daughter, Isabel.

      “Lie down,” the don said, pushing up onto his knees. “I will make it up to you, chiquita.”

      The girl gazed fearfully into the don’s eyes, and he tried to keep his voice pleasant as he said with a little more steel this time, “Lie down, chiquita. I told you—I woke frisky, and I am going to have fun with you now, whether you like it or not.”

      “But, Don,” the girl said, crumpling her eyes, “I am only just awake. I was sound asleep!”

      “Chiquita!”

      “Yes, Don de Castillo,” the girl said with a trill in her voice as she lay belly-down on the silk sheets, placing her hands on either side of her head and resting her cheek against her pillow.

      The don rolled onto her. He toiled, though his heart was not in it.

      Why did anger and frustration and the compulsion to inflict pain always arouse him more than pure lust ever had?

      Sometime later, the girl sobbed, her shoulders jerking. “Don Alonzo, why do you insist on treating me so poorly?” She cried into her hands.

      She sounded so pathetic that the don almost knew the strange, unfamiliar feeling of sympathy. Staring down at her, he sighed.

      “Sí, why?”

      De Castillo leaned forward and placed his mustached lips against the girl’s back. She shuddered at his touch. That rankled him fleetingly, but still, his marginal sympathy remained.

      “I swear, sweet Isabel, I am a monster sometimes. To compensate for my savageness, I will send you into San Luis with Jacinta later in my own private carriage. She will be instructed to treat you, on my behalf, to the finest dress that Señor Rincon can sew especially for your beautiful body.”

      He leaned forward and whispered in the girl’s ear. “How does that sound, my poor, shabbily treated Isa?”

      She rolled her eyes up to his, studying him. For a time, her expression was skeptical, but as she worked his words through her simple head, her mouth corners lifted. They lifted still farther, and then she rose up onto her knees and threw her arms around the don’s neck.

      “Muchas gracias, patrón! Oh, muchas gracias! Señor Rincon is the finest tailor in all of northern Sonora . . . and so expensive!”

      “Not expensive enough for you, my dear,” the don said, placing his hands on the girl’s own hands on his neck and smiling into her eyes. What was it about her doll-like face with her black eyes and eggshell whites that made him want to smack it?

      She opened her mouth, but before she could say anything more, three hard knocks sounded on the stout oak door of the don’s sleeping quarters. The don scowled when he heard his sister say in her low, reproving tone, “Alonzo. Open the door if you’re decent!”

      “Mierda,” the don groaned. “What have I done to deserve such a sad start to the day?”

      He pecked the still-smiling girl on the forehead and then crawled gingerly down from the bed.

      The knocks came again. Four of them, louder.

      The don was looking around his sprawling, tile-floored room for his red silk robe with the fur-trimmed collar. “I heard you, Jacinta. I am trying to make myself decent so that I can come to the door!”

      His harsh baritone echoed around the cave-like room with its heavy wooden furniture and brocade- or velvet-upholstered armchairs. Sun filtered through the windows, but there was a steel-like mountain chill in the air. He wished he’d instructed one of the maids to build a fire, though Jacinta had privately made his quarters off-limits to the help when the don was “entertaining.”

      The bitter old crone.

      When de Castillo found his robe on the long leather couch angled in front of the cold fireplace, he wrapped it around his shoulders, tied it at the waist, slipped his feet into a pair of fleece-lined slippers, and scuffed over to the door. He opened the door to find his sister, only a few years younger than he, standing in the hall, scowling at him.

      “Yes, yes, what is it, Jacinta?” the don asked, wincing against another dull throb in his head. “You know you don’t need my permission to have the houseboys whipped.”

      That was a joke. She was always having the houseboys whipped, and she never consulted the don about it.

      “You look like hell.”

      “I feel like hell. And I was about to drift back to sleep when you so rudely knocked. Now, what is it?”

      The severe-featured Jacinta, her gray-brown hair pulled back into a large, prim bun atop her regal head, leaned a little to one side to peer over the don’s shoulder into his room. When her eyes found the girl on the bed, she set her thin lips together, exhaled through her long, slender, bulb-tipped nose, jerked her head, and flared her nostrils condemningly.

      “Scoundrel,” she said, her long, slanted, coffee-brown eyes drawing up severely at the corners. She clenched her arthritic hands in front of her flat belly. “She is young enough to be your granddaughter. You will burn in hell, Alonzo. I promise you.”

      “Yes, but it will have been worth every minute,” the don lied, giving his sister a jeering grin. “Now, what is it? Be quick, Jacinta. I had a long night, and I wish to catch a few more winks!”

      Jacinta canted her head to one side, indicating three of the don’s men standing at the far end of the hall lit by open, arched windows facing a flagstone-paved courtyard in which a stone fountain chuckled near a cracked statue of Mother Mary. The men were all shifting around uncomfortably, their high-crowned Sonora hats in their gloved hands. The guns on their hips and thonged on their thighs glistened in the saffron light washing over the casa’s tile-roofed east wing.

      The don frowned. “What is it?”

      His segundo, Ernesto Cruz, took one step toward the don, turning his hat in his hands. His mustaches dangled down the sides of his mouth and chin. “It is Franco, Patrón!” He turned sideways and canted his head in the direction of the main yard. “He rides in! A half mile away . . .”

      “Alone?”

      “Only two of the vaqueros are with him. They must have seen him as he crossed the hacienda. They sent one man back to alert us. Franco is carrying a bullet. He rides very slowly.”

      The don felt his heart lurch in his chest. He scowled. “Alone? Are you sure? Of the six I sent out, only he returns?”

      Cruz nodded darkly. “So it appears, Don de Castillo.”

      The don threw an arm up. “I’ll meet you in the yard in five minutes!”

      As he turned back to the open door of his room, he stopped. Jacinta was staring at him, amused lines crinkling up from her severely slanted eyes and radiating like spokes from the sides of her thin-lipped mouth.

      “Six men, and only one returns,” the woman said in jeering disgust. “Now what will you do, mi hermano? Send out an army?”

      “Shut up and get away from me, crone!” the don bellowed.

      He stomped back into his room and slammed the door.
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      Don de Castillo was still strapping his silver-chased, pearl-gripped Colts around his waist as the high heels of his polished black boots clacked on the flags of the casa’s front patio. Sycamores danced in the breeze around him, and there was the fragrant smell of early autumn cactus blossoms.

      As the don moved through the gate in the six-foot-high, vine-covered adobe wall that ringed the casa, he snapped the keeper thongs over both his fancy Colts and then adjusted the silver-trimmed black felt sombrero that sat level on his head, his thin, wavy hair still wet from combing.

      He stopped in the broad, dusty yard just outside the gate, and stared straight down a slight grade toward the barns and bunkhouses that lay a hundred yards from the casa. Sonora Creek angled through oaks and sycamores at the bottom of the grade, behind the outbuildings.

      Three riders were just now moving between two of the large stock barns and passing the open blacksmith shop where the burly Rafael Loera was shaping a wheel rim on his anvil. Chickens of every size and color pecked in the dust around the blacksmith shop, and Loera’s old collie dog lay in the shade of the shop, thumping his tail with half-hearted menace at the feeding fowl.

      The ringing clangs of Loera’s hammer no longer penetrated as deeply into the don’s tender brain. That was likely due in no small part to the three fingers of brandy he’d downed to quell the barking of the previous evening’s indiscretions.

      He waited, staring incredulously at the three riders moving slowly toward him. Two were vaqueros—his range riders, the men he hired to tend his cattle—while the man riding between the two vaqueros was one of the don’s pistoleros. A man with as many enemies and as much land and property—including two gold mines—as Don de Castillo needed many men by his side who knew their way around a six-shooter and a rifle.

      Someone was always trying to steal from him, and neighboring landowners often tried to have him assassinated.

      The man riding between the two vaqueros, de Castillo could see now as the trio drew within fifty yards of the casa, was Tio-Franco Loza. He could tell this despite that the man was riding with his head down. He was hatless, and his shaggy, dusty, dark-brown hair flopped down over his forehead.

      He appeared to be wearing no shirt, only his longhandle top, suspenders, and bell-bottomed charro slacks. His gun belt hung from his saddle horn. As he and the other two men continued riding toward the don, Loza leaned far to one side. He appeared to be about to fall sideways from the beefy sorrel he was riding. The vaquero riding on that side leaned over, planted a hand on the pistolero’s shoulder, and nudged him upright in his saddle.

      The trio passed the segundo, Ernesto Cruz, and eight or so other gun-hung pistoleros. And as the three continued toward the don, Cruz and the other men on foot turned and followed the riders, staring skeptically up at Loza, who had obviously taken a bullet.

      “Tio-Franco,” the don said when the three riders had drawn to a halt before him. He walked up close beside Loza’s horse. “What happened? Where are the others? Where is the man I sent you for?”

      Loza lifted his head slightly, staring over the sorrel’s head at de Castillo. His mustached, sun-blistered, pain-wracked face was mottled floury white. His eyes bulged from their sockets, the whites liberally stitched with red. He was so basted in sweat that he looked as though he’d dunked his head in a stream.

      “D-dead, Don de Castillo,” the pistolero said in a pinched voice. “All dead. We . . . we lured him in . . . The Revenger . . . but it was six against one . . . and still, he cut us down . . . one by one! I alone survived, got away to inform you. Please, Don . . . I’m hurt bad. Need . . . water . . . doctor!”

      “Yes, Franco,” the don said, placing a hand on the man’s right thigh. He cast his gaze to the man’s right side, where a large circle of blood shone above his hip. Some of the blood was dry and crusty. Some was fresh, glistening brightly in the morning sunlight. “We will get you water and a doctor. But”—the don shook his head, confounded by the turn of events—“I don’t understand. Franco, you and Barreto and McDade . . . you were my best men. The most proficient shooters at Hacienda de la Francesca. How can you tell me this man—this one man, Sartain—beat you all?”

      Franco must have realized his mistake. He stared at the don, and his eyes grew shrewd behind the hard glaze of his agony. He licked his lips, smiled sheepishly. “Did I say five against one? No. That was what I remembered. I have lost much blood, Don. Haven’t eaten, had much water—lost my canteen—in two days.

      “Sartain brought others. I saw only him, but there were others,” the pistolero lied. “He’s sneaky. Sneaky as a thief in the night, this man, The Revenger. He has quite the reputation in America! He and others—I don’t know how many—shot us through the roadhouse windows while we waited for him to come and make a fair fight of it!”

      “Ah, now I understand,” said Don de Castillo. “The Revenger brought others and bushwhacked you. That’s how it happened.”

      “Sí, sí! It was not a fair fight.”

      “I heard he usually worked alone.”

      “That may be so, but this night he brought many others!”

      “Thank God you escaped, Franco.”

      “Sí, I alone survived. Lived to inform you, Don, that you might want to send more men”—he stretched his lips back painfully and gave a low wail—“if you decide to continue your efforts against this man . This Revenger.”

      “I will take that into consideration.”

      De Castillo looked away, thinking through his options. Finally, he turned to the segundo. “Ernesto, I want you to pick five more men. Only five. Five should be enough.”

      The segundo glanced at Loza, sinking lower in his saddle. “Are you sure only five?”

      “Sí, only five. And I want you to make it clear to them that any of those five who return with the head of Mike Sartain—I don’t care if it is attached to his shoulders or not—will be paid one gold ingot from my mines. One ingot in addition to their regular salary! That’s enough pesos for a whole year of drinking, gambling, and whoring in Juarez!”

      “An entire ingot?” the segundo asked in a hushed tone, glancing around at the other men flanking him, all of whom had just snapped their eyes a little wider. “Are you sure, patrón?”

      “I am quite sure. Any of the five who survives and brings me the head of Mike Sartain will be paid one gold ingot. If all five return, so be it. They will each be paid an ingot from the mines. In addition, they will be given two months off to enjoy themselves in Juarez!”

      The men muttered amongst themselves, not sure they believed their ears.

      “Don,” wheezed Loza, his chin nearly resting on the pole of his horse. “Por favor, may I be helped down? I need water and a doctor. Por favor!”

      Ignoring the wounded rider, de Castillo cast a hard gaze at the men gathered around the horse. “And let there be no mistake,” he yelled. “Any man who fails in his attempt at bringing me the head of Mike Sartain better not ever show his face at Hacienda de la Francesca again. If he does . . .”

      The don had pulled one of his fancy Colts. Now he raised the weapon, clicking the hammer back and aiming at the forehead of Tio-Franco Loza. The wounded pistolero snapped his bloodshot eyes wide in horror at the pistol being aimed at him and had just opened his mouth to scream when the don’s Colt belched smoke and flames.

      The bullet tore through Loza’s forehead, blowing him straight back off his saddle. The gunman hit the yard in a bloody heap, quivering, dust billowing around him. His horse whinnied and sidled away, trailing its reins. The segundo grabbed the reins and stared in shock at the dead man on the ground and the old don holding his smoking pistol.

      “Any man who fails in his attempt at bringing me the head of Mike Sartain, either attached or unattached, and dares to touch his feet down on hacienda soil ever again will be punished most severely.”

      De Castillo holstered his Colt, snapped the keeper thong over the hammer. “Comprende?”

      The segundo looked at the other men. He turned toward the bunkhouse. Several other gun hands had stepped out onto the brush-roofed front gallery and were staring gravely toward the don and the man sprawled bloody in the dirt beside the dancing sorrel.

      “Sí, Don de Castillo,” Cruz said, staring down at Loza, whose tongue stuck out the side of his mouth and glassy eyes stared toward the rising morning sun. “Sí, I think you have made it very clear.” He turned to his boss, gave a reassuring nod, his mustaches buffeting in the dry wind. “I will choose five men. Five of the best.” He dipped his chin and narrowed his dark eyes. “Rest assured, patrón—you will soon have the head of Mike Sartain!”
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        * * *

      

      De Castillo watched two men drag off the bloody corpse of Tio-Franco Loza as the segundo walked over to the bunkhouse gallery and barked the names of five men, who went running for the stables to saddle their horses.

      When the pistoleros had disappeared, their dust sifting in the morning sunshine, a voice said behind the don: “Why five men when all you need is one, Papa?”

      De Castillo wheeled, heart thumping. He balled his fists at his sides and glowered at the tall, lean man standing before him—a man bearing the don’s own familial features, including the broad, upturned nose and a birthmark under the right eye, above his sweeping black mustaches.

      “What are you doing here?” the don grumbled, swelling his nostrils, the ever-present burn of anger stoking like a locomotive’s boiler once more.

      “This is my home, Papa,” said Salvador de Castillo, the don’s oldest and only living son, grinning his damnable grin. He tapped ashes from his fat stogie and stuck the cigar between his mustached lips, blinking slowly and continuing to grin at his father.

      He was dressed nearly all in black leather, except for the silk shirt he wore under his brush jacket. His string tie was of red silk. He wore two black holsters positioned for the cross draw on his lean hips, the horn grips of his Remingtons angling toward each other across his lean belly. The grips were well worn, each one marked with many notches. The don thought he could see fresh blood crusted under his oldest son’s fingernails, but that must have been his imagination.

      “When I last ran you out of here, Salvador, it was for the last time.”

      Casually puffing the stogie, Salvador de Castillo grinned and shrugged and said, “I blew out a horse and I was hungry, Papa! Aunt Jacinta was kind enough to cook a nice breakfast for me.” He glanced over his shoulder. Jacinta was standing under the tiled arbor fronting the casa, on the far side of the patio. She was too far away for the don to know for sure, but he thought her ugly mouth was set with her devilish, self-satisfied smile.

      She would do anything to taunt him. They’d been rivals since childhood.

      “Now, then,” Salvador said. “As I was saying, Papa—why send five men when only one, if he’s good enough, will do?” He broadened his smile, chocolate eyes flashing silver in the sunlight. “And you know as well as anyone I’m good enough, don’t you, Papa?”

      Salvador held the don’s gaze for several seconds and then stepped out from the opening in the adobe wall and, puffing the stogie, tapping ashes into the dirt, sauntered in his leisurely way toward the stables.

      “You better have that ingot hauled in from the mines, Papa,” Salvador said over his shoulder. “I’ll be back soon with The Revenger’s head, and I know you don’t like me hanging around the place!”

      Salvador laughed before disappearing into a horse barn. A few minutes later, he led a big, rangy Morgan out of the barn, stepped into the saddle, quirted the horse savagely, and galloped out of the yard to the north.
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      Mike Sartain stopped his big stallion beside a cottonwood the wind was doing its best to strip and break as though over a giant, invisible knee. The wind had come up an hour earlier, and it was blowing heavy curtains of grit this way and that over the Arizona desert.

      Holding his hat down over his eyes, Sartain squinted down over Boss’s left stirrup at the stage road he’d been following. He slid his gaze along the shod hoof tracks he’d been following, as well, until he was looking at a single-track trail angling off the main trail.

      “Hold on, Boss,” Sartain said, wincing against the pain in his bullet-grazed thigh as he stepped down from the saddle. He dropped the buckskin’s reins, crossed in front of the horse, and walked over to where the secondary trail angled off to the right of the main one.

      The Cajun walked several yards up that secondary path, an old horse trail, possibly an ancient Indian trail now being used by owlhoots and cowpunchers, and dropped to one knee. He traced the outline of a shod hoof.

      A familiar shod hoof.

      Then he saw the indentations of several more shod hooves and lifted his head to follow the trail with his gaze, squinting against the windblown grit. The trail rose up and over several rocky, cactus-studded hogbacks before disappearing from the Cajun’s view.

      Sartain ran a gloved hand across his unshaven right cheek. “Headin’ for Mexico, just like I suspected,” he muttered, his voice nearly drowned by the rushing, moaning wind. “But where in Mexico?”

      He rose and stared down the trail in frustration. Behind him, Boss whickered and shook his head, showing his own frustration with the wind and dirt and sand blowing in his eyes.

      Sartain cursed and walked back to the buckskin. He removed his canteen from his saddle horn, dampened his neckerchief, and swabbed the stallion’s eyes. Then he corked the canteen and slung it back over the horn. He glanced straight south along the stage trail. About a mile away, he could see the town of Sonora Gate spread out across red, rocky hills.

      His quarry had avoided the little border settlement. Instead, he’d headed along this secondary trail that had likely taken him across the border into Old Mexico. He’d been in a damned hurry to get back to where he’d come from, which told Sartain he had a definite destination in mind.

      With this wind having kicked up as violently as it had, Sartain had no choice but to abandon the trail for now. He’d pick it up again the next day after the wind died.

      He didn’t like the delay. He wanted to catch up to the son of a bitch, find out who he was and why he’d wanted Sartain dead, and who, if anyone else, had put him up to the task.

      And then Sartain would kill him.

      That wouldn’t bring Buffalo back, of course, but it would make the old reprobate rest a little easier in his grave. And it would make Sartain sleep a little better at night, though probably not by much for a while.

      Sartain stared at the town, barely visible through the veils of blowing dirt and sand. He’d visited Sonora Gate a few times in the past. They had a telegraph there, which was good because he had a message to send. His time in the rough-and-tumble border settlement wouldn’t be a total waste.

      He could rest his bullet-burned leg for a few hours, eat a steak, and swallow some whiskey. He’d be fit as a fiddle for the last leg of his vengeance trail.

      Sartain stepped into the leather and urged the horse ahead. He didn’t have to give Boss much of a nudge. The stallion probably already smelled the oats and fresh hay in the Sonora Gate Federal Livery & Feed Barn, and likely a couple of randy mares. He gave an eager snort and skipped into a jarring trot before settling into a ground-eating lope.

      Five minutes later, Sartain slowed Boss back down to a trot and watched the mud-brick shacks and stables of Sonora Gate’s ragged outer edges jostle into view along both sides of the trail. Some of the shacks were only half-visible against the rocky hillsides.

      As he continued ahead to where the trail became the settlement’s main street, he saw that the wind was having a detrimental effect on the town’s business here at the heart of a midweek business day. There wasn’t a soul on the street, and no horses were tied in front of the hitch-racks fronting the town’s two main saloons.

      In fact, nothing at all moved along the street except Sartain, wind-jostled shingles hanging from chains from gallery eaves, and bouncing tumbleweeds. But then as he and Boss continued to clomp along the street, heading for the feed barn, Sartain saw that he’d been wrong.

      The street was not totally deserted. Under the brush-roof of the gallery fronting the Sonora Gate Town Marshal’s Office, a single figure dressed in rough trail gear sat in a rocking chair, slowly rocking. The figure slowly lifted the heels of his boots as he rocked—up and down, up and down.

      Her boots, Sartain saw as he drew even with the marshal’s office. Because just then the figure in the chair lifted the brim of her man’s Stetson from her copper eyes, revealing a pretty female face framed in tawny hair that blew out around her shoulders in the wind. The wan light glinted off the five-pointed badge pinned to the young woman’s brown leather vest.

      Under the vest and badge, high, proud breasts jutted.

      Sartain lifted his eyes from the girl’s bosom to her face. She regarded him obliquely, still holding the brim of her hat up and preventing the wind from catching it. As the Cajun continued to clomp past the marshal’s office on his big buckskin, Sartain quirked the corners of his mouth and pinched the brim of his sand-colored Stetson to the girl.

      She gave no reply to the gesture but merely stared at the newcomer dully, maybe with faint curiosity. A red neckerchief blew around her neck in the wind. She held a Winchester carbine across her thighs, clad in brush-scarred leather chaps. She’d stopped rocking when she’d spied Sartain, but now as he drifted on past her, she began shifting her weight again from the heels of her boots to the toes, gently rocking.

      Sartain stabled his horse with a middle-aged black man, Hannibal Howe. He gave the man instructions on how to tend the horse while keeping the stallion from inflicting bodily injury on Howe’s person, since Boss could get cranky when horny or when the wind kicked up or for no reason at all. Sartain left Howe currying Boss, who was munching oats from a feed sack and twitching his ears at a couple of mares eyeing him from a nearby stall, and headed across the street to the Wells Fargo office, which had a telegraph.

      He filled out a flimsy given him by the old man sitting in the cage eating a crumbly ham sandwich and regarding him suspiciously, head tilted to one side. The Wells Fargo agent was obviously trying to remember where he’d seen Sartain’s countenance before. Sartain knew, because his image—or at least a vague likeness—was staring back at him from a Wanted circular hanging from a nail on the wall behind the man, just left of his telegraph key and a window overlooking the main street.

      The dodger was one Sartain had seen before, hanging in a similar office. It was offering one thousand dollars for the man known as The Revenger, wanted for a string of vigilante killings-for-hire, including a couple of lawmen, throughout the frontier.

      Sartain grinned at the old telegrapher regarding him dubiously through the bars of the cage, as the Cajun penciled a couple of concise sentences on a pink telegraph flimsy:

      JEFF ARE YOU ALL RIGHT STOP IS PHOENIX ALL RIGHT STOP REPLY SOON END STOP MIKE

      Sartain instructed the telegrapher to hammer the missive off to Jeff Ubek at the Continental Hotel in New Orleans and to deliver any response to the Sonora Sun, where he intended to rent a room. He paid the man for the telegram.

      As the oldster palmed the twenty-five cents, he spat crumbs from his mustache and said, “Hey, ain’t you . . .”

      Sartain tensed.

      “Ain’t you Matt Studebaker? Old Kent Studebaker’s boy?”

      Sartain’s cobalt blues glittered at the man through the bars of the shadowy cage. “Yep, that’s just who I am.”

      He pinched his hat brim and then went back outside into the gusting wind that blew his longish hair around his ears and threatened to tear his hat off his head. He paused and looked around. The three-story mud-brick shake-shingled Sonora Sun Saloon and Pleasure Parlor sat a half a block away, on the other side of the street. Sartain’s mouth watered at the thought of a few shots of Royal Oaks followed by a thick steak and a woman.

      Those thoughts rattling around between his ears, holding his hat down taut on his blowing curls, he stepped down off the boardwalk and angled across the street. Dirt and ground horseshit blew against him, stung his cheeks and eyes. The wind whipped his pinto vest out like bat wings. A tumbleweed bounced off his tweed-clad knee, and then he trudged up the Sonoran Sun’s broad wooden porch steps and looked over the carved oak batwings.

      He had to blink several times before he could make out through the dim, dingy light within that the place was deserted. The wind licked in around his legs like invisible tongues, lapping at the dust thickly coating the saloon’s floor puncheons, lifting it and blowing it around the chair legs and tables. The smell of tobacco smoke, old varnish, and liquor lured Sartain through the doors, and as he let them clatter heavily into place behind him, a tall, lean man stepped through a curtained doorway flanking the bar.

      “Goddamn, is it windy enough for you, pard?” the man growled, thumbing a suspender over his left shoulder and then shambling behind the bar, automatically twisting the upturned ends of his waxed mustache and sniffing.

      “Just windy enough, amigo. Set me up with your best tangle-leg, will ya?” Sartain tossed his hat onto the bar, leaning on his elbows and scrubbing his hands through his thick hair, dislodging a shovelful of dirt, sand, ground horseshit, and plant seeds, all of which ticked onto the bar top.

      “Been out in it long, have ya?” the barman said, dubiously glancing at the stranger’s leavings on his counter.

      “Long enough to wanna get out of it.”

      “How’s this?” The man, whose coal-black hair combed straight back from his high forehead was in stark contrast to the pastiness of his face and watery blue of his eyes, held up a bottle.

      “Got any Royal Oaks?”

      The man winced and shook his head.

      “Sam Clay?”

      “Kentucky bourbon?” The man thought about it, blinking. “Might have.” He replaced the bottle he held in his hand with another he had to rummage around for on a bottom shelf. “Here we go! A Sam Clay feller, are ya? Not to pry, but are you from Kentucky?”

      Sartain shook his head. “Close, but no cigar. Same green hills, though, with some water between ’em. Lew-zee-anna,” the Cajun said, giving his slow, petal-soft drawl its head and watching eagerly as the barman filled a shot glass.

      The barman slid the drink toward Sartain and corked the bottle. “Don’t get many gents in here thirsty for the expensive stuff.”

      Sartain held the amber liquid up in front of his face, grinned, wagged his head, and then threw back the entire shot. It burned pleasantly down in his throat and into his chest, spreading a warm glow, soft as the sun setting over the bayous, throughout his being.

      “Fill her again and leave the bottle, will you, pard?” Sartain said. “And say, can you tell this poor wanderin’ pilgrim where that trail on the north side of town leads? The one that angles away from that big cottonwood the wind is havin’ its way with just now?”

      “The one anglin’ southwest through them rocky, rollin’ hills?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Mexico. Crosses the San Pedro about ten miles south of Sonora Gate.”

      “Any towns down thataway?”

      “A couple villages,” the barman said, playing with a waxed end of his mustache again. “One big hacienda. Big one in the Olvidado Mountains. Forgotten Mountains in English. An old Spanish land grant owned by the de Castillo family.”

      Sartain threw back half of his next shot and stared at the low ceiling, pensively scratching his chin. “De Castillo family . . .”

      A woman’s voice said loudly, “Hold it right there, Sartain!”

      Sartain jerked around to see the young woman he’d seen sitting out in front of the town marshal’s office standing between the open batwings. The dirty gray light from a window to her left winked off her badge and off the cocked Schofield repeater she held in her gloved left hand.
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      “I am holdin’ it, Claudia,” Sartain said, raising his glass to the scowling, mixed-breed beauty standing between the batwings aiming her pistol at him. He tossed the shot back, sighed, and smacked his lips in satisfaction. “And there . . . I drank her down.”

      He canted his head toward the bottle. “Can I buy you one?”

      “Stow it.” She walked into the saloon, the batwings clattering into place behind her. She kept the barrel of the Schofield aimed at the Cajun’s belly. Claudia Morales swaggered over to him, subtly swinging her hips, chaps flapping against her tapered thighs.

      The hot blood of her south-of-the-border sultriness colored the nubs of her perfect cheeks. She raked a spur across the floor as she stopped about six feet away from Sartain and cocked one foot with her customary flourish.

      “I really ought to arrest you, Mike.”

      Sartain studied her up and down. She was about five-feet-six-inches tall, high-busted, supple-hipped, and long-legged. Her eyes were the copper of newly minted pennies, and her hair was only a shade or so lighter, with slightly darker highlights.

      Her breasts thrust toward him from behind her calico shirt and leather vest. The buttons of the shirt were straining, threatening to give.

      “I’m up here, pendejo.”

      Sartain slid his gaze up from the marshal of Sonora Gate’s deep, olive cleavage past her slender neck and across her rich lips and long, cool nose to her eyes that smoldered out from her smooth, tanned face that could have been carved by a master craftsman out of finest oak, depicting a heartrendingly alluring senorita from the pages of ancient Spanish myths and legends.

      A more perfect, intoxicating creature Sartain had rarely seen.

      “Claudia, you’re all over,” Sartain said, wagging his head in awe at the beauty before him, feeling a drum beating in his loins.

      “As I was saying, I should arrest you.”

      “And go and spoil a good time?”

      “What good time?”

      “The one we could have later”—the Cajun grinned again, showing all his white teeth—” if you played your cards right and promised not to disrespect me in the mornin’.”

      The barman cleared his throat and shuffled off down the bar. “I’ll leave you two to work it out.” He glanced over his shoulder as he headed toward the curtained doorway. “Just please don’t bust the place up.” With that, he ducked through the doorway and drew the curtain closed behind him.

      “Now, then,” Sartain said, turning back to the girl holding the cocked pistol on him. “Where were we?”

      “That price on your head keeps climbing,” Claudia said, taking two more slow steps forward and pressing the barrel of her pistol against Sartain’s belly. She looked down at the gun and then stared into his eyes, her face only a foot away from his now, and added in a deep, sexy rasp, “And I could use a new dress for Cinco de Mayo.”

      “How ’bout if I just buy you one?” Sartain closed his hand over the Schofield. She did not resist as he gently pried the pistol free of her grip. He held the hammer back with his thumb, squeezed the trigger, which gave a faint click, and then eased the hammer back down to the firing pin.

      He slid the Schofield into the holster thonged low on her right thigh. And then he swept the girl up in his arms, held her against his chest, and brushed his nose across her cheek. “That way, you can save a bullet, and we can find a more creative a way of passin’ this windy afternoon.”

      She grabbed the bottle and two shot glasses off the counter as he turned and walked along the bar to the stairs. “What are you doing here, Mike?” she asked as he began climbing, wincing a little at the burn in his thigh. He remembered that she rented a room on the second floor.

      “I’m on the hunt, Claudia.”

      “When are you not, pendejo?”

      “Such talk, after all we’ve meant to each other.”

      “You mean after the two times we curled each other’s toes and you slipped away like a ghost in the night?” She lifted her head and pressed her silky lips to his cheek.

      Sartain chuckled. “You know I never wanna stay long enough to get boring.”

      He turned on the landing and continued up the last stretch of creaky wooden stairs. “Still keepin’ a lid on this town, I see.”

      “It’s not easy.”

      “Still got your deputies?”

      Claudia had taken over the law-dogging duties in Sonora Gate three years ago when her father, Pedro Morales, had been ambushed out in the desert. She’d hired as deputies her uncle, Gustavo Morales, and a burly former cavalry sergeant from Fort Huachuca—a stocky gent with a thick Norwegian accent.

      “They are dead,” Claudia said coolly, nuzzling Sartain’s ear, causing his blood to rise and his balbriggans to grow tight in the crotch. “Murdered in the desert, just like Papa.”

      Sartain stopped, dropped her feet to the floor, standing the town marshal of Sonora Gate up before him. “What happened?”

      Claudia moved to a door on the right side of the dingy hall, threw it open. She strode inside, doffed her hat, and tossed it onto a dresser.

      “Stock thieves,” she said as Sartain moved into the room behind her. “Or maybe the men who’ve been robbing the stagecoach from Tucson. Take your pick. I don’t know. Who knows? It’s the border, Mike.”

      The room was as dingy as the hall. She went to a window flanking the bed and raised the shade, allowing in the pasty yellow light. The wind was still blowing like a hundred warlocks stomping around the town on a mission to chill as much blood as possible. The dirt ticked against the glass panes of that window and the one Sartain raised the shade over on the other side of the brass headboard.

      “’Trouble country,’ they call this,” the girl said, turning to the mirror over the dresser and lifting the heavy locks of her lustrous hair. She let the beautiful mass spill onto her shoulders and then swung around to face the Cajun. “I asked you a question. What brings you here?” She arched a brow and slid her lips slightly back from her teeth. “Me, perhaps?”

      “A fella’d be a damn fool not return to . . .”

      Sartain let his voice trail off. Beneath the moaning wind, hooves clomped in the street. He turned to stare out the window. Five horseback riders, all wearing sombreros, the brims basted against their foreheads, were trotting down the street from Sartain’s left to his right. They were lean, dark-skinned men in calico and leather, with billowy, brightly colored bandanas.

      Riding high-stepping horses with Arabian blood, not unlike the horses of the men who’d bushwhacked him and Buffalo, they were heavy with guns on their persons and jutting from their saddle scabbards. Sartain felt a not-unpleasant scratching at the back of his neck as he watched the riders ride off down the street to his right, behind the shifting curtains of windblown sand and dirt.

      One of the men’s horses shied at a tumbleweed, and when he got the startled mount checked down, the rider galloped after the others, who’d turned down a side street to disappear behind the sprawling, white-washed adobe of the Santa Cruz Mercantile and Drug Emporium. Beyond the Emporium, in the direction in which the riders had disappeared, a church flaunted a sand-colored bell tower.

      “Friends of yours?” Claudia’s voice rasped in Sartain’s ear.

      He glanced at her. She stood close behind him, peering into the street from over his right shoulder.

      “You recognize those Mescins?”

      “Si,” the girl said, nodding. “They are Don de Castillo’s men. I recognize the brand of Hacienda de la Francesca on their horses. I’ve seen a few of them in town. Too frequently, but at least they require me to keep my edge.”

      “Would that brand happen to be an ‘H’ and an ‘F’ in a circle?”

      Claudia arched a brow. “I’m smelling trouble on you, Mike. Like sex on a cheap whore.”

      He canted his head toward where the riders had disappeared. “Pistoleers?”

      Claudia nodded. “The don hires such men to protect his holdings, as well as his gold. He’s a rich man. A vile man. It’s his men, possibly one of those hombres, I suspect of my father’s killing, as well the murders of my deputies.”

      “How so?”

      “Don de Castillo doesn’t care for the settlers on this side of the border, a large stretch of which at one time was part of his family’s land grant. That stretch included Sonora Gate. He gives his men free rein over here.”

      Claudia paused.

      “Mike?”

      Again, Sartain turned to her. She studied him skeptically from over his shoulder. “Please tell me you are not here to tangle with de Castillo.”

      Sartain gazed back at her, thinking about the five men who’d just ridden into town. Thinking about Buffalo McCluskey as well as Phoenix and Jeff Ubek. He gave Claudia a thin, half-hearted smile and said, “I’m not here to tangle with de Castillo. But, just sayin’ I was . . . just speculatin’, mind you, where do you suppose those five are headed?”

      Claudia turned her mouth corners down and sighed as she cast her gaze out the window in the direction of the bell tower rising from a rocky hill on the town’s far side. “That is the old Mexican part of town. They’ve gone there to stable their horses and to drink and visit the putas in the Mexican cantina owned by Senor Obregon. However . . .” she rolled her copper eyes toward the Cajun dubiously, “they don’t usually visit Sonora Gate this early in the week.”

      “I s’pect they’ll be over here on this side of town in due time, then,” Sartain said, unbuckling his pistol belt.

      “I’d say we got an hour or so.”

      He grinned. “Best get to it, then.”

      Claudia’s cheeks dimpled as she gazed up at him, her copper eyes sparking. “You like to keep it interesting, don’t you, amigo?”

      “Why the hell not?” Sartain said, coiling his shell belt around the front bedpost.

      Claudia stepped back, staring up at him lustily from beneath her tawny brows , removing her own shell belt and holstered Schofields. Sartain unbuttoned his shirt. When the girl began unbuttoning her own, he shook his head.

      “Let me do that.” Lust was a wooden knot in his throat as he stepped toward her and began unfastening her shirt buttons.

      Claudia lowered her hands and thrust her shoulders back, breasts out, as Sartain hungrily undid the buttons and then slid the sides of her shirt and vest back from the full mounds pushing out at him from behind a thin cotton chemise.

      “Christ,” Sartain muttered, cupping the pointed orbs in his hands.

      He and Claudia were making slow, sensual love when Sartain heard beneath the bed’s raucous clatter what he believed to be the squawk of a floorboard in the hall outside their door.
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      The first squawk of a floorboard was followed closely by another.

      Sartain looked down at Claudia. “You hear that?”

      She peered around him toward the door and nodded.

      Sartain glanced over his right shoulder. Beneath the door, a shadow moved. There was another faint squawk.

      Claudia stretched her lips farther back from her white teeth and said, “What’s the matter, Sartain? No follow-through?”

      “Oh, hell!” He chuckled.

      As though in another world entirely, he heard the doorknob turn ever so slightly. He glanced over his shoulder, saw the key in the lock. There was another squawk. This one louder.

      Sartain glanced at Claudia. She was staring up at him, eyes bright, jaws hard. He rolled to the left while she rolled to the right. At the same time, there was a shotgun-like blast, and in the periphery of his vision, Sartain saw the door burst wide.

      Another shotgun-like blast as the door slammed against the dresser.

      Sartain hit the floor and reached up to grab his big pearl-gripped LeMat from the holster hanging from the bedpost. At the same time, he watched a burly man in a palm-leaf sombrero step just inside the room and stop the door’s bounce back toward the frame with his left foot.

      He bellowed in Spanish, “A present from Don de Castillo, lovebirds!” Then there was another blast.

      This blast was from the actual shotgun the man held in both his black-gloved hands—a sawed-off double-barreled gut-shredder that roared like an angry god, both barrels lapping crimson flames toward the bed on which Sartain and Claudia had been toiling two seconds before.

      As the buckshot slammed into the bed, causing an instant cornhusk snowstorm, both Claudia and Sartain fired their pistols from either side of the bed, their bullets, three apiece, thumping into the shotgunner’s chest. The man screamed and threw his shotgun in the air as he twisted around, for a second exposing a second man behind him.

      Sartain and Claudia cut loose with a second barrage, and before the second bushwhacker could get his carbine leveled, he too was sent howling and stomping loudly back out of the room to bounce off the wall on the far side of the hall. He and his friend continued to stagger around, screaming and knocking into each other until their knees buckled and they piled up like two heavy sacks of cracked corn at the base of the wall smeared and flecked with the crimson of their blood.

      Except for one of the dead men loosing a loud fart, silence fell over the saloon’s second story.

      As Sartain tripped the lever on his LeMat, engaging the sixteen-gauge shotgun shell residing in the short, stout barrel beneath the main one, a man’s hatted head slid into the doorway, low on the right side. He shoved a pistol into the room. Sartain jerked his LeMat toward the third shooter as Claudia’s Schofield barked to his left. The third bushwhacker triggered a round into the wall behind the town marshal a quarter-second before Claudia’s round thunked into his right cheekbone, laying him out flat with the other two drygulchers.

      Again, silence.

      Claudia said coolly, quietly, “How many more amigos did you invite to the fandango, Mike?”

      She was answered by the blast of another shotgun out in the hall. A squash-sized hole appeared in the wall left of the door. Plaster and lath blew into the room. There was another blast, and another similar-sized hole appeared in the wall eight inches right of the first one.

      Sartain aimed his LeMat just left of the two holes in the wall, and a little above, and triggered the shotgun shell. The LeMat thundered, flames lapping from the stout shotgun barrel, the sixteen-gauge buckshot tearing through the wall and into the hall, evoking a stunned yelp.

      Sartain tossed the empty, smoking pistol onto the bed. He grabbed his Henry repeater and, forgetting that he was naked save for the bandage around his left thigh, yelled, “Hold your fire, Marshal!”

      “Crazy Cajun!” the woman screamed behind him as Sartain ran through the door and across the hall, ramming his right shoulder into the wall and casting his gaze toward where the twin shotgun blasts had come. A short, stocky gent in deerskin charro slacks and green brush jacket over a white shirt was shambling toward the window at the far end of the hall.

      He clutched his left arm with his right hand. A shotgun lay on the floor behind him.

      Sartain shouted, “Turn around or take it between the shoulder blades, you drygulchin’ son of a bitch!”

      The drygulchin’ son of a bitch swung around, screaming and raising a Remington revolver. Crouching against the wall, Sartain fired and levered the Henry.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      The empty cartridge casings clanked off the wall, dropped to the floor, and rolled.

      Claudia screamed, “Mike, drop!”

      Sartain dropped belly-down on the musty floor runner, his empty cartridge casings warm against his thigh. Claudia’s pistol barked three times, evoking a yell from the other end of the hall near the stairs.

      Sartain looked behind him through wafting gray powder smoke in time to see a man retreat down the dingy stairwell. His boots and spurs were thumping and changing loudly as he descended the steps.

      Sartain heaved himself to his feet. Claudia was down on one knee in the open doorway of their room, the first two dead men piled up bloody before her. She was naked and lovely, wearing only her hat, breasts bulging beneath her arms. She held both her Schofields in her fists.

      “Did you get him?” Sartain asked, holding his Henry high across his bare chest.

      “I thought I saw the bastardo flinch.”

      “My turn,” Sartain growled.

      He ran past Claudia, who stood and yelled behind him, “Mike, what did you do to make Don de Castillo so angry?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine, chiquita!”

      Sartain ran down to the first landing, stopped, crouched, and stared into the saloon hall, which was all misty blue shadows against the gray windows running along the front of the room on either side of the wind-jostling batwings. A shadow moved—a man raising his hatted head over a table about two-thirds of the way down the room.

      Red flames lanced from a pistol barrel. The slug tore into the rail to Sartain’s left.

      The Cajun snapped up his Henry and fired three quick rounds at the spot where he’d seen the gun flash. The man’s head sank down behind the table. There was the loud thud of a gun hitting the floor.

      Sartain ejected his last spent cartridge casing, rammed a fresh one into the rifle’s action, and waited.

      The shadow moved again—jerking, halting movements. Sartain held fire as the shooter gained his feet heavily, turned, and began dragging the toes of his high-heeled boots toward the batwings. Chaps flapped against his thighs. Silver spurs flashed in the dull light.

      The drygulcher didn’t get far before his knees struck the floor with a boom. He knelt there, groaning and breathing hard, keeping his head up, back straight.

      The Cajun descended the stairs and walked along the bar. He stood over the kneeling Mexican.

      The man’s round, pockmarked face was framed by thick, black mutton-chop whiskers. He wore a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee. He’d lost his hat, and his long, oily black hair tumbled loosely about his shoulders.

      Blood stained his calico shirt in several places.

      Sartain pressed the barrel of his Henry against the middle of the man’s forehead. “Why does your boss want me dead?”

      The Mexican rolled his rheumy eyes up at Sartain, pursed his lips, flared his nostrils, and shook his head.

      “What about Phoenix?”

      The Mexican tried to spit, but saliva mixed with blood merely dribbled down his chin.

      “All right, then,” Sartain said, holding the gun straight out from his right hip with one hand. “Go to hell.”

      Boom!

      The back of the man’s head splattered against the front of the bar.

      Boots thudded at the back of the room. Sartain turned to see Claudia running down the stairs. She wore Sartain’s longhandles stuffed into the tops of her boots. She had her Schofields in her hands but lowered them when she got to the bottom of the stairs.

      She stared toward the dead man and the naked Sartain, his Henry still smoking. “Dios mio,” she said wistfully.

      The curtain behind the bar ruffled. The barman poked his head through it. He looked at Claudia and then at Sartain, and gave them a pained expression. “I thought I told you two not to bust up the place!”
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      Forty-five minutes later, Sartain picked up the heels of the dead man lying at the far end of the hall, near the window he’d been heading for when the Cajun had punched his ticket, and began dragging him down the hall.

      “Sorry, O’Brien,” Sartain said to the barman, who was on his knees scrubbing one of the thick bloodstains on the wall across from Claudia’s room. “You can bill de Castillo for the cleanup and damages. From what I understand, he can afford it.”

      The barman only grunted and shook his head as, smoking a loosely-rolled quirley, he continued scrubbing at the stain, causing soapy red water to run down the wall to the floor at his knees.

      Sartain had dressed and retrieved all five of the killers’ horses, which had been turned into a livery barn on the Mexican side of town. All five mounts wore the de Castillo brand burned into their withers. Four of the men had been tied belly down over their saddles. Sartain dragged the last man to the end of the hall and on down the stairs, the man’s head making staccato wooden cracking sounds as it bounced off each step in turn.

      At the bottom, the Cajun stopped, straightened to ease the crick at the small of his back, and then dragged the man along in front of the bar and on out through the batwings. Claudia stood on the front gallery, the wind blowing her hair.

      The gale had let up a little and seemed to be gradually diminishing.

      “You know what this means, don’t you?” Claudia asked, grunting as she helped Sartain lift the heavy dead man and half-carry, half-drag him to a waiting Arabian tied to the hitch rack fronting the saloon.

      “That a man can’t get a little privacy in your town?” the Cajun said as he and Claudia hefted the man up the side of the fidgeting Arabian.

      “I am talking about your sending these men back to Hacienda de la Francesca,” Claudia said, cleaning the blood off her gloves on the seat of the dead man’s pants.

      Sartain gave a last loud grunt as he back-and-bellied the dead man over his saddle, legs hanging down the horse’s left side, arms and head hanging down the right side. “Yeah, it means he can’t accuse me of stealin’ his horses.”

      Claudia waited until Sartain had used the dead man’s lariat to secure his body to his saddle and then said, “It means there will be more, pendejo. Many more.” Claudia faced Sartain, boots spread, fists on her hips. “He won’t rest until your bones are being cleaned by magpies.”

      “He hasn’t seemed to be doin’ a whole lot of restin’ anyways.” Sartain walked up to her and kissed her on the mouth. “Got a piece of notepaper and a pencil?”

      She wrinkled the skin above the bridge of her nose at him. Then she dipped into an inside pocket of her vest and pulled out a small pasteboard-backed notepad. From another pocket, she produced a dull pencil stub.

      Sartain jerked his chin and grunted. Claudia gave an ironic chuff and then turned.

      The Cajun placed the notepad against her back, touched the pencil stub to his tongue, and scrawled the briefest of notes: Two short words.

      He tore the top leaf off the pad, returned it and the pencil to the marshal, wadded up the paper, and stuffed it inside of the last dead man’s open mouth. He removed the man’s neckerchief from around the man’s neck and tied it over his head, forcing his mouth closed, and tightly knotted the cloth beneath the dead man’s chin so the note couldn’t slip out.

      “There. That oughta do it.”

      Sartain untied the five horses from the hitch rack, pointed them south, and triggered his LeMat into the air over their heads. All five mounts lurched with a start and then lunged into hard gallops, their grisly cargoes jostling on their saddles.

      “How far is de Castillo’s hacienda from here?” Sartain asked Claudia as they stood side by side in the street, watching the horses gallop into the distance, shaking their heads against the smell of the dead men they were carrying.

      “An hour’s ride.”

      Sartain glanced at the sky. “They should be home for supper, then.”

      He turned to the marshal, who was gazing at him darkly. “He killed Buffalo, Claudia.” The Cajun felt his cheeks warm with barely bridled fury. “I’m gonna find out why. And then I’m gonna kill him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      A low ridge stood to the south of the main house at Hacienda de la Francesca. The ridge overlooked a narrow valley, cleaved down its middle by a flashing creek sheathed in oaks, sycamores, cottonwoods, and galleta grass.

      There were tawny patches of corn and hay on both sides of the creek, and just now peasants in their traditional white cotton pajamas were scything the hay, the second cutting of the year, and tossing it into the backs of two mule-drawn wagons.

      The valley was sheltered from the wind, but up here, where the don stood, it rustled the shrubs and bunches of shaggy brown grass growing amongst the rocks and prickly pear.

      The don stared off into the valley. Such a beautiful valley. Long and curving and well-watered, teeming with deer, fox, elk, and even the occasional bear. Red-throated fish thrived in the creek.

      The earthy blues and browns and greens shimmered in the lemony sunlight at this high altitude. Beyond the ridge on the other side of the valley were three more ridges and then the earth dropped to a long, sand-colored stretch of low, open desert with another, dark lump of a mountain range rising far, far beyond. That range seemed to hover in a blue-black cloud far above the ground.

      Such a beautiful place.

      The don’s favorite place since he’d been a boy and his father had been haciendado of Hacienda de la Francesca. Back when life had seemed so simple, and his heart was still a live thing beating in his chest and not a dead thing merely spasming as it slowly—oh, too slowly!—petered away to stillness.

      The don turned to the lone grave capping this beautiful ridge. One stout wooden marker fronting a mounded hill of pink gravel.

      There was no cemetery up here. The cemetery of Hacienda de la Francesca, consisting of over a hundred graves, lay on a hill a quarter mile east of the main casa. That was reserved for family. A sacrosanct place encircled with a low adobe wall, bearing a shrine devoted to the memory of Madre Maria and her beloved Jesus and a stone crypt containing the remains of the great-great-grandfather of Don Castillo.

      It also contained the grave of Castillo’s youngest son, Pedro—the one of the don’s three sons who most resembled the patrón and who, if he had been allowed to live—would have taken over Hacienda de la Francesca upon the don’s passing into eternity. Now, with his only living son banished from the hacienda, there was no one. The don’s death would mean Jacinta would take over. That, in turn, would mean the beginning of the end for Hacienda de la Francesca.

      The woman had no business savvy. She wanted only gold and power.

      A gravely important matter, but not one that was currently on the don’s mind.

      He stepped to the grave, only a couple of months old, and dropped to his knees. He stared down in sadness at the stout wooden cross of the grave that stood out here alone, for the most part, unattended except by the don. No one else cared. Of course, the woman buried here could not have been buried with the family, for she had not yet become family.

      She had been about to become family, but then . . . an indiscretion on her part as well as on the don’s. And now she lay out here alone for all the centuries to come, beside that beautiful valley under that arching Sonora sky.

      “Why?” the don asked. “Oh, why did it have to end like this?”

      Grief washed over him like a large ocean wave, swamping him, and he flung himself upon the cross. He held it to his chest, pressing his cheek to the top of it, grinding his teeth, pressing his fingers into the wood, openly sobbing.

      His shoulders jerked so violently that his hat fell from his head and tumbled onto the ground. The don’s thin hair blew in the wind. Tears dribbled down his cheeks to dampen his trimmed beard.

      And still, he sobbed.

      When finally the sorrow passed—or at least the brunt of it; he knew he would carry the bulk of it around with him for the rest of his days—he pulled out a silk handkerchief and dabbed his cheeks, his eyes. He replaced his hat, stood, sniffed, glanced down at the grave once more, and then turned and began walking down the hill toward the casa that sat like an enormous jewel in the valley to the west, not far below the ridge.

      He took only three steps and stopped.

      He stared straight ahead. His eyes grew as hard with anger as they had been soft with grief only a moment before. He hardened his jaws until his cheeks dimpled, and he flushed the red of a Sonora sunset.

      Suddenly, clawing his right Colt’s pistol from the tooled black leather holster residing on his right thigh, he wheeled back to the grave. He cocked the fine piece, aimed, and fired, screaming, “Puta bitch! Puta bitch! Puta bitch!”

      The gun roared six times before the hammer clicked on an empty chamber. The don stared through the wind-torn powder smoke at the cross. It was riddled by the six round, ragged-edged bullet holes and leaning precariously back and to one side.

      “There you are now,” the don snarled, holstering his pistol and snapping the keeper thong closed across the hammer. “How do you like it, puta bitch?”

      His jaws set, he wheeled and continued on down the slope. But he’d taken only a half-dozen more steps before he stopped again.

      Hooves drummed, and he saw riders galloping down the road beyond the hacienda’s main compound. They were descending the last hill along the pale, curving trail from the north, the wind whipping their dust. A couple of the horses were buck-kicking curiously.

      Don de Castillo lifted a hand to shade his eyes from the coppery sun as he stared toward the horses. They didn’t appear to be carrying riders. From this distance, it was hard to tell, but he thought it looked more like they had packs strapped over their saddles. Long packs hanging down over the flapping stirrups.

      Quickly, one after another, the procession dipped down behind the casa and out of sight.

      Apprehension poked at the back of the don’s neck as he continued on down the ridge. When he was nearly to the bottom, he saw the horses come into the yard. They galloped over to the stable and barn area of the compound, a ways down the grade from the walled, sprawling, tile-roofed casa. A couple of vaqueros jogged from the L-shaped mud-brick bunkhouse toward the horses, and then a stable boy dropped his pitchfork and went running as well.

      By the time the don had made his way through the trees and around the front of the casa, the segundo, Ernesto Cruz, and several other vaqueros were milling amongst the fidgeting, dusty, sweat-silvered horses. The blacksmith’s shaggy old dog was running around the mounts on his creaky hips, barking raspily, his tail in the air. Occasionally, the dog would run up to one of the horses and lift his snout toward the head of one of the men draped belly-down across a saddle to sniff.

      The don had stopped when he’d seen that the saddled horses were carrying men. Likely, dead men. Likely the five men who had been riding the five horses when they’d pulled out of the hacienda earlier that morning after being hand-picked by Ernesto Cruz himself.

      “Oh, shit,” the don said softly to himself.

      A low ringing started in his ears.

      The other men had grabbed the reins of the horses and were holding them still. They’d all inspected the men sprawled across the saddles, and now Cruz stood in front of them, facing the don with a grim, haggard expression.

      The don continued striding forward. His legs and back felt stiff, as though all his joints had been fouled with mortar. One of the horses bucked suddenly, whinnying, and after a moment the vaquero who’d lost the horse’s reins grabbed them again and settled the Arabian back down.

      De Castillo stared at the head of the man hanging down the near side of the horse that had just bucked, probably not caring too much for the smell of death clinging to its back. Something about the dead man interested the don, who strode stiffly past Cruz and over to the horse.

      Cruz, who had not yet said anything, turned to follow the don. The don lifted the dead man’s head by his thick, curly, dark-brown hair. The man’s bandanna had been tied around his head, knotted tightly beneath his jaw. The man’s cheeks bulged slightly.

      Cruz glanced at the patrón skeptically.

      The don slipped the knot beneath the dead man’s chin. The man’s mouth opened. Something fell out from between his lips. It landed on the ground between the toes of the don’s polished black boots.

      Cruz bent down to pick it up between two fingers. He opened it and tensed.

      “What is it?” asked the don.

      Cruz showed him the note on which two words had been scrawled in pencil:

      Hell’s coming.
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        * * *

      

      In the early evening, after the sun had died and the stars had opened up over Sonora Gate, Salvador de Castillo scratched a match to life atop a scarred wooden table. He touched the flame to one of the Cuban cigars he’d stolen from the old man’s study at Hacienda de la Francesca.

      As the eldest son of Alonzo de Castillo lit the cigar, blowing the aromatic smoke out his mouth and nostrils, he sat back against the adobe wall in the shadowy cantina of Xavier Obregon, which was all that remained of an ancient Spanish settlement lining the dry creek known as Durango Wash. The wash was a quarter-mile or so from the western outskirts of Sonora Gate, whose dull, red lamps and torch lights shone to the north beyond the steepled barrack-like church capping a rocky hill.

      This night in Obregon’s cantina, there were a dozen or so other customers, including the two men who sat at a square table to Castillo’s right. These two were in the deep, silent, softly grunting throws of an arm-wrestling match. The stakes were high, which mildly amused Salvador. The five men sitting in a semi-circle around the two combatants—all Mexicans, as this was the old Mexican side of Sonora Gate—smiled lustily, greedily at the teetering, clenched fists of the two players.

      Many pesos had been bet on the match. A bonus was the grisly fascination of the two scorpions held to the top of the table by rawhide strips strung through a hole on each side of the players’ struggling arms. The end of each length of rawhide was tied to a leg beneath the table, securing each scorpion in place over each small hole.

      The loser’s hand would be smashed down atop one of the two waiting scorpions, both of whom had their dangerous tails raised in anger at their predicament, and would likely be painfully injected with the scorpions’ toxic poison. So, the penalty for losing the match could very well be death or, at the very least, an agonizing few days of painful recovery ahead for the loser.

      Yes, the stakes were high. But then, the stakes were often high on this end of Sonora Gate. That was why Salvador was only mildly amused, despite his having bet two hundred pesos on one of the combatants.

      At the moment, he was more interested in hearing word of the man known as The Revenger, and in the ass of one of Obregon’s cantina girls—a full-hipped, well-endowed, brown-eyed blonde just now passing in front of Salvador’s table, two steaming platters in her hands. Salvador stuck out his boot to hook the girl’s skirt in an attempt to drag her over to him. He managed to hook the fancily embroidered and pleated cotton skirt, but it slipped on over the top of his boot as the girl sashayed away.

      The blonde jerked her head toward Salvador, frowning incredulously, then rolled her impertinent eyes as she continued to a table to the left of de Castillo’s. She set the platters down on the table, whirled, and gave Salvador’s table a wider berth as she passed.

      Behind a counter consisting of three cottonwood planks resting over beer barrels, Señor Obregon was tending several steaming kettles and sputtering fry pans.

      Salvador snorted a laugh as he finished lighting his cigar and tossed the match on the earthen floor. He blew out a long plume of smoke, sipped from his stone mug of pulque—the agave-derived alcohol that Obregon brewed better than any other—and glanced once more at the arm-wrestlers.

      They were facing each other, heads bowed as though in prayer, lips stretched back from their teeth. Their clenched fists were sticking straight up in the air between them. The scorpions turned angry circles on the table, inches from each combatant’s right elbow, flicking their poisonous tails.

      The bettors sat around the grunting fighters, leaning forward, none saying a thing, only anxiously picking their noses or raking their nails across their unshaven jaws.

      All were smoking or working a tobacco cud.

      Save for the bubbling and sputtering of Obregon’s pots and pans, the place was so silent now on the lee side of the windstorm that Salvador could hear a couple of coyotes yammering in the nearby hills.

      He hauled out his gold-chased pocket watch. Six-thirty. He’d sent his partner, Coyon, to look in on his father’s five so-called assassins and the gringo known as The Revenger an hour ago. Salvador’s own face was too well known on that side of town, and he didn’t want to get the female marshal’s panties in a twist. She’d banned him from the gringo part of town, after all.

      Salvador would have put a bullet in her head by now, but he hadn’t yet made love to her, and he very much wanted to do that before he drilled her with a bullet.

      He would show himself to The Revenger sooner or later, but first, he wanted to savor the anticipation of their meeting, savor his father’s anxiety.

      He hooked the skirt once more and lifted his leg, driving the toe of his boot up high against the cloth. The brown-eyed blonde cantina girl gave a shrill yell as Salvador drew his knee up and back and pulled the girl unceremoniously onto his lap.

      He bellowed a laugh as the girl fought him.

      “I have work to do, you cow!” she screeched in Spanish.

      “Rubia linda, I am in love with you!” Salvador bellowed, sticking his cigar between his teeth and cupping the girl’s full breasts in his hands.

      He knew her to be half-Mexican; her father had been a German prospector who’d died when the girl was still an infant. Salvador, who had always had an eye for the young girls, had seen her from time to time, growing up in a little adobe with her mother and grandmother not far from here along the southern bank of Durango Wash.

      Now she was a desert flower in full bloom. He wondered if her flower had ever been fertilized.

      “Por favor, Señor de Castillo. I have work to do!”

      “Xavier and the Indio can handle it,” Salvador said, glancing at the plump Pima girl who also served drinks and food here at Obregon’s cantina. “Can’t you, Xavier?” he yelled at the short Mexican wearing a grubby green bandanna over his head, with a cornhusk cigarette smoldering between his thick, mustached lips.

      Xavier glanced over his shoulder as he stirred some carne asada. “Salvador, por favor, uh? That one’s not a puta. You want a girl? The putas are upstairs.”

      “I’ve had the putas upstairs,” Salvador said, continuing to heft the girl’s breasts through the lacy cotton of her low-cut blouse, holding her taut against him. “I want this little one tonight, I think. She’s ripe, Xavier. Oh, brother, this one’s ripe!”

      “Salvador, her mother forbade me from whoring her. She said if she ever found her upstairs, she’d take her away. Hey, it’s not easy getting good help these days, much less keeping it!”

      “Don’t worry. I will pay you well, mi amigo!” Salvador drew the straps of the girl’s blouse down her arms. He closed his hand over the bare orbs and guffawed.

      The girl screeched.

      Xavier shook his head and shrugged a shoulder despondently.

      Salvador and the serving girl must have been too much of a distraction for one of the arm wrestlers, because just then there was the thud of a fist against wood and a shrill, agonized scream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      When the money had been exchanged, the loser of the wrestling match was escorted mewling from the cantina by three of the winning gamblers to the home of an Apache medicine woman. Salvador had lost the bet, but he didn’t mind.

      He had the blonde on his lap, and he’d subdued her by setting his Bowie knife on the table to his left, near her left thigh, and threatening to use it if she did not become more friendly. His friend and sole confidant, Coyon, sidestepped through the small crowd that had gathered near the front of the cantina in the wake of the wrestling match and shuffled over to where Salvador sat with his back against the wall, the suddenly subdued girl on his lap.

      Coyon was short and broad, with a fat belly and a hump on his back, drawing his head and shoulders down and forward. He was dressed much like Salvador, nearly all in leather except for a grimy red-and-black calico shirt and an even grimier bandanna knotted around his neck. He wore a long beard, and the left eye beneath the brim of his straw sombrero wandered up and outward as if to view something on his temple.

      Coyon slipped into the chair on the other side of the table from Salvador. The hunchback was staring lustily at the girl.

      Salvador scowled at his partner, who once had worked on the hacienda as a stable boy, long before Salvador’s exile from Hacienda de la Francesca. “Don’t you know it is not nice to stare, Coyon? Were you raised by wolves? It took you long enough. What did you see? What did you find out?”

      “Oh, very much, Salvador,” said Coyon, grinning lustily as he pried his gaze off the blonde’s opulent breasts filling his friend’s hands. He chuckled; it sounded like a rooster’s dying wails. “As you guessed, the don’s men have returned to the hacienda.”

      “What do you mean, ‘returned?’”

      “Belly-down across their saddles!” The hunchback lowered his head and laughed his wheezing laugh across the table.

      Salvador stopped trifling with the girl as he stared blankly across the table at his friend. Then, when he realized what he’d heard, he grinned. The grin grew broader, and he laughed.

      He continued laughing at the ceiling until he saw the hunchback pointing at his stone mug, sort of cowering and grinning like a dog asking its abusive master for a bone. Salvador yelled for a mug of pulque to be delivered to his friend, and after the half-breed Pima girl had brought the drink and the hunchback drained half of it in a single draught, Salvador said, “Tell me, where is this Revenger bastard now, Coyon?”

      “The Sonora Sun,” Coyon said, raking the sleeve of his leather jacket across his mouth. “He was there with the princess.”

      “The Princess” was what everyone called Claudia Morales, town marshal of Sonora Gate, though not to her face unless they wanted a bullet for their wit.

      “Hmmmm.”

      Salvador nuzzled the blonde’s neck. She stiffened against him, turned her head away from him. He rose from his chair, pulled the girl over his shoulder like a fifty-pound sack of grain, and placed his cold cigar between his teeth. He tossed the hunchback a few coins and said, “Enjoy yourself for the rest of the evening, Coyon. You deserve it.”

      The girl didn’t fight too much as Salvador climbed the stairs with her hanging across his shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      A half-hour later, Salvador rolled off Obregon’s blonde on the lumpy bed in the cantina’s second story. The girl was sweating and breathing hard, her blonde hair in her face.

      “You’re a pig!” she said in Spanish.

      Salvador chuckled. He reached over to the roughhewn table beside the bed and deposited an American half-eagle on her belly. She looked down at it, lower jaw hanging in shock.

      “You still think so?”

      The girl picked up the coin and held it up to the last of the twilight angling through a window. “Mierda!”

      Salvador chuckled. “There will be another one waiting for you here.”

      The girl frowned, curious.

      Salvador slid one of his Remington revolvers from its holster hanging from a near bedpost. He opened the loading gate, rolled the cylinder, and shook out a bullet. He flicked the loading gate closed and returned the Remington to its holster.

      He rolled over and deposited the brass cartridge between the blonde’s sweat-slick breasts.

      “After you have delivered that to Sartain.” Salvador winked. “If you’re quick about it, I might even give you another roll!”

      He pressed his fingers to his lips, shoulders jerking as he laughed. “Shhh! We mustn’t tell Mama!”
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        * * *

      

      Piñon pine and mesquite crackled in the sheet-iron stove beside Sartain and Claudia, who were hunkered over a chess game in the Sonora Sun’s main drinking hall. The natural perfume of the wood helped cover the old whiskey fumes and fresh blood stench that permeated the place in the wake of Don de Castillo’s second assassination attempt.

      As though reading Sartain’s mind, Claudia used a gloved finger to nudge her rook ahead two squares and asked, “Why, Mike?”

      They were the only two in the Sonora Sun this night. The wind had kept Delbert O’Brien’s usual customers away earlier, and the presence of the man whom Don de Castillo obviously wanted dead was keeping them away currently. No one wanted to catch a deadly case of inadvertent lead poisoning.

      O’Brien stood behind the bar, morosely reading a newspaper. The burning wood crackled faintly in the stove and made soft sounds like bits of cloth blowing in a breeze. There were occasional muffled thuds as burned chunks of wood dropped through the grate.

      Sartain began to move a pawn, but then left the wooden piece where it was on the board and decided to advance a knight instead. “My only clues are two names. Two names from my past in New Orleans. Phoenix and Jeff Ubek. Old friends.”

      He advanced the knight and withdrew his hand.

      Claudia looked up at him from beneath the brim of her hat. She had her hand on a rook. “Are you sure they are involved? Maybe the don only used their names to draw you into his trap.”

      “Maybe. But how would he know those names? No one who doesn’t know me—doesn’t know Phoenix and Jeff—knows those names or their connection to me.” Sartain sipped from a glass half-filled with Sam Clay bourbon.

      Claudia shook her head, puzzled.

      “I’m sorry about Buffalo, Mike,” she said, nudging the rook to protect one of her bishops. “I know you two were together a long ti—”

      The marshal of Sonora Gate let her voice trail off as a figure appeared over the batwing doors at the front of the room. It was a short, female-shaped figure silhouetted against the night and a gentle gray rain shower the wind had blown in.

      Claudia dropped a hand to a Schofield on her thigh. Sartain had spied the movement on the porch first, and his right hand was already wrapped lightly around the pearl grip of his LeMat. The figure moved forward, parting the heavy batwings, and the girl strode into the room. She had a blanket clutched tightly around her shoulders.

      Sartain kept his hand on the LeMat’s grip as the girl strode quickly to his and Claudia’s table on the far side of the ticking stove from the doors. Her bare feet slapped wetly on the wooden floor.

      The girl was a curvy blonde with sharp, desperate brown eyes. Her hair was wet and clung to the sides of her face. She slid her oblique gaze from Claudia to the man across from her and said in a soft, reedy voice, “Are you Sartain?”

      Her voice was Spanish-accented.

      The Cajun slowly dipped his chin, glanced suspiciously toward the batwings once more, wary of another ambush. Then he watched as the girl slid a hand out from inside the blanket she was holding around her and set a .44-caliber bullet on the table in front of Sartain.

      The Cajun studied the bullet. When he looked up at the girl and started to ask her who had sent him the message, she’d already wheeled and was padding quickly toward the front of the saloon.

      “Hey!” Claudia called.

      “Let her go,” Sartain said.

      Claudia slid her chair back and rose. “I’ll follow her. We’ll get this settled once and for . . .”

      “Claudia, let her go.”

      The marshal scowled down at the Cajun. “Why, pendejo?”

      Sartain smiled and took another sip from his glass of Sam Clay. “All in good time.”

      Claudia gave a caustic chuff and stared toward the batwings, still shuddering in the wake of the girl’s leaving. “Anyway, I know where she works. And I think I know who sent the bullet.”

      “This is your town. You gonna make me guess?”

      Claudia slacked back into her chair. “I saw a hunchback named Coyon skulking around town earlier. He’s very sneaky; thinks he’s a shadow. Only he’s a hunchbacked shadow. Rather conspicuous. As soft in the head as he is ugly. He is probably the only friend of Don de Castillo’s oldest son, Salvador.”

      “Tell me about Salvador.”

      “His father disowned him, banished him from Hacienda de la Francesca years ago after Salvador shot his younger brother, Pedro.”

      Claudia held up her whiskey glass, took a small sip, and then curled her upper lip as she turned the glass between her index finger and thumb.

      She said, “You see, Pedro caught Salvador in a stable at the hacienda. With Pedro’s wife. Rumor has it that Pedro’s wife had a mouthful of you can guess what. Pedro attacked Salvador with a pitchfork and got a bullet in the heart for his trouble. When Pedro’s wife wouldn’t stop screaming, Salvador shot her too, orphaning his brother’s two young children, who are now being raised by the don’s spinster sister, Jacinta. They will likely turn out as wicked as Jacinta and her brother, the don.”

      “Now, see? That’s why I never wanted to have kids. One pain in the ass after the other.”

      “So Salvador was banished. He is a brigand. He robs stagecoaches and steals gold shipments. Even some of his father’s gold shipments. He enjoys being a thorn in his papa’s side. Occasionally, he works with a gang. Mostly, he works alone. He is also an assassin. Has the run of northern Mexico.”

      Sartain picked up the .44 cartridge, held it up and down between his thumb and index finger. “If he hates his old man so much, why do you suppose he’s after me? Habitual loyalty or some such?”

      “I doubt it,” Claudia said, shaking her hair back from her brown eyes. “My guess is his father has put a substantial bounty on your head, and—”

      “And collecting the money from the father who exiled him would be just another, fairly sharp thorn in the old man’s side.”

      “Miguel, sometimes, I swear, you are smarter than you look.”

      Sartain snorted. “You’re just tryin’ to flatter me back into your bed.”

      “I have to admit,” the marshal of Sonora Gate said, throwing the last of her shot back and then leaning forward across the table. She glanced behind her at O’Brien and then said quietly so she wouldn’t be heard above the rain, “You know how to treat a woman, Miguel Sartain. Around here, a girl has to be careful.”

      “You think the gentlemen of Sonora Gate will think less of you for needing a good ash-hauling now and then?”

      “No, that’s not it,” Claudia said. “Around here, men fall too easily in love with me. They follow me around like puppies. It gets embarrassing!”

      The brown-eyed beauty gained her feet. “Come on. It’s a short life and a rainy night. Let’s go up and enjoy ourselves on the new mattress O’Brien was kind enough to provide.” She turned to the barman, who was drawing himself a beer. “O’Brien, fetch us a couple of burritos from Doña Flores’s place. The Cajun will make it worth your while!”

      She turned to Sartain, threw her head back, laughed lustily from her throat, and then hooked the Cajun’s arm and led him toward the stairs.
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      Sartain kissed Claudia’s lips, then rolled off of her and dropped his feet to the floor.

      He rose and walked over to the dresser and poured another drink from the bottle of Sam Clay. He could hear the softly drumming rain beyond the curtained windows flanking the bed. The quiet night, the slow lovemaking with the beguiling Claudia Morales, and the trouble that had brought him here had put the Cajun in a pensive mood.

      He donned his hat, pulled on his longhandles, and grabbed his hide makings sack from his shirt pocket. He slacked into a ladderback chair by the window. He opened the window to let more of the quiet sounds of the rain in on the breeze that smelled of pine and cactus blossoms, then took a sip from his glass and placed it back on the windowsill.

      Slowly, thoughtfully, he began building a smoke with the chopped tobacco and papers from the makings sack.

      Claudia lay in the middle of the bed, eyes closed, smiling dreamily. Her hair was lovely, arrayed across the pillow. Finally, she rolled over like a cat, yawned, drew her knees up slightly, and looked at Sartain, her eyes soft and pleasant in the dull light of the single burning lamp.

      Lightning flashed distantly through the window. Seconds later, thunder rumbled quietly. It sounded like the coupling of faraway train cars.

      Sartain rolled the cigarette closed.

      “Tell me about her, Mike,” Claudia said, one hand beneath her pillow, continuing to smile at him in a relaxed, dreamy, fulfilled way.

      “Phoenix?”

      “Sí.”

      Sartain pulled a stove match out of the makings sack, struck it on the windowsill, and touched the flame to the cigarette. When he had the quirley drawing, he plucked a tobacco crumb from his tongue, drew deep on the cigarette, and blew the smoke against the window and his bourbon glass.

      “We grew up together in New Orleans. Street urchins. My ma died a whore’s death, same as Phoenix’s. Phoenix was taken in by her aunt, but her aunt was a whore too, so she was on the loose most of the time. Pretty girl. Hazel-eyed mulatto with wavy sorrel hair she wore to her waist. Skin the color of almonds dipped in honey. A headstrong girl, Phoenix. When she was six, she was going on sixteen. She had a deep, raspy laugh, and she loved to fish but she didn’t eat fish. She preferred beef.”

      “I didn’t know you grew up that way, Mike—on the streets,” Claudia said, blinking slowly. She reached for his glass, took a sip of the Sam Clay, and returned the glass to the window ledge. “But, then, I guess I really don’t know anything about you except that you are fast with a gun, enjoy solving other people’s problems, and are an oh-soo-wonderful lover.”

      She smiled, shifted her legs on the bed.

      “I was raised in the French Quarter. Went to work when I was barely out of diapers, swampin’ saloons and livery barns, sellin’ newspapers, runnin’ errands for businessmen, doin’ odd jobs along the riverfront. Spoke Creole fluently.”

      “And Phoenix? How did she live?”

      “By sellin’ fish to the restaurants until she got old enough to work the line. She was only thirteen when she was recruited by the grandest parlor house in the Quarter. She married one of her customers, an older gent named Hoyt Abercrombie. Owned a shipping business. He died of a heart stroke, and not long after Phoenix had buried him, she found out the man was not only broke but in debt up to the bald crown of his skull.”

      Sartain took another deep drag from the quirley, the sights, smells, sounds of the Quarter in those years swirling through his brain. The vision of Phoenix dressed like a queen and being escorted by rich men to opera houses and cabarets when he, Sartain, was still sweeping the streets and cleaning spittoons at thirteen, fourteen years old, just before the war broke out and he lied about his age and joined the Confederacy.

      “You loved her,” Claudia said.

      Sartain looked at her. “Yeah, I loved her. She loved me. But we were poor. Poor and tough. The streets of New Orleans brought us up hard. And practical. We talked of running away together when we were only ten years old, but two years later, she was being courted by the wealthiest pimp in town. And then she went to work at the House on Royal Street, and the war broke out, and I headed east to fight in it.”

      “Heartbroken.”

      “How’s that?”

      “She broke your heart, didn’t she?”

      Staring at the end of his quirley, Sartain thought about that. He nodded slowly. “Yeah, I guess she did.”

      “Do you still love her?”

      “I’ll probably always love her. Don’t we always love our childhood sweethearts?”

      Claudia sipped his bourbon again. “When was the last time you saw her?”

      “Last time I was in the Quarter. Three, four years ago now. She and a saloon owner named Jeff Ubek—he and I fought in the war—owned a cabaret together. Phoenix was singing and dancing, but she’d had enough of the line.” Sartain sipped from the glass, replaced it on the window ledge, parted the curtains, and stared out into the misty night. “I think she was happy. About as happy as a person can be, growin’ up like she did, goin’ through everything she went through.”

      “And why didn’t you marry her, Mike? When you saw her again?” Claudia stared at him as though peering right through him. “You wanted to, no?”

      Sartain was a little taken aback by the directness of her words. And by the astuteness of her assumption.

      Yes, he had wanted to marry Phoenix.

      But he hadn’t even brought it up to her, although she and Jeff Ubek were no more than business partners.

      “Way too much water under the bridge,” Sartain said lazily, sitting back in his chair and tilting his head from side to side, stretching his neck. “Way too much water under the bridge.”

      Claudia dropped her long, bare legs to the floor, rose, and knelt between the Cajun’s knees. She draped her arms over his thighs and frowned curiously, tenderly up at him. “Is she here, Mike? Could she be with”—she made a bitter face, as though the man’s name were a curse word she didn’t like to use—“Don de Castillo at Hacienda de la Francesca? I’ve heard he travels to New Orleans once or twice a year to gamble and visit the baglios. Maybe . . .”

      She let her voice trail off.

      Sartain had considered all possibilities, though none had made any sense to him.

      He leaned forward and slid Claudia’s hair back from her cheeks, exhaling smoke around the quirley between his lips. “Don’t know that, darlin’. Don’t know what Jeff’s part in it is, either, though his name’s been bandied about as well. I do know this, though.”

      “What’s that, Mike?”

      “I’m gonna find out.”

      “Mike, you aren’t—”

      “Gonna pay a visit to Don de Castillo?” Sartain grinned. “Promised him, didn’t I?”

      “You dumb Cajun! Do you know how many men he has? Pistoleros?”

      “Sure I do.” Sartain took the last drag from his cigarette and flipped the stub through the window and out into the rainy night. “Eleven less than he did a week ago.”

      Claudia drew a deep breath and released it. “Please don’t let your Cajun courage be the death of you, my friend.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day around twilight, Sartain scrambled up the side of a sandstone ridge.

      He was breathing hard and sweating, for he’d walked nearly a mile from where he’d tied his horse near a run-out spring amongst thick galleta grass, which Boss could fill his bottomless belly with.

      The Cajun got down on hands and knees and crabbed to the top of the ridge, doffing his hat and setting it down beside him. He peered over the ridge crest to the south, where the casa of Hacienda de la Francesca lay in a broad valley quickly pooling with purple shadows.

      From here, Sartain could make out the sprawling structure’s red tile roofs and pale adobe walls amongst the trees and shrubs of its courtyards and patios. Lambent light emanated from parts of it, as though to hold back the coming darkness of this high mountain valley. Between the high, rounded peaks rimming the valley, the smoke of cook fires hung in a thin, gauzy web. Sartain figured he was a half-mile away from the main house, but he could catch intermittent whiffs of roasting meat and beans on the occasional fleeting breezes, and they made his stomach rumble.

      He’d eaten a large steak burrito with seasoned rice and a plate of tortillas and frijoles before leaving Sonora Gate a couple of hours earlier, after another healthy romp with Claudia, but it had been a long ride out here. He’d traveled cross-country, avoiding the main trails as well as de Castillo’s range riders, and the walk from where he’d left his horse to this ridge had been long and hard and over treacherous terrain in the fast-fading light with the bullet-burned thigh that still grieved him.

      He’d wanted to make his approach to the casa as inconspicuous as possible. Claudia had assured him that the don would have many men patrolling the range within a mile of the main house and that, in light of Sartain’s message to de Castillo, the casa would be under heavy guard.

      Of course, Sartain had known it would be. That was all right with him. He enjoyed a challenge. He also enjoyed the fact that the don was likely sweating, if only a little.

      He’d be sweating more soon.

      Sartain could see no guards from here. He picked out a route through the dark humps of the bluffs and low hills, then donned his hat and scrambled back down the ridge to the gravelly bottom of the arroyo he’d been following.

      He hefted his Henry in his hands and continued walking nearly silently in the doeskin moccasins a young Sioux woman had sewn for him a couple of winters ago on the northern plains near Bismarck. Tonight, to make himself as indistinguishable a night shadow as possible, he wore a navy-blue wool shirt and dark denims, with a black bandanna knotted around his neck.

      A rock tumbled down the side of the narrow seven-foot-deep canyon Sartain was threading. The Cajun stopped suddenly, raising the barrel of his Henry and tightening his kid-gloved index finger across the trigger.

      He stared up the right side of the canyon, heart thudding.

      A figure moved. He could make out a round head with triangle-shaped, tufted ears. A long tail flicked upward. Two eyes glowed yellow at him. They seemed to pulsate, turn red. The lower jaw dropped, and a guttural growl sounded from deep in the bobcat’s throat. A keening, angry whine.

      A few more rocks spilled down the side of the ridge, and then the cat, the size of two large house cats, pulled its head back away from the ridge, flicked its tail once more, and was gone.

      Sartain drew a calming breath. He’d thought he’d been targeted for a mountain lion’s supper. The bobcat was probably off to catch something a little more its size—a rattlesnake or kangaroo rat, say. The Cajun continued on down the wash.

      For most of his tramp through the rolling, rocky, cactus-spiked terrain, he could not see the casa. Occasionally he climbed to higher ground to get his bearings before tramping on.

      Twice he’d had to stop and hunker down behind a boulder or a shrub since de Castillo had indeed sent out pickets. Fortunately, the Cajun had heard them or spotted their shadows before they’d seen him, and when they’d passed, he’d continued forward until taking a knee in a stand of pecan trees about twenty yards away from the six-foot-high adobe wall ringing the don’s sprawling, multi-level casa.

      The night had closed over Hacienda de la Francesca. Stars sparkled in the velvety sky. There was only a slight lilac smudge between the far western peeks, marking where the sun had dropped an hour ago. Coyotes yammered in the hills on one side of the casa, and a lone wolf howled on the other. Probably from a bunkhouse came the faint strains of a mandolin.

      The casa itself was quiet, at least to Sartain’s ears. Now, he had to find a way over or through the wall without being spotted.

      He moved out from behind a pecan tree and started moving in a crouch toward the wall. Boots crunched gravel somewhere ahead and on his left. The sounds were growing steadily louder. Someone was moving toward Sartain, who whirled and high-tailed it back to the pecan on the balls of his moccasins and crouched behind the tree once more.

      A figure rounded the corner of the adobe wall on Sartain’s left. The man was a vague shadow, but his crunching boot thuds and spur chings were loud in the quiet night. A big man in a serape, gray slacks, and black sombrero, a billowy red neckerchief flopping on his chest. He had a carbine cradled in his arms.

      As he approached Sartain’s position, the man slowed steadily until, when he was to the place where Sartain had turned and retreated, he stopped altogether. A silhouette against the pale adobe wall, he stood staring toward Sartain, who jerked his head back behind the pecan, gritting his teeth and squeezing the Henry in his hands.

      There was a long silence, and then the man’s voice sounded crisp and clear as he said in Spanish, “Hey, you—amigo. I know you’re there. Show yourself, or I’ll start shooting!”
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      Sartain remained hunkered on one knee, pressing his cheek and shoulder against the pecan. He’d doffed his hat and hooked it on his other knee.

      A dull ringing sounded in his ears. He cursed his carelessness. He’d come so far. If he had to shoot and run away like a damned tinhorn, he was going to be mighty piss-burned at his fool self. Unless . . .

      He reached behind and wrapped his right hand around the horn handle of his Green River knife.

      “Hey, amigo,” the man standing between the pecan and the adobe wall said again. Then, more softly, less certainly, “Someone there?”

      Sartain began to slide the knife from its black leather sheath and parted his lips to draw a calming breath. He released both the breath and the knife when he heard the man’s boots begin crunching sand and gravel again, gradually growing quieter. Sartain looked around the tree to see the big, broad-shouldered figure walking away along the wall, to Sartain’s right.

      The man turned the wall’s far corner and disappeared.

      Again, silence.

      “Whew!” Sartain whispered softly, his heart slowing.

      He moved out from behind the tree and hot-footed to the wall. He walked along the wall in the same direction as the big Mexican. When he rounded the rear corner, he saw the man striding off along the wall on his left, breeze-ruffled mesquites and sycamores waving on his right.

      An opening in the wall lay about thirty yards beyond Sartain. Keeping his left shoulder nearly brushing the wall, he moved to the gap and swung through the gateless opening and into a courtyard. On the other side of the courtyard lay a gallery running along the building’s wall. Sartain made for it, weaving around transplanted trees and shrubs until his moccasins tapped softly on the stone tiles of the brush-roofed gallery floor.

      There were a number of large, arched windows in the wall of the casa. Many were lit. Sartain could smell coal oil, candle wax, piñon smoke, and the belly-nibbling aroma of roasting meat.

      As he made his way along the gallery, he moved swiftly past a window opening onto a large kitchen and dining room area, which was tended by two plump Mexican women standing with their backs to the window just then. They were chopping food on a long preparation table, chattering in Spanish peppered with Pima.

      Just beyond, a corridor opened off the gallery, running through what appeared the heart of the casa. Sartain had no idea how he was going to find Don de Castillo. He figured he had some time since it was still early.

      He had all night to find the man, learn why de Castillo wanted Sartain dead, what Phoenix and Jeff had to with it, and then kill the man by inserting his Green River knife into his belly just below the man’s breastbone, and shoving it up and into his black heart.

      He turned into the dark corridor and found himself under a roof. A short flight of steps took him to another level of the casa, and then he was walking down a dim hall between two adobe walls and no longer had any roof over his head.

      He stopped. He’d heard something behind him. The sounds grew louder—the clacking of shoes. A quick, determined tread. A soft, jovial whistling rose with the clacking, and Sartain darted into a dark doorway and stood in the shadows, waiting, listening to the clacking shoes and the happy whistling growing louder. He could smell the aromatic smoke of a fine cigar.

      Sartain’s pulse throbbed hopefully in both temples.

      The don himself?

      Could the Cajun be that lucky?

      He waited. The sounds and the cigar’s aroma intensified until a short, stocky figure strode past the opening hiding the big Cajun. Sartain stepped out quickly and pressed the point of his knife against the man’s back, stopping him instantly. The man threw up his hands and gave a surprised, shallow groan.

      In near-fluent Spanish, Sartain said, “If you call out, I’ll poke this pig sticker through your spine and into your heart. You’ll be dead before you hit the floor.” Sartain licked his upper lip and added in the same low, menacing tone, “Comprende?”

      “Sí.”

      “Drop your arms. Turn around slow.”

      The man did as he’d been told. Sartain found himself looking at a short, thick man with coal-black hair pomaded to one side. He was maybe Sartain’s own age, early thirties, but he had the dapper look of a dandy. He was well dressed in a short, broadcloth waistcoat, gaudy red tie, silk shirt, black belt, and Spanish-style dress slacks.

      His polished black shoes glistened in the darkness.

      He wasn’t old enough to be Alonzo de Castillo. Perhaps one of his sons.

      “Who are you?” Sartain asked, holding the knife against the man’s soft belly.

      “Dios,” the short, thick man said, eyes flashing fearfully. He looked at the rifle in Sartain’s left hand and the knife in his right hand, then returned his gaze to the Cajun, who stood a full head taller. He knew who’d jumped him.

      Sartain said with a quiet edge, “Once more—who are you?”

      “I am Carlos Areces,” the man said quickly, hoarsely. “The don’s bookkeeper.”

      “Where is the don now?”

      The thick little man thought about that. Then he said, “Probably in his quarters. His young lady just got back from San Luis with a new dress.” His voice sounded ever so faintly sheepish at the admission.

      “Take me to his room.”

      “You’re going to kill him, aren’t you?”

      “Wanna join him?”

      “No!” The bookkeeper’s eyes nearly bulged from their sockets. In the darkness, Sartain could see his face turn a full shade lighter.

      “Then show me. Avoid the populated parts of the house. If we run into anyone, we’re gonna hide until they’re gone, comprende? If anyone sees us, I’m holding you personally responsible.” He paused for emphasis. “Comprende?”

      “Sí, sí. Oh, dear God!”

      “Which way?” Sartain said, keeping his voice low and level.

      The bookkeeper lifted his chin and glanced behind Sartain, who then turned and, keeping his knife pointed at the thick man’s bulging belly resting on broad, womanish hips, gave the chubby bookkeeper room to step around him. Then the Cajun followed the little man through two more corridors, up and down some stairs, and out into a dark, breezy courtyard. There was the sound of water splashing in a fountain. Sartain believed they were now on the southwestern end of the casa.

      The little man had done a good job. He and Sartain had run into no one.

      They came to a tall, deeply recessed window, heavy wooden shutters thrown back, red velvet drapes pushed aside. The bookkeeper stopped in the dark gallery before the window, turned to Sartain, and canted his head toward the window through which flickering red firelight emanated.

      Odd, quiet sounds drifted out the open window as well.

      Sartain gestured the little man back around him. He prodded him a ways back down the gallery, and then he rapped the butt of his rifle against the back of the little man’s head. The bookkeeper grunted, and his knees buckled. Sartain sheathed his knife, grabbed the chubby man by the back of his collar, and eased him down against the wall of the casa. The little man turned his head and slumped to one side.

      He was out. He’d waken with a headache, but Sartain knew how to put a man out without seriously injuring or killing him. Most of the time, anyway.

      Sartain doffed his hat and stepped up to the window. He slid a look into the room.

      It was large and well-appointed, with heavy wooden and leather furniture and trophy heads on the walls. A canopied bed abutted the far wall in a shrine-like recessed area roughly twenty feet to Sartain’s right. An elegant, balding old man stood at the end of the bed, facing the outer wall.

      The old man, who had a carefully trimmed beard and mustache, had his eyes closed, head tipped back slightly. There were many rings on his knotted brown fingers. He wore only a purple silk robe. The robe was open. His chest was bony and pale, grizzled gray hair bristling between the pouch-like lumps of his breasts. His belly bulged over meager hips. A dark-haired girl in a gaudy, frilly, peach-colored dress—obviously new and trimmed with white lace—knelt on the floor in front of the old man.

      The dress had been pulled down to her waist, baring her fragile brown shoulders and slender back to Sartain. Her hair was immaculately coifed beneath a peach-colored mantilla. A string of pearls ringed her brown neck.

      The old man grunted, placed a beringed hand on the back of the girl’s head.

      Sartain’s guts writhed. He curled his upper lip distastefully as he pulled his head back away from the window and donned his hat. He stood there on the dark gallery, listening to the breeze and the splashing of the fountain until he heard the don moan and gasp.

      Suddenly, the don cursed the girl as though deeply unsatisfied, then loudly ordered her from the room in such fast, heated Spanish that Sartain couldn’t make out everything he was saying.

      The girl apologized, cowering. Her new dress rustled. Bare feet slapped the tiles. There was the click of a door opening, the soft thud of it closing.

      Sartain looked into the room again.

      The don was moving away from him. He’d closed his robe and was looking down, moving his arms as though tying the robe about his waist.

      He stopped before a cherry cabinet behind a long, leather couch that fronted a fireplace on the room’s far end. The flames of the fire leaped and crackled, occasionally popping and spitting sparks into the room. The flames were reflected off the room’s thick, well-decorated walls.

      Sartain lifted one leg over the window ledge, then the other. He strode quietly toward the don, who was pouring liquor from a cut-glass decanter into a green goblet. The don must have heard or smelled the sweat on him because suddenly he dropped both the goblet and the decanter with a crash. His right hand shot to a drawer. He’d just got the drawer open when Sartain slammed his rifle butt hard between the man’s shoulder blades.

      The don fell forward across the cabinet, dropping the silver-plated pistol he’d tried to pull out of the drawer. De Castillo gave a guttural groan at the pain in his back. Sartain rammed the butt hard into the man’s back once more, then tapped it against the back of the man’s head.

      That stunned the don into silence as he continued to flail across the top of the cabinet. Sartain pulled him off the cabinet and threw him to the floor, where he went sprawling. The Cajun rammed the butt of the Henry into the man’s crotch and that caused the old man to jackknife, clutching his groin.

      His warty face was a mask of agony.

      As he stared up at Sartain, he hardened his jaws and then opened his mouth as if to scream. The Cajun snapped the butt of his rifle against his shoulder and aimed at the don’s open, gold-filled mouth. Sartain grinned threateningly.

      “You wanna die now? Go ahead and scream.”

      The don closed his mouth, wincing and groaning against the fiery pain in his loins.

      “You’ll kill me anyway.”

      “True. That’s why I’m here. But I’ll do it fast as opposed to slow. If you scream now, I’ll blow your stinkin’ oysters off. And then I’ll blow your knees out. And if I still have time, I’ll cut off the end of your nose and leave you here to die slow, screamin’.”

      Sartain shook his head slowly, grinning savagely, remembering Buffalo hanging from that tree in the rainstorm. “And there won’t be a damn thing anyone will be able to do for you, you old pervert.”

      De Castillo made another face as another bayonet of pain stabbed his crotch. “And what do I have to do for this quick death?”

      “Tell me why you want me dead. And what you know about Phoenix Catipulso and Jeff Ubek?”
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      “Pour me a drink,” the don said, still writhing on the floor, clutching his battered balls.

      Sartain glanced at the pistol the old man had dropped. He kicked it against the wall, then he backed up to the liquor cabinet, opened another decanter, and poured what appeared to be brandy into the same stout goblet the don had been about to fill when he’d been so deservedly interrupted.

      Sartain handed the man the glass. De Castillo took it, threw back half, winced again, and lowered the glass to his left thigh. He still had one hand over his tender balls.

      He narrowed one eye as he stared up at Sartain. “You’ll never get out of here alive. You know that.”

      “All that matters is I settle a score for a friend of mine your first set of hunters killed.”

      “Ah, yes. Revenge is your profession.” The don looked grimly down at his glass. “Perhaps I underestimated my quarry.”

      “You wanted it to be easy, eh? Have me killed—bushwhacked—and you’d feel better.” Sartain negligently aimed the Henry at the man’s right temple. “Why?”

      The don stared at the Henry’s barrel, studying it. Only it wasn’t the rifle he was seeing in his mind’s eye. He slid his gaze up the barrel and past the scrolled receiver to the cobalt-blue eyes of the dark-haired man aiming the weapon.

      He flared his nostrils, ground his teeth, and raked out, “Phoenix.”

      “What’s she got to do with it?”

      “She loved you.”

      Sartain blinked, said nothing. His hard stare belied his incredulity. But he could feel his heartbeat gradually increasing. His hands began to sweat inside his gloves.

      “She loved you,” the don repeated in that same angry tone, his eyelids fluttering over his rock-hard eyes as he continued to stare right through Sartain. “More than me.”

      “Where is she?”

      “On the southern ridge.” The don waited a few seconds, then his lips stretched in a smile, revealing his expensive teeth. The smile faded quickly, and the man’s lips began to tremble.

      “In New Orleans, I asked her to marry me. She accepted. I brought her here to Hacienda de la Francesca. A priest was traveling from Mexico City to marry us. But during the days we waited, I could see that something was troubling my lovely Phoenix. She grew darker and darker, quieter and quieter, until finally, after I’d prodded her desperately, needing to know what thoughts so haunted her, she told me that she couldn’t marry me after all.”

      Tears dribbled down the don’s pasty cheeks and into the mustache that hid his upper lip. He brushed them away with one hand, took a desperate sip of his brandy, and continued to glare through wet eyes at Sartain. “She loved another.”

      The Henry shook in Sartain’s hands.

      Phoenix . . .

      “She hadn’t realized how much,” the don croaked out. “Until after I asked for her hand. Her love, her devotion.”

      The room pitched around Sartain. He took one step back, spread his feet, resetting himself. He could hear a shrill scream as if from far away, from the bottom of a deep well.

      “What . . . what did you do?” he rasped, gritting his teeth as he stared down the Henry’s shaking barrel.

      The don’s eyes widened. The lids were fluttering. His face acquired a weird sensation, as though he was both laughing and crying at the same time. “She summoned a man to fetch her. He came. His name was Ubek.”

      “Jeff Ubek,” Sartain heard himself say. He could barely hear anything above the pounding of his heart in his head, the rushing of the blood in his veins.

      “I was so heartbroken that I ran down their carriage as they left the hacienda. My men and I. We ran them off the road and into a canyon. Phoenix was still alive, but badly broken. Ubek was dead. I kissed my lovely Phoenix once more, and then I shot her in the head as she lay sobbing in my arms.”

      Tears rolled down the don’s cheeks, soaking his goatee. He was sobbing openly now, shoulders quaking. He tipped his head back as he screamed, “I shot my lovely Phoenix over and over and over again. Goddamn you, Sartain!”

      The man bawled, raked in a breath, and glared at the Cajun once more, his face flushed and swollen as he shouted, pointing his brandy glass, “And I wanted you dead as well! I wanted you dead, as well, you son of a bitch who took her away from me before I even had her!”

      Sartain suddenly heard, beneath the don’s racking sobs and the screaming in his own ears, running footsteps approaching from outside the room’s door and from the patio by which he himself had entered the don’s quarters.

      Sartain swung toward the door as it burst open. A beefy, bearded man in a striped serape bolted into the room, eyes wide beneath the brim of his straw sombrero.

      He fired the carbine in his hands a half-second after Sartain fired the Henry. Sartain’s bullet punched dust from the middle of the man’s billowing serape at the same time it punched the hombre back into the hall, wincing, his own slug screeching over Sartain’s left shoulder and burying itself in a wall.

      A man shouted behind the Cajun. Boots pounded, and spurs jangled wildly.

      Sensing the presence of others entering the room through the open window, Sartain turned full around and threw himself over the liquor cabinet and the sofa on the other side of it. As he hit the floor, two belching rifles momentarily drowned out the loud, racking wails of the don. The bullets plunked into the liquor cabinet and couch.

      One spanged off the hearth.

      Sartain rolled toward the fireplace, rolled off a shoulder and hip, and lurched to a crouch, the Henry crashing and lapping flames toward the two men now standing just off the foot of the don’s bed. One stood before the other, but as Sartain’s bullets punched through each man in turn, they did a bizarre death dance together, one man triggering his rifle into his partner’s right knee. They flew back, screaming, losing their hats and rifles, blood splashing the floor behind them, before piling up in twisted heaps near the window through which they’d entered.

      Another gun barked. It was the hollow pop of a pistol. The bullet burned across Sartain’s upper left arm. He slid his gaze to the left. The don was aiming his smoking pistol at him, lips pulled back from gritted teeth.

      He shouted a Spanish curse as he thumbed back the hammer of the pistol once more but did not get the revolver leveled again before Sartain’s Henry thundered. The don screamed as Sartain’s bullet took the man through his right arm. The bullet hammered him around, his back to Sartain. The Cajun aimed carefully and shot the wailing man through the back of his left arm.

      Blood splashed out the ragged hole on the other side of the man’s arm.

      “You crazy bastard!” Sartain ground out, cocking and firing the rifle again, shooting the man through his left knee.

      The don was on the floor, flopping around, bleeding and wailing.

      “Finish me, you bastard!” he shouted in Spanish. “You promised you’d finish me!”

      Sartain triggered another round through the man’s other knee, and then he shot him in the balls. As he ejected the last smoking cartridge, which clanked off the hearth behind the Cajun, he said through a snarl, “I lied. You don’t deserve a fast death. You die long and hard, Don!”

      More boots hammered in the hall.

      Sartain whipped around, fired three shots through the open door, evoking shouts and barked epithets, and then jumped over the couch and onto the liquor cabinet. He leaped over the don’s writhing body—the man had grown silent and pale now in his unendurable agony—and hit the floor running. He leaped through the window as rifles roared behind him, the bullets hammering the walls and window shutters, making the curtains dance.

      Sartain landed on the stone tiles of the outer gallery, stepped to his right, and pressed his back against the adobe wall, looking around him. Two shadowy figures moved toward him from his left.

      A gun flashed.

      The bullet burned across the Cajun’s left cheek.

      He leveled the Henry from his right hip. The rifle leaped and roared in his hands. The shadow moving toward him screamed and dropped, then Sartain took off running across the courtyard, heading for the dark mouth of a corridor on the other side. Behind him, rifles barked and men shouted shrilly, furiously in Spanish.

      Bullets screamed around and over Sartain, one sparking off the stone fountain, another grinding into a gallery roof support post. They tore into the gravel around his hammering moccasins and then into flagstones as he gained the opposite gallery. They thudded into the adobe wall on either side of the corridor mouth as he threw himself into it, half-losing his balance.

      He dropped to one knee, and with the same motion, heaved himself up and continued sprinting, scissoring his arms and legs.

      He wasn’t sure how he got out of the casa until he was out of it. He wasn’t sure how he got through the wall, either—or over it—until he was beyond it and running through trees and climbing a rocky hill. Half-conscious, he headed north as far as he could, avoiding men and cracking rifles, remembering beneath the hammering in his head and the screaming in his ears that he’d come from that direction.

      “Phoenix,” he heard himself muttering, wheezing, sobbing as he ran into the hills beyond the casa, his bullet-torn left arm and the graze on his cheek feeling only warm and numb. “Oh, Christ, Phoenix!”

      He wasn’t sure how far he’d run and walked and then run again before weakness and nausea overcame him. The ground came up to slam his knees hard. Cactus spines bit into his right knee. He vomited, crawled ahead. Behind him, men screamed and continued to trigger rifles and pistols, but absently, the Cajun opined that they’d lost his trail.

      They couldn’t track a man wearing moccasins in the dark.

      Sartain needed to get off the hacienda tonight, under cover of darkness. He needed to find Boss and ride. And he would have done just that, only weakness and sickness washed over him like a wave of warm black tar. Try as he might, he could not regain his feet.

      Vaguely, he noticed a dark, shallow chasm between two rock- and cactus-spiked hills to his left. He flopped onto the ground, rolled, and let the dark mouth of the wash engulf him. And then everything was dark and silent for a long time.

      His arm began to ache and throb, but it was nothing akin to the sorrow that hammered his soul.

      “Phoenix! Oh, Phoenix!” he cried as he slept his pain-racked sleep, blood leaking from his arm.

      Cold was a rough blanket around him. The ground was an even colder bed beneath him—an uneven stone pinching him, poking him. When warmth lay for a long time on his cheek, growing warmer to the point of discomfort, he opened his eyes.

      The sun burned into his skull.

      He could feel a lance penetrating his left arm. He turned to look at it. No lance was there. He knew a moment’s surprise. His black neckerchief was wrapped around the arm, north of the elbow where the throbbing was the most severe. Automatically, before passing out the night before, he must have had sense enough to wrap the wound, knowing that he’d likely bleed to death if he didn’t.

      He looked around. He lay in a crease between low hills. His Henry was across his thighs. His hat was to his left. The wash was only about twice his body’s width. On both sides, a tan-colored slope of rocks, Spanish bayonet, prickly pear, and catclaw climbed away from him.

      A voice sounded to his left. A distant voice speaking Spanish. Sartain couldn’t make out what the man was saying. Then a horse whinnied, and a second man said something, also in Spanish.

      Sartain placed his hands on his rifle. He lifted his head and winced as pain shot through him. He ached all over. His neck and shoulders were as stiff as the ground beneath him. His arm ached and burned and throbbed.

      He grunted and cursed as he hauled himself to a sitting position. Quickly, he checked the rifle. Empty. Not a single shell left in the tube. He couldn’t remember having fired sixteen rounds, but he must have.

      He filled the tube from his cartridge belt, then checked the LeMat. It was fully loaded.

      He wrestled himself to his feet, all of his joints crying out. But after a minute of hard breathing, he realized he wasn’t hurt as badly as he’d thought he was. Mainly stiff and sore, and then, of course, there was the bullet wound, but he thought the slug had gone all the way through, missing the bone.

      If it hadn’t, he’d still be flat on his back.

      He donned his hat, shouldered the Henry, and walked up the slope, following a faint game or cow path. Near the top, he dropped to his knees, doffed his hat, and lifted a look over the bluff’s rocky crest.

      Immediately, he dropped his chin, bringing his head back down beneath the brow of the bluff. Three riders were riding toward him—actually, two were riding, and one man was leading his horse by its reins and picking out Sartain’s trail amongst the rocks. Sartain had merely glimpsed the man leading the horse, but the hombre had looked dark enough to have some Indian blood.

      Maybe Pima or Apache, both especially good trackers.

      He’d found the Cajun’s trail.

      On all fours and staring at the ground, Sartain smiled grimly. Come on, you bastards, he thought. I haven’t exacted enough revenge yet. Not for Phoenix or Jeff or Buffalo McCluskey.

      If you’re fool enough to follow me, with your boss either dead or close to it, you’re fool enough to die foolish deaths.

      The men’s voices grew louder, as did the clacking of their horses’ shod hooves. Occasionally, one of the horses blew. When the men and horses were close enough that the Cajun could hear the men breathing, hear the spurs of the walking man ringing, he walked calmly up to the top of the hill.

      He stared down the other side.

      The two riders saw him first. They both sucked sharp breaths and made faces. The man on foot was too busy inspecting the sign on the ground. When his two compatriots stopped their horses, he glanced at them and then followed their gazes to the crest of the bluff they were climbing.

      He cursed and stepped back, tripping over a rock, then pushing off his horse to regain his footing—a short, squat, fat-faced mestizo in a ratty brown poncho. He wore a brace of pistols on his hips, the serape tucked behind the wooden handles.

      “Oh, shit,” he said, again in Spanish.

      Sartain’s lips formed an icy smile, showing the edges of his teeth. He kept the Henry on his shoulder.

      “Is de Castillo still alive?” he asked in Spanish.

      One of the riders—the man to Sartain’s left—said, “So far.”

      Sartain nodded his grim satisfaction.

      He challenged the three with his eyes and by flexing his fingers around the Henry resting on his left shoulder.

      The one who’d told him the don was still kicking drew first, and thus he was the first to die as Sartain’s pistol belched smoke and flames and flung him from his saddle.

      The other rider was next to roll off the back of his horse, triggering his own pistol into the ground and starting all the horses to fiddle-footing. Sartain’s next shot missed the mestizo by a hair’s breadth when one of the startled horses behind the squat man plowed into him, sent him rolling amongst the rocks.

      As the half-breed lifted his pistol from the ground, Sartain’s LeMat spoke once more, drilling a neat round hole through the middle of the tracker’s forehead.

      Sartain managed to run down one of the three horses. He got his bearings, then rode off in search of Boss.
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      Claudia Morales rolled the quirley closed as she walked to the open door of her office.

      She leaned a shoulder against the doorframe and poked the quirley into her mouth, sliding her gaze along the main street in the same direction she’d been sliding it for the past two days—south. She worked the quirley back and forth between her lips, moistening it with her tongue, sealing it, and then struck a lucifer to life on the doorframe.

      She touched the flame to the end of the quirley and drew the smoke into her lungs. She released it through her nose, withdrew the cylinder to inspect the coal, and then cast her gaze once more to the south, where the main street became a pale ribbon of trail rising and falling through the desert toward far mountains that jutted in soft gray against the light-green sky of dusk.

      Still nothing. No sign of him for the past two days.

      He should have been back by now. Really, he should have been back that morning if he’d accomplished his task the previous night and had left the hacienda alive.

      If . . .

      Claudia gave a soft snort. A right capable man, Sartain. But could he take on twenty armed men, maybe more if you threw in the don’s peons, and make it back alive? Twenty armed men on their own turf?

      She should have gone with him. But he was on a personal errand. It didn’t officially involve her. She was the town marshal of Sonora Gate. If her jurisdiction didn’t extend beyond the limits of town, it certainly didn’t stretch across the San Pedro and into Old Mexico. She had no dog in Sartain’s fight except Sartain.

      Not that she wouldn’t have loved to see Don de Castillo dead.

      She should have removed her town marshal’s badge, saddled a horse, and gone with him. He hadn’t wanted her to. In fact, he’d forbade her, saying it was his fight, which it was. His fight alone. Still, she should have trailed him and at least holed up on this side of the border to help him shed any of the don’s men who came after him.

      But that was again supposing he would even make it off the hacienda alive.

      She didn’t know what he meant to her, if anything, besides their passionate couplings. But he did mean something, although she wasn’t in the business of getting involved with vigilantes. Even handsome, passionate vigilantes who knew their way around a woman’s body.

      “Forget it,” Claudia told herself in Spanish, exhaling another cigarette plume over the office’s front gallery and into the soft, gray-green light of dusk. “It’s not your business to save fools from themselves.”

      Still, she stared along the pale ribbon of trail growing dimmer and dimmer the farther the sun sank behind the western mountains. She widened her eyes with interest when she saw something bobbing along the trail. It was a hatted head. And then she saw a horse’s head. A horse and rider riding on out of the dusky desert toward the outskirts of Sonora Gate . . .

      Claudia stared hard, forgetting her quirley, but then she saw that it was only Owen Gallantly, the lanky, simple-minded, middle-aged son of an old desert rat, Pete Gallantly, whose diggings lay a couple of miles from town. Pete often sent Owen to town after the workday was done for a bottle or two of cheap tequila and maybe a couple of burritos from Doña Flores’s place if Pete didn’t feel like cooking.

      Watching Owen canter into town on his beefy cream mule, Claudia flicked her half-smoked quirley into the street, then swung around and strode purposefully into the office. She passed her cluttered desk, took her Winchester down from the gun rack, and strode back through the door. She drew the door closed, locked it, and then clopped down the gallery steps, stopping abruptly in the street and sliding her gaze back south.

      No.

      There was no point now. If she’d been going to help him, she should have ridden out earlier. Now it was too late. Now, if he was alive, he was likely badly wounded and lying out in the desert somewhere. She’d never be able to find him. Even if she did happen to find him, he’d be dead by the time she reached him.

      Besides, he meant nothing to her. For the love of all the saints in heaven, sister, he was a wanted man! A fugitive from justice! If you had any self-respect, you’d have locked him up and sent for a deputy United States marshal to haul his vigilante ass up to Prescott!

      Instead, you make love with him, and now you’re worried because he might have ridden into Mexico to kill a man for whatever reason and ended up dead himself!

      Cristo!

      Claudia returned the Winchester to the gun rack. She ran the chain through the three rifles she kept in the rack, locked the padlock, pocketed the key, and left the office, locking the door behind her and then pocketing that key as well.

      She hadn’t eaten all day, but that was about to be remedied. She pulled her hat brim down low, took a quick swing through town, making sure there was no trouble, and then, deeming that all the laws were being obeyed even on the Mexican end of Sonora Gate this weekday night, she headed over to Doña Flores’s place for tacos and menudo. She took her time, eating and reading an old Tucson newspaper some drummer had left behind, and then she had a couple of shots of tequila over at the Sonora Sun.

      There were only a few customers in the place—one mestizo goat herder and his little brown and white dog wearing a red bandanna, and three sullen saddle tramps, no doubt riding the grubline. She doubted the pilgrims would be much trouble, as sun-blistered and saddle-sore as they appeared, but she waited until they’d finished their game of red dog and shuffled off to find a pile of straw to bed down in before she headed upstairs to her room.

      “Any sign of Sartain?” Delbert O’Brien asked behind her as he swabbed the table vacated by the three pilgrims.

      Slowly climbing the stairs, Claudia glanced over her shoulder at the barman. “Was that his name?”

      And then she gave a caustic chuff, ignoring the hollow feeling in her belly despite her recent supper, and continued to the saloon’s second story. Normally, Claudia was more careful about opening her door and entering her room. Being a law woman of a border town had earned her a fair share of enemies, any one of whom could lie behind her door in bushwhack. All they really needed was a skeleton key.

      But this night, despite her determination to forget Sartain, she was deeply distracted, so when she’d entered her room, she didn’t bother to look around before closing the door and lighting one of the lamps. Just as she touched a match to the lantern’s wick, however, she smelled man sweat and leather and sour alcohol, and she knew instantly that she’d made a grave mistake.

      A deep, Spanish-accented voice sounded inordinately loud in the silent room when it said, “Welcome home, Marshal Morales.” Claudia gasped and dropped the lantern’s glass mantle, which shattered on the floor.

      As she jerked around, she reached for one of her Schofields, but stayed the movement when she heard two gun hammers click one after the other. Someone whistled softly, almost inaudibly, between his teeth.

      The whistler lay sprawled on her bed, on his side, facing her. Grinning at her. Salvador de Castillo’s legs were crossed at his ankles, and his sombrero hung from the front post of Claudia’s bed. In his right hand, he held a Remington revolver, its butt resting on the edge of the bed.

      The barrel was aimed at her belly.

      A thick shadow moved out from behind a chest of drawers near the closed door. It was a hunched, bizarrely menacing figure. Coyon grinned, and his teeth were a hideous, crooked, tobacco- and food-encrusted mess beneath his long, hooked hawk’s nose. The brim of his ragged sombrero half-hid his eyes, the pupil of his wandering left eye glistening demonically in the lamplight.

      Claudia kept her right hand on the handle of her right Schofield, leaving the pistol in its holster. Her chest rose and fell sharply as she snarled, “What in the hell are you two bastards doing in my room?”

      “Waiting for the most beautiful law woman in all of America. Possibly in all of Mexico, too.” Salvador closed his fingers together, touched them to his lips, making a kissing sound, and flung his open hand out to indicate Claudia. “Wouldn’t you say, Coyon?”

      “Oh, yes,” the hunchback said, his good eye resting hungrily on Claudia’s sharply rising and falling breasts. “I would say so, amigo. Hee-hee-hee!”

      “Answer my question, pendejo!”

      “Shut up,” Salvador said mildly, his grin in place. “I’ll do the question-asking around here. After all, we got the drop on you, senorita. Tsk-tsk. So careless. That isn’t like you.”

      “Diddle yourself, pendejo! Answer my question or I’ll—”

      Salvador raised his pistol, aiming the barrel at her right tit, and narrowed one eye. Claudia thought she saw his finger tighten on the trigger. Fear washed through her. She wasn’t accustomed to the feeling, and it caught her by surprise. It also left a bad taste in her mouth. It mixed in as much fury as fear, so that her heart was pounding savagely in her temples.

      “Keep your voice down,” Salvador warned. “You want to wake up the whole town?”

      “Does O’Brien know you’re here?”

      “We came up the back way, senorita,” said Coyon in his soft, phlegmy voice, keeping his own Remington aimed at Claudia. He opened his other hand to reveal a skeleton key. He snickered.

      “To answer your question, Marshal,” Salvador said, resting the side of his head on the heel of his free hand, “we were wondering where your friend is. Sartain.” He grinned widely, his dark eyes flashing beneath a cowlick of his dark-brown hair. “Did he get scared and run off after receiving my message? That would be too bad. I was waiting to make his anticipation build, and then when I finally make my move, he is nowhere to be found!”

      Claudia laughed, only half-faking the humor. “You think Mike Sartain is afraid of you, you vermin? Hah! That is a good one!”

      That turned both men’s seedy grins into indignant scowls. Coyon looked at his friend uncertainly.

      Salvador said with soft menace, “You have a sharp tongue. Tell me where Sartain is or I will put your tongue to better use. Your tongue and your entire mouth.”

      The seedy smile returned.

      “Go to hell!”

      “Yes, something like that. Where is Sartain?”

      “None of your stinking business, pendejo!”

      Claudia wasn’t sure why she didn’t want to tell Salvador where Mike had gone. She doubted Sartain was alive. But something inside her would not give an inch when crowded by the likes of Salvador de Castillo, whom she had banned from Sonora Gate over a year ago.

      A man wearing a badge might have had a little room to play with. But a female wearing a badge needed to command respect in all quarters. She could not give an inch, even if it cost her her life.

      Or worse.

      Salvador blinked slowly. The grin was gone now. “Unbuckle your pistol belt and let it fall to the floor.”

      Claudia stared hard at the man. Rage was a living thing inside her. She wanted to pull her pistols and start shooting. Maybe he’d drill her from five feet away, but maybe she wouldn’t die before she drilled him.

      Maybe . . .

      That wasn’t good enough. She’d do as he said for now and wait for a chance to kill the bastard.

      She drew a heavy breath as she moved her hands to the buckle of her cartridge belt. She unbuckled it, untied the thongs from around her thighs, let the rig drop to the floor. She wondered if O’Brien had heard the thud on the wooden floor. She hoped not. She didn’t want him to come to her aid. The apron was no match for de Castillo. No one would die on her account.

      At least, not anyone not currently in her room.

      “Now take off your shirt,” de Castillo said.

      Claudia’s shoulders tensed. Her guts slithered around like snakes in her belly. She told the bastard before her to do something impossible to himself. He laughed at that too loudly. She jerked a look at the door, hoping O’Brien didn’t come. If he thought something was wrong, he’d likely grab the Greener he kept under the bar and run upstairs. Him being a man, he’d feel he had to.

      And he’d be killed for his trouble.

      “I said,” de Castillo repeated, louder this time, with even more menace, “kindly remove your shirt, Marshal Morales.”

      Claudia cleared the knot from her throat. “You’re right. He headed north.”

      “Huh?”

      “Sartain headed north.” Claudia slapped her thighs. “You’re right. He’d heard your reputation, and he didn’t want to tangle with you, Salvador. Congratulations. Now, why don’t you and your dog scurry on back to your cave?”

      Coyon curled his upper lip at that.

      “Make her do it. Make her take her shirt off!” The hunchback grunted.

      “We’re past Sartain now, my lovely marshal.” De Castillo waved the gun in his hand. “Now the subject is your shirt. Remove it, please.”

      “No.”

      “I am not going to ask you again!”

      Coyon laughed, excited. He laughed too loudly and stomped his heavy foot on the floor. Alarm bells tolled in Claudia’s ears. O’Brien had a wife, a daughter. He had a whore working for him. She was probably asleep just down the hall since she hadn’t been feeling well for weeks. Likely pregnant, though O’Brien hadn’t said. The town doctor came and went. Claudia didn’t want anyone else endangered here.

      She began unbuttoning her shirt.
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      “Mother Mary from Nazareth—look at those,” said Salvador in a voice thick with awe as Claudia lifted her chemise over her head and tossed it to the floor with her guns.

      Her hair spilled down her shoulders. The air through the open windows had cooled, and Claudia felt its effect. Salvador’s eyes were where she’d expected they’d be. So were Coyon’s. Claudia gazed at Salvador’s cocked gun, her heart thudding as she wondered how she could get her hands on it.

      Just then, Salvador tapped his thumb on the cocked hammer of his walnut-butted Remington. Whistling softly, he dropped his legs to the floor, keeping his eyes on the law woman’s chest rising and falling behind the thin screen of her hair.

      “Coyon, have you ever seen such a beautiful woman?”

      Coyon seemed to have lost his voice. He only made a wet, guttural sound deep in his chest. His gun was slowly wilting, the barrel slanting toward the floor.

      Claudia returned her eyes to Salvador’s gun, which he kept cocked and leveled at her belly as he rose from the bed and walked to her. He pressed the cold, round maw of the Remington against Claudia’s belly. He closed his left hand to her right breast. It was cold and prickly with calluses.

      “Pig!” Claudia snarled and spat in his face.

      Her saliva dripped down his cheek. Salvador didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he dipped a finger in it, touched the finger to his tongue. Then he wrapped that hand around the back of her neck and violently snapped her head toward his, closing his mouth over hers.

      His mustaches raked her lips as he stuck his tongue in her mouth. It felt wet and leathery and tasted sharply of bacanora.

      Claudia struggled against him, unable to breathe. She closed her left hand over his pistol and tried to snatch it from his grip while angling the barrel away from her.

      Nothing doing. Her strength was no match for his. The ploy enraged him. Pulling the gun away from her, he stepped back and smacked her hard across the face with the back of his hand.

      The blow turned her sideways. Claudia had to clutch at the edge of the dresser to keep from falling. The next thing she knew, he was grunting savagely as he grabbed her by one arm, twisted her around, causing the room to spin around her, and threw her onto the bed.

      She bounced once and then he was on top of her, the gun he’d held on her now in its holster, and they were bouncing together. She tried to fight him, kick him, but her brains were scrambled from the vicious backhand. Behind him, standing at the end of the bed, Coyon was snickering behind his hand.

      Salvador climbed up Claudia’s body, got her arms under his knees. Pain racked her.

      She gritted her teeth and was about to call him a pig again, but she’d just started to scream the word when someone pounded on the door.

      “What the hell’s going on in there?”

      It was the saloon owner, O’Brien.

      Claudia’s heart turned a somersault. She lifted her head and shouted, “Delbert, go away!”

      The doorknob twisted. The door started to open. Coyon stood in front of it, pressing his back against it, laughing. Atop Claudia, Salvador slid his right Colt from its holster and thumbed the hammer back. He jerked his head sharply to one side and Coyon scrambled away from the door.

      “No!” Claudia screamed.

      Salvador twisted around to aim his Colt straight out from his shoulder at the door.

      Pop! Pop! Pop!

      The bullets chewed ragged holes in a nearly straight line across the door’s top panel. From the hall came a loud groan, then there was the thump of someone hitting the floor.

      “Bastard!” Claudia screamed, lifting her head and shoulders from the bed and glaring her mindless rage at the grim-faced, mustached man straddling her, keeping her arms pinned to her sides.

      Then the hand holding the gun flew down toward her head. As the back of his hand hammered her right cheekbone, she knew a brief, sharp pain and the brightness of fireworks behind her retinas before everything went black. When she woke, he was stretched out on top of her, lapping her with his rough, wet tongue.

      She looked around. They’d tied her wrists and ankles to bedposts with strips torn from a sheet. Coyon was no longer in the room.

      There was only Salvador, and he was sprawled naked on top of her. His clothes and boots and hat and gun belt lay on the floor to her left. He was a heavy, hot, hairy weight on top of her.

      She looked at her right wrist—tied securely to the corresponding bedpost. She looked at her other wrist—tied to the opposite bedpost. She arched her back, funneled all of her strength into those two wrists, and, with a great, agonized, enraged wail, jerked her arms hard, trying to free herself.

      To no avail.

      All she did was cause the dull pain in her head to grow sharp and throb in both temples and ears. Salvador lifted his mustached lips from her right breast. He smiled wetly, his brown eyes rheumy from drink and lust.

      “Are you hungry, Marshal Morales?” he asked her. “I’ve sent Coyon out for some of Doña Flores’s burritos. I thought we would have us a good time in private and then, when Coyon returns, fill our empty bellies. Our passion will probably make us very hungry, no?”

      Again, Claudia spat in his face.

      Salvador didn’t mind this time either.

      He merely smiled in his seedy, dreamy way, and then he walked two fingers down her chest, through the valley between her breasts, and across her rising and falling belly.

      He poked the tip of one finger into her belly button, chuckling as he gazed into her eyes.

      Claudia arched her back and mewled like a leg-trapped mountain lion.
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        * * *

      

      Sartain drew sharply back on Boss’s reins.

      A half-moon was on the rise, limning this narrow, winding secondary street of Sonora Gate in sparkling pearl.

      Sartain was about halfway through town, having come in from the west end, the Mexican side. Now, as he sat out front of a small adobe hut whose sashed windows were wanly lit and from whose stone chimney gray smoke curled skyward, he slid his right hand to the LeMat holstered on his thigh.

      The door of the little café had just opened and a stooped figure was ambling out, spurs chinging loudly on the boardwalk fronting the place. The man closed the door and stepped into the street, breathing hard, as though he’d run a great distance.

      He seemed to be limping, hunched low and to one side—an odd-looking figure in a frayed straw sombrero and striped serape. Two pistols on his hips flashed in the moonlight. He hadn’t seen Sartain sitting there in the shadows fronting the café, whose wooden shingle announced simply DOÑA FLORES, and he nearly smacked into Boss’s head. The horse whickered and tossed his head to one side while the odd-looking, thickly built, hunched figure stepped back with a startled grunt.

      He lifted his head toward Sartain and lowered one hand from the bundle he was carrying against his chest to the handles of one of his pistols. Sartain already had the LeMat out. Aiming the big gun across his saddle pommel, he clicked the heavy hammer back.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      The thick little man’s eyes flashed in the moonlight as he shunted them toward the big popper aimed at his head. One eye seemed to wander, showing a lot of white. He took another, incredulous step back, muttered something in Spanish, and wrapped both hands around the bundle, which smelled like seasoned meat and beans.

      The wafting aroma was making Sartain’s stomach bellow.

      The strange little man brushed a wrist across his mouth, adjusted the sombrero on his head, swung around, and began walking down the street in the same direction Sartain was headed. He walked with a pronounced limp, dragging one boot and causing dust to plume in the moonlight.

      When he was about twenty yards away, he glanced back at Sartain like a dog who’d been hazed out of a chicken coop and quickened his shuffling, ambling step.

      Claudia had told Sartain about a hunchback.

      What was his name?

      Coyon?

      Amidst his trials and tribulations and hard-won victory out at Hacienda de la Francesca, Sartain had forgotten about the don’s son, Salvador, who fancied himself a killer. But now the younger de Castillo’s name bounced around in the Cajun’s head as, his suspicions tolling like bells in his ears, he watched the hunchback dwindle into the distance, becoming a murky shadow as the man entered the intersection of this secondary street and the main one, which ran from north to south through the heart of Sonora Gate.

      What was he doing over there?

      And did his heading in that direction mean that his amigo, Salvador, was there, too?

      Why would Salvador be over there? Sartain remembered Claudia telling him that she’d banned the younger de Castillo from town.

      When the shadowy, pearlescent night had swallowed the hunchback, Sartain touched his moccasined heels to Boss’s flanks. The horse was tired. Sartain had traced a slow, circuitous route back to town, not wanting the don’s riders to follow him here and make trouble for Claudia. When he was sure none were on his backtrail, and after he’d rested up and tended his wounded arm, he’d headed on in.

      Boss was tired and hungry, as was Sartain.

      But first, the hunchback . . .

      The horse knew when to step lightly. He did so now as Sartain directed the buckskin along the hunchback’s scuffed tracks in the finely churned dirt of the side street.

      When horse and rider gained the intersection, Sartain looked ahead and to his left. He thought he saw a shadow move in front of the Sonora Sun Saloon & Pleasure Parlor. Then he heard the clomp of a boot followed by the dragging scrape of another boot. The shadow jostled atop the porch, and then there was the raspy scrape of a door being opened and closed.

      The movement fanned the flames of Sartain’s suspicion. It was nearly two o’clock in the morning. He knew Delbert O’Brien locked the saloon at midnight and went to bed in his shack out in back of the watering hole. The only light on in the two-story mud-brick affair was in the second story.

      In Claudia’s room.

      Sartain slid his Henry from its boot, and in one easy motion, despite the grief his left arm was giving him, he swung his right moccasin over the saddle horn, slipped his other foot free of its stirrup, and dropped straight down to the ground. He released the buckskin’s reins and quietly racked a live round into the Henry’s breech, off-cocking the hammer.

      “Stay, boy,” the Cajun said softly as he began following the hunchback’s tracks across the street and to his left.

      Behind him, the horse blew and shook his head testily.

      Sartain kept an eye on the window over the shake-shingled roof of the Sonora Sun’s front gallery as he approached the gallery’s front steps. Claudia’s curtains were drawn over both of the windows he knew framed her bed. No shadows moved. He could hear no voices either, although the night was as quiet as an empty opera house.

      Apprehension was a pack rat building a nest in the Cajun’s consciousness. He cast one more cautious glance at Claudia’s window and then mounted the steps, moving slowly because even in his moccasins, the rotting wood squawked beneath his weight. When he’d crossed the gallery, he opened one of the batwings and fingered the latch of the inside door.

      Locked.

      His heart thudded in frustration.

      The hunchback had gone inside and locked the door behind him. And was no doubt headed for Claudia’s room . . .

      Sartain slipped back across the gallery and down the steps. Running, he rounded the saloon’s front corner and sprinted along the side toward the rear. He froze when a woman’s muffled scream from inside the saloon sliced across the night.

      “Mike! Mike! They’re coming, Mike!”

      A man’s Spanish accented voice shouted angrily, “Shut up, puta bitch!”

      Three quick, muffled rifle shots froze the blood in the Cajun’s veins.

      “Claudia!” Sartain shouted at the top of his lungs.
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      The Cajun flung himself around the saloon’s rear corner, where a rickety-looking staircase rose to a second-story door.

      He bolted up the stairs, the steps creaking and cracking beneath his moccasins. The railing swayed and threatened to fall away beneath his right hand. He barely noticed. His heart was thudding, blood sizzling in his veins as the echoes of the three rifle shots continued to bounce around inside his head.

      Claudia . . .

      He kicked the door open, leaned the rifle against the wall, and unholstered the LeMat. He cocked the pistol and ran down the hall lit by a single candle lamp bracketed to the wainscoting on his left. The candle was burned down to a nub, its light watery and uncertain. Shadows flickered.

      Ahead, a crouched figure moved. Sartain stopped, extended the LeMat. He kept moving when he saw Delbert O’Brien down on all fours and dribbling blood as he crawled toward a long-barreled shotgun lying just beyond him.

      “Stay down!” Sartain said.

      The wounded barman glanced over his shoulder at Sartain.

      The Cajun did not pause in front of Claudia’s bullet-pocked door. He cocked his leg and rammed his right moccasined heel against the door, just beneath the knob. The door slammed open with a thunderous boom, and Sartain stepped inside, extending the LeMat straight out from his right shoulder.

      He tracked the gun from left to right and back again. The room, lit by a single lamp on the dresser to his right, was empty except for Claudia, lying naked and spread-eagle on the bed, wrists and ankles tied to the frame. Her face was cut and swollen, but she appeared otherwise unharmed.

      Bullets had torn into the new mattress on each side of her. Bits of corn husk lay everywhere. The shots hadn’t struck the woman. They’d likely been intended misses. Apparently, not even Salvador de Castillo could kill such a splendid beauty.

      Salvador . . .

      He didn’t appear to be here. No one appeared to be here except Claudia, who continued to struggle and try to speak through a gag in her mouth.

      Sartain strode quickly to the bed, sliding his Green River knife from its sheath. He flicked the blade through the cotton strips binding her ankles to the bottom of the frame. He crouched over Claudia, who stared up at him through swollen eyes, and cut her left wrist free, then the right one. She pulled the wad of sheeting out of her mouth and screamed, “Under the bed!”

      She flung her arms around Sartain. The Cajun threw himself straight backward, the woman in his arms. At the same time, the muffled blasts of a pistol sounded once, twice, three times. More corn husks geysered straight up out of the bed through the fresh bullet holes in the mattress where Claudia had been lying one second before.

      Ribald laughter accompanied the blasts.

      Sartain fell back against the dresser, threw Claudia to his left, and raised the LeMat. He hammered three shots through the already-shredded mattress. A scream sounded beneath the crashes of the heavy pistol.

      Sartain tripped the lever, engaging the shotgun barrel, and fired once more. The concussion filled the room as the sixteen-gauge buckshot punched a fist-sized hole in the dead center of the mattress.

      In the silence that followed, there was a gurgling grunt.

      And the click of a door latch on the other side of the hall.

      Claudia rasped, “Coyon!”

      The hunchback’s round, mustached face with one wandering eye peered through the two-foot crack between the door and the frame. A wide-eyed young woman, her belly bulging behind her thin cotton nightgown, stood in front of the hunchback, who peered over her left shoulder. His short arms were wrapped around the girl from behind, and in each hand was a cocked pistol.

      The hunchback grinned, showing a mess of crooked grime-encrusted teeth. The girl, taller than Coyon, was sobbing, tears dribbling down her pale cheeks.

      “Help me!” she screamed as Coyon, grinning, leveled both his pistols at Sartain.

      Who leveled his own LeMat and sent a bullet hurtling an inch over the girl’s left shoulder, turning the hunchback’s unmoored eye to jelly before it punched on out the back of his head to clink into a wall hanging behind him.

      Coyon’s lower jaw fell. His guns went straight down to the girl’s sides. He dropped back out of sight behind the pregnant whore. There was the solid thump of the hunchback hitting the floor.

      The girl dropped to her knees with a weary sigh and turned to glance behind her at the dead Coyon. Then she turned to Sartain and buried her face in her hands, crying.

      Claudia glanced at Sartain, tossed her hair back from her bruised face, and nodded. “Nice shooting, amigo.”

      “Hope I wasn’t interrupting anything.”

      “Nothing important.”

      Sartain wrapped the woman’s calico shirt over her shoulders. Clutching the shirt closed across her breasts, the otherwise naked marshal of Sonora Gate rose to her feet and walked into the hall to comfort the crying whore.

      Sartain moved to the foot of the bed. He reached down and pulled Salvador’s naked, bloody body out into the room. He turned the man over onto his back. Salvador had been hit in the chest and both shoulders, and part of his face was still under the bed.

      Still, his chest rose and fell.

      His remaining eye found Sartain. It seemed to beg for help.

      Sartain answered the plea with the one remaining .44 round from his LeMat.

      “Say hey to your old man for me,” said the Cajun.
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      Mike Sartain, the Revenger, reined his big buckskin to a halt on the trail he’d been following for the past two days and squinted his cobalt-blue eyes against the howling wind and blowing nettles.

      Before him lay a town that didn’t appear to be much more than a handful of shabby mud-brick and wood-frame buildings doing their humble best to keep from being overrun by the high-desert sage, cedars, piñons, rocks, cactus, and jouncing tumbleweeds.

      The Wells Fargo office and San Juan Valley Stage Company building sat on the trace’s left side, about halfway down the street. It was by far the largest building in the settlement, and its signs were the brightest, the rest having been badly faded by the sun and blasted to gray splinters by the wind that often howled either over the San Juan Range to the west or the Sangre de Cristos to the northeast.

      Sartain knew about the wind in these parts. When he wasn’t hunting men who needed killing, he often holed up in an old mountain prospector’s shack in the nearby Sawatch Range. It was one of several hidey-holes The Revenger maintained on the frontier, to which he repaired when he was tired of hunting and being hunted.

      The big buckskin shook its head and blew, shifting its weight beneath Sartain.

      The big blue-eyed man clad in denims and a pinto vest leaned forward and ran his left hand down the stallion’s long, sleek neck. “I see it, Boss.” His right hand slid to the big silver-chased and pearl-gripped LeMat residing in a holster thonged to his right thigh and released the keeper thong from over the hammer.

      What both horse and rider had seen was the man who’d been standing under a porch awning on the street’s right side, across from a mercantile. The man had just turned away from the awning support post he’d been leaning against, his brown hat tipped against the wind, and disappeared down an alley mouth. He’d moved with his chin dipped as though to hide his face beneath his hat, and his shoulders were furtively hunched.

      If he’d had a tail, he would have tucked it between his legs like a wildcat slipping into cover.

      Just before he’d ducked into the alley on the far side of Logan’s Tonsorial Parlor, he’d cast a quick over-the-shoulder glance toward Sartain. Warning bells rang, not only in The Revenger’s ears, but obviously in Boss’s ears as well. The buckskin and Sartain had ridden the vengeance trail for some time now, and they themselves had been hunted for long enough that they were most often in perfect harmony with one another.

      “Yeah, I see him,” Sartain said, giving the horse’s neck another pat and quickly scanning of the rest of the street, looking for more trouble signs.

      Where there was one man gunning for Sartain, there were usually two or more, The Revenger’s reputation generally preceded him.

      But the street, save for the occasional bouncing tumbleweed and a ranch supply wagon sitting in front of the mercantile, was deserted. The wind was obviously keeping everyone indoors. There weren’t even any saddled horses on the street in front of either of the town’s two saloons.

      Sartain reached into the inside pocket of his pinto vest, where his pearl-gripped over-and-under derringer resided and pulled out a small piece of notepaper, which he let the wind unfold. His eyes scanned the two short lines scrawled in pencil by a crude female hand:

      Mr. Sartain, please come to the Belle of the Ball Saloon in Silverthorne, Colorado Teritory. Pleese do hurry! An inosent girl needs your help bad!

      It was signed simply and without ornament, “Belle Hendricks, Belle of the Ball Saloon.”

      “Belle of the Ball,” Sartain said, stuffing the note, which someone had slipped under the door of his hotel room in Alamosa, where he’d gone to cool his heels by drinking and gambling after his last hunt. A young widow from a small ranch had wanted him to kill the crooked deputy sheriff who’d hanged her husband at the behest of a rich rancher and, discovering how cold-blooded and cowardly the deputy was, Sartain had had no qualms about honoring the woman’s wishes.

      He’d killed the man and left him to the coyotes and the wildcats. He’d left the rancher living in fear of a visit from The Revenger, which Sartain might just give the man one of these days. After the man had pissed down his leg for a good long time.

      Sartain touched spurs to his buckskin’s flanks and said beneath the wind in his slow, Cajun-accented drawl, “All right, Boss, let’s pay us a visit to the Belle of the Ball, shall we? See what’s got Miss Belle’s drawers in such a twist. Keep your eyes and ears skinned, though, amigo. I didn’t like the looks of that lurkin’ hombre any more than you did.”

      The horse gave an uneasy snort and started forward. Sartain kept Boss to a walk, holding the reins up high against his chest in his left hand, leaving the right one free for the LeMat. He scoured every nook and cranny of the dusty, windblown street, on both sides of which shingle chains squawked in the howling wind. Boss started every now and then at windblown trash and tumbleweeds bounding out of alley mouths.

      The Revenger’s cobalt-blues scoured the rooftops, as well, wary of a rifleman possibly snaking a Winchester around from behind a false facade.

      He pulled up to the Belle of the Ball, which sat across from the Wells Fargo office on the right-hand side of the street. It was a two-story mud-brick building with a large wooden facade jutting over its roofed front gallery. The sign over the facade was dark red, with Belle of the Ball painted on it in large, ornate green letters, every one of which was so badly faded it was hard to make out against the silver-weathered red.

      An olla and a tin dipper swung from a rope beneath the gallery’s roof, and two wicker rocking chairs rocked as though fidgety ghosts were sitting in them.

      Both hitch racks fronting the place were empty.

      Sartain rode around to the building’s north side and found another hitch rack, to which he tied Boss out of the wind. He loosened the horse’s girth and slipped the bit from his teeth so the mount could drink freely from the half-filled stock trough.

      He slapped his sand-colored Stetson against his thigh and ran a gloved hand through his thick mop of dark-brown curls. Setting the hat, adorned with a concho-studded snakeskin band back atop his head, letting the chin thong swing free against his chest, he walked around to the saloon’s front and mounted the porch steps.

      He crossed the porch slowly, sort of kicking his heels out with his usual, southern-bred flair, ringing his spurs, thumbs hooked behind his cartridge belt. He might have appeared to a passerby just another carefree, raggedy-heeled cowpuncher happy to pass the time drinking whiskey and playing faro on this windy afternoon, but he was watching everything around him and keenly listening, his senses sharp from the several years he’d spent staying just ahead of the law.

      His lips quirked a good-natured smile as he pushed through the wind-jostled batwings and he took one long step to his left, putting his back to the wall, not wanting to be backlit too long in case someone inside decided he needed a pill he couldn’t digest.

      Moving from the washed-out stormy sunlight to the dinginess of the saloon, his eyes took a moment to adjust. But only a moment. He blinked once, twice, and then they were all laid out before him—four men standing in a row along the bar to his right, and two more sitting at a round table about halfway down the deep room, which was flanked by a wooden red-carpeted staircase that rose to a balcony running around three sides of the main drinking hall.

      None of the men was moving or holding a weapon, and those were the two things Sartain always looked for first. What he saw next was the pretty girl—she was too young to be called a woman, even a young one—standing behind the bar in a black and burgundy corset and bustier. Young, yes, but not so young that she didn’t fill the corset very well indeed. Sartain would have to gently remind himself not to lose focus.

      Now, with a second look, he didn’t like the way the four men were standing at the bar with uniform gaps between them of about six feet. As though they were synchronized players on an opera stage, they all turned slowly toward Sartain at the same time, resting their left elbows on the edge of the bar and letting their right hands dangle down over their holstered pistols.

      They all wore their revolvers low, in the manner of men accustomed to using them not just for shooting coyotes. All four men had already unsnapped the leather keeper thongs from over their gun hammers. They all gazed at The Revenger, lips quirked in either faint smirks or with shrewd cunning.

      One of the two at the table halfway down the room and about ten feet out from the bar was the man who’d been holding up the awning support post earlier. Sartain recognized him by his brown Stetson and unshaven jaws. Now he sat with his boots atop the table, arms crossed on his chest, a delighted grin flashing his large pale-white teeth, the edges of which were crusted with chewing tobacco, some of which he just now turned his head to spit onto the scarred, dusty floor beneath him with a liquid plop.

      “Use the damn sandbox,” the well-set-up girl in the corset and bustier said tightly, keeping her brown-eyed gaze on Sartain. She’d hardly moved her lips. “That’s what it’s for.”

      “Uh . . . sorry, Belle,” said the man in the brown hat, also keeping his gaze riveted on Sartain.

      The Revenger broadened his smile, pinched the brim of his own hat to the room, and turned to the girl. “Belle of the Ball?”

      “That’s right,” the girl said in nearly the same toneless voice she’d used when addressing the man who’d spat on her floor. “You The Revenger?”

      “I am indeed. Your note sounded”—he raked his gaze across the hard faces of the men along the bar and the two at the table—“urgent.”

      “Oh, it was. Very urgent.” The girl took one step back, her large dark-brown eyes flashing excitedly, her pretty heart-shaped face flushing as she snapped a look at the men before her. “This here’s The Revenger, boys. Told you he’d come!”

      As the man standing farthest away stepped out away from the bar to stand just to the left of the table at which the other two sat, the man nearest Sartain sniggered, “Friend, you got a two-thousand-dollar government bounty on your head.”

      He was a duster-clad, stocky gent with a ginger beard and close-set gray eyes, a dusty red neckerchief billowing down his broad, lumpy chest.

      Sartain shot a quick glance at the girl. She smiled so brightly he thought she was going to clap her hands, laugh, and jump up and down, proud of herself for having lured the Revenger into a whipsaw.
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      Sartain sighed as he looked at the men standing gun-ready before him in a ragged semi-circle across the right half of the room and slowly let his gaze settle on the girl still standing behind the bar. He could see the back of her head and her bare, slender shoulders in the mirror behind her. “Reckon I should have checked out the ole Belle of the Ball before I rode into town. Your note just sounded so . . . desperate.”

      “What do you think, boys?” the girl asked, nervously cutting her eyes around the room. “Do you think you can take him? Remember, there’s two thousand dollars on his head. Y'all can split it six ways, and just give me a hundred for lurin’ him in.” She spoke with a faint Texas accent.

      “That’s not a small bait o’ money.” Sartain put some steel into his voice, though his eyes still crinkled at their corners with a faint affable smile. “You sure you fellas can afford it?”

      He recognized a couple of them. They were likely all bounty hunters.

      The one he knew to be Clayton Demry, the second man from the door, standing now with his back to the bar, said, “Them federal boys gonna be pleased as punch to see your head in a gunnysack . . . finally.”

      “They would be at that, Clay.”

      “Let’s cut the chinnin’, shall we?” This from the man in the brown hat, who’d gained his feet, as had the man he’d been sitting with at the table—a yellow-haired hombre named Lancaster, if Sartain remembered right. Lancaster had been a deputy U.S. marshal himself before he’d turned in his badge to start collecting bounties for a living. Bounty men earned more than lawmen.

      “Yeah,” scolded the stocky gent nearest Sartain. “Let’s stop with the lollygaggin’. Me, I got a drink to finish.” He smiled.

      Sartain let his right hand hang down over his holstered LeMat. His right index finger tingled, as it often did in this situation. It was an anxious twitch that he tried to keep in only the finger while the rest of him remained calm, his face implacable, his heartbeat slow.

      Not that he was overconfident. Six against one was steep odds, and he was not the fastest gun in the West. In fact, he’d never faced six at one time in close quarters. Chances were, he’d kill three of these men within five seconds.

      The fourth would get him.

      Oh, well. It was what he deserved for getting careless. But the girl’s note really had seemed desperate, and Mike Sartain was a sucker for desperate women.

      He glanced at her once more. Her wide eyes were roaming anxiously around the room, her lips slightly parted, her lovely corset rising and falling sharply as she breathed. In the mirror over her right shoulder, the third of the four men standing with their backs to the bar jerked his right elbow up.

      Sartain’s LeMat was in his fist, blasting.

      The third man howled and fired his Peacemaker into the floor. Next, The Revenger shot the man standing to the third man’s right—both shots coming so fast and furious that the second shot sounded like an echo of the first—and then he bounded left, lofted himself into the air as the bounty hunters’ guns thundered. Bullets shredded the batwings and the front wall and window.

      Shattering glass screeched, exposing the room to the moaning wind.

      Sartain fired the LeMat again as he flew through the air, evoking a shrill curse as Lancaster doubled over and staggered backward. The Revenger slammed his left shoulder on the side of a table, upending it to create a wooden shield as Sartain and it dropped together.

      As The Revenger hit the floor, two bullets slammed through the shield, spraying slivers, tearing his shirtsleeve, and carving a hot line across his right shoulder. Wincing against the burn, he bounded to his heels, lifted his head and smoking LeMat above the table. He winced again as a bullet tore the table’s edge, spraying more slivers. He shot Clayton Demry before jerking the big horse pistol slightly left, the last man standing hurtled over the top of the bar and into several shelves of bottles behind it.

      More glass shattered.

      In the corner of his left eye, he saw the man in the brown hat standing about ten feet away, near where he had been lounging in his chair. He was screaming wildly at the tops of his lungs as he flung lead at Sartain. As bullets screeched and thudded around him and blew out more window glass, The Revenger launched himself back to his right and rolled onto his left hip and shoulder in front of the swinging batwings, extending the LeMat toward the brown-hatted gent.

      The hammer of the man’s Russian .44 clinked on an empty chamber.

      He flung the revolver aside and reached for another one holstered over his belly, his wide, white-ringed eyes blazing beneath the wide brim of his hat. He hadn’t wrangled the belly gun even halfway out before Sartain flipped the LeMat’s lever, engaging the shotgun shell, and squeezed the trigger.

      The thunder caused the room to leap as though from an earth tremor. Dust sifted from the ceiling. The heavy piece’s recoil caused The Revenger’s wrist to ache.

      The brown-hatted man’s hat flew off his head as the .12-caliber wad of buckshot shredded his chest, lifted him two feet in the air, and pitched him straight back over a table and into a piano, which gave an indignant, raucous belch as the man bounced off it and piled up at its base. Rising, twirling the LeMat on his finger and dropping it back into its holster, Sartain drew his derringer from inside his vest with his other hand and clicked both hammers back.

      Only one of the six bounty hunters was moving.

      Clayton Demry crawled down along the bar toward the back of the room, groaning, panting, and leaving a smeared blood trail behind him. As he reached a dead man, he stopped, picked up the dead man’s cocked Colt, and twisted around toward Sartain, who raised the derringer and popped a pill dead-center through Demry’s forehead.

      Demry fired the Colt into the ceiling as he rolled onto his back, shaking his head and jerking before gradually growing still.

      Sartain glanced around the room, gauzy with spiderwebbed smoke and rife with the coppery smell of fresh blood.

      Where was the girl?

      As if in response to his silent question, she lifted her eyes above the bar. They were even wider than before. She looked around until her shocked gaze landed on Sartain, then flicked to the cocked derringer he held in his hand, aimed at her.

      “Holy shit,” she said, lifting her head still farther until she was standing up straight, smiling, showing all her fine, white teeth between ruby lips. “You’re really him, ain’t ya? The Revenger.” She leaned forward to peer over the bar at the dead men lying at its base and shook her head in awe. “Yep, you’re him, all right.” She smiled. “Thanks for comin’, Mr. Sartain.”

      Sartain studied her critically. “You got a fine way of makin’ sure a man is who he says he is.”

      “When Northcutt said he seen you in Alamosa—”

      “That’d be me,” a man’s voice said from behind Sartain.

      The Revenger wheeled on a heel, leveling the derringer at the gray-bearded face hovering just above the batwings on the other side.

      The old man drew his head down behind the doors, yowling, “Now, don’t go a-cuttin’ loose with that pocket popper, mister! This wasn’t my idea. I told her it was you I seen in Alamosa, sure enough, but Belle done thinks I’m so damn old I can’t see straight, or leastways, knows what I’m lookin’ at when I’m lookin’ at it!”

      “Get in here!”

      The oldster busted through the doors like a bull through a chute, keeping his head down and holding his hands in front of his face as though to shield himself from a bullet. He sidled away from Sartain, crowing, “It’s her fault! It’s Belle’s fault! If’n you’re gonna shoot somebody—I mean, add to the pile of dead you done already piled up—shoot Belle!”

      “Oh, shut up, Northcutt, and put your hands down!” Belle scolded the old man from behind the bar. “Mr. Sartain, this is my swamper and sometime piano player, Raymond Northcutt. He was once a deputy sheriff. My father’s deputy sheriff. Worked for my pa—back when he could see straight, that was, and knew what he was lookin’ at when he was lookin’ at it.”

      She grabbed one of the few intact bottles from a shelf along the back-bar mirror, glanced down at the dead man who’d been blown over the bar and was likely lying at her feet, and wagged her head.

      She sighed, plucked two glasses off a pyramid atop the bar’s near end, and walked out from behind the bar to stand before Sartain in all her half-dressed glory—tall for a girl, and as pretty as a speckled pup. Willowy and full-busted, the Revenger judged her to be all of seventeen. He tried to keep his eyes off her overflowing corset while reminding himself that she’d sicced six-seasoned bounty hunters on him.

      If not for a few fast moves and a good bit of luck, he’d be lying where the six bounty men were, mingling his bodily fluids with the cow dung, tobacco, and sawdust that fairly carpeted the place.

      “Where’s my glass?” Northcutt asked, indignant. His bearded face was as dark and wrinkled as a walnut, and his canvas trousers and calico shirt, over which he wore a ragged deerskin vest, hung on his spindly frame as though from a badly stunted tree. “I fetched him here. Made two trips to Alamosa in the past week, and now you treat me like dirt!”

      “Get your own glass and take it outside,” the girl said, staring brashly up at Sartain, who stood only a few inches taller. “The Revenger and I have business to discuss. Oh, and take Mr. Sartain’s horse over to the Occidental and make sure he’s tended properly—curried and given plenty of hay and oats. Best keep that stallion away from the mares.”

      Her cheeks dimpled as her eyes flicked to Sartain’s broad chest and the dark hair curling out of the open top of his shirt, beneath the collar and knotted red neckerchief. “I saw that stallion when he rode in, and I bet he could do some damage in a barn full of fillies . . . left to his own devices.”

      “Ah, ya ungrateful pup,” the oldster groused, stomping around behind the bar. “I’m gonna tell your pa—if he’s still kickin’—about how you been treatin’ me since he’s been gone, and he’ll bend you over his knee. I’d do it myself if I was a few years younger and could catch ya. Let me see here . . . where’s the Tennessee? Oh, there it is!”

      He cackled, bending stiffly forward to lift a bottle from under the bar, then cradling the bourbon like a beloved infant in one arm and patting the fancy label as though it were the baby’s belly. “Worked me up a powerful thirst with all that ridin’ around the country on old Millicent. Do believe I’m deservin’ of the Belle of the Ball’s best.”

      “Millicent is his mule,” the girl informed Sartain, turning her mouth-corners down.

      Northcutt ambled out from behind the bar and headed for the batwings. “Don’t worry, I won’t dirty up a glass.”

      “Good,” the girl said impatiently. “Could you be gone now?”

      Still standing before the girl, his mind spinning over the killings, he regarded this cool, smiling, scantily-clad seductress who was acting as though it were all just a melodrama performed by some traveling theatrical show. The Revenger said sharply, “Old man, you leave my horse where he is.”

      Northcutt shrugged. “All right, if you say so.” He glanced at the dead men heaped around the room and then looked at the girl. “What about all that fresh beef? You leave these bodies here, they’ll attract coyotes, and those coyotes will soon be after Mrs. Patrick’s cats, and you know who she’ll be complainin’ to. Me, since I’m the last lawman in town!”

      “Some lawman,” the girl said through a low, caustic snort, keeping her bold eyes on Sartain. “Send a couple of the Occidental’s hostlers over later with a wagon. They can load ’em up and take what’s in their pockets for payment. Have ’em bury ’em up in that potter’s field on the backside of Boot Hill.” She wrinkled her nose as she glanced at the dead men sprawled near her pretty red high-heeled shoes. “Worthless trash. Bounty hunters, my ass!”

      “That ass of yours needs a good paddlin’,” the old man grouched, digging the cork out of the bottle with a small pocketknife.

      “Are you still here?”

      “I’m goin’! I’m goin’!” Northcutt stopped between the batwings and glanced peevishly over his shoulder, suspiciously scrutinizing Sartain before sliding his castigating eyes to Belle. “You mind your Ps and Qs now, girl. Your pa done ordered me to see to your honor while he was away!”

      “My honor. Hah!” The girl laughed.

      “And how many times I gotta tell ya—you shouldn’t go around dressed like that, with them titties of yours spillin’ out all over the place. Mr. Sartain’s liable to mistake you for a percentage gal. It ain’t decent to dress like that if’n you’re not a whore.”

      She placed her hands on her hips and pivoted toward the old man, giving him a good look at her wares and coquettishly fluttering her eyelids.

      “Sure, go ahead,” Northcutt intoned, his dark face turning darker as a flush rose high on his craggy cheeks. “Give an old man a heart-stroke!”

      Northcutt indulged in one more sheepish glance at the girl’s bosom and then grumbled and cursed and continued on out through the batwings and into the wind, which was blowing waves of dust and dried leaves and the smell of horse shit through the saloon’s broken front window.

      “Didn’t think he’d ever leave,” Belle said, raising the two shot glasses up close to The Revenger’s chin. “Shall we?”

      He grabbed her wrist and said through gritted teeth, “What the hell is your game, girl? And, if you ain’t a whore, how come you’re dressed like one?”

      “What, this old thing?” She laughed and twisted her hand out of Sartain’s grip. “Can’t blame a girl for wantin’ to look pretty. Besides, wearin’ it instead of my old Mother Hubbard seems to bring in higher tips.” Belle turned, swinging first her shoulders and then her hips, and smiled at The Revenger over her bare left shoulder. She walked around to the far side of a table nearby, kicked out a chair, and sat down. “Now, you stop lookin’ like a mean ole bear. Come on over here and have a drink with me, and I’ll tell you all about my game.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Sartain had never before met such a brazen, arrogant young hussy.

      He kicked a chair out, but instead of sitting down on it, propped one boot onto it and leaned on his knee, drilling the devilish, long-legged beauty with a seriously castigating scowl. “Do you realize you just got six men killed? Six! And I could have been one of ’em. So you’ll have to forgive me if I seem just a little reluctant to smoke the peace pipe with you, miss.”

      “I ain’t askin’ you to smoke the peace pipe,” she said, pouting. “Just have a little drink’s all.” She smiled again winningly, looking up at him from beneath her auburn brows.

      She popped the cork on the bottle, filled one glass, and slid it across the table. She filled the other and set the bottle aside. “I’ve been wantin’ to meet you for a long, long time, Mr. Sartain,” she said, sitting back in her chair. “Been readin’ about you in the papers for quite a while now. The Revenger!” She lifted her shot glass in salute. “To your fine shootin’ here today!”

      She sipped and then held the glass down by her jaw, turning it slowly between her long, delicate fingers.

      Sartain just stared at the girl, not knowing what to make of her. She stared right back at him, chin lowered with fake demureness, chewing her lower lip, and slowly turning the glass in her hand.

      Finally, despite himself, Sartain gave a dry chuff and sat down in the chair.

      “This is a first,” he said.

      “The first for what?”

      “The first for me sittin’ down and havin’ a drink with someone who damn near got me killed.”

      “I saw the whole thing, and I don’t think it was even close.”

      “It’s always close.” Sartain threw back half the shot.

      “Now I know you’re the man for the job,” she said, throwing back a good half of her own drink, making a face and wiping her lips with the back of her wrist. “Powerful stuff!” She smiled, eyes boring into his. “Just like you, Mr. Sartain.”

      Sartain scowled again, though his judgment of the girl was losing its edge. You couldn’t help admiring a girl this saucy and unflagging in the face of what she’d just seen. In the face of what she’d just caused, even.

      “This was a test of some kind?”

      “You don’t expect me to believe what all the newspapers write about you, do you? My pa, the sheriff, says ten percent of them yarns sits within shoutin’ distance of the truth while the other ninety percent is off on a fishin’ trip.”

      “Smart man, the sheriff. Where is he, anyway? Off on a fishin’ trip?”

      The girl looked down, the cloud of a somber mood passing over her face. “He’s why I summoned you here, Mr. Sartain.”

      “The sheriff is why you called me into this ambush?”

      “Oh, it weren’t nothin’ of the sort! Well . . . maybe it was within shoutin’ distance.” She threw back the last of her whiskey, gave a sheepish snort, almost choking, and wiped her mouth and nose.

      Glancing around, she said, “They was all regulars. I’m gonna miss their business, but they came in last week huntin’ stage robbers that headed south toward Mexico. I told ’em Northcutt said you was in Alamosa and I had an idea about how to get you here, so’s they could collect the bounty and give me somethin’ to see, like what the newspaper scribblers scribble about, and they could give me what they saw fit for the work of sendin’ Northcutt with the note.

      “You see, Mr. Sartain, the job I have for you concerns my beloved father, and I really needed to know if you were the right man for the job . . . despite what them yarn-spinners are always spewin’ ink about. I only have so much money, and I need to know I’m spendin’ it on the right man.”

      Sartain glanced at the dead men sprawled around them. “And you didn’t think any of those was the right man?”

      Before the girl could respond, Sartain heard sniffing sounds and the scratching of toenails around the batwings. Both he and the girl turned to see a brown and yellow mutt peering under the doors, mewling and looking sheepishly in toward where the fresh meat was starting to molder.

      The girl scolded, “You go on home, Titus. That ain’t food for you. Them varmints’ll make you sick. Go, now!”

      The dog gave a frustrated yip, turned, tucked its tail between its legs, and bounded reluctantly down the porch steps and out of sight.

      The wind continued to blow dust and grit through the broken window and under the batwings. Sartain could smell the tang of an approaching storm.

      “That’s one hell of a way to land a job, Miss Belle,” he said, helping himself to another glass of whiskey and giving a wry chuckle. He supposed the shooting had been half his own fault. The girl obviously didn’t know better, and he should have checked the situation out more thoroughly. He’d take it as a lesson learned.

      Besides, the world without the six bounty hunters was a better place. In fact, now he wished there’d been a few more here today . . .

      “To answer your question, Mr. Sartain, I think it’s rather obvious that none of those fellas there”—she jerked her head toward the human beef aging on the floor—“was the right man.”

      She held him with a smugly serious expression.

      “Touché.” He chuckled and took another sip of the whiskey. “All right, Miss Belle, tell me about your pa. Tell me about the sheriff.”

      She was staring straight at him, a pensive cast to her large brown eyes and a flush on her cheeks. “If you’ll forgive me for sayin’ so, Mr. Sartain, you sure are one good-lookin’ man. The newspapers—they were within shoutin’ distance of that, at least.”

      It was The Revenger’s turn to blush.

      “Oh, sorry.” Belle looked away, sheepish. “It’s just I was born and raised out here in this canker on the devil’s ass, and most of the men through here are . . . well . . . like them on the floor. Anyway, the sheriff.”

      “Yes, the sheriff.”

      Topping off Sartain’s glass and refilling her own, Belle said, “He went missin’ last month, Pa did. It was when he and his chief deputy, Jasper Garvey, was haulin’ a strongbox of gold bars down from the Painted Lady mine up in the Sangre de Cristos. He and Jasper hauled the gold down once every two months for the Painted Lady Minin’ Company run by an Englishman, Mr. Maragon. Last month they was due to have the gold down to the Wells Fargo office at noon on a Monday, which is when the weekly stage to Albakurk pulls through, and they never showed. Ain’t been seen since, neither hide nor hair.”

      “What do you think happened, Miss Belle?”

      Belle hardened her jaws and leaned forward, pressing her bosom against the edge of the table until both those sweet, pale orbs bulged up like two mounds of freshly churned butter, showing all but her nipples. “Here’s what I think happened.”

      She scrunched her eyes and an angry flush replaced the previous one of embarrassment. “I think Jasper Garvey done hooked up with his outlaw brother’s gang, and”—a sheen of tears brightened in her eyes, and she had to swallow and shake her head before continuing—“most likely killed my pa, Sheriff Stephen Hendricks, and run off to Mexico with the gold!”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Because Jasper Garvey, who my father made chief deputy out of the goodness of his heart and because he wanted to give Jasper, who once let his wolf run with his no-good firebrand of a brother, a second chance. Pa wanted to give Jasper the opportunity to prove he could be a good man, and I think Jasper tried for the two years he wore his badge, but then . . . but then I seen a change come over Jasper. He’d stop by here for drinks on his nights off. He was startin’ to drink more than usual, and he was gettin’ ornerier and ornerier. Him and me used to kid around—you know, he’d sort of jokingly ask me to marry him an’ such, though there was no way in hell I’d ever marry a man like Jasper Garvey, but—”

      “Why not?”

      “Why, because his pa was Harvey Garvey, a known outlaw in these parts since before the War Between the States. I’d never let a man like that sow his foul seed in my womb . . . and . . . and suckle the result of such an unsavory union. Gosh, no! Me, I’m gonna marry an upright man someday, and he’s going to have that blue blood in his veins. My boys will be doctors and lawyers, too, and my girls . . . well, the wives of doctors and lawyers and . . . and . . . scholars, like the ones they have back East. That’s where my ma was from, and though I do dearly love my pa, he comes from a poor strain of farmers from the Dakota Territory, while Ma was the daughter of an attorney in Council Bluffs, Iowa.”

      Sartain didn’t bother to ask the girl where she thought she’d run into a blue-blooded man out here on the backside of nowhere.

      “Anyway,” Belle continued, “Jasper and I used to joke around like that, but once he got mad and he grabbed my arm until it hurt, and he said somethin’ like, ‘I’ve had enough of your teasin’, Miss Belle. How ’bout if we go upstairs and get serious?’”

      The girl’s mouth and eyes widened in shock and exasperation. “As if I ever would do such a thing! With the ilk of Jasper Garvey!” She sipped her whiskey and made another face. “He was quick to make a joke out of it when he saw I was not one bit compliant with his goatish urges, and I was too embarrassed to tell Pa. But that’s when I started to realize that Jasper’s true character was startin’ to surface again.”

      “All right, so much for you and Jasper Garvey livin’ happily ever after,” Sartain said. “Do you have any other reason to believe Jasper turned on your father? Don’t you think common owlhoots, like the ones the bounty hunters were after, could have attacked the gold shipment?”

      She hiked a shoulder and ran the tip of her index finger around the rim of her glass. “Of course that’s a possibility. But I think otherwise.” She raised her eyes to Sartain’s. “That’s what I would like you to find out for me, Mr. Sartain. And if I’m proven right and Jasper Garvey did indeed kill my father and make off with the gold with his brother and his brother’s no-account ruffians, I’d like you to run ’em all down and kill ’em!”

      Suddenly, her lips trembled, and her eyes filled with tears.

      Sobbing, she said, “I only have a little bit of money, which I’ve been savin’ from tips, but I’ll give you anything you want if you’ll help me learn the fate of my father and deal your brand of justice to anyone who might have brought him to harm!”

      She reached across the table and squeezed The Revenger’s wrist.

      “To hell with my honor, Mr. Sartain. I offer you anything at all—myself included!”
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      “If you know anything about me—anything at all, Miss Belle—then you know I don’t require payment of any kind.”

      She sniffed, wiped tears from her cheeks with her hands, and looked mildly confused and disappointed. “You . . . don’t?”

      “Nope. If I think a person has a legitimate reason to seek revenge for some misdeed and cannot otherwise exact that revenge for him- or herself, I’ll set to it. No payment necessary. Even . . . uh . . . of the kind you’ve so generously offered.”

      “Oh, well . . .  Please don’t think me a charlatan, Mr. Sartain.”

      “Mike.”

      “Mike it is.” She sniffed again and smiled, still collecting herself. “I don’t make a habit of offering such a thing. I just . . . well, I just really want to know what happened to my father. I want justice served, and I thought, well, if that’s the only way I can get it . . .”

      “It’s not.”

      “Well, at least let me offer you a room. I rent half a dozen rooms upstairs, but yours, of course, will be free. And I’d like to cover the charge for quartering your horse as well.”

      “That’s not necessary,” Sartain said, finishing his whiskey, setting his empty glass down on the table, and rising from his chair. He jerked his shoulders at what sounded like a shotgun blast that rocked the saloon and rattled the glass pyramid atop the bar. “I’ll stable him myself and, judging by how close that thunder was, I’d best get him under a roof pronto. The room will be fine. I’ll get started on your father’s trail first thing in the morning.”

      He pinched his hat brim to the girl and started to turn away, but turned back when she said, “I’ll have Northcutt cook you a steak with all the trimmings. He does all the cooking here at the Belle of the Ball, and while I can’t say he’s any good, no one I know has so far died from his concoctions. He makes a darn good peach pie. I can vouch for that myself, and the cream’s fresh from Mr. Burlinson’s cow in the pasture just behind the Belle.”

      “Makes me hungry just thinkin’ about it.” Sartain pinched his hat again and started to turn toward the batwings once  more, but turned back when she added, “The beds are right comfortable. I’ll give you the room next to mine. That’s the best bed in the whole place!”

      “Much obliged, Miss Belle.”

      “Oh—how do you like your steak?”

      “Still kickin’.”

      “Still kickin’. That’s just how I like mine!”

      He was about to push through the batwings when she called once again, “Can I fix you a nice hot bath, Mike? I got the stove stoked in the kitchen in preparation for supper, so it’d be no trouble at all to fix you a hot bath. I laid in a store of Dr. Mulligan’s Fine Soap and salts straight from the Great Salt Lake on my last run to Albakurk!”

      She ran her hands down her arms, squirming around in her chair. “They make a body feel fine all over . . .”

      “That’d be delightful,” Sartain said, “as long as I’m not putting you to any trouble, Miss Belle.”

      “Please, skip the Miss and just call me Belle. And it’s no trouble at all, Mike.” She smiled charmingly as she rose from her chair, adjusting her corset and causing a warm stiletto of desire to tear through him. “The Occidental’s up one block and north one more. It’s the only building in town that’s been painted in the last five years. You can’t miss it. I’ll have your bath ready by the time you get back . . . Mike.”

      Sartain pinched his hat brim once more, swung around, and headed for his horse.
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      Hours later, after tending his horse, soaking in a hot bath, and enjoying that steak “with all the trimmings,” Sartain found himself alone in his room with Belle Higgins.

      “You like that?” he asked the girl in his slow, Cajun drawl beneath the intermittent rumbles of thunder from a fragrant summer storm that was pelting against the window and gurgling down the roof and off the overhang onto the street below, where it was forming large puddles.

      Belle groaned, “God, where . . . where on earth . . . did . . . you . . . ever learn to . . . do such things to a girl?”

      “I grew up an orphan in New Orleans’ . . . the French Quarter.”

      “Oh,” she said, though he doubted she understood the implications. She just wanted him to keep doing what he’d been doing to her for the past half hour, ever since she’d knocked on his door with the pretense of offering him an extra quilt.

      He’d taken the quilt because the night was deliciously cool, but she’d been flirting with him all night long while he’d played poker with a couple of cowhands holing up from the storm, who were now snugged into their beds just down the hall.

      A man could take only so much toying from a girl like that. Just after he’d finally got himself to sleep, an hour after she’d closed up shop for the night and Northcutt had slunk off to his cabin near the livery barn, Belle had knocked on his door holding the quilt. In fact, the quilt had been all she’d been wearing.

      In fact, she hadn’t been wearing a stitch, which he fully realized after he’d taken the quilt.

      Suffice it to say, a man can take only so much. Sartain took the quilt and the girl along with it.

      “What are you . . . why are you stopping?” Belle asked now, breathless.

      “Gonna leave it right there for now.” He stepped off the end of the bed, stomped over to the dresser for his hide makings sack, and sat down in an upholstered armchair near the half-open window. The cool, damp air felt soothing against his sweat-damp skin. “Sometimes, the best part of love-makin’, dear Belle, is patience. Anticipation.”

      She sighed, stretching her legs out full on the bed and grinding her head in frustration against her pillow. “Oh, Lordy!”

      He lifted a whiskey bottle from a small table on his right and took a drink, swishing the whiskey around in his mouth, savoring the taste of the good bourbon. He swallowed, sighed, and set the bottle back down on the table.

      “Patience,” he said, troughing a wheat paper between the first and second fingers of his left hand and deftly dribbling chopped tobacco into the crease.

      Slowly, enjoying the relaxed feeling lovemaking always gave him, having learned to enjoy and savor it from the whores back in the French Quarter—the tender, lovely, salty doxies of varied races who’d been his mothers as well as his first lovers—he leisurely built the smoke, lit it, and slacked back in the chair, crossed his ankles, and just as leisurely smoked it.

      Outside, the rain eased, made a peaceful sound as it ticked against the window and gurgled off the overhang. The thunder was drifting away, the rumbling growing fainter, more and more peaceful.

      Occasionally, out the window over his left shoulder, Sartain could see the lightning flashing in the southwestern distance beyond the silhouetted facades on the opposite side of the street. The diminishing rumbles of thunder were the only sounds for several minutes, until the girl stirred on the bed, lifting her head from her pillow and rising to a sitting position, her hair tumbling in a beautiful dark mess around her head.

      Her breasts were rich, round, and full, shaded by the flickering umber lamplight. They jostled as she crawled down to the bottom of the bed, slipped to the floor, and knelt before him.

      “What a wonderful evening . . . with the rain and all,” she whispered.

      Sartain blew out the smoke he’d just taken into his lungs.

      She raised her head and placed her hand on his knees. “Tell me, Mike, how did you come to do what you do?”

      For a long time, he didn’t respond. He just sat with his head resting against the back of the deep chair, staring at nothing across the room.

      “That’s all right if you don’t want to tell me,” Belle said, kissing his thigh tenderly.

      “It was years ago, now,” Sartain said. “Five . . . six . . . I came home from the War, became a galvanized Yankee—”

      “What’s a galvanized Yankee?”

      “Since I’d been a Grayback, fought on the side of the Confederacy during the War of Northern Aggression, I had to swear allegiance to the Federal army . . . in order to join the frontier cavalry, you understand. It’s called becomin’ ‘galvanized’ to the federal ways.”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “I had nowhere to go after the war, and really only knew one thing—fightin’—so I decided the cavalry would be the best place for me. Besides, I’d never been any farther west than New Orleans. So I swore allegiance, got stationed at Fort Huachuca in the Arizona Territory . . .”

      His gut tightened with the dread of those cloying memories. An odd sensation to feel the agony of his past while a girl entertained him. Belle’s tongue, her sweet lips, and gentle hands took some of the teeth out of the horror that, despite the pain, was good to remember from time to time. Good to remind himself why he was here, doing what he was doing . . .

      He swallowed, licked his lips, and ground his heels into the floor as Belle slid her head forward.

      “My patrol was ambushed one afternoon. Chiricahuas. They—”

      Belle looked up at him again. “What’s ‘Chiricahuas’?”

      “Apaches. A nasty bunch, though who could blame them? We were—are—interlopers in their ancestral territory. Anyway, the entire patrol was ambushed, wiped out . . . save me. I was badly wounded. Somehow, when the squaws were sent in to finish off the wounded soldiers, they didn’t find me lying in the brush and rocks. I must have been shaded or somethin’ . . . I don’t know. An old prospector and his granddaughter Jewel found me and nursed me back to health.”

      “Jewel,” Belle said.

      “Yeah,” Sartain sighed, wincing at the pain of the memories as well as Belle’s sweet manipulations. “Jewel . . .”

      “Was she your girl?”

      “Yeah. She came to be my girl. Became . . . well, she got in the family way.”

      “Oh,” Belle said, her tone growing ominous, as though sensing the dark way that the tale would turn.

      “I’d gone out hunting one afternoon. On the way back, I spied five bluebellies—federal soldiers—riding fast. Viewed ’em through my spyglass. They were whoopin’ and hollerin’ like Apaches on the warpath. Later, when I got back to the camp, I discovered why those five renegade bluecoats had been stompin’ with their tails up. They’d plundered the old prospector’s cache of gold. Killed the old man. Killed Jewel. . . after they’d raped her. Each one of ’em, most like.”

      The Revenger tried to swallow the hard knot in his throat, felt the warm wetness of tears rolling down his cheeks. “One after another . . .”

      Sartain squeezed his eyes closed against the bloody images, tried to concentrate instead on Belle’s sweet and gentle manipulations. She seemed to sense the comfort he needed. The girl had a deft touch. She was a natural at giving a man pleasure. Some women were born with such skills. Despite the darkness of Sartain’s thoughts, his blood rose to a crescendo.

      Belle grunted.

      “And then I hunted them all down—all five—and killed them bloody,” The Revenger said tightly, clenching his fists against the memories as well as the lovemaking.

      Belle rose and moved to the washbasin. When she’d returned with a damp cloth, she said, “I’m sorry, Mike.”

      “You were wonderful,” Sartain wheezed, easing back into the chair.

      “No. I mean about . . . about . . . Jewel.”

      As she dropped to her knees and extended the damp cloth toward him, he spied movement out the window over his left shoulder. He turned, blinking against the darkness and the ambient light flashing silver in the puddles pocking the street. A horse stood in the middle of the street.

      As the short hairs bristled along the back of his neck, Sartain blinked again, trying to focus.

      A hatted figure in a rain slicker stood on the other side of the horse, near the horse’s off rear hip. The man was extending something over the top of the saddle toward the Belle of the Ball.

      Sartain’s heart hiccupped. He’d just turned toward Belle and yelled, “Get down!” when he glimpsed the rifle’s orange flash. He heaved himself up out of the chair, shoving Belle to the floor and landing on top of her, hearing the soft tinkle of breaking glass followed closely by the rifle’s roar.
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      “Good Lord, what’s happening?” Belle cried from beneath Sartain, her voice muffled by his chest.

      “You stay right there, Belle!”

      Outside, a horse whinnied shrilly. He could hear someone cursing.

      Sartain crawled over to where his Henry repeater was leaning against the wall. He grabbed the sixteen-shooter and, crouching, ran back over to the window. He edged a look around the frame.

      The shooter was no longer aiming the rifle toward the Belle of the Ball but was trying to check his horse. The animal had apparently started bucking at the rifle’s report. Sartain could see only the horse and the shooter’s silhouette, but he could see them just the same—the man’s shadow sidestepping this way and that in the street while jerking on the horse’s reins.

      The horse’s dark eyes flashed with fear.

      Sartain pumped a round into the chamber and extended the Henry toward the street. He pressed his cheek to the rifle’s rear stock and aimed low, intending to only wing the son of a bitch. He couldn’t slap the hell out of a dead man, nor find out why he’d drilled a pill through Belle’s window. Just as Sartain squeezed the Henry’s trigger, the man cursed again and was nearly jerked off his feet by his angry, scared, buck-kicking mount.

      Sartain’s bullet plumed dust as it hammered into the street where the bushwhacker had been a half-second before. Then the horse half-dragged the gent into the deep black shadows on the opposite side of the street.

      Sartain cursed. Belle looked up at him from where she lay belly-down and naked on the floor, squirming like a landed fish. Her eyes were wide and round with fear. “Who is it, Mike? Who fired a shot in here?”

      “I don’t know, darlin’, but I’m going to find out!” He tossed his rifle onto the bed and began pulling on his summer underwear. “You just stay down there, in case he starts hurling lead again!”

      She looked so frightened and vulnerable down there that he took her in his arms, squeezed her reassuringly, and pressed his lips to her temple.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get him!”

      He grabbed his rifle and ran to the door while she cried behind him, “Do be careful, Mike!”

      Sartain was a careful man. He’d already scouted the place thoroughly and knew there was a rear door to the outside from the second story. He ran to it, raking one hand against the wall as a guide down the dark hall, and then threw the door’s locking bolt, ran out onto the landing, and quickly descended the steps to the shadowy backyard that dripped now after the rain.

      He made for the saloon’s rear corner and stopped, pressing a shoulder against the building’s back wall, and threw a look toward the main street.

      He couldn’t see anything but ambient lilac-blue light, heavy shadows, and starlight beyond a clearing sky reflecting silvery on the wet rooftops, but he could hear a voice raised in anger. It was coming from down a cross street somewhere on the other side of the town’s main drag.

      Sartain pushed away from the building and bolted around the corner, sprinting toward the front. The saloon was on his left. A smaller adobe-brick structure—a furniture store, if he remembered—was on his right. He kicked a couple of tin cans and other sundry trash, and then he dashed out into the street just as a horse-and-rider-shaped shadow hurled itself out of the heavy shadows of the cross street, swung hard left, and galloped away down the main drag, heading for the settlement’s ragged outskirts.

      “Hold it there or take it in the back, you son of a bitch!” Sartain shouted.

      The silhouetted rider merely crouched lower in his saddle and whipped his rein ends against his mount’s right hip.

      The Henry leaped and roared three times in Sartain’s hands. He sprinted forty or fifty yards forward and loosed another barrage, the rifle’s reports echoing over the dark town, the heavy, humid air somewhat muffling them.

      A dog started barking somewhere in the distant darkness.

      Sartain stared through the wafting powder-smoke, the tang of cordite in his nostrils. Horse and ambusher had been swallowed by the night. He could hear the distant clomps of the horse’s galloping hooves. They dwindled quickly into the distance until there was nothing but the dripping silence.

      Somewhere, a man said angrily as though to someone else, “Listen to all that shootin’ out there! This town is goin’ to hell in a damned handbasket!” And then there was the thud of a window being slammed shut.

      Sartain cursed and lowered the smoking repeater to his side. He gave a sigh, scrubbed moisture from his forehead with his forearm, then drew his hat down taut on his head, turned, and tromped back down the soggy street, his boots making splashing, sucking sounds as they ground into the mud.

      As he approached the Belle of the Ball, he saw movement on the second story. His window had been raised higher, and Belle poked her head out.

      “Mike?” the girl said softly but loudly enough to be heard in the heavy quiet that had descended after the shooting.

      “Yeah?”

      “Them two fellas you was playin’ poker with earlier?”

      “Yeah?”

      “They pulled out of their room just after you left.” Belle turned her head this way and that, looking around suspiciously. “They must be out there somewhere.”

      There was an orange flash at the saloon’s left front corner. Sartain flinched as the bullet screeched passed his head so close that he felt the warm curl of air just off his right ear.

      Crouching and pivoting while raising the Henry, Sartain fired two quick shocks, evoking a groan. There was another orange flash from the saloon’s opposite corner, but Sartain had instinctively thrown himself forward, landing on his shoulder and rolling. That shot too missed its mark, to thud into a building on the street’s opposite side.

      Sartain rolled up on his right hip and shoulder, lifted the Henry from the mud, and fired two more rounds, and then a third when he saw the bushwhacker’s staggering shadow separate from the saloon wall. The man threw up his arms and collapsed just after Sartain had heard the shooter’s rifle drop in the mud.

      The man lay on his back, kicking. Quickly, the kicking ceased and the shooter lay still.

      Sartain aimed his rifle from his hip at the first man he’d shot, who also lay still, and walked over to the second man—a tall hombre with a thick black mustache. Earlier, when they’d been playing five-card stud, he’d said his name was Clements. Now he was merely Clements’s bloody ghost.

      Sartain walked over to the second man, whose chest was rising and falling behind his checked vest and white shirt. Unlike Sartain, and just like Clements, he was fully dressed, his empty holster tied down on his right thigh clad in brown wool trousers with hide-patched knees.

      He’d said his name was Brown. Billy Brown. A young man with a blond fringe of mustache mantling his pink upper lip that had a small, corded notch scar, as though he’d been poked with a blade. A short-barreled five-shot Smith and Wesson “Baby Russian” revolver, .38 caliber, lay in a tuft of wet bunch grass just off his right shoulder.

      An old-model Remington .44 conversion revolver lay near his left hand. He was sliding his hand toward it, inch by painful inch, until Sartain stepped on the hand.

      Billy Brown groaned and arched his back, grinding the back of his head and the heels of his boots into the wet ground.

      “Oh, you’re hurting me, you nasty devil! You’re hurting me!”

      “Devil, huh?” Sartain said, keeping his boot pressed down on the kid’s palm. “You bushwhacked me, remember?”

      “Oh, you nasty devil. I’m dyin’ here! You blew my guts out!” With his free hand, he was trying to keep his intestines from slithering out through the gaping hole in his belly.

      “Why’d you do it, dumbass?”

      “Go to hell, you! I’m—!”

      “Yeah, I know—you’re dyin’ here.” Sartain hunkered down and stared into the kid’s pain-pinched eyes, glassy with fast-approaching death. “Why are you dying, kid?”

      “That . . . that little bitch upstairs!” the kid grunted out, still grinding his heels painfully into the soggy ground. “She knows . . . she knows where the loot’s at . . . from the mine. Don’t let her kid ya!”

      Sartain frowned. He kept his voice low as he said, “You think Belle knows where the gold is?”

      “Sure as shit. Her and Jasper Garvey . . . they done . . . slipped an extra . . . jack . . . into the deck!” He winced, squeezed his eyes closed. “Oh, Lord, you killed me!” The kid sobbed, convulsed. “I’m comin’ Momma!”

      “Hold on,” Sartain said, pinching the kid’s chin and shaking his head. “Who was that bastard with the horse?”

      The kid fell slack against the ground. His head rolled to one side, and he gazed up at Sartain, glassy-eyed. He gave a soft fart, made a gurgling sound in his throat, and that was it. He was dancing with his mother, if his mother was dancing the devil’s two-step amongst the butane vapors, that was.

      “He dead?”

      Sartain jerked at Belle’s voice. She was standing a few feet away, just off the corner of the saloon. She had a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. That appeared to be all she was wearing. Her feet were bare, and her hair tumbled messily across her shoulders.

      Billy Brown’s disembodied voice said, “‘She knows where the loot’s at from the mine. Don’t let her kid ya!’”

      “He dead, Mike?” she repeated, coming up and prodding the kid’s shoulder with one bare toe.

      “Yeah,” Sartain said.

      “The other one?”

      “Dead, too.”

      Sartain straightened, looking down at the slack, staring form of Billy Brown, and then shuttling his gaze to Belle Higgins. She returned his look and hiked a shoulder beneath the blanket. “Any idea why they was gunnin’ for you too, Mike?”

      Sartain shook his head. He wondered if she’d heard what Billy had said. If not, he wasn’t going to tell her. “No. None at all.”

      He swung around to stare off into the murky western distance, where the rider had disappeared into the night. “He must’ve been in with these two. More bounty hunters, maybe.” But they didn’t need to be bona fide manhunters. More than a few times, men who’d merely crossed trails by happenstance with The Revenger had tried to kill him for the bounty on his head.

      Maybe that’s who these men were. And they’d brought in a third man—the man on the horse—to back their play.

      Still, Billy Brown’s dying words kept bouncing around inside Sartain’s head: “Her and Jasper Garvey slipped an extra jack into the deck!”

      “We’d best go in, Mike. Come on. I’ll have Northcutt tend to these two in the mornin’.” Belle tugged on his arm and stretched her lips in a lusty smile. “Look at you—you’re covered in mud. I think we’d best get you back soakin’ in a nice hot bathtub!”

      “Yeah,” Sartain said. “Yeah, I suppose I’d best have me another bath.”

      Pensively, chill fingers of apprehension dancing along his spine, he let her lead him back around the side of the saloon toward the rear.

      “Her and Jasper Garvey done slipped an extra jack into the deck!”
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      Sartain woke feeling as though he’d only had an hour of sleep. Which he supposed was about right.

      After a bath, which he’d taken in lukewarm water because he hadn’t wanted Belle to waste the stove wood to heat it, nor had he wanted to wait for it, he’d slept lightly and fitfully.

      The Revenger’s mind was foggy and troubled by the intriguing words Billy Brown had uttered on his deathbed, so to speak. But by the time he’d finally drifted off into a short slumber, he’d pretty much dismissed the whole notion that Belle could be in cahoots with Jasper Garvey.

      If so, why would she send The Revenger after the deputy sheriff? It made no sense for her to sic a killer on her accomplice. Billy Brown might have believed what he’d said—possibly only because Belle and Garvey were known to horse around in the Belle of the Ball together—and he and his friends might have decided to try to catch the two together with the strongbox of gold bars from the mine.

      But Billy Brown hadn’t looked like the sharpest tool in the shed. Nor had he acted like it. He’d most likely been dead wrong about the Belle-and-Garvey conspiracy.

      In the wash of dull, gray light pushing through the room’s sole window, Sartain glanced at Belle. She lay on her belly, head turned away from him, the sheet and quilt exposing her left buttock and the pale downward curve of her left breast beneath her arm. He leaned down, pressed his lips to the small of her back, then drew the sheet and quilt over her. The air was damp and cool.

      The girl groaned, moved her legs, and drifted back to sleep once more. Exhausted.

      The Revenger gave a wry chuckle. He moved to the window and looked out. The sun didn’t appear to be up yet, but it was hard to tell with the scalloped gunmetal clouds arching in relief across the sky. It was a soggy, moody, post-storm morning. Northcutt was squatting over the body of Billy Brown. The old man looked up toward Sartain’s window, spat to one side, and shook his head.

      Sartain shrugged.

      On the other side of the street from the old man, at the mouth of a break between the Wells Fargo office and a small laundry, a coyote stood, ears and tail raised as though waiting for the old man to leave him to a breakfast of Billy Brown and Billy’s unlucky cohort.

      While Belle snored softly into her pillow, Sartain dressed, stepped into his boots, donned his hat, draped his saddlebags over his left arm, picked up his Henry repeater, and went out. He gently closed and latched the door behind him.

      “You wear that girl out?” Northcutt asked him downstairs in the main drinking hall, where the oldster sat over a steaming stone mug of coffee at a table near the bar. Beyond him and the batwings, the sky was turning a lighter shade of gray.

      “Looks like it.” Sartain set his gear on a table near the old man and then walked over to the bar, where a large, speckled black coffee pot sat on a thick, leather potholder. Steam rose from its spout to unravel in the misty morning air still soggy from the storm. “Leastways, I could have used another hour or two in the old mattress sack.”

      He leaned back on his hips, stretching, and grabbed one of several coffee mugs lined up beside the pot, then dumped some of the smoking mud, black as tar, into it.

      “Well, good, I’m glad you wore her out,” the old man groused. “That girl’s been so damn owly of late, I half-feared she was gonna toss a butterfly loop over my head, tie me to the cookin’ range back there, and have her way!” He laughed and lifted his mug to his bearded mouth, blowing ripples on the coffee’s surface.

      Sartain brought his coffee back to the old man’s table and sat down across from him.

      Northcutt hauled a small canvas tobacco pouch out of his pocket. “Headin’ out?”

      “Just as soon as I swill this and saddle my horse.”

      Northcutt withdrew rolling papers from the sack, but when he tipped the sack over the paper troughed in his fingers, only a few grains of chopped tobacco came out. Sartain tossed his own sack down beside the old man’s steaming mug.

      “Obliged.” Northcutt set to work building his smoke. “Some handy shootin’ you did last night. You keep shootin’ all our regular customers, Belle’s gonna have to board the place up.”

      “There was a third one.”

      “Wouldn’t doubt it.”

      Sartain sipped his coffee and took back his tobacco pouch. Sitting back in his chair, he started building a quirley of his own. “You know who that third bastard might be?”

      “Got no idea.”

      “I know one was Billy Brown. Leastways, that’s who he said he was. The other one—”

      “The other one was Calvin Clements. The two rode together. Sometimes with a third man named Reeves, sometimes with a fourth one named Iverson. I’ve seen five of ’em ride through here a time or two. Don’t believe I was ever told the fifth one’s name, or if I was, I can’t recall it. Old age ain’t purty, Mr. Sartain.”

      He twisted his cigarette closed and rolled it between his lips, sealing it. “They were all cowhands workin’ at various ranches, sometimes only two or three together at the same brand. Sometimes all five. One or two was always drawin’ his time and gettin’ hazed onto the grubline trail—fired for one reason or another—so they wasn’t always all runnin’ in the same pack together or workin’ for the same spread. But they had history in that they was all soldiers together, stationed up at the Tawny Buttes outpost north of here. I think Billy Brown grew up in this country. Clements might have, too.”

      The graybeard fired a match to life on his cracked, yellow thumbnail and held it up in front of his quirley. “Any idea why they ambushed you? At least, I’m assumin’ that’s why that coyote out there is lickin’ his chops. They tried gunnin’ you, same as the others. My, you’re fillin’ up the cemetery faster’n the Utes and Southern Cheyenne did back in the day!”

      Sartain set his elbows on the table and touched a flame to his own cigarette, blowing smoke out his nostrils and waving out the lucifer. “I got no idea why they were so intent on dressin’ me in a wooden overcoat, Mr. Northcutt.”

      “Call me ‘Dad.’ Most folks around here do. And since you’ve become such fast and close friends with Belle and all . . .”

      “All right, Dad. I will share a secret with you, though, if you promise not to share it with Belle.”

      “Secrets already? Say, you two oughta get hitched!” Dad wheezed a laugh and then choked on cigarette smoke. When he stopped convulsing, his face as bright as a freshly cooked brick, he said, “All right.” He twisted his fingers beside his mouth, locking his lips.

      “Just before he died, Billy Brown told me that Belle and Japer Garvey were in on the robbery together.”

      The old man said, “He did, did he?”

      “You don’t seem shocked.”

      “Well . . .” The old man drew on his quirley and looked away, blowing smoke toward the far side of the room from the bar. “Pshaw! Everybody’s got a theory. That don’t sound like Belle. At least, I don’t think it does. Come to think of it, she and ole Jasper were mighty. . .” He scowled and shook his head. “Ah, nuts! No, sir, I don’t believe it. Folks think all kinds of things when somethin’ like this happens. Nothin’ like stolen gold to start the yarn-spinners a-gildin’ their lilies!”

      “You don’t seem to think it’s totally impossible.”

      “Well, hell. Belle’s a headstrong kid, and she’s been trapped here in this little flea on a gnat’s ass of a wide spot on the trail for most of her life. But—ah, hell, I don’t believe that! There’s all kind of rumors goin’ around, and they began about five seconds after it started gettin’ odd that the sheriff and Garvey weren’t pullin’ into town with the strongbox.”

      “What were the other rumors?” Sartain asked, blowing smoke and lifting his half-empty mug to his lips.

      “Well, hell, folks started thinkin’ maybe both the sheriff and Garvey took off with the gold. Neither one of ’em is a rich man. Some folks—namely, them who had no fondness for the sheriff—started thinkin’ out loud that maybe he killed Garvey and headed for Mexico.”

      Northcutt glanced past Sartain, throwing a cautionary look at the stairs. Lowering his voice, he continued, “They think maybe the sheriff is waitin’ down there for his daughter, who will join him after a reasonable amount of time has passed and it doesn’t look too odd that she’s sellin’ the saloon.”

      “Uh-huh,” Sartain said, nodding as he pondered the possibility. “But if that were so, why would she bring me in, almost kill me to test my skills, and then put me on the scent of her old man?”

      “Right,” Northcutt said. “I didn’t say I thought any of these rumors made sense. I’m just tellin’ you what’s been goin’ around town and the whole damn county.”

      “Any more theories?”

      “Aside from Belle’s theory, which is also shared by others, you mean? Well, sure—they mighta been cut down by road agents. And, if you ask me, that’s most likely what happened. Could have been bushwhacked by the same gang them bounty hunters was after before you made it so they wouldn’t be after anything anymore. At least, not on this side of the sod.”

      “I assume someone has ridden into the mountains to investigate.”

      “Sure, sure. I did myself. Gotta admit, my trackin’ skills ain’t what they used to be. Once upon a time, I could track a nekkid Apache over a caprock under cover of darkness, but the peepers have dimmed a might. I rode both trails, didn’t see hide nor hair. Though, like I said, that don’t really mean much.”

      “Has anyone else investigated?”

      “Oh, I’m sure the mine owner, Maragon, sent someone out to investigate. I was here when he sent a courier down to the Wells Fargo office to wire the Pinkertons, askin’ them for help. The Pinkerton rode through here last week, asked a few questions, and headed on up the mountains. Didn’t seem like the capable sort to me. Ain’t seen the federal marshals Maragon asked for. Likely won’t tell next year.” Northcutt chuckled, sipped his coffee again, and licked his mustache. “Now, Belle’s a smart girl. Too smart for her own good sometimes. She wouldn’t call in a man like you unless she really wanted you to find her father and the gold, or at least find out what happened. To him and Garvey and the gold. No, sir.”

      Sartain pondered the puzzle. Coming up with only more questions, he asked Northcutt for directions to the mine.

      “There’s two trails—Weaver’s Meadow Trail, and the Old Ute Trail,” the oldster said, tapping ash from his cigarette onto the floor. “Higgins always went up into the mountains via one trail and came down the other. He never told me—or anyone, as far as I know—which trail he’d be taking whichaway. It was his way of lessening his chances of getting held up, so I don’t know which way he went into the mountains and which way he started down. Doubt he told anyone up at the mine, either. The sheriff was the cautious sort.”

      Northcutt went on to draw both trails to the mine with his fingers on the table and laid out the landmarks Sartain should look for. He told The Revenger it was a good four-day trip, two days climbing, another day and a half coming back down.

      “Another cup of coffee?” he asked, stubbing his cigarette out on the table. Judging by the scars, it wasn’t the first quirley mashed out on the age-silvered boards. “Stove should be hot enough by now. I can cook you some breakfast. How’s ham and eggs sound? I just brought the eggs in from the Burlinson coop. Still warm from the hens’ behinds!”

      “That does sound good,” Sartain said, finishing his coffee. “But maybe next time, on my way back through town. I’m burnin’ daylight, Mr. Northcutt.”

      “Dad!”

      “I mean, Dad.”

      “That gold’s been gone nearly two months now. Same with the sheriff and Garvey. You got time for a bite o’ my vittles—which ain’t too shabby, I might add, despite what Belle might say about ’em. She musta taken some juice out of ya last night. You look a little yellow around the gills. A near-virgin in heat will do that to a feller. Just glad it was you and not me. If it was me, I’d likely be gettin’ fitted for a wooden overcoat about now. Food will put some lead back in your gun.”

      The old man rose, winking and cackling. “If’n you get my drift?”

      Sartain thought the man was probably right. He did feel a little hollowed out and bone-tired. His gun needed some lead. Another cup of coffee and some belly padding might be just what the doctor ordered. And what his trip into the Sangre de Cristos required.

      “All right, Dad, you done twisted my arm,” Sartain said and got up to refill his mug at the coffee pot.
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      An hour later, with a grub sack that Dad had packed for him hanging from his saddle horn, Sartain put Boss onto the trail that led northeast out of Silverthorne. The two-track wagon trail wound through sage and wheat-colored bunchgrass over tabletop-flat country for about three miles. Then it began to climb—first over low hogbacks and then twisting up through the creases between crumbling buttes.

      The country quickly grew more rugged. Prettier, too.

      The bunchgrass and sage gave way to cedar and piñon stippling the shelving rock formations and pitch-roofed mesas. A creek meandered along the ever-climbing and twisting and turning trail for short stretches before swerving away and then swinging back to it for a few more twists and turns before dropping down into a canyon obscured by pines and taller, greener grass and ferns.

      The air was rich with the tang of pine resin and the verdant green smell of forest duff. As Sartain continued to climb, the cool air drying his sweaty shirt and vest and burning like a hot iron against the back of his neck, the sounds were birds chirping—nuthatches, magpies, and robins—and squirrels chittering noisily from pine boughs. Occasionally he heard the low roar of a falls echoing up from the canyon.

      He kept a close eye on the trail, looking for any sign of a holdup or shooting. Two months’ worth of wind and rain would have erased hoofprints, but there still might be a cartridge casing or two, or maybe some blood staining a shrub.

      Around noon, he swung off the trail into the deep, sun-dappled pine forest and drew Boss to a halt near another narrower creek rippling down from the higher reaches, its bed studded with mossy rocks and lined with boulders, dense grass, and ferns. Dark trout pools cut into the banks. One such pool, under an escarpment of black granite, had toppled a good-sized aspen. The aspen’s dead branches would make a hot fire.

      A prime place for lunch.

      He unsaddled and hobbled Boss in the grass near the creek, rubbed the horse down, and gave him some grain. Then he dug a small firepit, ringed it with stones, and snapped off some of the dead aspen branches. When he’d gathered tinder comprised of bark, dried pine needles, and cones, he built a fire and brewed coffee.

      Dad had made him some ham and egg sandwiches on crusty wheat bread, and he ate one of these with some cheese he’d bought in Alamosa, washing it down with the hot black coffee. Finished with the main meal, he ate peaches from an airtight tin with his fingers and washed the sugary dessert down with another cup of coffee.

      He wanted to head on up the trail, but he found the previous night’s lack of sleep weighing heavy on his shoulders, tugging on his eyelids. The lulling music of the creek dropping down the slope and over the shelving rocks in its bed, the warm sun shining down through the forest canopy, and the rich fragrance of the woods only further convinced him that he needed a nap.

      He laid down in the soft grass, rested his head against the wool underside of his saddle, and tugged his hat brim down over his eyes.

      He intertwined his hands on his belly, and the piping of the robins and the warm, fragrant breeze caressing his face soon had him snoring. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed when he woke with a jerk.

      Something had reached into his unconscious and pulled him out of his slumber. It was a sixth sense keen for possible trouble that his years of hunting and being hunted had developed and honed.

      He looked around, blinking and shrugging off the sleep that had ensconced him. Boss stood near the water, tail arched, ears twitching, staring into the pines on the far side of the six-foot-wide creek. Sartain followed Boss’s gaze. Something was moving in the forest about fifty, maybe sixty yards away. There was a splash of red moving there, and maybe some yellow and tan.

      A person, most likely. Possibly someone trying to sneak up on him.

      Sartain shucked his Henry from his saddle sheath, walked over, and ran a soothing hand down Boss’s neck. “Easy, boy. You stay here and stay quiet. I’m gonna check it out.”

      The horse gave a quiet snort of understanding and lowered his snout toward the grass once more, but Boss’s ears kept twitching and he kept his eyes on the forest beyond the creek.

      Sartain moved upstream, which was also upslope, about fifty feet, and then crossed the creek on a short stretch of beaver dam composed of a fallen aspen and intricately woven aspen and fir branches. On the creek’s opposite side, he crouched as he traced a zigzagging path through the trees, using the pine boles for cover as he moved as quietly as possible toward the movement in the forest beyond and slightly downhill from him now.

      He topped a rise, dropped into a shallow ravine threaded by a spring-fed rivulet, and climbed three-quarters up the opposite ridge. Doffing his hat, he crawled the rest of the way and edged a slow, cautious look over the ridge crest littered with old leaves and pine needles. Shadbark and ferns screened him from the view of the person in the next shallow ravine.

      Sartain had no problem discerning that the person was a woman. A pretty blonde woman, at that. She’d opened her man’s plaid wool shirt and, kneeling beside the little stream that trickled through the ravine as well, facing in The Revenger’s direction, she was cupping water to her pale breasts. She’d pulled an undershirt up to her neck.

      In spite of the Revenger’s recent tussle with Belle the night before, his throat constricted at the surreal vision of this young woman—her thick hair, the color of the summer sun, pulled behind her head in a loose French braid—making her ablutions in the fragrant forest with birds chirping all around and a crow cawing somewhere in the distance. The sun slanting through the pines shone like diamonds the same color as the woman’s hair on the surface of the chuckling brook.

      She was leaning far forward over the water. Her porcelain-pale, cherry-tipped bosoms jostled and swayed as she cupped water to each one, in turn, slowing massaging the refreshing liquid into each. Sartain chided himself for not pulling his head back and giving the woman some privacy, but what man in such a situation would?

      He’d slip away in a second and she’d never know he’d been here.

      When she was finished bathing, she lowered her head to the water and drank, slurping audibly. For some reason, those sounds further warmed the blood coursing through Sartain’s loins.

      A mule brayed loudly. Sartain jerked with a start.

      He’d been too enamored of the woman to have done more than merely notice and vaguely register the short cream mule standing beyond the woman, partly screened by shrubs and trees. The woman did more than merely notice and vaguely register Sartain, however.

      She’d snapped her head up quickly with a gasp, and as her eyes darted up the slope and locked with Sartain’s through the brush that had inadequately screened him, she gave a clipped cry. She pushed to her feet with one hand while pressing her other arm across her chest. Wheeling, she ran over to the mule, which was outfitted with a wooden pack frame and canvas panniers.

      A rifle was also strapped to it, and this she quickly shucked from its scabbard.

      His face burning with shame, Sartain left his rifle on the ground and rose to stand with both his hands in the air. “Miss, I do apologize. I didn’t mean to intrude. My horse just warned me that . . .  Hold on, miss! I’m tryin’ to explain!”

      But she was listening to none of it. Instead, she loudly pumped a cartridge into her old Spencer’s chamber and, jaws hard, cheeks flushed with fury, and eyes narrowed, she raised the carbine to her shoulder. The rifle belched, stabbing smoke and fire, and the slug tore up dirt and leaves near The Revenger’s boots.

      “Miss, I assure you I meant no harm!”

      She was pumping another round into the chamber and, to avoid getting himself deservedly drilled by the understandably piss-burned woman, he wheeled and flung himself back down the slope. The woman’s bullet snapped the brush near where he’d been standing a quarter-second before. Sartain landed hard on his right hip and shoulder, rolled, and then crawled back up to retrieve his rifle.

      The woman’s carbine barked twice more, and then a third and fourth time, each bullet snapping and throwing brush or pluming dirt and pine needles. A pinecone bounced down the slope to roll up against his right boot.

      “I apologize, miss!” Climbing to a low crouch, Sartain scuttled back down the slope like a schoolboy who’d just been caught peering through the half-moon hole in the girl’s privy door.

      Only when he’d hopscotched the dam and was back on the same side of the creek as his horse did he start to wonder who she was and what she was doing out here. That, he supposed, was no more his business than what he’d been watching her do.

      His ears were still red as he approached the camp. It didn’t help that Boss turned to him with what he couldn’t help believing was an admonishing cast to his copper-eyed gaze. The stallion gave his tail a sharp, derogatory switch. Of course, there was no way the horse could know what Sartain had been caught doing, but some folks thought horses had a sixth sense, and the way Boss pawed the ground as though openly jeering his master, Sartain was beginning to wonder.

      “Ah, shut up. If you’d seen her, and seen how well set up she was, you’d have ogled her too.”

      With a sense of genuine shame, and hoping he hadn’t scared the woman too badly, he broke camp, first kicking dirt on his fire and then kicking the rocks onto the dirt, making sure the flames were thoroughly out. Then he gathered his gear.

      Her image stayed with him, however, as he rode back out to the main trail and resumed his journey. You didn’t find too many women as good-looking as she was out here. Of course, he’d found Belle, who was this young lady’s equal, but gals like Belle and the blonde were generally few and far between. The Western frontier—and especially mining country—was notoriously hard on women.

      This lass must have been some prospector’s daughter. She’d probably been having an afternoon in the mountains by herself, enjoying some rare, precious time away from her otherwise endless chores, only to have her sojourn ruined by some degenerate ogling her from the brush while she’d stolen a few minutes to relax and cool off.

      Sartain cursed himself for a low-life, but he couldn’t help chuckling. She might have been a rarefied beauty, but she knew her way around a rifle, and she’d damned near kicked him off with a bullet. Maybe he’d learned his lesson.

      “The next time you come upon some blonde-headed forest sprite bathing her titties in a creek, just ride on, old hoss!”

      He snorted another laugh and then started scrutinizing the trail, focusing on the task at hand.

      The trail continued to twist, turn, and rise ever higher, stone fingers of eroded rock towering over him, high above the sun-splashed tops of the firs, pines, and tamaracks. Occasionally, the trail flattened out as it snaked through an open valley or across a clearing, but it soon rose again.

      All that first day on the trail, aside from the blonde forest sprite, he didn’t see another soul. He didn’t see many tracks on the trail he was following, either. A few shod horses had made their stamp on the two-track trace, and two or three light wagons, but that was all.

      Apparently, the Weaver’s Meadow Trail didn’t see much traffic, though Sartain knew gold and silver had long since been discovered in the Sangre de Cristos, and he suspected plenty of miners and prospectors had staked their claims up here somewhere. It was a vast range, however, studded with deep hanging valleys, stretches of forests, beaver meadows divided by crags, and dogleg canyons. The Revenger just didn’t happen upon any of them.

      He didn’t come upon any obvious sign of a holdup or an ambush, either.

      That night, he camped in a high-mountain park near a stream at the edge of a fir and spruce forest. There was plenty of elk and moose scat along the creek, and seeing a couple of bear prints reminded him to keep his Henry close at all times. He had no hankering to become some bruin’s slow supper.

      He fished for trout in the stream, catching a couple of pan-sized brook trout, which he fried in lard with some mountain sage sprigs and wild onion in his iron skillet. He fried corn cakes in the same pan. Sitting Indian-fashion near the short, leaping flames that snapped and crackled and perfumed the air around him, he washed the sweet, tender meat and thin, crusty cakes down with coffee brewed on his iron tripod.

      In typical high-mountain fashion, the night was clear, cold, and as black as the inside of a glove despite the seeming nearness of the stars glittering above the pine tops. Before retiring, he had a few sips of the Sam Clay bourbon he always carried in a hide flask to cut the chill. He added a few small branches to his fire against the knife-edged cold and set a few more broken branches nearby, which he could feed to the flames from time to time during the night.

      He slept in his heavy wool coat, wrapped in his blankets, his Henry close beside him.

      The frigid night with its smells of stone and the cold creek and frosty grass closed over him.

      He slept so soundly that he didn’t even dream, though the intermittent cries of coyotes and wolves from the crags looming over him were dreamlike in their smoky comings and goings.

      The next day, just after noon, he had his first real sign that he wasn’t alone in the mountains. A rifle spoke from an escarpment above and to his right, and the bullet blew him from his saddle.
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      Sartain flew headlong into the brush on the left side of the trail, the ambusher’s shot still echoing. That side of the trail dropped into a wooded canyon, and when The Revenger hit the ground, he rolled several times down the hill before fetching up against a tamarack bole, the branches of the tree several feet above his head.

      Cursing and slapping his right hand over the bullet burn across the front of his left arm, he twisted around and stared back up the trail. The shooter’s rifle barked twice more and then a third time, the bullets thumping and cracking into the brush just above him. Up on the trail threading the canyon and beside a large black escarpment jutting from the trail’s opposite side, Boss was pitching wildly and buck-kicking.

      The rifle cracked again. A bullet plumed dust near one of the buckskin’s pounding hooves.

      “Boss, high-tail it, ya damn fool!” Sartain yelled, gritting his teeth and waving his good arm angrily.

      As though in compliance with his rider’s wishes, Boss dropped onto his front hooves and wheeled, knocking the saddle down his side and giving Sartain a good look at the Henry still in its scabbard. At the moment, The Revenger would have given his eyeteeth to have the sixteen-shooter in his hands. Loosing another enraged whinny, Boss kicked his rear legs straight out behind him once more and galloped back down the trail in the direction from which he and Sartain had come.

      Ignoring the blood oozing from the rip in his right shirtsleeve—the wound was merely a burn, although it smarted like twenty bee stings—Sartain palmed his LeMat, which he was happy to find hadn’t slipped out of its holster in his tumble down the slope.

      Staying low, he looked up through the evergreen brush to see the ambusher maneuvering around on top of the dark crag. The shooter wore a tan Stetson, a yellow neckerchief, a white-and-red checked shirt, and a rifle from Sartain’s vantage point. The hat appeared to be the same shape as the one his ambusher of the previous night had been wearing.

      Likely the same man.

      Now as the shooter hunkered low and extended his rifle once more, Sartain pivoted to his left and ran along the side of the slope.

      The bushwhacker’s rifle screeched, bullets tearing up dirt and pine needles just upslope from Sartain. Another slug hammered a pine tree. Yet another clipped a branch and sent it hurtling toward The Revenger, who kept running until he launched from the balls of his boots, dove forward, and hit the ground behind a large deadfall tamarack lying parallel to the trail and the escarpment looming above it.

      The rifleman atop the escarpment triggered several more rounds, but all were well wide of their target. Apparently, the man had lost track of his quarry. There was something green about this shooter, another thing that told Sartain he was the same shooter as before.

      Sartain lifted a careful look over the top of the deadfall. He couldn’t see the shooter now; there was nothing but clear sky above the bulging, cracked face of the escarpment, which loomed about a hundred feet above the trail. Straight above Sartain was a vestibule of sorts in the formation’s facing side. It was a cleft in the rock that appeared to run from top to bottom, and it was about wide enough to conceal a man The Revenger’s size.

      Quickly, before the rifleman could adjust his position, Sartain heaved himself to his feet, leaped the deadfall, and scrambled up the bank. As he crossed the trail, he cast a quick look up toward the top of the escarpment. He didn’t see his bushwhacker, but a couple of stones buzzed through the air to his right, thumping into the brush at the base of the scarp.

      Sartain gritted his teeth, expecting another shot. None came, and he gained the cliff wall with a deep sigh of relief, panting from the run and removing his neckerchief to tie it around the bullet burn. The rocks had no doubt come from the shooter shifting position, but there was no indication he’d spotted his quarry.

      Staring straight up at the bulging wall of rock that loomed over him as though a massive, fat finger was pointing at the high, thin swirls of cloud in the cerulean sky, he stepped back into the niche he’d spotted from the slope. It leaned back into the formation, likely a softer spot in the rock that had eroded more quickly over time than the granite.

      It was strewn with rocks of all shapes and sizes and showed the effects of rainwater tumbling through its middle, sweeping the rocks and debris this way and that. A few gnarled shrubs were trying to grow up out of the thin, stony soil.

      Both sides of the cliff sort of swelled out around it, concealing it, offering cover to a man wanting to climb up there and shake hands with the son of a bitch trying to perforate his hide. Sartain knew it was risky. If the shooter anticipated the move, he could simply wait near the top of the makeshift rocky chute and drill Sartain a third eye when he poked his head up out of the hole.

      But there was a good chance the man wasn’t aware of the chute. From up top, he’d have an entirely different view of Sartain’s position, and the shooter would probably be expecting him to remain below, waiting for him to show, which the man might eventually do. Or he might wait until dark and simply slip away to come at The Revenger again in a similar cowardly fashion.

      Sartain quietly spat dust and pine needles from his lips. He’d eaten a good amount of both in his rumble town the slope. Looking up the steep cleft in the scarp, he thought it was best to end this chapter in his visit to the mountains right here. The shooter was likely the same man who’d ambushed him in Silverthorne, which meant he was a persistent if hapless cuss.

      Besides, Sartain was not only piss-burned the way any man would be, getting shot out of his saddle, but he was damned curious, too.

      He holstered his LeMat, snapped the keeper thong over the hammer, grabbed a finger of rock sticking out of the side of the chute up near his right shoulder, placed his left boot on a shelf of sorts, and hoisted himself up into the chute. Now he was five feet above the ground and a little winded. Sweat cut through the grime on his cheeks.

      He was on the first leg of his journey.

      That first step was the hardest. After that, it was mostly a matter of finding secure holds and the occasional shrubs to use as steps and handrails. He had to move around bellies of rock bulging out of the greater rock wall to his right and, doing this, he left himself exposed for a few seconds each time to possible fire from the top end of the gap.

      He kept an eye on that gap as he continued climbing, trying hard not to make any noise. A few times he caused slight rockslides, but nothing too prolonged or loud, and each time he did, he pulled his LeMat and aimed it toward the patch of cloud-scalloped blue above, ready to shoot the bushwhacker if he showed his head.

      He continued climbing. The window on the sky grew wider and brighter above him.

      He was six feet from the top. A step from one rock to a cleft in the bulging wall on his right, and he edged his head up out of the chute. He looked around, aiming the cocked LeMat straight out in front of him. The top of the escarpment was all bulging, cracked rock from which a couple of scraggly cedars grew from fissures.

      The air was fresh, almost cool, the sun like honey warmed on a stove.

      The only movement was the breeze brushing over the various humps and piles of ancient volcanic rock, jostling the cedars. Holstering the LeMat, he used both hands to hoist himself up out of the chute.

      Standing atop the escarpment in a crease between low hills of solid lava, he unholstered the LeMat once more and started moving slowly to his right, sliding his gaze from left to right and back again, stopping occasionally to swing full around. He moved into a deep corridor between two ten-foot-high mushrooms of solid stone. Ahead, a shadow moved across the stone floor, sliding from his right to his left.

      He saw the shadow of the front of a hat, and he stopped, tightening his grip on the pistol, raising it.

      Behind him, something screeched so loudly that it seemed to come from inside his own head. He heard the windy rustle of wings and spun in time to see a large crow sweep down toward him from a higher mound of stone, the bird’s beady eyes bright with anger, beak opening and closing as it loosed its ratcheting screams.

      The bird just started to pull up and away from Sartain when he started to spin back around.

      Too late.

      Something both icy and hot slammed into his right temple like a pugilist’s resolute fist, laying him out cold.

      His brain became an exposed, sputtering nerve that some faceless demon was probing with a dull, rusty nail in a room as black as the inside of a coffin. The demon was chuckling while poking that nail against the frayed, dancing nerve, and while Sartain cursed and groaned and tried to pull his head away, he couldn’t quite manage it. Something was holding him down on a marble slab while that demon continued its diabolical torture, chuckling all the while.

      By increments, the pain lessened. Inexplicably, he was aware of the taste of whiskey on his tongue and its burn spreading throughout his belly.

      The pain continued to abate, and when he started to smell the smoke of a fire and the aroma of cooked beans and boiling coffee, he opened his eyes. A young blonde woman sat across a fire from him. She held his shirt in her hands, and she was poking a needle through the left sleeve. A thick wing of honey-gold hair hung down over her right eye, obscuring her face, but when she lifted her head slightly, glancing over at him, she dropped the shirt and needle on her lap and picked up his LeMat.

      Leaning back away from him, she extended the heavy revolver in both hands and ratcheted the hammer back.

      “You just stay right there,” she said testily. “Or I’ll drill you with your own gun!”

      Sartain studied her. She was the young woman who’d been bathing in the creek. The one who’d taken issue with his indiscretion and pumped a bunch of rounds from an old Spencer rifle at him. Now she sat just across the fire, the sky awash with the pastels of dusk showing through the tall, columnar pines behind her, from beyond a pinnacle of black rock jutting from a near ridge.

      He glanced at his arm. A bandage of feminine material, maybe part of a chemise, was wrapped tightly around it. There was no bloodstain. He was aware of a bandage of similar material wrapped around his forehead, although he was too weak to lift his arms to investigate further.

      He cleared his throat, ran his dry tongue across his dry lips, and said, “I’d pay ya a pretty penny.” Wincing and groaning, he found the strength to press three fingers to his hammering skull, trying to quell the demon’s prodding. “Go ahead—shoot.”

      She studied him over the slightly quivering barrel of the heavy weapon in her hands. Her eyes were hazel, and her nose long and fine. Her face was round, she had a cleft in her chin, and her smooth cheeks were tanned the color of varnished walnut. Her honey-blonde hair was bleached from many hours in the sun, giving her an earthy, slightly wild air. Her eyes, too, added to this feral quality about her. Those two wide-set orbs were like a doe’s eyes—a doe with a fawn to protect.

      Threatened, wary, ready to take action if necessary.

      When she didn’t say anything but just continued to study him like a doe sniffing the wind, he said, “Oh, put it down. I ain’t in no condition to go anywhere, much less make a play for you. And if you were so damn suspicious, why all the fuss?”

      “What’re you talkin’ about?” she asked. Her voice was raspy and a little husky—too raspy for such a cherubic face, although it complemented her earthiness.

      “You know—the bandages. The fire.” He looked at the sewing in her lap. “My shirt.”

      Faintly sheepish, she lowered the LeMat. Handily, she depressed the hammer and rested the pistol barrel-down in the V her two bare feet formed, tucked beneath her. They were poking out from beneath the skirt tented across her lap and bent knees.

      Like her face and hands, her feet were tanned. She obviously went without shoes a lot. Her stubby toes were dirty. Pine needles clung to the pink pads.

      Sartain remembered her pale cherry-tipped breasts swinging to and fro as she washed them and felt a very faint electrical charge sweep through him.

      “Just passin’ the time,” she said, picking up his shirt, needle, and thread. “Waitin’ to see if you was gonna live or not. If you were gonna die, I figured it only proper to bury ya.”

      “Right nice of you to do that for a man you caught spying on you.”

      Her cheeks flushed as she went back to work sewing a patch over the hole in his shirtsleeve. “Yes, it is.”
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      “What the hell happened?” Sartain asked the girl.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Who shot me? How’d you find me? How come that fella with the rifle didn’t finish me off? He put enough work into it.”

      His mind was sluggish. He was exerting a lot of energy fighting the pain of the bullet crease. At least, he figured it was a crease. It must have carved a nice trough across his temple, maybe nicked the bone. He’d been grazed similarly before. It was painful, but he’d live, although he might not want to for a few more hours.

      The girl hiked a shoulder while she poked the needle through Sartain’s shirtsleeve. “Never seen him. He must’ve figured you was dead and left you to the carrion eaters.”

      “How’d you find me?”

      “Heard the shootin’. I was up on the ridge yonder.” She jerked her sewing needle back over her left shoulder. “Rode down here, found you, found your horse, and hobbled him with mine.”

      Sartain had heard the faint munching of horses cropping grass. He looked beyond the girl, saw that the backside of the escarpment blended almost perfectly with the slope angling down from the evergreen-carpeted ridge five hundred feet above. That explained how the rifleman had gotten up here—a hell of a lot more easily than Sartain had.

      She glanced over her work and the fire’s leaping flames at The Revenger. “You hungry?”

      He shook his head. All he felt was pain and nausea. He wanted to sleep, but wondered if he could with the hammering in his head.

      “How ’bout a cup of coffee?” She canted her head toward a brown bottle near the base of the rise of rock to her left and arched a brow. “I have whiskey.”

      “I’d take the whiskey.”

      She reached for the bottle, tossed it to him over the fire. He had to make a quick grab for it and she seemed to enjoy that, spreading her mouth in a slightly devilish grin before lowering her gaze again to her work. Sartain sucked a sharp breath through his teeth against that faceless ogre hammering away at his brain plate.

      He popped the cork, took a couple of soothing swallows. He’d hardly got the cork back into the bottle before the dark spirit of sleep, however painful, reached up and pulled him back down into its fold.

      When he woke again, it was morning, and she was dropping a load of deadfall branches down beside the flames dancing in the fire ring. As she did, her shirt billowed away from her chest, as did the undershirt beneath it, and he caught a glimpse of her tender breasts.

      “Hey!” she scolded him schoolmarmishly.

      “Oh, shit.” Sartain groaned. “That time wasn’t my fault. I just opened my eyes and you were—”

      “Here.” She lifted both shirts to her neck. “Have you a good long look so you can stop skulkin’ around, thinkin’ about ’em.”

      “I wasn’t skulkin’ around . . .” Sartain let his voice trail off. What was the point of lying? “They are truly spectacular. Thank you.”

      She let her shirts fall back down to her belly. “I have a feelin’ you’re a fella who’s seen quite a few of ’em, ain’t ya?”

      This was not the conversation he wanted to be having first thing in the morning after another cold, restless night’s sleep. “At the risk of incriminating myself to someone who has me at a great disadvantage here, me bein’ unarmed and in the foggy-headed state I’m in, I’d just as soon withhold responding to the query until I’m capable of taking quick evasive action. In case you go for your Spencer again.”

      He caught her smiling before she turned away, walking off down the sloping, lumpy stone floor of the escarpment and disappearing from view.

      Meanwhile, the fire danced beside him, flicking its welcome warmth against him. His own coffee pot hung from a tripod over it, the water whooshing as it heated. Gray ash fluttered around it, caught in the steam puffing up from the spout. He could tell by the cold dampness of his blankets that it had frozen last night and the frost had just recently burned off. The sun was warm as it rose over his right shoulder, just now edging its buttery light into the camp.

      She returned with another armload of wood, flushed and breathing hard with the effort. Her hair was down and unbrushed, hanging prettily all around her. Her charcoal skirt buffeted around her legs, which he could tell were slender. She was certainly a nimble, athletic girl. She wore thick socks and men’s black lace-up half-boots.

      She bent over with the wood again and dared him with a look from beneath her blonde brows. Sartain looked away and tried to whistle, but his lips were too dry.

      She crouched to set some of the new branches on the fluttering flames. “Coffee?”

      “Please.” He saw his canteen resting against his saddle. She must have placed it there. It was also full, he realized, lifting it. He removed the cap and drank. The water in it was so cold and fresh, he feared it would crack his molars. He took several long pulls, thirsty, and then returned it to his saddle. He didn’t see his rifle or LeMat anywhere.

      As she used a leather swatch to remove the pot from the hook and pour him a cup of the coal-black brew, she said, “Don’t worry, they’re safe. And they’ll be returned to you in due time.”

      He took the cup from her with both hands. “What’s ‘due time?’”

      “When you’re ready to ride out of here.”

      “I’ll be ready today.” Sartain blew on the piping-hot brew and took a sip, burning his tongue and wincing. “I’m feelin’ fine as frog hair.”

      She scowled at him, as though he were the dumbest thing she’d ever laid eyes on. “Frogs don’t have hair.”

      He took another sip of the coffee, swallowed. “No, but you got some sproutin’ out of both ears.”

      “What?”

      “Sure enough. You probably never noticed, but you got a couple of old-man tufts!” He’d had a feeling that the only way he could get her to let her formidable guard down was through humor—at the risk of offending her and getting shot with his own LeMat, of course.

      She stared at him, not quite sure she should believe him. Then she clapped her hands to her ears, scowling. “I do not!”

      Sartain grinned.

      She lowered her hands and threw herself down against him, laughing. “You’re a silly one!”

      “No, no,” Sartain said, placing two fingers on her chin and directing her face to his. “You’re the silly one.” He kissed her. To his surprise, she did not pull away but squirmed closer, wrapping one leg over his and mashing her mouth harder against his lips.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him for a long time, groaning, squirming, making little grunting and chuckling noises. She pulled away, giving him a sly look.

      “Is this what you had in mind all along?”

      “No.” It wasn’t a lie. In fact, if someone had told him she’d be so ready and willing to tongue-wrestle with him after yesterday’s embarrassing little debacle, he’d have laughed heartily and deemed that person ready for the crazy farm.

      “Come on, now, be honest,” she said, poking a finger into his ribs.

      “Well, now that you mention it.”

      He drew her closer. While the mood change was shocking, it did distract him from the pain in his head. He kissed her, and she readily returned the kiss once more before pulling abruptly away.

      “All right, mister. That’s far enough.” She laughed. “See, I knew you were up to no good. A charmer with a dozen hands, that’s what you are!”

      “What’s your name, anyway?” he asked, holding her warm, pliant body in his arms. She smelled musky and earthy, and also of wood smoke and pine. “What the hell are you doin’ out here all by yourself?”

      “Me?” She laughed, friskily touching her index finger to his nose. “Folks call me Crazy Mary.” She put her nose on his, crossing her eyes at him. “How ’bout you, Mr. Hands?”

      “Sartain. Mike Sartain.”

      “Well, hello there, Mr. Mike Sartain. You sound funny, you know that?”

      “Funny?”

      “Yeah, you draw your words out real looong and give most of ’em a sorta swirl. Sorta musical.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “I do like it!”

      “Tell me somethin’, Mary. Why do folks call you ‘Crazy Mary?’”

      “Ain’t it rather obvious?”

      Sartain frowned as though she’d surprised him with the question. “Not one bit.”

      She shrugged and looked at the fire. “I don’t know. Some folks say I’m touched in the head. They say it happened after the mine collapse when my pa and two brothers was killed, back when I was just nine years old.

      “Ma, she was the first one to go soft in her thinker box. We lived in our cabin up near Ute Ridge, just the two of us. We didn’t have nowhere to go and nothin’ much else to do, so we stayed on at the place. Ma, she hanged herself from a pine tree in the front yard one mornin’. Yep, she sure enough did. Lan’ sakes, I was never so surprised to wake one mornin’ and stumble outside to see her hangin’ there, just starin’ at me, tongue swelled up like a fist in her mouth!

      “First off, I thought it was a trick. Or a joke of some kind—you know, like the kind you play on people? But Ma never was like that even before Pa and the boys died, and even less like it after.

      “Well, I cut her down, just let her drop. And then I wheeled her in a barrow up to the hill where we buried Pa and the boys, and I planted her there, too. I stayed on at the cabin—”

      “All by yourself?”

      “Sure. Who else would be there?” Mary asked him. “No, it was just me an’ the mule, Aunt Sarah.” She snickered. “Named her after our Aunt Sarah because she’s got a similar stubborn streak. Hah! So, it’s just me an’ Aunt Sarah now, and I ride down to Silverthorne every once in a while to buy, sell, or trade. I forage for roots and stuff, make my own medicines, pilfer eggs from birds’ nests, snare rabbits, and shoot deer on occasion, though they’re so cute when they’re little.

      “That’s what I rubbed into your forehead and arm—one of my concoctions. It’s made of snakeroot, mule pee, pine sap, and tea boiled from shadbark berries. I just made some fresh. An’ gettin’ back to your question, I been overhearin’ folks call me Crazy Mary for years now. Several years, anyways. I don’t really understand it, but, yeah, I guess I’m crazy. Livin’ alone will make you different. Anyways, I don’t mind. I reckon we’re happy enough, Aunt Sarah and me. We get along.”

      She stared off, squinting against the brightening sunlight and the smoke billowing against them. Sartain studied her, his heart swelling for the pretty, lonely girl. She was right—living alone did make you “different.” He knew that from personal experience. That was why he tried not to stay alone for too long at any given time but always drifted on back to the vengeance trail.

      “I told you about me,” Crazy Mary said. “What about you, Mike? Who are you, anyway?”

      “Me?” Sartain blew on his coffee. “I’m a loner. Drifter. General no-account.”

      “Plenty of them in these parts,” Mary said matter-of-factly. “What’re you doin’ up here? Lookin’ for work up at the Painted Lady or somethin’ like that? You got big arms.” She wrapped both hands around his left bicep and squeezed, rubbing her cheek against him. “I bet you could really swing an’ ax or skin a mule team!”

      “No, I’m up here lookin’ for that stolen gold, Mary.”

      Mary frowned. “Stolen gold?”

      “Yeah, the gold that was stolen a couple months ago from Sheriff Higgins and his deputy, Jasper Garvey. They were haulin’ it down from the Painted Lady to the Wells Fargo office in Silverthorne, only they never made it. Neither one’s been seen or heard from since, and neither has the gold.”

      Mary looked horrified. “That’s terrible!” She shook her head, turning her mouth-corners down. “But that’s how life is, Mike. Greed rules the day. Human lives are even more worthless than the lives of fish and other critters, includin’ grubworms. To be honest with you, I can sort of see why.”

      “Well, to be honest with you, Miss Mary, my own thoughts on the human tribe ain’t all that different from your own. But I was sent out by the sheriff’s daughter to find out what happened to him and to deal some frontier justice to those who stole that gold.”

      “Do you think the sheriff’s dead?”

      “Mostly likely.”

      “His deputy, then, too, I suppose?”

      “I suppose. Unless it was the deputy who killed the sheriff and stole the gold.”

      “See what I mean about humans bein’ barely above grubworms?”

      “I do, indeed.” He glanced at her. She seemed to range far and wide in the Sangre de Cristos. There was a chance she might have seen something suspicious regarding the stolen gold. “You didn’t see anything, I take it, Mary? Or any strangers in the mountains?”

      “Nope, not a thing, Mike.” She rose and removed the coffee pot from the tripod over the fire. “More?”

      “Sure.”

      As she crouched to refill the cup he held up for her, she said, “I sure do feel sorry for Miss Belle, though. Don’t know how she’s gonna manage without her pa.”

      “Oh? You know Belle, Miss Mary?”

      “Sure, I do. I venture down to Silverthorne four, maybe five times a year. Stay in one of her rooms when I’m flush. She treats me nice, and old Northcutt, he’s quite a cook!”

      Sartain chuckled. “He is at that.”

      “You hungry, Mike? You’d best eat somethin’. Help you heal.”

      Sartain sipped the coffee. The girl brewed a powerfully potent pot of mud. That first cup was chewing on his insides. “You know, I think I could eat somethin’. Don’t go to any trouble, though, Mary. I think I’m well enough now to tend to myself. I have plenty of jerky and biscuits in my saddlebags.”

      “Oh, hush!” Mary returned the coffee pot to the hook over the fire. “I’m gonna fix you a fresh pot of my good crow and bean stew. You’ll love it!”

      “Crow, Miss Mary?”

      “Crow meat’s delicious!” the girl intoned, wide-eyed, rubbing her belly. “You never had crow before?”

      “Nope.” Sartain shook his head and tried to smile. “Can’t say as I have.”

      “You just sit tight. One was cawin’ so loud this mornin’, he woke me before sunrise. I think I know where he is.” She set her coffee cup on a rock. “I’m gonna go fetch him for the stewpot!”

      “Be careful, Mary,” Sartain warned. “That bushwhacker might get to wondering if he really left me for dead and come back to check on me.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry about that.” Mary grabbed her rifle, set it on her shoulder, and started off toward the woods, but then stopped and glanced over her shoulder at Sartain. “The whiskey bottle’s just to your left there, Mike. Help yourself. Don’t worry. I won’t tarry!”

      She winked and sauntered away.
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      Sartain had to admit the crow stew wasn’t bad once he got past the idea of the dark, stringy, chewy meat being crow. He half-hoped the crow was the one who’d spooked him into falling prey to the bushwhacker’s bullet.

      He’d eaten plenty of squirrels during the war when there hadn’t been much else around, so he just pretended he was eating squirrel meat. Then it went down rather well. It helped that Mary had spiced it with wild onions and sprigs of wild mint and thyme. He chased every few bites with whiskey-laced coffee, and the meal was at once nourishing, invigorating, and soothing.

      While they were eating, he’d looked across the small fire on which the coffee pot stayed warm to see Mary staring at him furtively. When their eyes met, she flushed, chuckled, and lowered her gaze to her plate.

      Sartain wasn’t sure what to make of the strange, beautiful girl. He concluded that the handle she’d been tagged with was, while not very charitable, most likely accurate. He found himself feeling a deep tenderness for her. She did seem relatively happy, however. If he was to ever go insane, he hoped it would be after the same carefree fashion as Crazy Mary.

      He was feeling well enough now, the ache in his head merely a moderate if still occasionally pulsating discomfort, to help her with the post-meal chores. Sartain dressed in his denims and freshly washed and mended shirt and gathered up some of the dirty dishes. He followed Mary down the slanting crown of the escarpment and into the grassy woods bordering it. He followed Mary along a trail that dropped down into a shadowy gorge, where a tumbling creek formed a small, storybook waterfall amid the ferns and pines.

      Mary had hobbled her mule and Boss on the far side of the stream, where the grass grew deep and lush, and Boss appeared to be getting along fine. Spying his rider, however, the buckskin bobbed his head and whickered.

      “The sign of a good man is a horse that likes him,” Mary said, favoring Sartain with a fond glance. “That’s what my pa always said.”

      They washed the dishes in the stream beneath the falls and then went back up to the camp and set the utensils out on the rocks to dry in the sun and warm, dry, high-mountain air. Sartain was a little tired from the journey into the ravine, so he decided to turn in for a nap in the shade.

      He’d decided to rest another day and resume his quest for the missing gold bright and early the next morning. Mary also decided to take a nap and threw her bedroll down about ten feet from his.

      He slit his eyes a few times and caught her staring at him pensively. He wondered what she was thinking about back behind those deep, soulful hazel eyes of hers. But then, it was hard to know what a crazy person thought about anything. Sartain had known men who’d been “touched” after their bloody experiences during the War, and they’d seemed to be straddling two worlds—one foot in the so-called real world and the other foot in their folly-stricken minds.

      Sartain wondered for a time who his ambusher had been. The thought had been jerking at him ever since he’d awakened with his head aching. Most likely, he was the same bastard who’d fired that rifle at him in town. And, again most likely, they’d meet again soon. Only Sartain hoped the next encounter would be on his terms and not on his bushwhacker’s.

      Nothing like a notch in the noggin to make a man sleep.

      Sartain woke feeling as though he’d slept for twenty years. Blinking, he sat up. It was late in the afternoon but still warm. The sun slanting down behind the western ridge cast as many shadows as dreamy, fuzzy, salmon-lemony light. He realized what had awoken him. Someone was singing somewhere off in the distance.

      Sartain glanced at where he’d last seen Mary. There were only her blankets . . . and her dress and her shirts . . . her boots and her socks.

      A warm awareness cupped The Revenger’s balls, squeezing gently.

      The singing continued. He recognized Mary’s voice. The singing was soft and melodic, but he couldn’t make out the words. He caught only a few brief bars here and there on the warm, velvety breeze brushing over the escarpment from the woods. If she was naked, she was probably down at the falls bathing, as she seemed in the habit of doing.

      He’d best remain right here on the rock. She’d probably taken her rifle.

      Looking around, he saw that his Henry and the LeMat were now leaning or lying near where he’d been napping. The rifle was in its leather scabbard, and the LeMat was snugged down in its holster, the cartridge belt containing .44-caliber rounds as well as several shotgun wads coiled around it. His over-and-under derringer with gutta percha grips rested beside the LeMat on his freshly laundered and neatly folded neckerchief. His folding Barlow knife, which he usually carried in a boot, lay nearby.

      The big LeMat’s silver finish and pearl grip shone beautifully in the sunlight. She must have cleaned the piece. Something told him she’d cleaned the other two guns as well.

      He tossed his blankets aside, rose, stretched long and luxuriously, and then began place wood in the stone ring for a fire. He could do with some coffee.

      The singing, like the sonorous strains of dancing forest sprites, continued to careen gently up from the loamy gorge. Occasionally, Sartain could also hear the soft rumble of the falls. The girl’s singing, the birds, the gentle breeze, and the soft rush of the falls were like siren songs calling Sartain to the gorge.

      He kept remembering how she’d looked, taking her sponge bath in the creek just before she’d started slinging lead at him. Finally, unable to bear it any longer, he pulled on his boots, donned his hat, slipped the derringer into his vest pocket, and strolled down the top of the scarp and into the woods. He followed the winding path down into the gorge.

      He looked around. There was nothing but the creek and the trees and the little falls tumbling into a wide black pool abutted by two large granite boulders. Chickadees peeped, while somewhere a mourning dove was giving its mournful song. Mary’s own music had dwindled until now he could no longer hear it at all.

      “Mary?” Sartain called.

      Nothing.

      Then he thought he heard her giggle. The singing resumed very quietly until it almost sounded like wind chimes tinkling softly above the pulsating rush of the creek, which dropped quickly through the bottom of the gorge, heading for even lower ground. The singing seemed to be coming from above the falls in a nest of evergreen shrubs and pines.

      Sartain told himself to turn around. He had no business down here.

      But then he heard the faint, ghostly giggles again, and they were like a moist feminine tongue in his ear. Compelled by the primal urges that keep all men boys, Sartain followed a game path up around the falls and onto higher ground. He looked around.

      A pool lay before him—a wide spot in the mossy rocks and trees that gathered the water flowing from the slower moving creek above it and that ran through a relatively flat beaver meadow into a pool. A deep one, judging by the oily blackness of its water. Pine boughs and ferns dropped over the swollen pool that gurgled quietly over the ledge to Sartain’s right that formed the falls.

      The girl’s singing and chuckling had stopped.

      “Mary?”

      The brush snapped softly behind him. Something round was pressed against the small of his back. Sartain jerked with a start. He glanced over his right shoulder to see Mary standing behind him, naked, dripping wet, and pressing the barrel of her old Spencer carbine against him. Her hair hung wet around her shoulders, tendrils licking up around the pale globes of her cherry-topped breasts.

      She teased with a cunning grin, “I thought you learned your lesson about spyin’ on girls while they’re bathin’?”

      Sartain raised his hand's shoulder high and declared, “Some men never learn.”

      “You heard me callin’, didn’t you?”

      “That’s right.”

      “It was my siren call.”

      “It surely was.”

      Mary lowered the rifle and leaned it against a pine bole. “Join me?”

      As he turned to face her, she stepped toward him, smiling beguilingly up at him, her gaze flicking around his chest and down his arms to his waist and up again.

      Sartain cleared the phlegmy knot in his throat. His urge was to begin undressing, but despite the hammering in his loins, he resisted it. The girl was touched. No decent man would take advantage of that.

      “No.” He shook his head. “I heard you down here and just wondered . . . thought maybe you were in trouble. Needed help. That’s all.” He smiled and winked. “I’ll head back to camp. I’m buildin’ a fire. You’re gonna need one, once you’re . . . hey, now,” he said. “What’re you doin’ down there?”

      She slowly lowered herself to her knees and was unbuttoning the fly of his denims.

      She looked up at him from beneath her brows. “Shhh.”
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        * * *

      

      Somehow, they ended up in the water together.

      Sartain rolled over to lie in the slow current beside her, his broad chest rising and falling sharply from the exertion. “Mary, that wasn’t your first time, was it?”

      “No.” She turned to him, wrapped her arms around his chest, and tucked her face hard against his neck. “There was only two others, and I don’t think you could even really call it an honest roll in the hay, if’n you know what I mean. I mean, the poor boy was just too excited. This was a long time ago, you understand. Several years back, before my family died and it was just my ma. Both o’ them suitors, if you could call ’em that—hah!—were miners’ sons, moonin’ around our shack of a night.”

      She ran her hand across the hard slabs of his chest and then down across his flat belly, lolling now as they were both lazing in the chill water of the pool. “I was just curious, so I let ’em. It wasn’t nothin’ like it was here, now . . . with you. I’d sort of let myself stop thinkin’ about it since those first two times didn’t amount to much. Now, though, I got a feelin’ I’ll be thinkin’ about it all the time!”

      She laughed huskily, lustily, and pressed her lips to his cheek.

      “You’re right nice for a big man,” she said, snuggling against him. “I like you, Mike.”

      “I like you too, Mary.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      It was full dusk, with only a little fuzzy orange light angling through the forest, when they finally dressed and made their way together, hand in hand, back to their encampment atop the scarp.

      Sartain built a fire while Mary went off to check the rabbit snares she’d set earlier, returning only five minutes later with two large jackrabbits. She dressed and skinned the two beasts, carefully saving the fur, with which she intended to line her winter boots, and threw together a wonderful stew. After the meal, they sat languidly by the fire, sipping coffee laced with Sartain’s favored Sam Clay bourbon.

      “Where you headed next, Mike?” she asked after they’d sat in silence together for nearly a half hour, staring at the dwindling flames.

      “Up to the Painted Lady, I reckon. Figured I’d talk to the owner or the superintendent or somebody, see if they had any leads about who might have attacked Higgins and Jasper Garvey. Sometimes a disgruntled former employee will do such things to get back at their former employers . . . and to line their pockets while doing so. I’d think it was as simple as just another holdup or the lawmen themselves running off with the loot . . .”

      Sartain let his voice trail off as he thought about the bushwhacker in Silverthorne. The man with the horse. Most likely the same man who’d laid him out here and left him for dead.

      Who was he? How was he tied to the robbery? In one way or another, he had to be tied to it. And he must be wanting to snuff The Revenger’s wick before Sartain ran him and/or the gold down.

      Whoever he was.

      Something told Sartain he might find the man up at the Painted Lady, although he wasn’t quite sure why he thought so. But the man was obviously hanging around the country near Silverthorne. He’d either followed Sartain into the mountains or he’d been waiting for him, anticipating his coming.

      For some reason, he very badly wanted The Revenger scoured from the gold’s trail, and no doubt learning this man’s motives would bring Sartain one step closer to that strongbox, and to learning the fate of Sheriff Stephen Higgins and his deputy, Garvey.

      “You be careful up at the Painted Lady, Mike.”

      Sartain looked down at her, snuggling against his chest. “Why’s that, Mary?”

      “Dangerous folks up there. Not only the people who work for the mine, but there’s a whorehouse up there that attracts all sorts of bad men and bad doins. Brings in the men from the mines all across this side of the Sangre de Cristos, and it’s well known that a good many of the men who step foot in the Painted Lady Saloon and Dance Hall end up leavin’ boots-first. Drunkards and evil fornicators, the lot of ’em. That’s how my ma described ’em, and she forbade me to ever go near the place.”

      “Drunkards and fornicators,” Sartain said, raising his coffee cup and sniffing the whiskey-laced steam. “Ahhh.”

      Mary giggled.

      “Mike?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Can we do it just once more before we turn in?”

      Sartain groaned.
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        * * *

      

      When he woke the next morning, Mary was gone.

      He sat up, blinking in the mid-morning sunshine, feeling like a cork-headed fool. Not only had he slept way past dawn, which was when he’d wanted to get up and start traveling, he hadn’t even heard the girl rise, gather her gear, and leave the camp.

      Sure enough, when he’d tossed away his blankets and walked down to where they’d picketed both Boss and Aunt Sarah close to camp, only Boss was there, staring at Sartain as though wondering if they were going to pull their picket pins sometime today, or was his rider going to waste another day lollygagging and trifling with that hussy?

      Sartain doubted he’d ever slept as soundly as he had the past couple nights. He hoped it was only due to having his scalp creased and his ashes hauled so thoroughly by Miss Mary down by the creek and elsewhere, not that he was getting trail soft. When a man who hunted other men for a living—and was hunted in turn—started getting trail soft, his time on Earth would soon come to a hard, bloody end.

      Then again, Mary had no doubt figured Sartain needed all the rest he could get, with his wound and all. She’d probably taken extra care to move around quietly as she’d packed up. She’d built no fire. As at home in these mountains and forests as any stalking mountain lion, Crazy Mary could move quietly indeed.

      Sartain had found that out yesterday when she’d rammed her Spencer against his back.

      Still fatigued from the head wound as well as his torrid coupling with Mary, Sartain took time to build a fire, make coffee, and eat a few morsels of jerky while Boss ground oats from the feed sack his rider had hung from his ears. After Sartain had finished his second cup of coffee, he felt ready to ride. He kicked dirt on his fire, gathered his gear, saddled Boss, and mounted up.

      The ambush had cost him a couple of days, but he admonished himself to continue to take his time scouring the Weaver’s Meadow Trail up to the Painted Lady. Those two days wouldn’t amount to much in the scheme of things. Two months had already passed since the holdup. The culprits’ sign couldn’t get much fainter than it already was. If he didn’t study the trail thoroughly, patiently, he’d likely miss something important.

      But he found nothing all that day. By the time he started hearing the metronomic slamming of the mine’s stamping mill and started smelling the rancid odor of the smelting plant, the sun’s belly was getting poked in earnest by a high, northern pinnacle of twisted rock that was not hard to identify as Bayonet Ridge. He’d been told the mine lay in the shadow of that landmark, and there was no mistaking the sound or the smell.

      He and Boss climbed on through the forest, which was growing cooler and darker by the minute. He checked the buckskin atop a ridge and stared into the broad valley below—a scoured-out chunk of forest along a rocky creek snaking along the base of the ridge Sartain was on. Situated on this maybe two-city-block-long stretch of flat, cleared ground was a large gaudy hotel whose sign The Revenger could read even from this distance of a hundred and fifty or so yards as the crow flies: THE PAINTED LADY SALOON AND DANCE HALL.

      He had to squint to make out the letters below the main sign stretched across the building’s second story: “Richard H. Maragon, Mine Proprietor and Superintendent.”

      Just the man Sartain wanted to see.

      Sartain touched his spurs to the buckskin’s ribs, and they followed the trail down from the ridge and into the outskirts of the little settlement. One the one hand, it was as colorful as any painted lady. On the other, it appeared as roughhewn and seamy as any other mining camp Sartain had ever ridden into—and he’d ridden into a few.

      On the roughhewn side were three long, L-shaped buildings, probably bunkhouses for the miners, flanked by two barns and several corrals, the ground around the corrals cluttered with large ore drays used for hauling the raw ore from the mines to the stamping mill and then to the smelter. The commotion of that industry could probably be heard from one end of the valley to the other.

      The mine sat about two thousand feet above the town, and on the trail leading down the ridge toward the town, large ore wagons clattered behind braying mules. There was also the relentless stamp of the mill. Loud piano music clattered away inside the Painted Lady Saloon and Dance Hall.

      The saloon was the main splash of color in the otherwise humble little settlement. But now, as Sartain rode along the trail that had become the settlement’s main drag, he saw another bird of striking plumage in the white, pink, and spruce-green Victorian house sitting nearly directly across the street from the saloon. The house was three stories high, liberally adorned with gingerbread trim, and had a broad porch abutting two sides and. The main street-facing gable was open. As Sartain stopped Boss to scrutinize the impressive place, which he’d bet the seed bull belonged to the mine owner, Maragon, a figure moved in the open gable.

      The figure was a woman in a fancy fawn-colored waistcoat over a ruffled blouse secured at the woman’s ivory neck with a brooch of some kind. She’d been sitting in a chair against the front wall, reading, but she’d set her book aside and risen. She was walking to the front of the gable, where she stopped to stare down through the open air into the street at the newcomer.

      Sartain’s heartbeat quickened. The woman was as well put together as the house. She was strikingly attired, but she was just as strikingly naturally attired. Her hair, a rich dark-brown, was pulled back into a loose chignon and trimmed with red ribbons. Her face was pale and classically sculpted, her mouth wide and as red as the last crimson splash of a Colorado sunset. The bosoms pushing out the white silk blouse and tweed waistcoat were, by all indications, as firm and full and proud as deacons’ wives, but also jeering.

      “You can look,” such a bosom said. “And you can dream all you want about touching. But that dream is all the closer you’ll ever get.”

      Everything about this woman screamed money and upbringing.

      As she stared heavy-lidded down from her gable perch, a haughty queen glowering down from a pedimented castle wall at her soiled, toiling subjects, Sartain smiled and pinched his hat brim to her.

      She blinked slowly with the automatic, cool disdain of her ilk when in the presence of an obvious inferior and asked tonelessly, “Who are you?”

      “Who am I?” Sartain said, brashly taking her in. “Who are you?”

      A certain bellicosity always surfaced when he found himself being looked down a snooty nose at, even though this gal probably had every reason to feel superior.

      Abruptly, she turned away, sat back down in her wicker chair, and took up the book she’d been reading when the latest plebian had ridden into her domain.

      “Just tryin’ to make conversation,” Sartain grumbled and turned Boss over to the saloon from which the piano music was still clattering.

      He tied the buckskin to one of the three hitchrails fronting the place, shouldering him in between two docile-looking geldings, and loosened his latigo and slipped his bit. There was relatively fresh-appearing water in the zinc-lined stock tank fronting the rail, and Boss took no time dipping his snout—after he’d glanced at both geldings, making sure they knew who was the new boss of the rail, that was.

      Both geldings snorted and shifted slightly away from the stallion. They’d received the message.

      Sartain slipped his Henry from his scabbard. Mine settlements were notoriously aswarm with thieves. “Drunkards and evil fornicators, the lot of ’em,” as Crazy Mary’s late mother had described them. Well, she could add thieves to the list.

      As Sartain mounted the porch steps, a gun exploded.

      Instantly, he had the Henry in both hands and a round levered into the action.
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      A man bellowed from inside the Painted Lady.

      The piano chimed to a crashing halt, as though the player had slammed both hands on the keys.

      A man bellowed again, like a cow that had stepped into a gopher hole. Otherwise, an eerie silence drifted out over the tops of the heavy, ornate oak batwing doors. Sartain crossed the wide front porch and cast a cautious look over the doors.

      Inside, the two dozen or so customers sitting at tables or standing along the well-appointed bar and mirrored back bar running along the far wall were all turned toward a large round table in the middle of the room, about fifteen feet from Sartain and slightly to his right.

      One man at the table was standing, his hand extended over the table toward another seated man. Charcoal-colored smoke billowed over the table. The seated man threw his head back and opened his mouth, loosing another bellow that echoed loudly around the drinking hall.

      “Bastard!” he screamed, his eyes flashing angrily beneath the narrow brim of his opera hat.

      A long-faced middle-aged gent, he was dressed in a flashy black and burgundy three-piece suit. He slid his chair back, rose stiffly like a gentleman in a snit, and began walking toward Sartain. He tripped over a chair leg and nearly fell, but then he got his feet set and continued walking, loose-hipped and knock-kneed as though drunk.

      All eyes followed him, as did those of the man who’d been standing with his hand extended over the table.

      The man walking toward Sartain said, “Let it be known that Norman W. Teagarden the Third was murdered in cold blood by the snake Wendell Green in the Painted Lady Saloon!”

      The man standing by the table raised his hand again, showing the two round maws of the silver-chased derringer in his fist. He wobbled drunkenly and slurred his words as he yelled, “Turn around and have another one at no extra charge, Teagarden!”

      Sartain stepped around Teagarden, who was only four feet away from him, and raised the Henry to his shoulder, aiming quickly. The sixteen-shooter roared like a cannon.

      The snake Wendell Green wheeled as though caught by a throw rope, triggering his little popper through a window just to the right of Sartain. Green fell over his chair, howling, throwing the derringer away to clap his right hand to his bloody left shoulder.

      “He shot me!” the wounded man screamed, flopping around on the floor, his lower legs draped over his overturned chair. He was short and burly and dressed in the hickory shirt, canvas trousers, and high-topped hobnail boots of your typical miner. “He shot me! You seen him. He shot me!”

      Half the sitting men had gained their feet. Several had reached for sidearms, but quickly let their hands drop away from their holsters when Sartain loudly rammed another shell into his Henry’s chamber, the spent cartridge clanking to the wooden floor behind him, and slid the barrel from left to right, covering the room.

      A door opened on the balcony over the bar and a dark-haired, mustached, craggy-faced man stumbled out onto the balcony, yelling, “What the bloody hell is goin’ on down there now? If you men insist on killing each other, kindly do it outside so I can get some sleep!”

      “Mr. Maragon!” the wounded man shouted, still on his ass and clutching his bloody shoulder. “That bastard with the Henry shot me for no good reason!”

      Maragon switched his bleary-eyed gaze to Sartain. His craggy face was as pale as flour, and he appeared to be blue around the eyes. He had a thick British accent. “You there,” Maragon said, pointing a beringed finger at the stranger. “Kindly lower that weapon.”

      Sartain obliged the man, but he only lowered it to his right hip. He kept it cocked and aimed at the room.

      Maragon said, “Mister Green says you shot him for no good reason.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Sartain replied, his voice even, his gaze cautiously roaming the room. “I’d say a drunk man waving a loaded and cocked pistol in my direction is a good enough reason. Besides”—he glanced at Teagarden, who lay belly-down at Sartain’s boots—“a bullet to ole Teagarden’s back would have been overkill.”

      A large blood pool was growing on the floor beneath Teagarden.

      “Teagarden done tucked another ace into the deck we was playin’ with, Mister Maragon!” Wendell Green was furious, spittle flecking his lips. “I had every right to shoot him!” He glanced at a sign tacked to a ceiling support post about ten feet away from Sartain. It read “POKER CHEATS AND CARD SHARPS WILL NOT BE TOLERATED HERE!—THE MANAGEMENT”

      “That’s right,” Maragon said, staring at Sartain but speaking to Green. “If you can prove he was cheating, you did have the right to shoot him.”

      “But that bastard with the Henry shot me anyway!”

      Sartain flared his nostrils at the man, but he kept his voice pitched low with soft-spoken menace as he said, “If you don’t stop your caterwauling, you’re going to get another one.” He aimed the Henry at Green. “Now, where would you like it?”

      Green screamed and flopped onto his back, holding his hands in front of his face as though to shield himself from a bullet.

      Maragon closed both his hands over the balcony rail before him. He was dressed in a red velvet robe with what appeared a marten fur collar. He looked well-bred and flush, but he also looked badly hungover. “Mister, who are you?”

      The Revenger let the Henry droop toward the floor, although he remained ready to bring it into action if he needed to. “Sartain. Mike Sartain. I’d like a word with you, Maragon.”

      Maragon studied him, his bushy, dark-brown brows beetled with incredulity. “Ah, shit,” he said, recognizing the tall stranger with the Henry repeating rifle. “The stinking Revenger!”

      Mutters rippled through the crowd.

      “Well, that’s not my full given name,” Sartain said. “But I reckon it’ll do.” And true enough, given his doings of the last few days . . .

      “Who you looking for, for bloody cryin’ in the King’s bleedin’ beer?”

      “No one here.” Sartain scrutinized the room once more, narrowing one eye. “At least, I don’t think it’s anyone in this room. Could be wrong.”

      All eyes were on him now. They’d heard of him, of course. Most folks had—at least those who’d spent more than a few months on the frontier. Word of his trail of death had spread fast, and it continued to spread. One day, someone would backtrack those stories to his doorstep, wherever that happened to be at the time, and his trail of death would end with his own.

      For some reason, the idea didn’t frighten him in the least. In fact, maybe an end to his compulsion would be a welcome relief.

      “See that door over there?” Maragon asked.

      Sartain followed his gaze to a door at the top of the carpeted stairs that ran up the room’s left wall.

      “I’ll meet you in there in three minutes.” Maragon looked around the main drinking hall. “Billy, Worm! Tend Teagarden and clean up the blood. Someone get Green over to that old, drunk sawbones. Tell the sot to send me the bill.” The mine/saloon/dancehall-owner smiled devilishly, his eyes slanting up at the outside corners so that his pale, craggy face resembled that of an English satyr. “I’ll be taking it out of Green’s pay.”

      Green didn’t respond to this. Sitting up now, he merely cupped his hand over his shoulder and gave Sartain the hairy eyeball, though when The Revenger looked at him, he wrinkled his nose and averted his eyes.

      Maragon swung around, his robe billowing out around him, disappeared into his room, and slammed the door behind him. Sartain’s eyes swept the room once more. Seeing no one who looked like they’d try to avenge Green, he depressed the Henry’s hammer, set the rifle on his shoulder, and climbed the staircase to the door Maragon had indicated. He gave the door a single, perfunctory knock with the back of his left hand, opened it, and stepped inside.

      Closing the door behind him, he found himself in a large, ornate office with a rug so deep he felt he was stepping in mud, and a large desk that appeared made out of cherry or maybe some rare wood from Europe. The size of a large ore dray, its legs were carved so that they almost looked like moose antlers. File cabinets and wooden shelves surrounded the desk, as did a deep, leather sofa and a fireplace, cold at the moment.

      A brass clock, also likely imported, ticked on a wall above a glassed-in humidor the size of a small china cabinet. Sartain’s mouth watered. The room smelled of expensive leather and tobacco soaked in port or brandy and maybe rum. He couldn’t help himself. He walked over to the cabinet and stared through the glass at the several open boxes of cigars the size of dynamite sticks and ranging in color from coffee brown to butterscotch.

      Footsteps sounded. The room was open to the right, beyond the fireplace, and now Maragon walked through the opening and into the office, running pale arthritic fingers through thick, wavy dark-brown hair that was graying at the temples.

      “Help yourself,” he said. “Take two. Hell, take a third one for the road.”

      “Who said I was going anywhere?”

      Maragon sighed and flopped into the red leather chair behind the massive desk. Sartain had been right about the man—he was, indeed, blue around his eyes, beneath which bags the size of tobacco sacks sagged. “Look, Sartain, I got enough problems without having a crazy vigilante raising hob with my miners.”

      Sartain pulled open the cabinet door and took Maragon up on his offer of three cigars. He chose a trio with paper wrappers labeled in Spanish, slipped two into his shirt pocket, and took the third over to the guest chair with him. He sank into the chair before Maragon’s desk, and the mine owner slid a cutter and a wooden matchbox toward him.

      “I’m not here for your miners,” Sartain said, clipping the end off the cigar. “At least, not if none of ’em stole your gold.”

      “My gold?”

      “That’s why I’m here.” Sartain touched a leaping match flame to the cigar and slowly rolled the cigar in the flame, drawing the aromatic smoke and blowing it out the side of his mouth and his nostrils. The cigar tasted of old book leather and applewood, and possibly well-aged bourbon. “Damn, that’s good!”

      “It should be. It cost a pretty penny. You say you’re here about my gold? Who sent you? I already have a Pinkerton—”

      “You must be doin’ all right for yourself, Maragon,” Sartain said, leaning back in the chair and blowing a plume of the rich smoke into the well-appointed room. He noticed an oil painting hanging on the wall to his left. Sartain was no art connoisseur, but it looked like an original to his untrained eyes. It also looked old and expensive.

      “I do all right,” Maragon said grumpily. “At least, I did at one time. Losin’ that strongbox hasn’t helped any. Look, Sartain, I may appear eighty, but I’m only forty-five. Born and raised in East London. Fought my way up from the street and through the ranks of a shipping company. Married the boss’s daughter. Got sent by the boss out here in the middle of the Western frontier to run his stupid gold mine. Bought this place as an investment. Frolicked with a whore I shouldn’t have. My wife is young and beautiful. Oh, bloody hell, how beautiful she is! Just the same, I like a Negro girl now and then, and I poked the wrong one and ended up with Old Joe. Poked a half-breed Apache girl—just couldn’t resist the girl’s big black eyes—and promptly came down with a case of the morning dew. I’ve also contracted consumption. And to top it all off, my wife has kicked me out of the house—that house right over there!”

      He turned his chair to look out the window over the couch and beside the clock. “You saw it when you rode into town. You couldn’t miss it.”

      “Couldn’t miss the woman in the open gable, neither. If that’s your wife, good Lord, man—what’s wrong with you? Contracting both syphilis and gonorrhea so you can’t sleep in your own bed?”

      Sartain couldn’t help chuckling at the sad irony of Maragon’s life.

      “I appreciate your sympathy.”

      Again, Sartain shook his head.
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      The mine owner flushed with anger.

      “I’m a fish out of water, for chrissakes! I’m a million miles from home. Of course, Mathilda came with me, but she tends to be a little stuffy if you get my drift. I’m a man whose blood has always run hot. When I landed out here, I thought the least I could do was let my hair down a bit.”

      Maragon rose and grabbed a bottle of Spanish brandy and two tumblers off a filing cabinet. “Anyway, back to my gold.” He splashed brandy into both tumblers, slid one to Sartain, sipped from the other one, and sagged back into his chair. “Why are you after it? I’ve posted no reward. I have a Pinkerton out there now, sniffing around the mountains for it. Haven’t heard from him in several days, so I’m hopefully assuming he’s on to something.”

      “I’m sniffing around for that strongbox as a private favor to Belle Higgins from Silverthorne.”

      “Belle Higgins?”

      “Sheriff Higgins’s daughter.”

      “Oh.”

      Maragon downed half his brandy in a single knock. He set the tumbler down and hastily refilled it. He looked like a man who’d found water again after a long time wandering parched in the desert. “Christ, I try to stay off the stuff. Doesn’t mix well with the tincture of mercury I take for the pony drip. ‘A night in the arms of Venus leads to a lifetime on Mercury,’ as they say.”

      He lifted his glass to Sartain, smiled drunkenly over it, and knocked half of the brandy back. He sighed and smacked his lips. “There are worse ways to die than drunk. Anyway, Belle Higgins wants you to find her father. That it?”

      “Pretty much. She thinks possibly his deputy, Jasper Garvey, killed her father and made off with the gold.”

      “Or her father might have made off with it,” Maragon pointed out. “I never really trusted that man. Of course, in my business, it’s hard—as well as foolhardy—to trust anyone.”

      “The rumors that Higgins stole the gold himself, either alone or in cahoots with Garvey, have made their way to Belle. And she doesn’t like it. She wants me to sniff out the truth.”

      Maragon nodded, fiddling with his half-empty glass on the desk. “Well, hell,” he said, raising the glass in a salute of sorts. “The more, the merrier.” He slammed that drink back as well.

      He was racked by a brief but violent coughing fit, wiped his mouth with a blood-spotted handkerchief that he produced from his robe, and leveled a rheumy-eyed gaze at Sartain. “If you can find that strongbox, Mr. Revenger, I will fortify the reward Miss Belle Higgins has offered you for doing so with another thousand.”

      Sartain sipped his brandy, followed it up with another puff from the tasty cigar, blowing the smoke in a slender plume over Maragon’s head. “The cigars and the brandy will do me. I don’t do what I do for money.”

      “Why turn down a thousand dollars?”

      “Because I don’t like being tied to it.”

      Maragon arched a brow over a bloodshot eye. “Or to anything?”

      “Or to anything.”

      “You just live to kill then, I take it? Like what all the newspapers have said about you?”

      “To kill those who need killin’, Maragon. For those who can’t do the killin’ themselves.”

      Maragon studied him, quirking his mouth-corners up from beneath his bushy mustache. “You’re insane, aren’t you, Sartain? You must be.”

      “Most likely. The nice thing about bein’ insane, though, is you’re always the last to know.” Sartain finished the brandy and waved his hand over his glass when Maragon extended the bottle toward him.

      “Well, shit,” said the mine owner. “What can I help you with?”

      “I’d like to know if you suspect anyone other than Higgins and Garvey, and I’d also like to know which route they took down the mountain when they lit out with the gold.”

      Maragon sighed and stared at the bottle, considering whether to have another drink. He turned to look out the window toward his house and cursed. He picked up the bottle, refilled his tumbler, and again extended the bottle to Sartain, who again waved it off.

      “For all I know, my wife had it stolen.” Maragon chuckled. “Wouldn’t put it past her.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “To ruin me both financially and in the eyes of her father so the old bastard would see fit to let her divorce me. Oh, he knows about the Cupid’s itch, but I suspect the old boy is carrying one or two of those afflictions himself.” Maragon turned his chair slightly to take another brooding look toward his house. “No, I would not put it past my dear Mathilda. As cunning as she is beautiful.”

      Sartain studied his cigar. He’d thought his visit with Maragon would narrow the parameters of his search effort. Instead, he was finding them widening. At least he could probably learn which trail the gold had been lost on. He repeated the question to the unhealthy, unhappy, mine owner.

      “They took the Old Ute Trail. Leastways, that’s what all the men around here call it. It’s the northern trail. Meets up with the Weaver’s Meadow Trail about two miles northeast of Silverthorne.”

      Sartain had seen where the trails intersected down in the valley.

      “Well, that explains why I saw no sign on the southern trail.”

      “It does indeed.” Maragon frowned and directed his gaze to the bandage wrapped around Sartain’s forehead, beneath his hat. “Say there, can’t help wondering what happened?”

      “Someone tried to give me a pill I couldn’t swallow. First in Silverthorne, then on the trail up here. Fortunately, my bacon was pulled out of the fire by a pretty young blonde who happened to be out roaming the mountains.”

      “Crazy Mary.” Maragon smiled.

      “You know her, I take it.”

      “Everyone in these parts does. Keeps to herself despite the fact every miner on my roll would like to . . . uh . . . take a roll with the gal. As far as I know, she hasn’t tumbled for a one of ’em. Most unattached girls in this neck of the mountains end up here workin’ for me. I once invited her to try her hand at the fine art of love-for-pay, and she told me she’d rather lie with a bobcat than a man any day of the week.”

      Maragon chuckled. “What does that leave her, women?” He laughed again. “Keeps to herself up on Ute Ridge in her family’s old mine shack. Doesn’t show herself around here much, but I hear she rides down to Silverthorne fairly often.” He sipped his drink. “Odd girl.”

      “So I gathered.”

      “What she needs is a good poke, if you’re askin’ me. I wouldn’t mind bein’ the one to give it to her, neither.”

      Sartain felt the warmth of anger rise beneath his collar. He liked Mary, crazy or not, and it graveled him to hear her talked about in Maragon’s off-hand but likely customarily insulting fashion.

      Having got what he needed from the man, Sartain peeled the coal off his cigar and rolled it into the ashtray. He stuffed the half-smoked stogie into his shirt pocket for later and rose from his chair. “Obliged for the information. I’ll check the trail out tomorrow.”

      “You’re welcome to stay here, Sartain. I have plenty of rooms, plenty of beautiful women. They’ll come downstairs in an hour or so, around five. Considering that your endeavor here in the Sangre de Cristos might very well benefit me, the night as well as the girl—or girls, if you prefer—will be free of charge.”

      “No, thanks. I shot one of your miners. Miners are a close fraternity. I’m likely to get a bullet in the back while I’m enjoyin’ your girl . . . or girls. Thanks anyway.” Sartain donned his hat, strode to the door, and picked up his rifle.

      “Where will you stay, then?” Maragon asked, perplexed. “This is the only hotel on the mountain. The rest of the shacks around here are bunkhouses for my miners.”

      “I’ll find a place out in the high and rocky,” Sartain said, pinching his hat to the man. “My horse and I prefer it out there.”

      He went down and bought a bottle at the bar, watching his back in the bar mirror. His preferred drink was Sam Clay, brewed in the green hills of Kentucky, but he’d nearly gone through his cache, and he didn’t even bother to ask for it here.

      He bought a bottle of brandy, figuring the bottom-shelf Who Hit John here was probably concocted in a washtub out in one of the barns, with a shovelful of mule shit for flavor.

      A swamper scowled up at him from where he was scrubbing Green’s blood off the floor, though it appeared to Sartain that he was only making the stain larger. The Revenger touched his hat brim to the man and headed outside. He dropped his bottle into a saddlebag, slid his rifle into its scabbard, and stepped up into his saddle.

      As he passed Maragon’s flashy house, a woman’s English-accented voice said, “You down there!”

      Sartain checked Boss and stared up at the open gable. Maragon’s wife, Mathilda, stared down at him.

      “You down where?”  Sartain asked.

      She widened her dark-brown eyes in anger. “You down there.”

      “Oh, me down here. Why didn’t you say so?”

      “I just did.”

      “You’re right,” Sartain joked, doffing his hat and smiling up at her. “You did. I’m just the contrary sort.”

      “You make a lot of noise for a stranger just riding into a place.”

      She must have meant the report of his Henry earlier. “Yes, ma’am, I do have that tendency.”

      She scowled and touched her temple. “Your head. Does it hurt?”

      “What, this? Nah. I’ve hurt myself worse shavin’ of a mornin’, Mrs. Maragon.”

      “You’re The Revenger.”

      “Word spreads fast.”

      “Faster than a wildfire. Especially after you just ride into a place and shoot a man.”

      “Well, in my defense, he needed shootin’.”

      “Where are you headed, Mr. Sartain?”

      “For the high and rocky.”

      She frowned. God, she was a piece of work. She must have been around twenty-five, and had a face that could have been carved out of ivory by a master craftsman fashioning the likeness of a goddess straight out of a gilded cloud. Sartain wasn’t accustomed to having his heart flutter like a boy’s with a schoolyard crush, but it was doing that now. It made him feel light-headed as if the street was rising and falling like slow ocean waves around him.

      “Whatever that means,” she said.

      “It means I’m headin’ out to set up camp for the night.”

      “No need to do that. I have plenty of room here. My husband is no longer allowed on the premises, and it’s just myself and my housekeepers, Lyle and Edna.”

      Sartain was genuinely surprised by the invitation. “Mrs. Maragon, are you inviting me, a stranger, to spend the night in your home?”

      “Indeed, I am. Besides, you’re not really a stranger, Mr. Sartain. Why I’ve read about you in all the papers.”

      “No doubt. But, still . . . what could be your reason?”

      “I need to speak with you privately. Possibly at some length.”

      Yes, Sartain thought. He was getting a whole lot more information than he bargained for here at the Painted Lady.

      “Just so we don’t shock the miners out of their boots, why don’t you ride on out of town and return after dark? Ride around to the barn in back and stable your mount. Knock on the back door. I’ll receive you there.”

      Sartain couldn’t help casting a cautious look toward the window of Maragon’s office on the second floor of the Painted Lady. He could see nothing but the reflection of the sun, however.

      “Can I at least inquire what you’d like to talk to me about, Mrs. . . .” Sartain let his voice trail off. She was no longer looking down at him. Apparently, he’d been dismissed.

      He cast another sheepish look toward the Painted Lady, then touched his spurs to Boss’s flanks. “Your wish is my command, Your Highness.”
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      Sartain followed the stream into the country west of the makeshift mine settlement. He gathered a little wood and built a fire, over which he brewed coffee while Boss cropped grass nearby along the stream.

      He considered what Maragon had told him about his wife, and then he wondered what Maragon’s wife wanted to talk to him about—not that he had any problem talking to a woman who looked like Mathilda Maragon. Women like her didn’t come with every mountain. But he had to keep his head. She was Maragon’s wife, despite her having barred the mine owner from their home.

      Odd for a married woman—especially a married woman of her social standing—to invite a strange man into her realm and offer him a bed. What if she offered herself as well? Would he turn her down?

      Fat chance of that happening. She might have invited a stranger into her home, but that was a far cry from inviting him into her bed. Besides, he needed to stay focused on what she had to tell him. She’d no doubt discerned that he was here about the gold.

      As the sun dropped behind the western mountains, Sartain kicked dirt on his fire, tightened Boss’s latigo, and climbed back into the saddle. Fifteen minutes later, he rode back into the Painted Lady settlement and swung around behind the house to the log barn and corral flanking it.

      The barn’s windows, one on either side of the broad doors, shone with watery light. As Sartain stepped down from Boss’s back, one of the large doors squawked outward and a bespectacled old man appeared, half-silhouetted by the lantern light behind him, and said, “Mr. Sartain?” He had a blanket draped cape-like about his fragile shoulders.

      Sartain had slid his hand to his pistol grip when the old man had appeared so suddenly, but now he dropped his hand to his side. “That’s right.”

      “I’ll tend to your horse, Mr. Sartain. The madam awaits you in the house.”

      “All right.” Out of habit, The Revenger reached for his Henry.

      “That won’t be necessary, sir,” the old man gently chided him. “I’ll stow it away safely here in the barn.”

      Sartain removed his gloved hand from the Henry’s stock, pinched his hat brim to the old gent, gave Boss’s neck a parting pat, and sauntered down a brick path curving through tall, dark sycamores toward the house. Most of the first-story windows appeared to be lit, making the house resemble an ornate, glittering jewel set against black velvet.

      Sartain mounted the narrow rear porch. He’d tapped on the back door just once when it opened and another old person appeared in the doorway. This was an elderly woman in a plain housedress and apron, with her silver-gray hair piled in two buns atop her head. Like the old man, she wore spectacles. From behind her wafted the smell of cooking food—well-seasoned meat and gravy and possibly a fresh-baked pie, Sartain’s keen sniffer told him, causing his mouth to water and his stomach to give an eager kick behind his cartridge belt.

      “Yes, come in,” the old lady said.

      As Sartain doffed his hat, he gave his boots a scrape on the hemp mat and stepped inside a short hall dimly lit by a bracket lamp. A dark, varnished staircase rose sharply on his right to disappear into the wainscoted ceiling. To his right, a broad doorway opened into a large kitchen from which all those wonderful smells were originating. Steam rose from pots on a black range, and indeed, a pie of some kind was cooling on a wooden table near a butter churn.

      “Mrs. Maragon is waiting for you, Mr. Sartain,” the old woman said, closing the door and latching it with a slight grunt and a wince. “Right this way.”

      Sartain followed the old woman—whom he assumed was Edna, as he’d assumed the old man in the barn was Lyle—along the twisting hall, up a very short flight of blue-and-gold carpeted stairs, and through two French doors into what appeared a drawing room appointed with heavy, ornate furniture, a walnut liquor cabinet, books, a baby grand piano, and a neat brick fireplace before which Mrs. Maragon was seated in a big armchair upholstered in cowhide. The chair nearly swallowed the woman, but as Sartain entered the room behind Edna, she rose and turned to him, holding a cut-glass tumbler in one hand.

      Sartain’s heart gave that schoolboy flutter again as his eyes raked the woman who looked even more beautiful than before, dressed as she was in a deep, dark-green velvet gown so low cut that it could hardly contain her boisterous bosom. Pearls dropped to just above her deep, pale cleavage.

      Her dark-brown hair, held in place atop her head by a comb crusted with tiny jade-green and crimson jewels, fairly sparkled in the light of the popping fire that wafted the fragrance of forest pine into the room that otherwise smelled of leather and varnish and the molasses aroma of fine spirits.

      The room also smelled of the woman—lilac with an undertone of cinnamon and orange blossoms. There was that flutter in Sartain’s chest again. Tiny gold javelins jostled in the woman’s dark-brown eyes and were reflected off the diamond earrings dangling low against her neck.

      Edna said with what sounded like faint reproof, “Mrs. Maragon, Mr. Sartain.”

      “Yes. Thank you, Edna.”

      Edna gave her dimpled chin a cordial dip, not smiling or meeting Sartain’s gaze as she turned away from the couple and ambled back through the French doors toward the kitchen.

      “Hello, Mr. Sartain.”

      “Mrs. Maragon.”

      She smiled broadly, showing all her perfect white teeth, those javelins dancing even more furiously in the lovely eyes. “You like the gown, I take it.”

      Sartain flushed and twirled his hat on his finger. “Was I staring?”

      “No need to apologize. What woman would take offense at being appraised so obviously favorably by such a handsome and storied man?” She turned and seemed to float in her billowing gown toward the liquor cabinet. “A legendary wanderer of the Western frontier . . .”

      “I’ll be hanged if I don’t sound fascinating.”

      “Bourbon?” She was at the liquor cabinet, holding an upper glass-paneled door open, glancing over her shoulder at him.

      “How did you know?”

      She pulled a bottle off the top shelf and showed him the label: Sam Clay.

      Sartain gave a lopsided grin. “How did you know?”

      “Something in the way you roll your syllables.” She set a goblet down on the cabinet table. “Water?”

      “I’m not gonna bathe in it.”

      “A neat man.”

      “Is there any other kind?”

      When she’d poured his drink and refreshed her own from a fancily-labeled brandy bottle, she walked back over to the fire, gave him his bourbon, and gestured at the leather chair matching hers and also facing the fire. “Please have a seat, Mr. Sartain.”

      When he’d eased into the chair, she sat down as well, half-turning to him in her own chair. The chair’s leathery masculinity accented by contrast her petiteness and voluptuous femininity. She moved her right leg under the left one and crossed it over her right knee, demonstrating her dexterity and showing the long clean lines of both legs under the velvet gown that was drawn taut against them.

      She sipped her brandy and rested her right elbow on the chair arm, boldly scrutinizing him.

      “Tell me, Mr. Sartain—did my husband send for you?”

      Sartain sipped the bourbon, let it loll on his tongue for a few seconds, savoring it, before swallowing. When it hit his belly, he swore he could smell the verdant hills of Kentucky wafting in through a window, though no windows were open since the Colorado mountain night was chilly.

      “No, he did not.”

      “Then, why are you here?”

      “I’m looking for the gold and those who might have stolen it.”

      “So my husband didn’t send for you?” she asked again with a dubious arch of her brow.

      “No, ma’am, he did not.”

      “Who did, then, if I may ask?”

      Sartain shrugged. “I don’t reckon there’s any reason you shouldn’t know. Belle Higgins put me on the gold’s scent.”

      “Ah, the sheriff’s daughter.”

      “There you have it.”

      “Well, that makes sense.” Pensively sipping her brandy, Mathilda Maragon stared into the dancing fire as though considering her next words.

      Sartain sipped his own delicious drink, savoring it. The fire felt good, and the bourbon was sweeping that warmth all through him. He was curious about what Mrs. Maragon had on her mind—why, specifically, she’d asked him here—but he’d be patient and let the lady herself get around to it. He couldn’t help sneaking glances at her, sitting there to his left, angled slightly toward him and the fire both.

      Her hair was as rich and thick as freshly-whipped chocolate. Her eyes were luminous, the flames dancing on her corneas. Her lips were rich and red and full. He couldn’t help imagining how they’d feel and taste pressed against his. Her breasts were heavy, weighing down the corset of the ornate velvet dress. Shadows danced across her cleavage.

      Slowly, she turned to him, and he pretended he hadn’t been staring at her, fantasizing about her.

      “Mr. Sartain,” she said abruptly, “I think it very possible that my husband himself is responsible for the theft of that gold.”

      That rocked The Revenger back on his metaphorical heels. He scowled his incredulity. “Why on earth would he steal from himself?”

      “He wouldn’t really be stealing from himself. He’d be stealing from my father. My father and three other investors own the Painted Lady. Richard is given a commission on each ton of gold he mills, and a salary.”

      “The gold in the strongbox would be quite a haul for him, in other words.”

      “Yes, it would supplement his income quite nicely. Also, he would be spitting in the eye of my father. He would be spitting in my eye as well.”

      “Right.”

      “I take it he told you about our relative estrangement.”

      “Yes.”

      “He tells everyone,” she said, laughing mirthlessly but loudly, her fine cheeks flushing. “The simple fool. Did he also tell you he’s diseased?”

      “Yeah, he told me about that as well. He doesn’t look good. I’m no doctor, but I’d venture to say he doesn’t have long left.”

      “You don’t need four years at Harvard to see that. It means he doesn’t have anything to lose. He hates my father because my father is paying him ‘pennies and pisswater’—those are Richard’s own words—and he hates me because I won’t allow him in the house anymore, let alone our bed.”

      “I can see how that might be the most painful punishment of all.”

      Mathilda studied him, both brows raised. Then she flushed again and smiled seductively. “Yes, well, be that as it may, I believe he hired someone to steal the gold and secret it away somewhere in these mountains. I don’t doubt that he’ll disappear in a couple of weeks. He’ll go dig up his gold and head to Mexico or San Francisco and spend the rest of his days living high on the hog—eating, drinking, and fornicating to his heart’s delight.”

      It was Sartain’s turn to be taken aback. He’d never known such a highbred filly to use such language. Spoken by those succulent lips in that high-toned English accent, the word sounded downright elegant.

      Forcing himself to stay focused on his mission, he said, “Ironically, Mrs. Maragon, your husband thinks you were the one responsible for stealing the gold.”

      She widened her eyes in surprise and fingered the pearl necklace that hung like a tongue over her bosom. “Oh, really?” She laughed. “That’s priceless. And wonderful.” She paused, thinking it over. “Oh, yes, I like that indeed. So he doesn’t just see me as some jewel he acquired through a business transaction. He suspects me. Maybe even fears me a little.” She looked at Sartain. “What do you think, Mr. Revenger? Do you think I stole the gold?”

      “Yes.”

      She smiled slowly, delightedly, letting her fingers drop from the necklace and slide down over the top of her cleavage. “Really?”

      “I’ll suspect everyone, Mrs. Maragon, until I find it.”

      “Oh,” she said, a little crestfallen. “Well, that I can understand, though I would have liked it better if you suspected me most of all. For a time, anyway. That would have made the evening all the more fun and intriguing.”

      Sartain met her simmering gaze as she tapped two fingers on her cleavage. He felt his pants grow tight as she made love to him from across the three-foot gap between them, with only her eyes and those two fingers caressing the V-shaped space between the tops of her breasts. She bounced her left foot as it hung down from her opposite knee.

      “Mrs. Maragon?” Edna’s voice startled their pregnant silence.

      Mathilda let her hand drop away from her bosom. “Yes, Edna?”

      “Dinner is ready, Mrs. Maragon.”

      Sartain thought the housekeeper might have put an ever-so-slight accent on the “missus” as though to remind them both that Mathilda was married.

      “Wonderful!” Mrs. Maragon rose. “Shall we, Mr. Sartain? Or may I call you ‘Mike?’ I think we’ve come to know each other well enough to be on a first-name basis, don’t you?”

      “I do indeed,” Sartain said, his bullet-burned temple throbbing with male attraction.
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      Halfway through the delicious meal served at a long table draped with a snow-white silk cloth and trimmed with crystal and fine china that sparkled like diamonds in the candlelight, Mathilda cleared her throat and turned to Edna, who was standing off her right elbow. “Edna, would you and Lyle please prepare the bedroom next to mine for Mr. Sartain? He’ll be spending the night with me. And heat water for a bath, will you?”

      Edna glanced across the table at Lyle, who was standing behind Sartain holding a china gravy boat and ladle.

      Edna asked, “A bath for you or Mr. Sartain, Mrs. Maragon?”

      Mathilda smiled through the candlelight at Sartain. “For both of us. In my room. In fact, you might as well skip the second room. Make sure my room is presentable, won’t you?”

      Sartain choked on a bite of the potatoes to which Lyle had just added a liberal dollop of hot elk gravy. Mathilda smiled at him from across the table. Edna stood staring down in shock at her mistress before glancing conspiratorially at her husband once more and saying, “Well, then.” The old woman’s sagging, craggy cheeks were mottled red. “I guess we’d better get started, Lyle.”

      “Yes, you may be excused,” Mathilda said.

      The two retreated to the kitchen in a silent snit. Sartain heard the range door squawk open and the thumps of wood being added to the firebox.

      He wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin and said, “You’re taking much for granted, Mrs. Maragon.”

      “Am I?”

      “How do you know I’m that kind of a boy?”

      She forked a small chunk of meat and gravy-drenched potatoes between her full red lips, and chewed. “A woman can tell these things.”

      “Word will spread like that wildfire mentioned earlier.”

      “Yes, it will, won’t it? Sort of the way word of my husband’s infidelities has spread like that very same wildfire.”

      “I see.”

      “Are you offended?”

      “At you using me to seek revenge on your lecherous husband?” Sartain sipped his wine and set his glass back down on the silk tablecloth. “I am not called The Revenger for nothing, dear Mathilda.”

      She leaned back in her chair, laughing. “I think we’re going to have a bloody good time together this evening, Mike. I haven’t had a good . . . time . . . for over a year.”

      “You might just kill me.”

      She made no attempt to lower her voice as she said, “Shall we forego dessert? Maybe save it for the wee hours of the morning as a post-coital treat? I for one don’t like to make love on an overfilled belly.”

      “My sentiments exactly.”

      Mathilda turned and called through the kitchen door, “Edna, we’re skipping dessert. Hurry with that bath, will you, please?”

      The only response was something fragile shattering on the floor.

      Mathilda smiled devilishly at Sartain and shrugged a shoulder as she chewed.

      A half-hour later, when they’d finished their coffee and another glass of wine, they rose from their chairs and retired to the second story. Mathilda pushed open the door to her bedroom and walked in, Sartain following, staring at her backside with appreciation. He was partial to women with full figures.

      She grabbed a rear poster of her large, canopied, four-poster bed and swung back toward him. The bathtub steamed to her left. It was a large, ornately-painted copper affair with a high back. Lamplight reflected off the dark surface of the water and the steam rising from it, humidifying the room.

      Sartain closed the door.

      “Well, then,” she said, glancing at the tub. “Last one in’s a rotten egg.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When they were finally finished rocking together and the bed had finally stopped hammering the wall, she sagged against him, kissed his chest, and slid down to lie curled beside him. They were both panting as though they’d sprinted a mile with a horde of Apache warriors close on their heels.

      A soft knock sounded against the door.

      Edna’s firm, even voice. “Mrs. Maragon?”

      “Yes, Edna—what is it?”

      “We’ll be leaving now, Lyle and me. We’re finished here, ma’am. We cannot work in a house of such sinfulness.”

      “Yes, I understand, Edna. Stop back tomorrow, and I’ll give you the time I owe you plus a generous severance.”

      The only sound on the other side of the door was Edna’s footsteps heading down the hall toward the stairs.

      Sartain looked at Mathilda. “Now you’ve done it. Who’s going to shovel out this dump?”

      She laughed.

      “You don’t care?”

      Mathilda rubbed her cheek against Sartain’s hair-matted chest. “Don’t need ’em. Richard hired them when we first came here. I never needed them, but didn’t have the heart to release them when I released Richard. They’ll get along. They’ll probably return to Denver, where they’re from. They never much cared for this crude, remote place.”

      They dozed together for a time, and then they took a long, leisurely bath together in the lukewarm water.

      Half-dressed, they slipped downstairs for coffee, bourbon, and dessert, then returned to Mathilda’s room and slept the sleep of the dead.

      Sartain woke to a noise. Not moving but only opening his eyes, he saw that soft, blue morning light was pushing through the bedroom windows. He also saw Mathilda walking toward him wearing a sheer powder-blue wrap. Her hair was still mussed from sleep. He couldn’t see her face because of her mussed hair and the dim light, but she moved with such a furtive air that he did not react but merely kept his eyes slitted, watching her.

      Before they’d drifted off to sleep, he’d hung his gun from the nearby bed post. Slowly, Mathilda moved toward it, taking one slow step at a time, moving soundlessly save for the slight swishing of the wrap against her bare legs.

      She stopped only a foot away from Sartain. Sliding her hair back from her cheek with her right hand, she extended her left hand toward his brown leather holster. She wrapped her hand around the LeMat’s pearl grip and slowly slid the revolver out of the sheath.

      As she aimed the gun toward Sartain, she touched her thumb to the hammer as though to cock the weapon.

      The hammer hadn’t started to go back when Sartain lashed out with his left hand and wrapped it around hers, turning the barrel away from him.

      Mathilda gave a startled cry. “Mike, you’re hurting me!”

      “I’ll take that.” Sitting up, he wrapped his right hand around the barrel and pulled the LeMat free.

      Mathilda took a stumbling couple of steps away from him, shaking her hair out of her eyes. “Mike, it’s not what you think!”

      “Oh? You weren’t about to blow my brains out?” Sartain dropped his feet to the floor, holding the LeMat on his thigh and scowling angrily at her. “What is it, then? We have an intruder downstairs? Rats?”

      “No, there’s no intruder,” Mathilda stammered. “And, no, there are no rats. I just saw it there and . . . I was curious, is all. I’ve never been around guns. I was raised in London and Boston, and until I got out here, I’d never seen so many guns. Still, I have never held one in my hand. Especially one like that. Beautiful . . . and yet one that has probably killed many men.”

      Sartain studied her. She stared back at him between the mussed wings of her hair, most of which she’d shoved behind her head. He believed her. At least, he thought he did. When it came to women like her—beautiful, well-bred, well-educated women—he had to admit he was not swimming in his usual waters.

      Maybe after last night, he wanted to believe her. He had a penchant for romanticism, which was probably due in no small part to the hot Cajun blood coursing through his veins.

      Besides, what motive would she have for killing him?

      Judging by her screams, he’d done fairly well last night in the ole sack.

      Or, as her husband suspected, was she responsible for stealing the gold?

      “Sorry,” he said, rising and flipping the LeMat in the air, catching it by its barrel. He walked over to her and held the heavy gun out to her, pearl grip first. “Old habits die hard. Here. It’s all yours.”

      She stepped toward him, shoved the gun aside, and reached down for him. “I’ve changed my mind. There’s another gun here I’d really rather play with.”
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      His male desires sated and his belly full of the oatmeal and eggs Mathilda had cooked for him, Sartain kissed her goodbye and went out to the barn. He grained and saddled Boss and led the horse around the house to the main street, both sides of which were still concealed in purple morning shadows. The sun had not yet risen from behind the eastern peaks.

      The street was nearly deserted, just a few men leaving the mine bunkhouses and drifting over to what Sartain assumed was the cookhouse. Heavy smoke issued from the building’s two chimney pipes, flattening out over the pitched shake-shingled roof. The hammering of the stamping mill sounded all the louder in the otherwise peaceful morning stillness, and the rancid odor emanating from the smelter was all the more cloying.

      Sartain took a minute to check Boss’s bridle then climbed into the saddle. As he turned Boss west along the street, he spied movement on the porch of the Painted Lady Saloon that sat kitty-corner to the Maragon house. Sartain stopped the buckskin as Richard Maragon drifted out of the porch’s heavy shadows and dropped down the steps and into the wan morning light.

      He was wearing his red-velvet robe with the fur collar again. His face was as white as paper, its stark contrast making his dark-brown hair appear almost black. He drew on a half-smoked stogie, blew the smoke out, and called above the reverberation of the stamping mill, “You have a good time last night, Sartain?”

      Sartain merely pinched his hat brim to the man and touched his spurs to Boss’s flanks.

      Maragon said loudly, angrily, behind him, “You find that gold and bring it back here and maybe, just maybe, I won’t sic rabid dogs on you as payback, Revenger!”

      Sartain kept riding but stopped when he saw Mathilda standing out on her open gable again, as she had been when Sartain had first seen her. She stepped up to the rail, facing her husband, and said, “You send any dogs after him, Richard, you worthless sot, I’ll pay those dogs double what you paid them to hang you right here on the street between my house and your brothel. And then I’ll burn your brothel to the ground.”

      “You stay out of this, Mathilda! It doesn’t have anything to do with you. It’s between me and him!”

      Mathilda threw her pretty head back, laughing. “Last night had everything to do with me and Mister Sartain, Richard. Don’t tell me you couldn’t hear my love cries.” She placed a mock-reflective finger on her chin. “But then, how would you know they were mine . . . since you’ve never heard them before!”

      Chuckles rose beneath the hammering rumble of the stamping mill. Sartain glanced behind him to see several miners in felt watch caps and canvas coats and trousers standing on the street between the bunkhouses and the cook shack. Some stood on the cook shack’s porch. They were all either smoking or drinking coffee or both, and they were all facing Maragon, elbowing each other and chuckling.

      Maragon swung around to face them, pumping an angry fist in the air. “You men either get to work or draw your time, do you hear? Get the hell out of my town, and don’t ever show your faces around the Painted Lady again!”

      His voice rose so shrilly that it cracked.

      Cowed, the miners hustled into the cook shack.

      Sartain again touched his spurs to Boss’s flanks and headed for the open country beyond the mining settlement. He glanced over his right shoulder. In the open gable, Mathilda waved and blew him a kiss.

      He pinched his hat brim to her.
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        * * *

      

      Sartain made his slow way along the gradually-descending Old Ute Trail, rising over windy, rocky passes and falling through lush, timbered valleys. He was especially careful now, more thoroughly scouring the trail because he knew that this was the path Higgins and his deputy had taken down the mountains toward Silverthorne.

      The first day, he didn’t see a thing. Because of his slow, thorough progress, he rode only about six or seven miles before the sun fell far enough that shadows obscured the trail, and he camped for the night. The next day, just after he’d stopped around noon to water Boss and to refill his own canteen at a stream, the sun flashed off something bright and shiny.

      He twisted the cap onto his canteen, walked over to where a gnarled cedar jutted near a rock half its size, and dropped to a knee. He plucked the spent brass cartridge casing from the ground beneath the cedar and held it up to inspect it—a relatively short cartridge compared to the Colt .45 or the Schofield, the two most common revolvers on the frontier.

      This cartridge, about the length of Sartain’s index finger from the first joint to the tip, had likely propelled a 210-grain bullet from a Smith & Wesson Model 3 Russian revolver.

      Propelled the bullet into what?

      He looked around. A few yards away, he saw something else.

      A splash of brown across another cedar.

      He pocketed the cartridge, walked over, dropped to a knee again, and ran the brown-stained needles of the cedar between his right thumb and index finger. The brown stain crumbled and dropped away. It owned the texture of ever-so-slightly damp cinnamon.

      It was blood that had been fresh maybe four, possibly five days ago. There was more of it on the ground three feet away.

      As Sartain investigated the blood-stained rocks and sand, he saw that several branches of a shadbark shrub had been snapped. They were sagging to the ground, not quite dead yet, as though something heavy had fallen on them. Around the shadbark, the dirt and sand were scuffed, and grooves had been carved into the ground, showing intermittently amongst the brush and trailing off along the stream.

      Standing by the creek, Sartain looked off toward where the grooves disappeared down a gentle slope between low stone escarpments tufted with juniper and cedar. The stream dropped down the declivity as well, chuckling and flashing darkly in the stark noon light. The Revenger’s heart quickened.

      A body had been dragged down there.

      He glanced back at the sun-washed trail showing beyond the pines and mentally laid out what might have happened. A man or men had left the trail to water their horses at the stream, just as Sartain himself had done, and the man or men had been bushwhacked. One had taken a bullet, and maybe the other one had dragged the wounded man to safety. Or to what he’d hoped had been safety . . .

      Sartain’s breath came faster. His blood was charged. He finally had some sign, a clue.

      He walked over to where Boss stood at the edge of the creek, water trickling from his snout as he studied Sartain dubiously. The buckskin knew his rider’s blood was up. Sartain patted his mount’s neck, slid his rifle from his saddle boot, pumped a round into the action, lowered the hammer to half-cock, and rested the barrel on his shoulder.

      He fished the second of Maragon’s stogies from his shirt pocket, nipped off the end, and fired a match to life on his thumbnail. Sometimes when he was on a hot trail, he smoked a good cigar. Smoking soaked up some of his excess energy and helped him think.

      When he had the cigar drawing to his liking, he tossed the match into the stream, heard the clipped sizzle, and patted Boss’s neck once more. “You stay, boy. Keep an eye skinned, and call out if you see anything.”

      He was thinking about the bushwhacker who’d carved what would probably be a permanent notch in his left temple a few days back.

      Puffing pensively on his stogie, he followed the intermittent trail through the brush along the creek.

      Where there were no furrows from what Sartain figured were a pair of men’s boots, there were scratched rocks and broken sage branches. He followed the trail through mixed cedars, piñons, and scrub down the declivity that dropped more steeply. He soon found himself in a deep, cool canyon walled in by shelving stone mesas.

      Here the water ran faster as it traveled down the steep slope.

      Beneath the low roar of the tumbling creek, a high screech sounded. Anticipating a gunshot, Sartain stopped suddenly and raised the Henry, thumbing the hammer back to full cock.

      But then he saw the large, mottled brown eagle take wing from a mound of rocks about fifty yards away. The bird gave another angry screech as it flapped its heavy wings and slanted skyward over Sartain’s head, the whir-whir-whir of its wings fleetingly audible above the creek’s hollow, gurgling roar.

      Sartain eased the Henry’s hammer back down and dropped deeper into the canyon. He pulled up beside the mound of rocks.

      It was not a natural cairn deposited here by floodwater. The sun-bleached, water-polished rocks, most about the size of a wheel hub, had been hauled up from the wide creek bed and placed here where the creek had once run, and where it still probably ran in the spring, violent and bone-splintering cold with fresh snowmelt.

      No brush had grown up around the rocks, which meant they hadn’t been here long. There were brown patches of blood here and there on the rocks and sage tufts and cedar limbs.

      Sartain drew on the stogie, blew the smoke out, and rolled the cigar between his lips as he looked carefully around the canyon, wondering if his bushwhacker had trailed him here. It had become suddenly darker, though it wasn’t much after noon, and a cool wind rife with the smell of rain scuttled through the cut, chilling the sweat on his back.

      He looked up to see angry-looking storm clouds sliding over the canyon, beginning to block the cerulean blue of the high-altitude sky.

      “Shit,” The Revenger said around his cigar.

      He’d been lucky so far. He’d had to contend with no rainstorms on his journey from Silverthorne, although brief but often violent afternoon squalls were part and parcel in the high country this late in the summer, edging toward August. It looked as though he was in for one now, however.

      Quickly, he leaned his rifle against the cut bank, dropped to his knees, and began lifting the rocks from the cairn, setting them aside. Someone had piled a lot of rocks here, as though they’d wanted to keep whatever they’d been concealing from ever being found by man or beast, though the eagle had obviously been curious.

      In fact, the eagle had been more than curious. Sartain winced as he removed another rock and set it beside the cairn, staring down at the eyeball he’d just uncovered. Its iris was copper-colored, with a bloody spot where the eagle’s beak had plucked it from its socket. It trailed a long, frayed, bloody string of sinew.

      The eagle had poked its head and beak down deep amongst the rocks and found a tasty morsel. Now Sartain made a face as the sickly sweet stench of decay wafted up, filling his nostrils and threatening to pinch off his wind. He swallowed and, continuing to work, breathed through his mouth to muffle the odor.

      He lifted a couple of more rocks and revealed part of a wool vest and a blue shirt, as well as a faded red neckerchief. He lifted another rock and revealed a face. The face was puffy and pale, and its lone eye stared up past Sartain in hushed surprise.

      The nose was long and sharp. Beneath it was a light-brown mustache. A puckered blue hole shone in his forehead. Blood had oozed out of the hole to drip across the man’s forehead in a thin, crusted brown line.

      Sartain removed the rest of the rocks from the body—a man about his size, dead less than a week. He was beginning to bloat and he stank to high heaven, but he was dressed in a store-bought three-piece suit. He wore brown stockmen’s boots and spurs. Pinned to his checked brown vest just above a gold watch chain was a copper shield on which PINKERTON DETECTIVE AGENCY was engraved. To the right of the badge was another bullet wound surrounded by thick, dried blood.

      The smell was so overpowering, Sartain had to step away from the body and draw a couple of deep breaths of the fresh air that smelled even more strongly now of the coming storm. Lightning flashed in the sky to the west, and thunder rumbled above the creek’s roar.

      Cloud shadows danced across the creek bed.

      Cupping a handkerchief to his mouth, Sartain went back to the body and started going through the man’s pockets.

      He found a wallet that contained twenty-three dollars in greenbacks. Obviously, he hadn’t been killed for money. In a front pocket of his broadcloth trousers, Sartain found six bits and half a comb, as well as a brass matchbox on which the letters CM had been engraved. In another pocket, he found a small pasteboard-covered and -backed notebook. There were some penciled scrawls inside—some that looked like a train timetable, and the name “Maragon” followed by “Painted Lady.”

      Otherwise, Sartain saw nothing of significance during his perfunctory flip-through. He’d give the pages a more thorough scrutiny later when he was away from the poor man’s death stench.

      The man wore a shoulder holster, but there was no gun in it. He had a knife sheath sewn into the well of his right boot. It contained a long, slender blade, slightly rusted and with a wooden handle. It didn’t appear to have even seen much use. The man also had a small .41-caliber pocket pistol with a gutta-percha grip in a pocket of his brown tweed coat. In that same pocket was another badge.

      Sartain stared down at it, frowning.

      “Silverthorne Deputy Sheriff,” he muttered, reading the words engraved on the five-pointed star.

      Sartain flipped the badge in his hand, pondering.

      Had the Pinkerton come upon the body of Deputy Jasper Garvey? If so, where was the body of Sheriff Higgins? Unless Higgins had killed Garvey and taken the gold?

      Sartain pocketed the badge. As he relit the stogie, he spied another cairn in a slight depression closer to the creek, partly hidden by a deadfall aspen.

      “Higgins?” Sartain muttered aloud around the stogie, blowing smoke out his nostrils.

      He hurried over and, ignoring the thunder and the cold rain beginning to spit at him, began removing the rocks from the top of the cairn. He’d removed only a few when he stopped and stared down at the badly swollen and misshapen face of a middle-aged man with a thick, gray-brown mustache in the old Dragoon style.

      The stench was like a fist to the jaw. Sartain breathed into his arm. The Dragoon mustache was about the only distinguishing feature he could make out, since the body had been vituperating for a good two months and the birds, worms, and maggots had been working on the bloated carcass. It appeared that the dead man had only a few wisps of thin, sandy-gray hair combed straight back over the top of his lightly freckled head, with straps of fuller hair on the sides.

      He had a bloody hole in his neck just left of his throat, and another in his right shoulder.

      The man’s lips were stretched far back from his long yellow tobacco-edged teeth in a death snarl. Keeping his mouth pressed against his arm, his eyes watering as though against a strong onion, Sartain looked around on the man’s clothes for a badge that should read TOWN SHERIFF OF SILVERTHORNE.

      He found none.

      But judging by this dead man’s age, he had to be Higgins.

      Sartain straightened quickly, strode several yards from the body, and removed the handkerchief from his mouth. Drawing fresh air into his lungs, he stared across the stream and wondered just what he’d found here. What would these two dead men tell him if they could?

      A shadow slid over the rocks and gravel to his right. Something told him it wasn’t a cloud. The rain and wind were cold, but they weren’t what caused the short hairs at the back of Sartain’s neck to rise. A spur chimed faintly.

      The maw of a gun pressed against The Revenger’s spine at the small of his back. Dread pooling like hot mud in his belly, Sartain lifted his hands.

      “Let me guess,” he stated. “Jasper Garvey?”
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      The man behind Sartain gave a high-pitched laugh. “How in the hell did you know, Sartain?”

      “Can I turn around?”

      The man unsnapped the keeper thong over Sartain’s LeMat and slipped the big popper from its holster. “Slow.”

      Open hands raised to his shoulders, Sartain turned to face a young man about six inches shorter than he was. His face would have been handsome if it wasn’t quite so round and his eyes weren’t set quite so close together. His cheeks owned a three- or four-day growth of sandy beard, and a thin, long goatee drooped from his chin. A skimpy mustache mantled his upper lip. His nose and the nubs of his cheeks were pink and peeling from sun blisters.

      He’d been spending a lot of time outdoors of late.

      He’d backed up and shoved Sartain’s LeMat down behind his twin cartridge belts. His Russian .44 was aimed at Sartain’s belly. He was grinning, showing small crooked yellow teeth. “So you’re The Revenger.”

      “So you’re the appropriately-named Jasper Garvey.”

      “One an’ the same.” Garvey canted his head a little to one side. “How’d you know it was me?”

      “I only found your badge, not your body. Higgins wasn’t wearing any badge. At least, I’m assuming that smelly carcass with the bad neck wound over there is Sheriff Higgins.”

      “That’s him, all right.”

      “You must have pinned your badge to the sheriff’s shirt, thinking that’s all anyone would find after the scavengers had finished with him and strewn his bones around this canyon. They’d think Higgins had killed you, the poor innocent deputy, and made off with the gold. It would be him any investigators would be looking for, and you’d be free to spend all that gold by yourself.”

      Garvey was still grinning. “That’s pretty close to the size of it, all right.” A fine rain fell at a slant, and thunder rumbled loudly, causing the ground to shudder. The rain was pelting him, whipping his longish hair and neckerchief around his cheeks.

      “You didn’t expect a Pinkerton to find him before the scavengers could go to work on him. The nights up here are cold, and the light probably doesn’t last long in this canyon. He didn’t rot and draw the carrion-eaters as fast as you’d expected, so you came back recently and buried him. Or maybe you dogged the Pinkerton out here, shot the detective, and buried Higgins.”

      “You’re right smart. I reckon you earned your reputation. Too bad I gotta kill you now.”

      “What the hell are you hanging around here for, Garvey? Why aren’t you in Mexico by now, spending that gold on tequila and senoritas?”

      “A man has his reasons.” Garvey raised the cocked Russian and narrowed one eye as he aimed at Sartain’s forehead. “You scared? You should be, because you’re gonna die in about two jangles of a whore’s bell.”

      Sartain flicked a glance behind Garvey. “Oh-oh.”

      Garvey started to turn his head, wrinkling the skin at the bridge of his nose. Then, realizing that Sartain was only trying to distract him, he started to smile.

      But the instant’s distraction was enough for Sartain to make his move, since he had nothing to lose. He’d bulled forward and grabbed the Russian just before the former deputy had gotten the revolver leveled at him again, and shoved it straight up.

      It thundered between the two of them, the blast feeling like two open hands had slapped against Sartain’s ears, which instantly started ringing. Distantly, he heard another crack. It might have been the thunder, but then it might not have been, because he found himself staring at Jasper Garvey’s blown-out right temple.

      The kid’s arms went slack in Sartain’s grip, and Garvey stared at him with a vague look of befuddlement as though he wanted to ask, “What just happened?”

      His arms slid out of Sartain’s hands and he crumpled at Sartain’s boots, blood and white brain matter oozing out that fist-sized hole in his temple. As thunder pealed and lightning flashed, Sartain spied a human-shaped silhouette and a familiarly-shaped tan hat on the sloping stone ridge looming behind Garvey. He also spied a rifle barrel being brought to bear on him and leaped to one side too late.

      He hadn’t seen anyone on the ridge when he’d distracted Garvey, but someone really was up there . . .

      Shit.

      The bullet tore hotly into Sartain’s right thigh. He grunted, ground his teeth against the burn—it felt as though a hot railroad spike had been driven into his flesh—and then he wheeled as another gunshot sound amid the storm.

      A bullet spanged off a rock to his right. He grabbed his Henry from where he’d leaned it against the deadfall aspen and dove behind a large, pale boulder that was now being lashed by the wind-blown rain.

      Two bullets hammered the rock’s far side—too close together to have come from the same weapon. There were at least two shooters.

      Sartain’s ears were still ringing from the blast of Garvey’s Russian. That, his pounding right thigh, and the storm served to confuse and disorient him. Quickly, as the rifles atop the ridge continued to blast at his covering rock, he wrapped his neckerchief around the bullet wound in his right thigh and consciously fought to regain all his faculties.

      When he did, he rose to a crouch, trying to ignore the hammering pain in his leg, and edged a glance around the rock’s left side.

      There was a small flash atop the ridge, and Sartain drew his head back behind the rock as a bullet sang past him, the rifle’s report half-drowned by the storm. Sartain snaked his rifle around the rock and fired at where he’d seen the rifle flash, loosing a mini-barrage and watching rock shards fly from the lip of the ridge.

      He thought he heard a woman scream, but then he wasn’t sure because the rushing roar of the rain, wind, and thunder filled the canyon. Fearing he wouldn’t have the strength to keep up the fight much longer and knowing there was a chance he’d pass out from pain and blood loss, Sartain waited for a particularly loud earth-shuddering thunderclap and ran out from behind the rock.

      He hop-skipped, dragging his bad leg, as fast as he could to a gap in the ridge wall below where he’d seen the rifle flashes.

      Grunting and cursing, the wind and rain lashing him, he climbed the boulders littering the gap, holding his Henry in one hand. The leg burned and throbbed. He could feel the blood leaking out around the neckerchief and mixing like oil with the rain soaking him. He was only halfway up the ridge wall when the thunder and lightning stopped suddenly, and the wind died as though it had been the end of a long, violent exhalation.

      The clouds parted and shafts of washed-out golden light angled down from the sky, bathing the dripping rocks and showing Sartain the top of the ridge nearly straight above him. He stopped, raising the rifle. But then he lowered it.

      He stared at the blonde hanging down from a jutting block of granite. She lay on her back, and she hung over the rock, arms and wet hair dangling straight down below her, toward Sartain. Her hazel eyes were open. Blood stained her forehead where Sartain’s bullet had drilled her. Her Spencer repeater had fallen, to hang up against a rock about ten feet below her.

      She was wearing a red-and-white checked wool shirt and a yellow neckerchief. A man’s brown felt hat lay near the rifle.

      “Mary,” Sartain whispered in the sudden silence, broken only by the soft gurgling of the rain running and dripping down the rocks around him.

      The man who’d creased his temple had been wearing similar attire.

      No, the woman who’d ambushed him.

      Crazy Mary.

      Why?

      From somewhere atop the ridge came a horse’s energetic whinny and a female voice yelling throatily, “Hi-yahhh!”

      Shod hooves clattered on rock and brush crackled beneath the horse’s galloping hooves. The sounds dwindled quickly as horse and rider apparently descended the ridge’s opposite side. And then there was just the dripping rocks and Crazy Mary staring down at him from the lip of the ridge above, her eyes wide and glassy in death.

      “Mary?” Sartain said, shocked and puzzled. He felt as though he’d been sucker-punched in the heart.

      The answer lay with the other rider—whoever she was.

      Mathilda Maragon? Could her husband’s suspicions be true?

      Sartain scrambled as quickly as he could down from the rocks and boulders, falling several times and cursing his aching leg. He hurried back toward Boss, the sky growing lighter and the chill burning off with the intensifying sun, steam rising from the ground around his feet.

      When he got back out to the trail, he called for the buckskin and looked at the trail. The mud shone with fresh tracks heading down the mountain in the direction of Silverthorne. Hooves thudded and brush snapped, and Sartain turned to see Boss moving toward him from where he’d apparently taken shelter in the heavy timber.

      Happy to see his rider and relieved that the short but powerful mountain storm had passed, Boss shook his head and snorted and then lowered his snout to sniff Sartain’s bloody leg.

      “Thanks for alerting me to trouble, pal,” Sartain raked out, sliding his rifle into his scabbard and cursing while trying to gingerly heave himself into the saddle. “Really appreciate that!”

      The horse must have been more preoccupied with the storm, which he’d likely heard building long before Sartain had, than sniffing the wind for danger to his rider.

      As if to announce just that, Boss whickered and shook his soaked head again, rattling the bit in his teeth.
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      Thanks to the mud, the fleeing rider was easy to track. He or she—or whoever in hell the ambusher was—rode straight down the main trail, twisting and turning with the lay of the mountains.

      About a mile from where Sartain had left Crazy Mary and Jasper Garvey, his quarry had swung off the main trail onto a single-track horse trail that headed off into a forest of firs, aspens, and pines. Soon, a muddy creek bubbling with the recent rain swung into sight from the woods on Sartain’s right to follow the trail. Ahead, a patch of gray appeared.

      It was a stone cabin with an abutting falling-down pole corral.

      Sartain stopped Boss and stared cautiously toward the hovel—likely an old prospector’s cabin. A saddled horse stood in the corral. A shadow moved in the window left of the half-open door.

      His heart lurching, Sartain neck-reined Boss around sharply and dashed into the creek as smoke puffed in the dark window. The rifle’s hollow report echoed as Boss splashed across the creek and lunged up the opposite bank and into the relative sanctuary of thick forest.

      Sartain rained Boss to a halt behind a large moss-patchy boulder and a sprawling spruce, and eased tenderly out of the saddle, trying to put as little weight as possible on his right foot. The rifle cracked two more times, and then a third time, the bullets plunking into the ground and spanging off rocks near the creek.

      Grimacing against the pain bayoneting up and down his right leg, Sartain shucked his Henry from his saddle scabbard and told the buckskin to stay. The horse was wide-eyed and fidgety about the gunfire and he shifted his weight around, but otherwise stayed put. Sartain hobbled away from the rock, heading straight ahead along the stream on a course that, if he kept going, would place him at the cabin’s left end. There was more cover from the large spruces, pines, and boulders in this direction, and more shade.

      He stopped behind a spruce and cast a look toward the cabin.

      Rain-washed, sparkling sunlight angled down through the trees to burnish the gray shake-shingled roof with its thick tufts of wet green moss. The chinking had disappeared from around some of the stones comprising the walls, showing black gaps. Sartain tensed when a rifle barrel slid slowly out the window to the left of the shack’s front door.

      Like a snake’s tongue, it seemed to be probing the air for a target.

      Sartain felt the burn of anger well up from the wound in his leg as well as the annoying, ever-present ache in his temple. Time to find out who Crazy Mary’s accomplice was.

      The Revenger raised the Henry, quietly levered a round into the action, snaked the barrel around the side of the spruce, and cut loose with five shots one after another, the cartridge casings arcing back over his right shoulder to clank against each other behind him. Shards from the stones around the window casing flew in all directions, showing copper in the clean sunshine.

      The rifle disappeared from the window and a scream rose from inside the shack. The scream was a woman’s.

      Another woman’s.

      A familiar voice, muffled by the shack’s walls, cried, “Damn you, Mike!”

      Sartain frowned and stared down the Henry’s smoking barrel toward the window. “Belle?”
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      The girl sobbed.

      Sartain stepped slowly around the spruce, holding his cocked rifle at port arm and keeping his eyes on the window and door, and dragged his right boot toward the cabin. His mind was swirling like the creek he crossed. Twenty feet from the cabin, he slowed his pace, approaching from the end facing the creek, ready for that rifle to be thrust out the window or the open door.

      He moved a little faster when he heard soft sobs coming from inside.

      He moved to the worn patch of ground in front of the door, aimed the Henry straight out from his right hip, and stepped as quickly as he could through the door. He stepped to the right and pressed his back against the wall, out of the light from the door.

      The cabin was empty, the floor strewn with dirt and dead leaves.

      Empty except for Belle sitting on the floor, her back to the small, stone fireplace that was a little larger than a charcoal brazier. A Winchester carbine and a sand-colored Stetson lay on the floor near her men’s stockmen’s boots. She was dressed in a wool shirt and denims. Trail gear.

      To her right was the strongbox.

      Golden sunlight angling through a window to Sartain’s left painted a trapezoid across the box and the girl’s legs. She was breathing hard, groaning, and holding a hand against her right side.

      “Congratulations, Mister Revenger,” Belle said in a pinched voice. “You did your job right well. Did exactly what I asked you to do.”

      She patted the closed strongbox on her left and smiled grimly.

      Sartain hobbled over and kicked the lid up, let it drop back behind the box. Six gold ingots shone brightly in the sunlight.

      Sartain shook his head, thoroughly befuddled. “I don’t get it, Belle. You, Crazy Mary, and Jasper Garvey . . . ”

      “You didn’t know my old man. He was a devil. When he found me an’ Mary together one night after he’d come back to town after chasin’ bank robbers, he whipped us both. Damn near shredded the skin on our bare asses.”

      Belle grunted and winced, briefly showing her teeth. Blood oozed from the hole in her side, pooling on the floor beneath her. “So we decided to take the gold shipment and head East, buy us some frilly dresses and live high on the hog together. See us some opera shows in New York City an’ the like.”

      Awkwardly, Sartain dropped to his good knee beside her, set his rifle down, and untied her neckerchief. He wadded it up and started to press it against the hole in the girl’s side. She waved his hand away, shook her head.

      “Don’t bother. I’m a goner. Took a ricochet. Tore me up pretty good inside. I ain’t gonna be able to spend an ounce of that gold.” She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “When I sent for you, I was really outsmarting myself, wasn’t I?”

      Sartain just stared at her.

      “I figured no one would suspect I had anything to do with it if I hired you to track down the robbers. That way, when Jasper cleared you from our trail, me an’ Crazy Mary could take off with the gold and we wouldn’t have to worry about anyone followin’ us. I was just heartbroken on account of Pa’s killin’, so I turned the saloon over to Northcutt. Everyone would see how I just needed to go somewhere to lick my wounds. Start a new life.”

      “Why did Mary take that shot at me in town?”

      “She was jealous. Gets that way from time to time. She said she heard us together, saw what we were doin’ through the keyhole in my door. She was gonna ride on back to the mountains, but then turned back and fired that shot through the window. That was just Mary. Crazy Mary. I loved her, though.” Belle sobbed. “Poor, sweet, Crazy Mary. Then, when she saw you on the trail, she decided to take another shot. And then, when she saw you up close, she decided to see what all the fuss was about between you an’ me.”

      Belle laughed again, and then she sobbed some more and grunted from the pain.

      “And Jasper?”

      “Oh, I couldn’t kill my own pa, as much as I hated him. I promised him some of the gold if he shot Pa on the way down from the Painted Lady. Told him how me an’ Mary would be extra nice to him . . . if you get my drift, Mike.”

      “Yeah, I get it. Why’d you shoot him?”

      “I was fixin’ to wait till he’d shot you, but I got a nervous trigger finger. He wasn’t no use to us anymore—Mary an’ me. We were tired of entertainin’ him.”

      Belle laughed briefly, insanely, scrunching her eyes. She grabbed Sartain’s wrist. “It wouldn’t have been easy watchin’ you die, Mike. After the other night. But, you see, we just had to do it. There was no other way. We loved each other, Mary an’ me, though I know that sounds strange—us both bein’ girls an’ such. But we loved each other just the same, though we both enjoyed you. Now, there was a time!”

      The girl paused, tears glittering in her eyes. Her breathing was growing more strained. “I really hope you’re gonna be okay, Mike. I’m awful sorry about that bullet in your leg. Mary fired that one, I think. Just the same, it could have been me, and I’m not a very good shot, I’m afraid.”

      “Aw, Belle,” Sartain said, frustration and sadness welling in him. “Belle, Belle, Belle!” He smoothed a lock of hair back from her tear- and sweat-damp cheek. “Look what you done to yourself, girl. To both you and Mary.” He sat down beside her and drew her tautly, warmly against him.

      “Maybe it’s better this way,” she said and pressed her lips to his neck.

      They sat there together for several minutes, neither saying anything more. Finally, Belle jerked once convulsively. She quivered, gurgled, and sighed. She died there against his side.

      Sartain ran his hand through her hair, fighting back tears of his own.

      Outside, the clattering of wooden wheels rose. He looked out through the open door to see a chaise jouncing toward him along the creek. The driver was a woman. There was no mistaking the curves or the rich dark-brown hair bouncing on her shoulders beneath the broad brim of her brown felt hat.

      Mathilda Maragon wore a black leather jacket over a white blouse, and her black-gloved hands deftly handled the reins of the palomino stallion hitched to the chaise. She pulled up in front of the shack, set the brake, looked around, stared through the open door, then climbed down from the buggy.

      She strode beautifully up to the door and stared inside.

      Her red lips parted but she didn’t say anything for a time. Then she walked slowly inside and stood staring down at Sartain and Belle, whose head was still resting against his side.

      “Oh, Mike,” Mathilda said. “I saw Crazy Mary at the Painted Lady earlier with a young man who was obviously trying to conceal his features. They appeared to be following you. I was worried, so I finally hitched up the chaise and . . .”

      Slowly, his voice heavy and sad, he told her all about it.

      Mathilda said she’d send some men from the Painted Lady settlement to bury the bodies and retrieve the gold.

      Then she helped the heavy-hearted Sartain out to the chaise, bandaged his leg with a cutting from a blanket, and gave him a couple shots of brandy to dull the pain. They rode back along the creek, Boss following, his bridle reins tied around the saddle horn.

      “It’s not your fault, Mike,” she said as he leaned far back in the quilted-leather seat.

      “No, it’s not, but I still feel like hell.”

      “You won’t feel like hell for long.” Mathilda reached over and patted his knee. “Soon we’ll have you all fixed up. Of course, you’ll have to stay with me while you recover. My nursing skills are not half-bad.”

      She turned to give him a smoldering look, her cheeks dimpling, dark eyes briefly blazing beneath the brim of her hat.

      Sartain gave a slow smile.
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      One of the five men around the campfire in the Davis Mountains of west Texas froze as he was about to pour coffee into the tin cup he held in his gloved right hand.

      He stared suspiciously into the heavy darkness around the pulsating light of the dancing flames. “Hey—what was that?”

      “What was what?” asked the man to his right—Dean Harvey Dade. Dade blew on his own steaming cup of belly wash. “I ain’t heard nothin’. Besides, Killigrew’s out there with that big seventy-caliber of his.”

      “If he woulda heard anything,” said Richard Green, a rangy outlaw from Oklahoma whose face had been badly scarred from a run-in with a mountain lion when he was only thirteen years old, “we woulda heard that Sharps, and there’d be no mistakin’ the sound, neither.”

      Green snorted and chuckled through his broken teeth, lifting a bottle of whiskey to his scarred lips.

      The first man who had spoken, Kansas Charlie Sale, said grudgingly, “ ’Spose you boys is right. I reckon I’m a mite on the fidgety side. Especially since that jehu in Dobbs said the Revenger’s been seen in the Bend of late.”

      “Yeah, Dwight—we oughta head straight down to Mexico, forget about your plan of holin’ up here for two weeks amongst all these rocks and cactus to let our trail cool. Let’s just cross the border and be done with it.”

      This came from Rock Arnold, a former Confederate soldier from Georgia, who’d lost a hand at Cold Harbor and now sported a nasty-looking steel claw in place of it. He’d been speaking to Dwight Mills, who considered himself the leader of the West Texas Hellions, the name he himself had dreamed up for his mixed bag of stagecoach and train robbers.

      Mills was reclining against his saddle, under the stone lip of the escarpment in whose midst they’d bivouacked. Mills’s Stetson was pulled down over his close-set eyes. “I done told you why we was here, boys. Since we killed them marshals in Abilene, posses are likely scourin’ the country, cuttin’ off all trails leadin’ to Mexico. We gotta stay up here till the excitement has died down. Then we can head to Mexico, dig up the gold we buried on the other side of the border, and we can all diddle as many senoritas as we want before we’re screamin’ from the Cupid’s itch. Now, kindly shut up. I’m tired. It takes a lot of thinkin’ to do all the thinkin’ for six corked-head fools on a daily basis.”

      “Goddammit, there it was again!” Kansas Charlie Sale dropped his cup in the fire, causing steam to wash up from the spilled, sputtering coffee, and gained his feet. Backing away from the fire’s glow, he slipped his Frontier Colt .44 from the holster lying flat against the front of his right thigh and clicked the hammer back. “Goddammit—I know I heard it that time. Somethin’s movin’ around out there, boys!”

      Mills poked his hat brim up off his forehead, sat up with a sigh, and stared down the rocky, night-cloaked hill sloping away beyond the fire, opposite the barren stone scarp that flanked the camp. The others stared in the same direction, everybody quiet, listening.

      “Pshaw,” said Dean Harvey Dade, grinning. “Kansas Charlie’s just got the fantods on account of he raped that purty young wife of the Red Mesa relay station manager . . . after he gut-shot the woman’s husband so’s the poor man could roll around screamin’ . . . an’ watchin’.”

      “What do you think, Charlie?” Mills asked, reclining once more against his saddle. “You think the man’s ghost is gonna come gunnin’ fer ya?” He grinned as he tipped his hat back down over his forehead and laced his hands on his belly.

      “You know I don’t believe in no ghosts.” Kansas Charlie Sale stood back against the jutting stone escarpment, at the edge of the pulsating firelight, holding his cocked Colt straight out in front of him, probing the heavy darkness with his eyes. “I just know I heard somethin’—that’s all.” He raised his voice and called into the dark: “Hey, Killigrew—that you out there?”

      Green laughed mockingly, rubbing the lip of his bottle against his grimy shirt. “Ah, he’s got the Revenger on his mind. He done believed what that old coach driver told him about Mike Sartain bein’ in the Bend, an’ he—”

      His voice was choked off suddenly, replaced by a dull thud and a splattering sound.

      “What the . . . ?” said Rock Arnold, sitting on a rock to Green’s right and back a ways, making a face as he spread his arms and looked down at his shirt. It was splattered with something dark and warm, and the dark and warm substance was speckled with what looked like porridge.

      But of course it was not porridge, but bone shards that had come from Richard Green’s blown-apart head, and Rock Arnold realized that very fact at the same time the heavy thunder of a big-caliber rifle resounded like the report of a mountain howitzer over and around the boulder-strewn slope.

      Green’s head—or what was left of it—was still bobbling around, nearly hollow at this point—on the Oklahoman’s shoulders when Dean Harvey Dade’s startled yell was rendered stillborn by another large, fast-traveling, 500-grain chunk of lead shattering his front teeth and grinding through his mouth and skull before exiting the back of his head and plunking into the right thigh of Kansas Charlie Sale, who still stood with his back to the escarpment.

      Kansas Charlie yowled at the fist-like punch and scalding burn of the bullet, inadvertently firing his pistol into the ground halfway between himself and the fire, and dropping to both knees. He yowled again as he rolled onto his left hip and, tossing away the Colt, clutched his bloody thigh with his right hand.

      “I told ya, you stupid bastards!” he screamed against the ripping echo of the heavy rifle’s cannon-like blast.

      Somehow, Rock Arnold got it into his head that Killigrew was firing the shots with his formidable Sharps rifle, which he’d used during his time as a sharpshooter during the War Between the States. Arnold stood with his bloody shirt basted against his chest, shouting, “Killigrew, what the hell do you think you’re doin’, you crazy idiot?”

      Mills scrambled up from his saddle, yelling, “Get away from the fire!”

      Another bullet sang out of the darkness to miss Mills by a cat’s whisker and slam into the coffee pot, sending coffee hissing onto the coals and steam rising like that from a locomotive’s pressure-release valves. Yet another bullet screeched from the black night to blow Rock Arnold’s head apart as the claw-handed outlaw scrabbled for the pistol stuck behind the waistband of his pants.

      At the same time, the outlaw leader, Mills, ran into the shadows to the right of the fire.

      Lying on his side at the base of the escarpment, Kansas Charlie saw Mills’s silhouette crouch and extend his pistol. Orange flames stabbed from the barrel of Mills’s Schofield as the outlaw leader sent three quick bullets hurtling down the slope, though Kansas Charlie had no idea who or what his target was.

      Kansas Charlie himself had seen nothing of the shooter, not even the flashes of the big-caliber rifle the bastard was using to take the gang down most wickedly and efficiently.

      Mills turned and ran off along the shoulder of the slope. The darkness had just swallowed him from Kansas Charlie’s view when a fierce-sounding ka-thunk! rose from the outlaw leader’s direction.

      Mills gave a high-pitched, ripping scream. Kansas Charlie heard the man fall as again the big gun’s pounding echo rolled out over the boulder-strewn slope and likely had the coyotes heading for their dens with their tails between their legs.

      “Ohhhh!” Mills wailed. “You baaastard!” He sobbed, choked another sob back down his throat. “Whoever you are—you’re gonna diiie, you bastard! You’re gonna die slowww!”

      A bullet screamed through the darkness, landing somewhere with a resolute plunk!

      Mills wailed again. He sobbed girlishly and shouted, “Ohhhhh, you’re gonna die slow, amigooooo!”

      Kansas Charlie could hear Mills’s spurs chink and his boots rake the ground as he rolled in agony.

      Kansas Charlie’s heart was turning somersaults in his chest, and his mouth was dry as the Sonoran desert. He’d been fear-frozen in place, clamping his hand over the hole in his leg, but now he looked around. He had to take cover. But first, he needed his pistol.

      He saw it lying in the sand and gravel a few feet away, and he lunged for it. As he wrapped his hand around the walnut grips, he heard the clipped screech of another large-caliber bullet and stared down in hang-jawed shock at the quarter-sized hole the bullet had punched through the dead center of his right hand over the handle of his Colt.

      The heavy round had sort of flattened his hand out against the ground. As blood began to well up out of the ragged hole, looking like oil in the flickering shadows of the firelight, Charlie threw his head back and howled.

      He was vaguely frustrated and disappointed that those were the only words he had at his disposal for expressing his consternation, fury, disbelief, and keen, heart-shriveling horror at what had happened here in what was probably less than two minutes’ time.

      He pulled his hand from the gun and clutched it like an injured bird to his chest, bawling, cursing. His voice trilling with sobs, his injured hand shaking as though with the palsy, he continued his anguished tirade.

      He looked around. All his brethren were down. The coffee still sizzled on the fire, though not as intensely as before. The flames were dancing, shunting shadows this way and that. Aside from the crackling of the fire and the nervous whickering of the horses picketed in some brush near a spring to Kansas Charlie’s left, an eerie silence had fallen over the bivouac.

      Kansas Charlie wanted to run, but he was hurting too badly to gain his feet. It was a paralyzing kind of agony. He could tell his leg was only grazed—the bullet appeared to have clipped the outside of his thigh—but it hurt like hell, and his hand hurt even worse. Each beat of his heart felt as though someone were probing the wound just behind his knuckles with a rusty railroad spike.

      On the downslope beyond the flickering, crackling fire, spurs chinked faintly.

      The chinking grew louder until Kansas Charlie, staring hang-jawed over the flames, saw a moving silhouette gradually shape itself, growing taller and taller, into a broad-shouldered hombre with a broad-brimmed, tan Stetson. He wore a pinto vest over a blue shirt stretched taut across his chest and shoulders, and denim trousers clung to his muscular thighs. Tufts of dark-brown hair curled out from between the bone buttons of his shirt.

      A big, pearl-gripped pistol was snugged down in an open-toed, brown leather holster thonged to his right thigh. The man was casually holding Killigrew’s big Sharps rifle on his right shoulder. In his left what appeared to be a Henry rifle dangled low against his left leg. The barrel of the Sharps on his shoulder still smoked.

      The big man was puffing the cigar sticking out one side of his mouth. He took a puff, rolled the stogie to the other side of his mouth, puffed again, and rolled it back to the other side of his mouth.

      The man meandered around several black boulders and stopped at the far edge of the firelight. The light shone like copper in his wide-set eyes beneath the brim of his hat, which, Kansas Charlie could see now, was banded with snakeskin and silver conchos.

      Kansas Charlie panted and groaned. “Oh . . . oh, hell. Now . . . now, you see, dammit—I just knew it was you!”

      He hated the weakness he heard in his own voice.

      The big man looked down and turned his head this way and that, apparently admiring his handiwork. Kansas Charlie hadn’t heard a peep out of Mills for a while, but the outlaw leader now let it be known he was still kicking.

      “Oh, oh, Christ,” Mills said seemingly to no one in particular. “I’m gonna kill the devil . . . that done this to me. Gonna kill him hard!”

      Casually, the big man on the other side of the fire dropped the Sharps in the dirt, palmed his big pistol with his right hand, turned, clicked the pistol’s hammer back, and aimed straight out from his shoulder.

      Mills said, panting, “I’m gonna kill him ha—”

      But the pistol’s loud report cut off his last word.

      There was a shrill grunt and then the sound of a body hitting the ground. Spurs chinked for a time, as though Mills’s legs were quivering, and then the chinking faded to silence.

      The pistol was a big pearl-gripped, silver-chased LeMat. It appeared the size of a wheel hub in the man’s big hand as, holding the popper straight down against his leg, he walked around the fire to Kansas Charlie.

      He stopped and stared grimly down at Charlie, the salmon light of the fire sliding across the clean lines and hard, flat planes of his handsome face that wore a two- or three-day growth of beard shadow. His black hair was thick and curly as it folded over his ears beneath his light-tan Stetson. An ivory diamondback was carved into the rear stock of the handsome Henry rifle resting on his shoulder.

      Sure enough. It was him, all right. The LeMat. The Henry rifle. The pinto vest and the snakeskin-banded Stetson. Charlie dribbled down his leg.

      “You’re him—ain’t ya?” he said, the words coming of their own accord as he stared up at the tall, dark, menacing hombre. “You’re Mike Sartain—the Revenger?”

      Sartain rolled his cigar from the left side of his mouth to the right, blowing smoke out his nostrils. He nodded slowly, once.

      “You got it right, Charlie.”

      He swung his right boot back and up, and it connected soundly with the soft underside of Charlie’s chin, shattering his teeth and laying him out cold as winter mountain granite.
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      Mike Sartain, the Revenger, stared ahead along the meandering trail he was following toward a shelving red mesa hunched beneath a blue sky tufted with low, puffy clouds.

      A hundred yards ahead, at the mesa’s base, sat a small ranch whose roughhewn humility was part and parcel of this vast, parched Great Bend area of western Texas. The ranch was of the “shotgun” variety, and it was comprised of an adobe brick shack, a slightly larger mud barn flanking it, two rail corrals, and a round stone breaking corral near the barn. A windmill fronted the cabin. A narrow, brush-roofed stoop sagged off the cabin’s front wall.

      A chicken coop sat off to the right, surrounded by woven creosote branches for keeping predators out. The white- and copper-colored objects moving around the yard near the coop and the shack’s front porch were chickens.

      A few dusty cottonwoods and one lone oak offered meager shade against the relentless Texas sun. Wildflowers blooming amongst the rocks and sotol and prickly pear cactus offered the only color aside from that vivid sky and the red, brick-like stone wall of the mesa flanking the ranchstead.

      The blades of the windmill turned lazily in the hot, dry breeze. As Sartain’s big, rangy buckskin, Boss, clomped closer to the ranch yard, the shaggy-headed Cajun could hear the soft clattering of the windmill’s wood paddles and the quiet splashing of the water into the stone tank at its base.

      “Where the hell are we, Sartain?” asked Kansas Charlie Sale, riding a skewbald mare six feet off Boss’s slowly switching, black tail.

      Charlie’s hands were cuffed, and the chain linking the manacles was tied to his saddle horn. Still, he managed to hip around a little in the saddle, looking behind and around him, scowling. “We ain’t nowhere near Bittersweet. Hell, there’s Baldy atop Mount Livermore over there . . . Hell, Bittersweet’s to the north. What the hell are we doin’ way out here?”

      “I ain’t takin’ you to Bittersweet, Charlie,” Sartain said, staring straight ahead over Boss’s ears. “Never said I was.”

      He was watching a young blond woman in a drab brown and cream dress who’d just filled a wooden bucket with water from the tank beneath the windmill. She was carrying the bucket from the windmill to a small rise to the right of the shack. A straw sombrero trimmed with a red feather shielded her face from the glaring summer sun.

      Water slopped over the sides of the bucket as she walked up the slight rise toward the large oak standing at its crest. The dress billowed against her long legs as she walked.

      Kansas Charlie was confused. “I thought you was takin’ me to Bittersweet to turn me over to Sheriff Chaney and claim the ree-ward.”

      “Did I tell you that, Charlie?”

      “No, but I just assumed.”

      “You know what they say about assumin’, Charlie.”

      “Kiss my ass, Sartain. Where the hell are you takin’ me?” Behind the Revenger, Charlie fell silent for several seconds. Then a nervous trill entered his voice as he said, “Hey, wait a minute. Wait just a minute. That’s the Red Mesa relay station up ahead, ain’t it?”

      “ ’Bout time you recognized it, Charlie.” Sartain glanced over his shoulder at his weary prisoner, giving a wry, crooked half-smile. “But then, it was night when you were here last, wasn’t it?”

      Charlie’s broad, freckled face, framed by bushy red muttonchop whiskers swelled with fear and anger. “What the hell you takin’ me back here for, you Cajun son of Satan? The sheriff’s over to Bittersweet. You gotta take me to Bittersweet and turn me in to the sheriff. There’s a ree-ward on my head, Sartain. Five hundred dollars! Might be higher now since we killed them marshals!”

      “I don’t believe in cashin’ in on someone else’s misery.”

      “That’s real sportin’ of ya.”

      “I believe in lettin’ miserable sons of bitches like you cash in your own chips.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Trailing Kansas Charlie’s mare by a long lead rope, Sartain put Boss under the wooden portal straddling the two-track wagon trail, which also served as a stage road between Fort Davis and the little desert settlement of Bittersweet. The portal’s wooden crossbar announced FERRIS RANCH & RED MESA STAGE RELAY STATION.

      Kansas Charlie said in a quavering, skeptical tone, “Sartain, I asked you a question. What’d you mean by that? ‘Lettin’ the miserable cash in their own chips.’ What the hell does that mean?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough, Charlie.”

      “Damn you, Sartain! You take me to Bittersweet! I wanna see the sheriff in Bittersweet. It won’t be no picnic for me, if that’s what you’re worried about. The town—hell, the whole damn county—is run by Sheriff Chaney and his brother, Waylon. Now, take me there and let them deal with me! I got rights, by god!”

      Sartain stopped Boss just inside the ranch yard. He slipped his big LeMat from its holster, clicked the hammer back, and swung around to aim the big popper casually out behind him at Kansas Charlie’s head. Kansas Charlie flinched, turned his face to one side, scowling.

      “Hey, now . . . be careful with that big ole hogleg, Sartain.”

      “Charlie?”

      “What?”

      “Another word out of you and I’m going to blow one of your ears off.”

      Kansas Charlie flinched again, as though he were imagining the proposed pain. He already had a painful leg and an even more painful hand. Sartain himself had sewn both wounds shut with catgut and bandaged them, though Kansas Charlie thought it odd to be doctored by one as savage as the Revenger was known to be.

      When Kansas Charlie had asked Sartain why he was bothering to bandage his wounds, when Sartain was known for killing men, not doctoring them, Sartain had just given one of his infuriatingly oblique, mock-affable smiles, and winked.

      That wink had sent chills down Kansas Charlie’s spine. He hadn’t wanted to think about what it meant, but he couldn’t help thinking about it now.

      Sartain booted Boss on ahead. As he did, he watched the young blond woman stop at the top of the rise, beneath the sprawling oak, which was about the only living thing large enough to sprawl out here in this desolate valley. A crude wooden cross angled up from the sandy ground beneath the tree.

      Fronting the cross was a mound of rocks in the shape of a grave, which was fitting since it was, indeed, a grave, Sartain knew.

      It was the grave of the young woman’s husband, young Gunther Ferris, killed by Kansas Charlie Sale. A red flower of some kind had been planted at the base of the cross. The young blonde was watering the flower from the wooden bucket. Apparently hearing the slow clomps of the horses entering her ranch and stage station yard, Maggie Ferris turned to look over her left shoulder.

      She straightened abruptly, dropping the bucket, her right hand immediately sliding into a pocket of her dress. She pulled out something small and black and aimed the pocket pistol at Sartain. She shaded her eyes with her free hand. Sartain reined Boss to a halt near the windmill. He smiled and waved across the distance between himself and the woman.

      Maggie Ferris must have recognized her visitor. She returned the pistol to her dress pocket, picked up the bucket, poured the rest of the water out on the ground around the oak and the flower with which she’d decorated her murdered husband’s grave, and started walking down the hill, meandering around the clumps of sage and cactus.

      The Revenger stepped down from his saddle and slipped Boss’s bit from his teeth so the horse could freely drink.

      “What you got in mind here, Sartain?”

      Kansas Charlie stared at the young woman walking toward them, the breeze rustling her fine, long, straight, wheat-colored hair. Her dress was worn and plain, but somehow its bedraggled quality accentuated the sumptuousness of her body.

      She was barefoot. All of her exposed skin had been deeply tanned by the west Texas sun; its dark tone accented the icy blueness of her eyes and the white-bleached highlights of her hair.

      “I don’t have nothin’ in mind, Charlie. I’ve done my duty. The rest is up to the woman you raped and whose husband you gut-shot when you hoorawed this place the other night.” While Boss dipped his muzzle in the stone water tank, Sartain freed the horse’s latigo and then went over and freed Kansas Charlie’s mare of the same trappings, so the mare, too, could drink, which she did, merrily switching her tail.

      Her rider wasn’t nearly as happy.

      “Hi, Maggie,” Sartain said as the woman approached. She was tall and long-limbed, heavy busted.

      She wore no expression at all. Like the shabby dress, the lack of expression seemed to increase her beauty by contrast. She had the face of a stony-souled Nordic goddess.

      “Hi, Mike.”

      “Brought you a present.”

      Twenty feet away from the windmill, she let the bucket drop straight down to the ground. She continued walking, swishing her hips ever so slightly, curls of dust licking up around her bare feet, and stopped within ten feet of Sartain and Kansas Charlie.

      Maggie Ferris stared blandly up at Sartain’s prisoner. “I see.” She had a slight gap between her two front teeth.

      “Sartain . . .” Kansas Charlie said, eyeing the woman as though she were a rattlesnake coiled and ready to strike. “What in the hell’d we come here for?”

      “Don’t you like it here?” asked Maggie Ferris blandly.

      Kansas Charlie scowled back at her. “Come on, Sartain. I get it now. I get the joke. You can take me on over to Bittersweet now.”

      “What’s in Bittersweet?” asked Maggie Ferris.

      “The county sheriff!” Kansas Charlie barked. “I need to be taken there and locked up and tried legal-like, by a court judge. That’s my right. That’s the right of any man, though I understand how’s you wouldn’t see it that way, Mrs. Ferris.”

      “Why wouldn’t I see it that way, Kansas Charlie?”

      Charlie scowled down at her, his own sun-bleached brows crawling down over his fleshy eye sockets. For a few seconds, Sartain thought the big, paunchy, red-haired outlaw was going to break down and cry.

      Sartain pulled his Barlow knife from the well of his right boot and cut the rope tying Kansas Charlie’s cuffs to his saddle horn. “What’re you doin’, Sartain? I’ll stay right here where I’m at.”

      “I don’t think so, Charlie.” Sartain backed away from the mare, slipped his LeMat from its holster, and cocked the weapon. “Climb down, Charlie. Been a long, hard ride. We’re gonna stay here a spell, give the horses a blow, let ’em drink and eat and stomp around the yard. Have us a little visit with Mrs. Ferris.”

      Kansas Charlie looked at Maggie Ferris. For the first time since Sartain had known her—and he hadn’t known her long; just since a couple of days after the West Texas Hellions had ridden through here, killing and raping, in fact—he saw her smile. It was an icy smile that didn’t quite make it to her eyes, but it was a smile just the same.

      It made the Revenger realize how beautiful a real smile would be on such a deftly crafted face, though he doubted he’d ever see a real one on Maggie Ferris.

      At least, not for a long time.

      “Climb down, Charlie,” Sartain ordered. “Or I’ll shoot you down.”

      Charlie sighed. “Aw, hell.” He leaned forward and grimaced painfully as he swung his bandaged right leg over the cantle of his saddle and gently lowered it to the ground. He got his cuffs hung up on the horn, and when he jerked them loose, he stumbled back, tripping over his own heavy boots, and fell on his ass with a thud, dust wafting around him.

      “Oh, hell,” he cried. “My leg! And this hand is grievin’ me somethin’ awful, Sartain. You gotta get me to Bittersweet. That’s my right. I wanna go on to Bittersweet, goddammit!”

      Maggie Ferris stared down at him. “What’s wrong with my place, Charlie? You and the others seemed to like it well enough the other night. You seemed to enjoy stripping me right out here in the yard and forcing my dear husband to watch while you grunted around on top of me like the fat, ugly goat you are.

      “While my poor, dying husband and the others watched, your friends cheering you on. You seemed to get a big kick out of forcing me to do something awful after you raped me. Instead of allowing me to go and lend comfort to my beloved Gunther. By the time I reached Gunther, he was dead.”

      Her tone was stony, but a faint sheen had grown over her eyes, which were crinkled at the corners as she spoke, staring down at Kansas Charlie and flaring her nostrils.

      “Even the others seemed a little horrified, after all was said and done. You raping and doing . . . that . . . to me in front of my dying husband. Not that they didn’t enjoy watching. I reckon they couldn’t get their blood up much after they saw Gunther was dead, though. I guess the only good thing to come out of that night was that I wasn’t raped by the lot of you . . . and probably murdered, like you murdered Gunther.”

      “Look, Miss,” Charlie said, staring up at her.

      “It’s Mrs. Ferris, and don’t you forget it.”

      “R-right. Mrs. Ferris. I know. I just wanna take this opportunity to apologize for—”

      “Shut up,” Maggie said.

      She looked at Sartain. “I think it would only be fair if he was stripped naked, Mike. I’ll pay extra if you strip him naked, like he did to me. Strip him naked and leave him to season out here in the sun to pontificate on what’s gonna happen to him next, in a couple of hours, while you and I go inside and eat some beans and drink a glass or two of whiskey.”

      “I told you, Maggie,” Sartain said. “I don’t do what I do for money. I do what I do for the satisfaction of havin’ folks like you get justice. Stripping ol’ Kansas Charlie and leavin’ his ugly carcass out here to season in the sun seems about right, to my way of thinkin’.”

      Kansas Charlie’s eyes flashed raw horror. “Sartain, you wouldn’t!”

      Sartain looked at Maggie and chuckled. Then he walked over to his horse and pulled a railroad spike out of a saddlebag pouch.
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      “Sartain, dammit, you take me to Bittersweet!”

      Kansas Charlie saw the railroad spike Sartain held and tried to gain his feet and run. The Revenger kicked the man’s boots out from under him, and Kansas Charlie fell hard on his fat gut.

      Sartain kicked him over onto his back, lifted his cuffed hands above his head, and impaled a chain link with the railroad spike. He used a rock to hammer the foot-long spike into the hard-packed ground and tested it.

      Kansas Charlie wasn’t going anywhere.

      Charlie kicked at Sartain and bellowed like a bull in an abattoir. Sartain pulled out his Barlow knife, grabbed the front of Charlie’s grimy shirt, and cut it down the center. He ripped the shirt off Charlie’s back and tossed it away.

      “Sartain, goddammit—you can’t do this!” Kansas Charlie railed, jerking on his cuffs and kicking both legs, but mostly just kicking the left one, as he’d opened up the wound in the right one. The white bandage behind his trousers was spotted with blood, and the spot was growing. The wound in his hand, cuffed and held fast to the ground above his head, appeared to have opened up, as well. Blood trickled out from beneath the bandage and down his wrist.

      “You can’t do this, Sartain. I got rights. I might be an outlaw, but I still got rights, and the law says you gotta take me to the sheriff in Bittersweet so I can—”

      “I know, I know—I done heard you the first time, Charlie,” the Cajun said, rolling out his long, flowing vowels in a way that brought a taste of the bayou to everywhere he traveled. “So you can be tried by a judge an’ jury . . . legal-like.” He pressed a knee down hard on the fat man’s belly, causing the air in Kansas Charlie’s lungs to gush out in a loud, bellowing curse.

      As he set to work ripping Charlie’s greasy denim trousers open, he said, “But you know that ain’t my style, Charlie. I don’t work that way.”

      With one hard tug, he pulled the outlaw’s trousers down his legs, revealing the grubby, tattered summer underwear reaching down to Charlie’s pale, dimpled knees. He ripped off the man’s trousers and then the underwear, exposing Charlie’s soft, winter-white flesh to the merciless west Texas sun.

      Cursing like a gandy dancer, Charlie kicked his bare legs this way and that, trying to get at Sartain, causing his bulging belly to jiggle. His chest and belly were carpeted in thin, sweaty strands of curly red hair.

      “Now, Charlie, you killed the poor woman’s husband. You savaged her in front of the dying man, and when I was passin’ through here last week, on the way to Mexico for a leisurely sojourn away from the law and the bounty hunters I got doggin’ my trail, she asked me if there was something I could do about that.”

      Staring stonily down at the flopping Kansas Charlie, bunching her lips and swelling her nostrils, a single tear rolling down her cheek, Maggie Ferris said, “I knew the law wouldn’t do nothin’. The West Texas Hellions got a way of evadin’ the law, of always slippin’ down into Mexico when a lawman gets close. Or they kill him and send his body back to wherever he came from, tied belly down over his saddle. Besides, there ain’t no telegraph out here.”

      She shook her head in frustration.

      “So I told Mrs. Ferris that, yeah, I thought I could do somethin’ about her woes.”

      “You take me to Bittersweet, Sartain!”

      The Revenger looked at Maggie. “How do you want to handle this?”

      “I say we let him season out here for a while.” Maggie Ferris glanced at the sky. “Sun’s still high. Got several hours of heat left. We’ll go inside for some beans and whiskey, and I’ll put some thought into how my Gunther should be properly avenged.”

      “All right, you go on in and break out the tangleleg. I’ll tend the horses and join you in a few minutes.”

      “Sartain!” Kansas Charlie cried from between his elbows, trying to pull the stake out of the ground. It wasn’t budging. The ground was nearly as hard as stone. “Sartain, you take me to the marshal in Bittersweet. I got rights!”

      “No, you don’t, Charlie.” Sartain grabbed up the bridle reins of Boss and the mare. “You see, that’s where you’re wrong. When I come into the picture, you cease having any rights right then and there. The only one who has any rights out here is Mrs. Ferris. It is an undisputable fact what you did to her and her husband, so by the power vested in my by myself and with casual disregard for the laws of this country of ours—laws that benefit the criminals far more than they help the criminals’ victims—I deem Maggie Ferris your judge, your jury, and your executioner.”

      Sartain pinched his hat brim to Kansas Charlie. “Because of what you did to her and her husband, your fate is in her hands now.”

      Maggie Ferris gave another rare smile, turned away from Kansas Charlie, and started walking to her cabin. Sartain began leading the horses around the windmill toward the barn.

      “Sartain, you’re crazy! You got no right to do this!”

      Without looking back at his naked prisoner, Sartain said mildly, “Maybe no legal right, but I’m doing it, Charlie. And remember—you had no right to do what you did out here the other night, neither.”

      “Sartain, you crazy Cajun devil!”

      The Revenger chuckled at that as he led the horses around the adobe shack to the barn. When he’d finished graining the mounts, he rubbed each down carefully and thoroughly with a scrap of burlap, curried them, checked their hooves for stones and thorns, and then turned them into the corral with Maggie’s single horse and mule.

      Boss ran around the pole corral, whickering and kicking up dust, staking out his territory, as the stallion was wont to do. Out in the yard beyond the shack, Kansas Charlie was still bellowing, but his voice was getting hoarse. Sartain knew, from having witnessed it many times in the past, that when a man yelled that long and loudly, his voice would soon die. Sartain and Maggie Ferris could enjoy some peace and quiet while they . . . and Charlie, of course . . . anticipated the final execution.

      Sartain slapped his hat against his denims as he made his way out of the corral, where he left the horses munching hay, and headed around to the front of the shack. Charlie was still kicking, but not with nearly as much vigor as before, arching his back and grunting and groaning as he tried to pull the stake out of the ground.

      Sartain stepped onto the shack’s narrow, sagging front porch, dippered some water from the olla, took a long drink from the hanging clay pot, and then stepped through the plank door Maggie had propped open with a stone. She sat at the table just inside the door, on the table’s far side. A pot of beans was bubbling on the small range behind her.

      She sat sideways in her chair, a tin cup and a stone jug in front of her. She stared through the door and into the yard with the same vague, flat expression as before.

      Sartain glanced into the yard at Charlie.

      “The bitterness,” she said. “Does it ever go away?”

      Sartain doffed his hat and hung it on a wooden peg by the door. He kicked a chair out and slacked into it with a sigh. “No. It never goes entirely away. But doin’ what you’re doin’ helps.”

      Maggie nudged the crock jug toward Sartain. “Help yourself. My husband’s own corn whiskey. Twice distilled behind the barn. He was from Alabama, and his pa taught him how to make it. The recipe’s an old one, been in the Ferris family for years.”

      “Obliged.” Sartain splashed some of the clear liquor into the tin cup she’d set on his side of the table.

      “You say it helps, and I think you’re right,” Maggie said. “I’m feelin’ better already . . . with that dog chained naked in my yard, the sun burnin’ down on him. Look at him kickin’ out there. Squirmin’ an’ groanin’.”

      She lifted her brightening eyes to Sartain. A flush had risen into the nubs of her tan cheeks, making her even prettier. “You know it from experience—don’t you, Mike? That it helps. You don’t just do this for others, do you?”

      “Runnin’ down men . . . sometimes women . . . who’ve done bad things to others? No, I don’t do it just for other folks who’ve been wronged and can’t exact justice on their own without help. I do it because I know the kind of bitterness you feel, Maggie. I still have it deep inside me, but it helps knowin’ that the men . . . the soldiers who killed my girl . . . are dead. They died hard. Maybe not as hard as what they done to Jewel, but . . .”

      Sartain swallowed, stared down at the table, the pain like a lance in his belly again. But that was all right. He needed to feel it now and then, to remember what had happened so that he could sympathize with others who had endured . . . were enduring . . . had yet to endure . . . the same kind of horror.

      “Maybe them soldiers didn’t die as hard as they should have, but they died hard just the same. Screamin’ an’ bellowin’ like Kansas Charlie out there now.” Sartain raised his cup and looked over the rim at Maggie. “And, yeah, it helps. It don’t take away the pain and the bitterness altogether, but it’s a hell of a lot better than havin’ ’em out there, runnin’ free as mustangs and stompin’ with their tails up.”

      He sipped the whiskey. It was like liquid fire. He could feel the burn in his cheeks and in his eyes, but it tapered off quickly and left a soothing glow, instantly filing the afternoon’s sharpest edges. He stared down into the clear liquid.

      “Good stuff.”

      Maggie sipped her own drink and then reached across the table to place her left hand on the Cajun’s. “I’m sorry about Jewel, Mike.”

      Sartain’s eyes glazed, as they usually did when he thought of his young wife, all the broken promises, and he threw another drink back to cover the swelling in his throat. “Thanks, Maggie.” He set the cup down and placed his right hand over hers. “And thank you for letting me help you.”

      “It helps you, too, don’t it?”

      “It does indeed.”

      Outside, Kansas Charlie gave a particularly loud bellowing cry.

      Maggie smiled. “You hungry?”

      “I’m so hungry my belly’s thinkin’ my throat’s been cut.”

      “I’m going to feed you, and then I’m going to make love to you, Mike.”

      Sartain arched his bushy, black brows. “Maggie . . .”

      “Oh, it’s not for no payment for what you done,” Maggie said. “I know you don’t accept payment. It’s because my husband’s dead, and he won’t be comin’ back to me ever again.” She brushed a tear from the corner of her left eye. “And because I’m a woman with a woman’s needs, and you’re a kind, handsome man, and there won’t be too many more of those around here, most like.”

      She pulled her hand out from between Sartain’s, rose, and stared out the open door behind him. “Besides, this whole revenge business is plum gettin’ me all worked up!”

      She laughed and turned to the range.
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      Sartain and Maggie Ferris ate beans in which she’d stewed chicken meat, and some crusty corn bread. They washed the simple but tasty meal down with whiskey and water.

      Halfway through the meal, the breeze through the door chilled considerably. Thunder rumbled. The yard beyond the stoop darkened, and Sartain could smell rain on the wind.

      “Sartain!” Kansas Charlie bellowed, but not nearly as loudly as before. “You best bring me inside, Sartain! Gettin’ cold out here. Startin’ to rain!”

      “We could do with a rain,” Maggie said, setting her fork down and sipping her whiskey. She rose, said, “I’m going to put the chickens in. Sometimes they scatter during a storm, and it takes me forever to find ’em. No, you sit and finish your meal, Mike. It’ll just take me a minute.”

      Sartain settled back into his chair as Maggie walked out of the cabin. He could hear her bare feet tapping against the hard-packed yard as she broke into a run. A few minutes later, the rain started coming down hard, rattling on the roof. It felt good against Sartain’s back as he sat at the table, loading the last of his beans and chicken onto his fork with a swatch of cornbread.

      When it started to come down harder, he rose from his chair and donned his hat, intending to go out and help Maggie with her chickens. But he stopped on the stoop when he saw her striding toward him through the white javelins of slashing rain.

      The quarter-sized raindrops splashed in the puddles around her bare, muddy feet. She was soaked, and the rain basted her dress against her so that it looked like a second skin, through which Sartain could see nearly every part of her.

      As she strode past Kansas Charlie, the naked outlaw said just loudly enough for Sartain to hear above the storm’s low roar, “I think you liked it, Mrs. Ferris.” Charlie laughed. “Yeah, I think you liked it real good!”

      He raised and lowered his heels, howling with laughter as the rain came down, turning the ground around him to mud.

      Maggie stopped in her tracks. She stood staring at Sartain, who started down the steps to move toward her. He stopped when she shook her head and raised both hands to her chest, palms out. She continued walking forward, climbed the porch’s three steps, brushing past Sartain, and disappeared into the cabin.

      When she came out, she was holding an old cap and ball revolver. The gun was an old Confederate-model, iron-framed Griswold & Gunnison. Maggie held it in both hands, staring down at it. “This is what he used to shoot Gunther. He took it away from him when Gunther pulled it to protect me, and he shot Gunther in the stomach with it.”

      Sartain pulled her toward him and planted a tender kiss on her forehead.

      She dropped down the steps into the yard. Holding the old Confederate cavalry pistol straight down by her side, she walked out to where Kansas Charlie lay naked in the mud, staring toward her, laughing.

      “Sure enough, you liked it!” he bellowed, kicking his small, soft, white, bare feet. “You want some more of it, Mrs. Ferris, now that I got your husband out of the way?”

      She stopped near his feet and stared down at him.

      Kansas Charlie kicked and laughed, straining against the cuffs holding his hands above his head. She aimed the heavy revolver straight out in both hands and slanted it down at the fat man’s head.

      “Right between the eyes, Maggie—there ya go!”

      Maggie shook her head. She wasn’t ready for his misery to end. Not yet. She lowered the barrel, aiming at his crotch.

      “No!” Kansas Charlie shouted, jerking at his cuffs.

      The old gun belched flames and fire. Sartain had been worried it would misfire on account of the rain—his own similar revolver had often misfired during the war—but Maggie’s didn’t.

      Kansas Charlie threw his head as far back as he could and screamed like an owl with one wing caught in a trap. He rolled the lower half of his body to one side, drawing his knees up to his belly.

      “Oh, you bitch!” he cried. “Oh, you bitch! You bitch! You bitch!”

      She lowered the weapon and took long strides back to the porch. She stopped at the bottom of the steps and stood to let the rainwater sluicing off the porch roof tumble over her, until her dress became transparent. For all intents and purposes, she was standing before Sartain naked.

      Kansas Charlie’s bellows lowered to agonized mewls and sobs as he kept his knees drawn to his chest.

      Sartain’s heart thudded as he stared down at Maggie. Maggie tipped her head back, swiping her wet hair behind her head and opening her mouth to drink the rain. She looked at Sartain. Then she looked down at herself. She walked slowly up the steps and stood before him, staring up at him, passion smoldering in her eyes.

      Sartain glanced at the rise behind her, at the red flower and her husband’s fresh grave. “You sure?”

      She reached down, grabbed her dress, and lifted it up and over her head. She tossed it onto the porch floor, took Sartain’s hand, and led him into the cabin.

      Leaving the door open to the fresh damp breeze, hearing the rain pattering on the roof, Sartain followed the naked woman around the table to a bed at the back of the room, abutting the far left wall. There was a small parlor area with a rocking chair, a rope rug, and a small, mud-brick hearth to the right of it.

      She stopped beside the bed and stood staring at him, her full breasts rising and falling heavily. They were lightly freckled.

      Sartain moved heavily toward her. She rose up on her tiptoes and kissed him.

      “This time it’s my idea,” she said just loudly enough that he could hear her above the rain.
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      Lightning flashed. Thunder rumbled. The rain wasn’t hammering as hard as before but making a more peaceful rhythm on the roof and against the walls and windows. Beneath it, Sartain could hear Kansas Charlie crying while he clamped his viscera between his thighs.

      He rolled off of Maggie Ferris, sweating, breathing hard.

      She climbed out of bed and tromped naked out onto the porch. He followed her out there. She drank from the olla. She dipped up some more water and offered it to him, holding it up to his mouth. He drank it all, and when she dippered some more, he drank that, too.

      There was an old wicker chair on the porch. He sat in it, and she sat on his lap. They sat there together, gently kissing and caressing and listening to Kansas Charlie’s dwindling wails beneath the even rush of the rain that turned the yard to gauzy silver, the intermittent lightning flashes reflected in the puddles.

      Maggie went in and poured fresh whiskey into a single cup, and they sat together in the wicker chair, snuggling and sipping the whiskey. The rain dwindled slightly but continued to come down. Kansas Charlie was a vague shape in the dark, silvery mud, curled on his side, his back to the cabin.

      Maggie took another sip of the whiskey, ran her tongue across her upper lip, and looked up at Sartain. “Tell me how you came to do what you do, Mike. Tell me about Jewel.”

      “Yeah, she’s a part of it,” Sartain said, staring out into the rain-washed yard. “It was a long time ago. But sometimes it seems like only yesterday. I came home from the war, became a galvanized Yankee—”

      “What’s that?” Maggie asked, looking up at him from beneath her brows.

      “Since I’d been a grayback, fought on the side of the Confederacy during the War of Northern Aggression, I had to swear allegiance to the federal army . . . in order to join the frontier cavalry, you understand. It’s called becomin’ ‘galvanized’ to the federal ways.”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “I had nowhere to go after the war and knew really only one thing—fightin’—so I decided the cavalry would be the best place for me. Fightin’ in the Indian Wars out west. Besides, I’d never been any farther west than New Orleans. So I swore allegiance, got stationed at Fort Huachuca in the Arizona Territory . . .”

      His gut tightened with the dread of those sharp-edged memories. Maggie’s gentle hands took some of the teeth out of the horror that, despite the pain, was good to remember from time to time. Good to remind himself why he was here, doing what he was doing . . .

      “My patrol was ambushed one afternoon by a Chiricahua war party. The entire patrol was wiped out . . . save myself. I was badly wounded. Somehow, when the squaws were sent in to finish off the wounded soldiers, they didn’t find me lying in the brush and rocks. I must have been shaded or somethin’ . . . I don’t know. An old prospector and his granddaughter . . . Jewel . . . found me, nursed me back to health.”

      “Jewel,” Maggie said, nuzzling his neck. “Pretty name.”

      “She was a pretty girl,” Sartain said, wincing at the pain of the memories. “Pretty as a jewel, she was . . .”

      “Was she your girl?”

      “Yeah. She came to be my girl. Became . . . well, she got in the family way.”

      “Oh,” Maggie said, sadness in her tone.

      “I’d gone out hunting one afternoon. On the way back I spied five bluebellies—federal soldiers—riding fast. Viewed ’em through my spyglass. They were whoopin’ and hollerin’ like Apaches on the warpath. Later, when I got back to the camp, I discovered why those five renegade bluecoats had been stompin’ with their tails up. They’d plundered the old prospector’s cache of gold. Killed the old man. Killed Jewel . . . after they’d raped her. Each one of ’em, most like.”

      The Cajun tried to swallow down the hard knot in his throat, felt the warm wetness of tears rolling down his cheeks. “One after another . . .”

      Sartain squeezed his eyes closed against the bloody images.

      “And then what happened, Mike?” Maggie asked.

      “And then I hunted them all down—all five—and killed them bloody,” the Revenger said tightly. “And now I do the same thing for others who can’t do it for themselves.”

      Maggie wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his cheek. “Thank you, Mike. Thank you . . . for . . . bringin’ Kansas Charlie to me . . . so he could pay for his sins. It don’t bring my dear Gunther back, but . . .” She shrugged a shoulder.

      Sartain ran a hand gently up and down her smooth thigh. “Revenge is a dish better served cold,” he said, winking. “But it tastes right sweet, don’t it?”
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      Kansas Charlie must have rolled onto his back just before he died.

      He lay on his back now, bloody and muddy, his wide, glassy eyes staring at the soft, dawn sky. His lips were stretched back from his yellow teeth in a death snarl.

      A magpie had been sitting on his forehead when Sartain had ridden up, but it had flown as the Revenger had approached. There was a spot of blood in the corner of Kansas Charlie’s right eye, where the bird had pecked him.

      Kansas Charlie was nothing more than food for the carrion eaters.

      “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.”

      Sartain removed his lariat from his saddle as he swung down from Boss’s back and wrapped an end of the rope around Charlie’s waist, slip-knotting it. He pulled the railroad spike out of the ground, removed Charlie’s handcuffs, and returned both the spike and the cuffs to his saddlebags.

      He climbed back into the saddle, dallied the lariat around the horn, and booted Boss toward the ranch’s wooden portal and the main stage trail.

      Kansas Charlie’s pale, lumpy, muddy, bloody body was jerked around by the rope and pulled head first behind the horse, splashing through puddles and gouging a wide furrow in the muddy yard. As Boss plodded along toward the trail, Sartain glanced over his shoulder at the cabin cloaked in early morning shadows, rain from another pre-dawn shower dripping from its eaves.

      He’d left Maggie slumbering, exhausted from their night of lovemaking while the storm had swirled over the ranch yard, and Kansas Charlie’s howls gradually dwindled to silence. Sartain pinched his hat brim in somber farewell at the sleeping woman and felt a pang of loneliness, as he often did when parting ways with a woman whose bed he’d shared.

      You’d think a man like the Revenger would have a stone-cold heart, but that wasn’t true for Sartain. He loved hard and he hated hard, and losing the love of his life a handful of years ago to renegade soldiers kept him riding hard along the vengeance trail, as though with each killer he killed, he was still avenging the killers of Jewel and his unborn child . . .

      He felt lonely for Maggie, as well as for himself. She’d likely stay out here and tend the ranch and the relay station for the rest of the time allotted to her, tending her beloved husband’s grave simply because she had nowhere else to go, and that was the kind of woman she was.

      The world was a hard, unforgiving place.

      Sartain dragged Kansas Charlie’s worthless carcass several hundred yards from the Ferris ranch and rolled it into a deep ravine. A man like Kansas Charlie didn’t deserve a decent burial, nor did he deserve any words said over him. Sartain merely rolled him into the ravine, coiled his lariat, and stepped back into the saddle.

      He continued on, taking the southern trail, which he hoped would eventually lead him to Mexico. From having perused a map in a Wells Fargo office up in the Panhandle, he knew that the town of Carmen was to the north and the larger settlement of Bittersweet was to the south, between the Davis Mountains and the Del Carmen Range just across the border in Mexico.

      He’d ride through Bittersweet in a few hours, he judged. He usually tried to steer clear of smaller towns where he might be recognized from the “Wanted” dodgers bearing his likeness that had circulated through the West, announcing the two-thousand-dollar government bounty on his head for killing the soldiers. But Bittersweet would be the last town before the vast wastes of Old Mexico. He needed to lay in trail provisions for the long ride.

      He’d ridden along on the muddy trail for a good hour when a clattering rose behind him. Instantly, his hand went to the big LeMat holstered on his right thigh, and he turned to stare back along the trail. There was no dust because of the mud, but he thought he could make out a fast-moving wagon coming around a bend maybe a quarter mile back and obscured by scrub oaks and sotol cactus.

      The wagon was moving at a fast clip, clattering to beat the band. Now he could hear someone hoorawing whatever poor animal was pulling the contraption.

      Sartain turned Boss off the trail and rode around behind a large, cabin-sized boulder and stopped on the far side of the boulder from the oncoming wagon. He waited, his hand on the LeMat.

      The clattering of the wagon grew steadily louder as did the loud hoorawing of the driver and the thuds of the galloping puller. The wagon dashed past the boulder in a tan and red blur, divots of mud flying up from the horse’s hooves and the wheels. Sartain saw through the creosote scrub between him and the trail that a girl was driving, standing in the driver’s boot, feet spread wide. She was whipping the reins over the skewbald paint horse pulling a battered, dull-orange farm wagon.

      It wasn’t her clothes that had given her sex away, for she wore the felt Stetson, hickory shirt, brown belt, and denims of a man. It was her slender figure with the feminine curves, and the high-pitched voice trying to coax more speed out of the galloping paint that told Sartain she was a girl. Many men wore their hair long, but hers, which was as black as night, hung down to the small of her back, and it owned a feminine shine.

      The girl wasn’t what interested the Revenger most about the fast-moving wagon, however. As she’d dashed past him, he’d caught a glimpse of what appeared to be a body covered by a brown and yellow Indian blanket. At least, the figure beneath the blanket was shaped like a body, and he thought he saw the top of a head and one arm flopping out to one side.

      A body, all right. Most likely a dead one. Any injured man would have been killed by the girl’s violent driving along the chuck-hole stippled stage road curving through the west Texas desert.

      Curious, and because the girl was obviously in distress, Sartain pulled Boss out onto the trail and put the buckskin into a rocking canter, keeping about seventy yards between him and the girl as they continued along the trail, heading nearly due south. The Del Carmens rose dark and mysterious in Old Mexico, straight ahead of the trail and above the bristling chaparral brushed with occasional cloud shadows.

      As hard as the girl was pushing her horse, Sartain expected the paint to blow out both lungs at any moment, or for one of its hooves to plunder a gopher hole. If that happened, the girl would be a goner, crushed beneath a toppled wagon.

      He suppressed the urge to catch up to her and slow her down. Though it rankled him to see a horse abused the way she was abusing the paint, her business was her own. Besides, he thought they were probably within a mile or so of Bittersweet.

      A few minutes later, he saw the mud adobe dwellings of the ranch- and mine-supply settlement crawl into view between two steep ridges. He wouldn’t have recognized it as a town if he didn’t know a town was out here. From this distance of a third of a mile, it was a few scattered brown shapes amongst boulders and cactus and scrub oaks and piñons climbing the lower slopes rolling up toward the base of the steep, sandstone cliffs. The cliffs towered a good two thousand feet over the town.

      Only a town this small could be a county seat in the vastness of the Great Bend.

      Sartain followed the wagon around a long bend in the trail, until he could see the tall, false-fronted business buildings lining the trail, which became Bittersweet’s main street.

      Flanking the mud-brick and shabby gray business buildings, the small, pale adobes remaining from the town’s Mexican origins rolled up in the brushy, rocky hills, where the Revenger could hear lambs and goats bleating, a few cows lowing, and dogs barking. There was the smell of privies and trash heaps, as well as animal dung moldering in the harsh sun and ubiquitous heat.

      There were also the rich, spicy smells of Mexican cook fires, and they started Sartain’s stomach rumbling. He hadn’t had breakfast at Maggie Ferris’s place, though she’d offered to cook for him the night before. She’d been sleeping so deeply that morning, he hadn’t wanted to awaken her.

      Likely her slow, satisfying execution of Kansas Charlie had been a load off her shoulders, and she’d finally been able to get a good night’s sleep, though her and Sartain’s riotous coupling probably had something to do with that, as well.

      The Revenger smiled, remembering it fondly.

      Ahead of him, the wagon lurched and jounced into the town. As it did, the tailgate jerked open to lie flat, one broken chain dangling toward the trail. The wagon swung toward the right side of the street and stopped. Sartain halted Boss at the edge of the town, near a blacksmith’s hut from which rose the clangs of a hammer striking an anvil.

      The Revenger poked his hat brim back off his forehead as he frowned curiously, watching the girl with long, black hair jerk the wagon’s brake forward, engaging the blocks against the wheel, and then climb down out of the driver’s boot, on the wagon’s right side. She yelled something that Sartain couldn’t hear, and then she shouted louder as she mounted the boardwalk fronting a large adobe brick building whose sign jutting into the street announced BROWN COUNTY COURT HOUSE.

      A sign beneath that sign read simply: COUNTY SHERIFF.

      “You bastard!” the girl’s cry echoed. She’d stopped to shout into a window to the right of the courthouse’s front door. “You killed him, you bastard, and I brought him here so you could take a good look at him!”

      The front door opened, and an older man in a black, three-piece suit and spectacles stepped out, holding a fat stogie in his hand.

      “Carleen!” the older man said, Sartain able to hear better now as he put Boss ahead along the street.

      There’d been a dozen or more people milling about the shops, and they all turned their attention to the courthouse. Shop doors were opening, and men as well as women were stepping out to investigate the commotion.

      Several dogs had come running out of alleys to sniff and mewl and wag their tails around the wagon. A building similar in bland, bulky style to the courthouse stood to Sartain’s left. One of its several signs boasted “free blowjobs between 5 and 7 every Friday night with the purchase of a whiskey,” so it likely had little to do with officious government grindings—except when the county officials were not taking advantage of the specials.

      A large sign stretched across the upper story balcony read simply: NORA’S.

      Doves in their fluttering finery were bleeding out onto the rickety-looking balcony to peer over the ironwood rail toward the source of the commotion.

      The black-haired girl hammered on the window to the right of the courthouse door, yelling, “Sheriff Chaney—you in there? You murdered him, you bastard! I know you did! I brought him here for you to look at!” She hammered on the window again, until Sartain winced, fearing she’d break the glass and shred her fist.

      The old man in the three-piece suit, looking chagrined and befuddled, moved up to her as though to grab her arms, exclaiming, “Now, Carleen, pipe down before you cause a scandal, dear child!”

      “Me cause a scandal?” Carleen shrieked so loudly that one of the dogs near the wagon put its tail down and dashed under the wagon bed.

      To Sartain’s left, a man shouted, “What in tarnation is goin’ on over there? Who’s yellin’ so’s to wake the dead? Carleen, is that you caterwaulin’ over there?”

      A tall, black-haired man had just walked out the front door of Nora’s place, knotting a string tie around his neck.

      He yelled, “Goddammit, girl—you pipe down, or I’ll pull your pants down and blister your naked ass!”
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      The tall man stepped into the street, the doves looking down at him from the balcony above. He was dressed in the black suit and slouch hat of a card sharp, complete with gold watch chain drooping from a pocket of his paisley vest. A stylish brown slouch hat shaded his soft but handsome face.

      His white linen shirttails drooped over his wide, black cartridge belt glittering with brass-cased rounds for the big Peacemaker sitting high and for the cross-draw on his left hip. The thongs on his holster dangled toward his high-heeled, undershot black boots.

      A five-pointed sheriff’s star glittered on his vest.

      The girl had swung around to face the man. She glowered at him from the boardwalk fronting the courthouse. “Ha! I should’ve expected you’d be whore-mongering, you guttersnipe! Get your cowardly ass over here and say good-bye to your brother, Warren! He’s dead, and don’t try to tell me it wasn’t you who shot him in the back, neither!”

      “What’re you talkin’ about, girl?” the sheriff said, finished tying his necktie and striding slowly forward. The street had suddenly gone so quiet that Sartain could hear one of the horses tied to a hitchrack fronting Nora’s place plop apples into the street.

      “Get over here and say good-bye to your brother, Warren!” The girl thrust her arm out toward the blanket-covered dead man in the back of the wagon.

      Her voice had been quavering with emotion, and now her knees buckled, and she collapsed in the street, her long hair dancing down her arms. She clamped her hands to her face and sobbed. “You killed him! You finally killed him just like you been wantin’ to do ever since he came back to Bittersweet!”

      She sobbed into her hands, shoulders jerking, her hat falling off her head and tumbling into the street.

      Everyone watched, including Sartain, as the tall, slender sheriff with hair nearly as dark as the girl’s strode over to the wagon. He stared down at young Carleen, and then he turned to the bundle in the wagon box. With one hand, he tugged the blanket down to reveal the man’s face. Then he froze before squaring his shoulders and staring into the wagon for a full minute.

      No one said anything. The only sounds were the occasional snorts of a horse and the girl sobbing into her hands as she knelt in the finely churned dust of the street.

      The older gent in the three-piece suit had come down off the boardwalk to tentatively peer into the wagon. He winced again and shook his head. “It’s Waylon, all right. Sure enough. May god have mercy on his soul.” He turned to Carleen and clucked. “Oh, you poor girl!”

      “He did it!” Carleen lifted her head and pointed at the sheriff. “He might not have pulled the trigger, but he saw to it that his brother was killed, sure enough!” She rose and lunged for the tall man before her. “You killed your own brother, an’ you’ll burn in hell!”

      She tried to punch him, but he grabbed her arms. He was far bigger and stronger than she, and she was no match for him. A short Mexican in buckskins had slowly stepped up to the wagon. He’d come from the direction of the blacksmith shop behind Sartain, and he moved slowly but deliberately up behind the girl now and took her in his brawny arms.

      “There, there, Carleen,” the burly Mexican said sadly, enfolding the crying girl in his arms and pulling her back away from the sheriff. “There, there . . . come away from there, now.”

      “Let me go, Vicente!” Carleen yelled, struggling in the burly man’s grip, kicking out at the sheriff, who stood sullenly before her. “I’m going to kill that bastard! He killed his own brother! His own twin brother! He killed my father, and I won’t rest until he’s dead, too!”

      “Come now, Carleen. I take you home. Vicente will take you home.”

      “I don’t wanna go home. There’s nothin’ there for me anymore . . . with Pa dead, murdered by his own brother!”

      Suddenly Carleen managed to wriggle out of the stocky Mexican’s arms. Sobbing, tears rolling down her cheeks, she stumbled into the middle of the street. “I, Carleen Chaney, daughter of Waylon Chaney, who was murdered by his twin brother, Warren Chaney—Sheriff Warren Chaney—am, as of right now, offering five hundred dollars to the man or men who kills this killer standing before me now!”

      The sheriff whipped his head around, his right hand automatically driving across his belly to close around the grips of his Peacemaker. He spun as though to make sure no one was taking the girl up on her offer, and then he spun back to her, thrusting an arm and castigating finger at her. “I declare, Carleen—you simple witch!”

      With that, he struck the back of his right hand across her face with a resolute smack. The girl screamed, spun, and fell in a heap.

      Red-faced with fury, the sheriff bounded toward the girl, his eyes fairly bulging out of their sockets. Sartain knew unbridled rage when he saw it.

      “Come on, Boss!” He booted the buckskin ahead, shucking his LeMat from its holster.

      As the sheriff jerked his right boot back, apparently intending to drive it into the girl’s belly, Sartain let a bullet fly. The .44-caliber slug plumed dirt and horse apples about six inches to the left of the sheriff’s left boot. The Revenger turned Boss full around and halted him, dust billowing around horse and rider.

      Sheriff Warren Chaney had lunged back, tripped over his own boots, and fallen in the street with an indignant yelp. His enraged eyes blazed up at Sartain, and again his hand went to the Peacemaker.

      Sartain drove another .44 round into the dirt near the man’s hat, which tumbled off his head and, cocking the big popper once more, narrowed an eye as he aimed down the barrel at the bridge of the dark-haired, blue-eyed man’s nose. “The next one’s gonna earn me that five hundred dollars right quick!”

      Chaney froze, his Peacemaker half out of its holster. He stared up at Sartain with bald fury, the nostrils of his peeling, sun-blistered nose expanding and contracting. His sharply chiseled, clean-shaven face was mottled red.

      The crowd had moved a little closer to see over and around the wagon. A shocked rumble rose. At the first roar of Sartain’s LeMat, the three dogs had high-tailed it into alleys, but a shaggy, burr-laden black and white collie peered from over a pile of lumber, grinning as though this were the most interesting thing to happen in Bittersweet in a month of Sundays.

      The girl stared up at Sartain from the dirt. Her mouth hung open—a pretty, full-lipped mouth it was, too—and her eyes were wide. Her man’s flannel shirt had torn open, revealing the top of the deep, alluring valley between her breasts.

      The stocky Mexican stood staring with much the same expression as the girl, his coffee-brown eyes flicking back and forth between Sartain’s smoking, pearl-gripped, silver-chased LeMat and his eyes. A woman’s voice yelled, “Warren!”

      She came running out of the crowd—another black-haired beauty, only this one was better appointed, in a burgundy gown with a wasp waist and pleated skirt, a little straw hat trimmed with fake berries and leaves on her classically beautiful head. She was shielding that beautiful head from the sun with a parasol that matched the gown.

      As she ran toward the wagon, her corset jostled becomingly. She was still a good twenty feet from Sartain when he could tell that she was blood related not only to the sheriff, but to the girl, as well. In fact, Carleen appeared merely a slightly younger version of the woman, who was maybe twenty-five or twenty-six, only a few years younger than the sheriff.

      “I heard the yelling, and . . . Carleen, it is you!” She stopped near the wagon and looked around at Chaney and Carleen and then at Sartain, who had lowered the LeMat slightly while keeping it cocked and trained on the sheriff.

      Now the woman turned to peer into the wagon. “Oh!” she said, clapping a hand to her cleavage visible at the top of her stylishly low-cut gown. She took a halting step backwards. Her fine lower jaw hung, and her ruby lips parted in shock. “Oh, god! Waylon?” She moved forward slowly, dropped the parasol, and closed both her white-gloved hands over the top of the wagon’s side panel.

      “Go on home, Celeste.” Keeping a close eye on Sartain’s LeMat, Chaney gained his feet. “Go on home. I’ll tend to him.”

      “Who did this?” Celeste asked, her cheeks pale. Otherwise, she looked more angry than sad. There were no tears in her eyes, and her fine jaw was firm. She was staring at Chaney. “Who did this, Warren?”

      “He did!” Carleen exclaimed, gaining her feet, her hair in her eyes. “His own twin brother murdered my father. I found him dead in Cobalt Canyon. Back-shot!”

      Chaney glanced around self-consciously and said tightly through his teeth, “Carleen, I didn’t murder my own brother, and if you don’t stop sayin’ it . . . !” He glanced at Sartain, as did Carleen.

      She acquired a smug look as she switched her gaze back to Chaney. “What’re you gonna do, Warren? Looks like there’s a new dog in town. One with a bigger gun and bigger balls than the soft little marbles you got danglin’ between your legs.”

      A man laughed loudly, briefly, as several others amongst the crowd snickered with sheepish delight. Chaney turned to the man who’d laughed loudest, and the man turned his head away and brushed a fist across his nose.

      Celeste moved toward Carleen. “Come, Carleen. Let me take you to the house, get you cleaned up and—”

      “No.” Carleen backed away. She glanced at the stocky Mexican standing behind her. “I’m going with Vicente. He’s the only one around here who stayed loyal to my pa. He was more a brother to him than you ever were, Warren, you yellow-livered, murdering bastard!”

      She sobbed again and turned to the stocky Mexican, who wrapped his thick arms around her, gave her a quick hug, and muttered something into her ear. Then she turned away from him and walked over to the wagon’s left side, and climbed into the boot. The Mexican walked off down a wide break between buildings on the west side of the street.

      “Carleen, where are you taking him?” Celeste asked, frowning up at the girl whom Sartain assumed was her cousin. “Your father should be buried up at the house. His own father will want to see him one last time.”

      Carleen disengaged the brake. “I’m burying him up in the mountains, far away from here and everything Chaney. You Chaneys killed him. Warren just finished it. I only brought my father to town so everyone could see Warren’s handiwork. So they could see what he did to his own brother.”

      She raised her voice and looked around the crowd of stockmen, drummers, painted ladies, burly prospectors, and apron-clad shopkeepers, as well as several round-faced, domesticated Apaches who likely did menial labor in and around the town.

      “You’ve all seen what Sheriff Chaney did to his own brother. The reward stands. I will pay in gold dust as soon as I’ve been given confirmation that Sheriff Chaney is dead! Hi-yahhh!”

      Several men dashed out of the way as she shook the reins of the paint in the traces, and horse and wagon and its slack cargo dashed off down the wide break between buildings, on the heels of the stocky Mexican, Vicente.

      Chaney glowered at Sartain. The corners of his mouth rose with a devilish smile. “You can toss that big hogleg down in the dirt, now, stranger.”

      “Can I?”

      A deep, rumbling voice behind Sartain said, “Yeah, you can.”

      The Revenger heard the unmistakable click of a gun hammer being cocked.
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      Sartain looked over his right shoulder.

      A big, savage-looking hombre in a too-tight three-piece suit that made him look even more savage by contrast stood about ten yards behind the Revenger. Wearing a deputy sheriff’s tin star on his left lapel, he was aiming a double-barreled Greener straight out from his right shoulder, his head canted slightly over the barn-blaster’s rabbit-ear hammers, both of which were rocked back to full cock.

      He grinned, showing two gold front teeth.

      Sheriff Warren Chaney smiled with satisfaction. “Toss it down here in the dirt, or my deputy here, Mr. Amos McCluskey, is gonna blow a hole the size of Texas through your brisket.”

      Sartain tightened his grip on the heavy revolver and offered a snide grin of his own. “I never toss my weapons in the dirt. Scratches the finish and fouls the action.”

      Chaney’s smile faded. His left nostril twitched. Another angry flush rose in his cheeks.

      Sartain broadened his own smile as he kept the LeMat aimed at Chaney’s chest.

      “This piece has a hair trigger,” he warned. He didn’t have to add that if Deputy McCluskey’s Greener went off, the LeMat would go off, as well. Sartain might get his spine turned to shards, but a .44 pill drilled through Chaney’s heart would kill the sheriff just as dead.

      Chaney’s left nostril twitched again. A murmur rose from the crowd still staring at the hubbub from up and down the street. The sheriff’s rage shifted to embarrassment, then back to rage again with a good touch of frustration added.

      He glanced around Sartain at his deputy. “Amos.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      Sartain heard the shotgun’s hammers click softly down. Sartain curveted Boss and then backed the horse to the left side of the street so he could have both Chaney and big Amos McCluskey in his view. McCluskey let the Greener hang down at his side.

      Sartain offered an affable grin and depressed the LeMat’s hammer.

      “All right, then,” he said.

      A couple of people in the crowd sighed as though they’d been all worked up for action, and now that it didn’t look like they were going to get any—at least any more, now that Miss Carleen had made her exit—they were disappointed. The crowd started to disperse, murmuring their chagrin at having to return to the humdrum workaday world without having gotten to see any blood shed.

      Chaney looked around cautiously. Sartain knew the man was thinking about that bounty Carleen had put on his head. He was wondering who, if anyone, was going to try to collect.

      And if they weren’t going to collect it here—where?

      Sartain would be wondering the same thing, as would most men. He had to smile at Chaney’s predicament. He was constantly in predicaments like that himself, and he knew it was like living between two steam-saw blades.

      Besides, while he knew little or nothing about what had just occurred here on Bittersweet’s main street, he sensed that Chaney deserved the position he was in. What made it even more satisfying was that the arrogant lawman had been placed there by a young woman who thought the sheriff was responsible for her father’s death.

      “You’d best mosey, amigo,” Chaney said, staring hard at Sartain. “You’d best mosey real fast-like. We ain’t even met, and I can tell I don’t like you. And when I don’t like a man, I tell him to leave. And if that man’s smart—and you don’t look overly stupid—he leaves.”

      “Thanks for the high compliment,” Sartain said. “I was just gonna stay long enough to do business with your mercantile. But now you done piss-burned me, and, while it’s not for me to say how smart or stupid I am, I can tell you that I am sensitive. Bein’ told to leave a place just sorta makes me wanna stay on. So I think I’ll hang around a while. And if you decide to do somethin’ about it, I can almost double-dee-guaran-damn-tee you it’s gonna be a pair of Chaneys bein’ buried.”

      He looked at the big, stupid-looking deputy with the two gold front teeth. “Or a pair of Chaneys and one deputy sheriff.”

      The big deputy gritted his gold teeth in fury and stepped forward, raising his shotgun. Sartain’s LeMat roared, and the big man groaned as he brushed a hand across his cheek. He looked at the blood on his hand, and his face turned red.

      “Why, you son of a . . .”

      Sartain said, “I wasn’t whistlin’ ‘Dixie.’ ”

      Chaney glared at him, opening and closing his hands at his sides. “Who are you, mister?”

      “I’m a man lookin’ for a livery barn.”

      With that, the Revenger holstered his LeMat, pinched his hat brim to the sheriff, touched spurs to Boss’s flanks, and rode off down the street. The Federated Livery and Feed Barn sat two blocks up and around a bend from the courthouse.

      An old man with a straggly goat beard and smoking a corncob pipe stood outside, watching Sartain approach. Apparently, he’d been watching the festivities out in front of the courthouse.

      “Boy, you sure piss-burned Warren Chaney good, mister.”

      “I did, didn’t I? Will you stable my hoss? He’s an owly coyote around the fillies, and he eats like a blue-ribbon bull.”

      “My fillies can handle him. They’re west Texas fillies, don’t ya know.”

      As Sartain swung down from the saddle, the old man stepped forward, puffing his pipe. “Was that really Waylon Chaney lyin’ in the back o’ that wagon?”

      “That’s what his daughter said.”

      “I’ll be damned. Waylon dead after all these years.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Taking Boss’s bridle reins, the old man studied the horse’s rider. “What do you mean—‘what does that mean?’ ”

      “Sounds like Waylon Chaney cut quite a swath through these parts.”

      “You obviously ain’t from here, young fella. Louisiana?”

      “How did you know?”

      The old man snorted. “Bayou Country, by the ’lect.”

      “Gulf Coast. New Orleans. French Quarter to be exact.”

      “Oh, hell. I know who you are.”

      “Yeah, well keep it under your hat, will you Mister . . .?”

      “Pap Chisolm. Yeah, I’ll keep it under my hat but”—Chisolm gave a mock-devilish grin as he knocked the dottle from his pipe—“I ain’t gonna promise I won’t try to collect on that bounty you got ridin’ your shoulders. What is it—two thousand?”

      “Thereabouts. And thanks for the warning. I’ll be watchin’ for you.” Sartain smiled at the oldster, who looked arthritic and frail, his shoulders hunched, his face bristling with warts and liver spots.

      Chisolm shoved his pipe into a shirt pocket and reached under Boss’s belly to unbuckle the latigo. “I used to have a pistol around here somewhere . . .”

      “Make the first shot count.” Sartain shucked his Henry from its scabbard and hiked a hip on a water barrel. “Is the girl right, Chisolm? Do you think Sheriff Chaney killed his brother? I know it’s none of my business, me bein’ a stranger here an’ all, but I’m naturally curious.”

      Chisolm turned to him. “Listen, young fella: it don’t matter who you are or how good you are with that LeMat and Henry, or how many people you killed. Bein’ curious, natural or otherwise, is dangerous business around here. I don’t recommend it. And I ain’t one to go flappin’ my lips to folks who is over curious, neither. Talkin’ too much and bein’ curious—both’ll get you killed faster’n you can shake a dead skunk!”

      “Good advice.” Sartain slid off the barrel, hiked his Henry on his shoulder, and poked a cigar between his lips. “Thanks, Chisolm.”

      “You ain’t gonna take it to heart, are ya?” Chisolm asked as he led Boss up the barn’s wooden ramp.

      “Probably not,” Sartain said fatefully.

      Chisolm merely shook his head.

      Sartain walked out into the street and looked around. He saw a sign for a café—at least he figured it was a café, for the sign read TEN CENT MEALS in crudely painted letters—and after investigating and discovering it was indeed an eatery run by a fat Mexican couple, he sat down to a filling meal of carne asada preceded by a big bowl of thick menudo.

      He washed the spicy grub down with a couple of bottles of cerveza. The fat Mexican man had hauled them up from a deep root cellar, so the Mexican suds were cool and refreshing.

      While the Cajun ate, he went over in his mind all that he’d encountered here in Bittersweet. It had been, and probably still was, TROUBLE in capital letters, and he admonished himself to lay in trail supplies and continue on down to Old Mexico, as he’d planned. Bounty hunters as well as lawmen were starting to clog up his back trail.

      The trouble was, TROUBLE—in capital letters —had a way of attracting Mike Sartain, despite his troubled past.

      He was just too damned curious about Waylon Chaney to pull his picket pin just yet. His curiosity probably had as much to do with the dead man’s comely daughter, but there it was. He’d stay at least the night and see what he could turn up about the Chaneys and Miss Carleen and Miss Celeste. If there was a party here who needed help— Well, helping a person who couldn’t help himself or herself was his business.

      He tossed coins onto the table, nodded his gratefulness to the Mexican woman, donned his hat, and headed on outside. He stood on the boardwalk fronting the tiny adobe place and relit the stogie he’d been smoking earlier, the smells of the Mexican cooking and the eatery’s warm air wafting out from behind him.

      A couple of Mexican horsebackers were just now passing in the street before him. They turned down a side street where he’d seen another whorehouse earlier, when he’d been looking for food. It was a colorful little adobe with a wood frame and stone addition to one side, and the window shutters had all been brightly painted different colors.

      Likely a Mexican-run establishment.

      Sartain considered heading on over there, buying himself a chubby Mexican whore with whom to while away the waning hours of the afternoon, and maybe learn some gossip about the town in general and the Chaneys in particular.

      But then, if he was going to visit a whorehouse, why not the big one nearly right across from the sheriff’s office? He’d probably have a larger covey of painted ladies to choose from. Besides, it being so close to the sheriff’s office, and with the sheriff having patronized the place earlier, he might learn more about the Chaneys there.

      Something told Sartain that Sheriff Chaney was a regular.

      Yeah, that’s the brothel he oughta patronize. He wasn’t nearly as interested in having his ashes hauled, since he’d had them hauled so well the previous day and night, as he was in learning a few salient tidbits about the Chaney brothers.

      Puffing the stogie, he peeked back into the barn to check on Boss. Satisfied that Pap was tending the horse properly, giving the mount a good, thorough rubdown, he crossed the street and walked back in the direction from which he’d come. He glanced at the sheriff’s window in the courthouse.

      A CLOSED sign had been hung in the curtained window.

      The sheriff must have had enough excitement for one day.

      Sartain stepped up onto the broad stoop that fronted the whorehouse. Both windows right of the door had red velvet curtains drawn across them, and more curtains were also drawn across the door’s top window panel.

      He couldn’t hear any noise from inside. Hoping that all the whores, having grown bored with the drama on the street, weren’t now slumbering in the mid-afternoon, he tripped the door’s latch and stepped inside.
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      He was instantly met with the fresh-cut timothy smell of marijuana tinged with the ground-cinnamon smell of opium. The room before him was nearly dark save for a foggy red glow from the sun shining through the heavy curtains.

      The room lay three steps away from the door, and it was carpeted in wine red with black dragons breathing yellow fire flying and flapping their bat-like wings. The room was a cozy, well-appointed parlor, though its furniture was somewhat in disarray. Three barely dressed girls lounged singly in plush chairs and on couches while two others were entertaining men.

      One girl and one man waltzed slowly on the room’s far side. A baby grand piano sat under a large oil painting of a naked black girl riding a white horse, but no one was playing it. Judging by the heaviness of the aromatic smoke in the room, the dancers were probably waltzing to music issuing from inside their own heads.

      Another girl lay on a sofa, her head in the lap of a rangy, middle-aged cowboy who sat up straight, staring toward Sartain, though it didn’t appear the cowboy was seeing much of anything. His watery blue eyes were opaque from the drug coursing through his brain.

      The girl lying with her head on his lap was as naked as the day she was born but a whole lot better filled out. She was talking vaguely, softly, as though to herself. Sartain couldn’t make out what she was saying. She seemed to be holding a very mundane conversation with herself, and the cowboy had no interest in it whatever.

      “Well, lookee here,” came a woman’s voice, this one deeper, fuller than the girl’s voice. “If it ain’t the tall drink o’ water who tied a knot in Sheriff Chaney’s britches!”

      The woman strolled toward him from the misty rear of the long room. She was short and fat, and she wore a red negligee that revealed too much of her. She held a wooden cigarette holder in one hand and a delicate wine glass in the other.

      Sartain doffed his hat and moved down the stairs, feeling a little awkward bringing his rifle into such a room, but the Henry was a security blanket of sorts. He figured that, with all the men hunting him, he had a right to such security. The woman didn’t seem to mind. She drifted over to him, the negligee swishing around her fat, pale body, and smiled up at him.

      “Welcome to Nora’s, cowboy. Or should I say, welcome to Nora’s, Vengeance Man!” She winked and sipped her wine, letting her round, brown eyes trail him up and down.

      “Well, I’ll be damned if I’m not tired of my reputation precedin’ me wherever I go,” Sartain said, chagrined. “When did you recognize me?”

      “When you fired that first shot with your big LeMat. Very distinctive pistol on a very distinctive man. You’re handsomer than I expected. You got you a rakish southern charm. I done read about that in the papers, but them scribblers failed to give your appearance the credit it’s due.”

      “Well, hell, now you got me blushin’. I wish there was a horse apple I could kick.”

      “I was hopin’ you’d find your way to my place, Mr. Revenger. I’ll enjoy the notoriety of servicing such a noteworthy and, may I say, notorious customer?”

      “I’d just as soon you kept my identity under your hat, Miss Nora. Not that it matters overmuch, as the liveryman also called me by name, and I wouldn’t know him from Adam’s off ox.”

      “Of course! Indeed!” Nora tapped ashes from her cigarette into the wine glass she’d just drained. “My girls and I pride ourselves on our ability to be discreet, though I must say it would be good for business to know a man of your fame scrubbed his boots on my door mat.”

      She chuckled and looked him up and down again, puffing on the cigarette. “What’s your pleasure? I got me a dozen girls available. Two are down with buns in their oven, so they’re out of service and bein’ tended by the Chinaman down the street, but the rest are open for business. They’re clean as April rain, to boot. I know that for a fact because I just had the local sawbones in here last week, and he had him a good long peek up the pussies of every one!”

      She laughed loudly, though it didn’t seem to disturb any of the others in the room. In fact, none even seemed to have heard.

      “You like ’em young, old, small, fat like myself, or tall like you? I got two with shaved bushes. Got a mulatto with a silver tooth and the softest blowjob lips this side of the Mississippi River.”

      “Now, Miss Nora,” Sartain said, joshing the woman, “how would you know that?”

      She laughed again. “Oh, mister, I do love that dew-on-the-Kentucky-bluegrass accent of yours. My second husband talked like that, and he could make me come just by callin’ my name. Ha!” She sobered suddenly, almost tearing up, even. “Poor man died in the Little Misunderstandin’, don’t you know?”

      “Many did.”

      “What kind of a girl would you like this afternoon, Mr. Samuel?” She winked, jovial again and coquettishly pivoting around on her broad hips. “That’s what I’ll call you: Mr. Samuel.”

      “Well, Miss Nora, Mr. Samuel’s been foggin’ the lonely trails of late. How ’bout a girl given to waxin’ poetical, or at least one that likes to talk. I like a mattress dance as much as any man, but when you spend as much time alone as I do, it’s nice to talk a while afterwards—you know, instead of just donnin’ my hat and hittin’ the trail again before the bedsprings have stopped singin’.”

      Nora smiled and blew peppery smoke into his face. “I have just the girl for you. A real talker. And a pretty girl, too. Go on up to our ‘honeymoon suite,’ but don’t let the name spook you into jumpin’ out a window. Ha! The name’s a joke, but the room’s our very best. We reserve it for special guests.”

      “Like the sheriff?” Sartain didn’t want to be nosey right off the bat, especially with Miss Nora, in whom he detected a cunning skepticism, but he couldn’t help asking the question.

      Nora’s right nostril flared, and she turned her mouth corners down. “No, not him! He’s over here all the time. Nothin’ special about him. I’m just always grateful when he doesn’t get drunk and break up the place, just like his brother used to do to my old place. The governor’s been to the ‘honeymoon suite’ more than once.”

      She chuckled and winked. “Go on up. Third floor, right end of the hall. Frankie will be with you soon. Probably dead asleep, but I’ll wake her.”

      “I do hate to disturb the girl’s slumbers, Miss Nora.”

      “Oh, hell—she’d sleep all day and all night, given her way. They all would. I’ll give her some smelling salts. Go, now. Go, Mr. Samuel! There should be some water in the pitcher if you’d like to tidy up a bit. And I keep a good bottle of whiskey up there, as well!”

      “Obliged, Miss Nora,” Sartain said, lifting his hat to the woman and resting his rifle on his shoulder as he made his way to the stairs at the room’s right rear corner.

      Climbing the carpeted stairs, Sartain could hear soft sounds rising from around him. Soft female sounds of low talking, water pouring for a bath, the occasional giggle—the sounds of girls likely helping each other prepare themselves for the coming night ahead.

      He could smell them, as well. Beneath the natural, subtle, delicious potpourri particular to the sex, he could detect an intoxicating elixir of perfumes and soaps and scented waters, as well as tobacco and marijuana smoke and the incense tang of opium.

      As he walked down the third-story hall, crudely paneled in pine and with no carpet on the floor—by the time the jakes got this far, they were no longer paying attention to the furnishings—he ran into a couple of semi-naked girls talking to each other from open doors on opposite sides of the hall.

      They immediately stopped talking when they saw the big man in the pinto vest walking the dim hall lit only by a window at each end. One girl wore only a thin pair of lace drawers and a towel over her head. The other was clad in a man’s over-sized wool shirt. Spying Sartain, both girls looked him up and down, giving him the critical, suspicious eye.

      One twisted a lock of hair around her index finger and said softly, “Hi.”

      Sartain dipped his chin. “Ladies.”

      He continued down the hall to the Honeymoon Suite, which was how the plain wooden door was ornately labeled in painted letters across a varnished pine plank. As he turned the doorknob, he glanced back down the hall. Both girls were still looking at him.

      “The Honeymoon Suite, eh?” said the one with the towel on her head, in a slightly funning tone. “Who’re you?”

      “Horse buyer’s my guess,” said the other girl. “You buy horses, mister? You’re damn near as big as a horse.”

      “How did you know, darlin’?” the Revenger asked, winking. “I don’t remember having had the pleasure of your company, and”—he brashly raked her up and down in the same manner both girls had done to him—“I got a feelin’ I’d remember.”

      The girls snorted.

      Sartain went into the room and closed the door behind him. It was a large room with a large mountain-lion rug on the varnished oak floor by the four-poster bed. It was nothing like you’d find in one of the better Denver or Cheyenne brothels, but it would do for this far out in the tall and uncut. The air was a little pent up and gamey, he thought, so he pulled the red velvet curtains aside and opened a window to a cool, late afternoon breeze.

      He was washing at the washstand when the door clicked. He hadn’t heard the door open but only heard it close. The little blond standing there in only a camisole that reached to the tops of her well-turned thighs pressed her back to the door and widened her eyes as she stared at Sartain.

      “My, my—what have we here?” The girl was pretty but not beautiful, and her hair was slightly tangled. But she had exotically shaped gray eyes. “Sorry—I reckon I shoulda knocked, but Miss Nora said we had a secret guest so I didn’t wanna make a big to-do.”

      Sartain gave a wry snort. So much for secrecy. Probably every girl in the house was talking about the “secret guest” in the Honeymoon Suite.

      The girl came toward him, placing one bare foot down in front of the other. She had a sexy way about her—from the swing of her breasts and hips to the playful flashing in her eyes. A farm girl, the Revenger guessed. He’d grown up around farm girls who could curl a boy’s hair with their earthy demeanors and practical, untethered approach to lovemaking, and he’d bet the seed bull that Frankie was one of those.

      She rubbed her temple against his shoulder. She looked up at him sidelong, narrowing a playfully suspicious eye. “Nora said you wanted to be called Samuel.”

      She canted her head to indicate down the hall. “Betty thinks you’re Jesse James. Henrietta says you’re the spitting image of pictures she’s seen of Black Bart.” Frankie giggled. “Yeah, that’s who you are. At least, for tonight. Don’t worry—I won’t tell, Mr. Bart.”

      “Thank you, Frankie.”

      “Ma says you been on the trail a while.”

      “You can bet the farm on that.” Sartain hadn’t really been on the trail all that long. Mainly, he’d just been curious, and there was nothing like a doxie to fill him in on the lay of the land. But there was something about this girl he found intoxicating.

      “Been a while, has it?”

      “A few weeks, yeah.” Sartain nuzzled the girl’s neck and slid the strap of her camisole off her right shoulder. He slid the other strap off her left shoulder, and the entire garment whispered straight down her body to pile up on the floor around her ankles.

      She was indeed beautiful. Pink and plump and beautiful . . .
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      Sartain unsnapped the keeper thong from over his LeMat so that the pistol was ready to go in case anyone, namely a bounty hunter or a federal lawman who might have spied him on the street earlier, decided to kick his door down and enter firing.

      He had to admit, however, the added danger did add to the allure of the imminent transaction. Nothing like a little extra tension to add a spark or two.

      He climbed onto the bed, mounting the girl, who spread her knees for him. She wrapped her arms around him, and, propped on his outstretched arms with elbows locked, he kissed her hungrily. She entangled her tongue with his and then pulled her head back slightly, chuckling.

      “You kiss whores, Mr. Bart? Some men don’t, you know.”

      “They’re missin’ out on the best part.”

      She giggled again. “I like you, Mr. Bart. Despite how many innocent people you likely robbed, and how many lawmen you probably killed . . . ohhh, I like you indeed!”

      They’d been causing the bedspring to sigh for a long time when the Revenger saw a shadow move under the door. Alarm bells immediately began tolling in his head. He’d been ambushed so many times that part of his brain was always on alert, even when his other senses were otherwise disposed. He kept an eye on the shadow.

      It was still under the door.

      That meant someone was standing out there.

      It could just be one of the other girls, but Sartain couldn’t afford to think so.

      Despite the distraction of the shadow under the door, he felt his blood rise. He calmly, slowly reached up to slide his LeMat from its holster and lay it beside him and the girl on the bed.

      Frankie’s eyes were closed, so she didn’t notice.

      Sartain glanced at the floor beneath the door again. The shadow was still there, setting his nerves on edge. He brushed his lips across Frankie’s right ear and whispered.

      The girl fell silent and stared up at him, wide-eyed.

      Sartain winked and nodded at her.

      She glanced toward the door and then threw her head back on the pillow and continued to groan and mewl like a mare with a stallion bucking against her. She flopped around on the bed, making the headboard spank the wall and the leather springs screech like hunting owls.

      Meanwhile, Sartain grabbed his LeMat, got off the bed, and walked to the door. Clicking the LeMat’s hammer back, he pressed his left shoulder against the wall to the left of the doorframe, nearest the knob. He looked at the floor. The shadow was still there, unmoving.

      He frowned, curious.

      If the person in the hall was a bushwhacker, what was he waiting for? You couldn’t get a man in a much more defenseless position than when he was enjoying a mattress dance.

      Frankie continued to mewl and groan and kick her legs and punch the mattress with her fists, doing a damned good imitation of the deed of topic. But then, most whores were good at faking their pleasure, though Sartain doubted she’d been faking the passion of only a minute before. After all, he’d been taught by the best whores in New Orleans, if not all the United States and its territories.

      Sartain placed his thumb over the keyhole. A startled gasp sounded on the other side of the door. He switched the LeMat to his left hand, turned the doorknob, and pulled the door wide. Celeste Chaney stumbled backward, slapping a hand to her chest. Her face was red as burnt clay.

      Standing naked in the doorway, Sartain aimed the big LeMat at her, snarling, “You’re damn lucky I didn’t blow a twelve-gauge wad of buckshot through the door while you were peeping through the keyhole, Miss Chaney. Would you like to come inside and watch? You’d have a better view.”

      Behind Sartain, Frankie snickered.

      “Oh, god!” Celeste said, stammering. “I-I . . . I don’t quite know what to say. I was just . . . I was just wondering when you were going to be finished . . . so we could talk, Mr. Sartain.”

      Behind him, Frankie said incredulously, “Sartain? I thought he was Black Bart!”

      “Black who?” Celeste said, looking around Sartain. She was busily trying to keep her eyes off his naked body, and he enjoyed her discomfort. That’s why he just stood there—tall and naked and nearly filling the doorway before her.

      “I see,” Sartain said. “I guess we weren’t making enough noise for you.” He chuckled and stepped back, while Celeste stood there, hand to her chest above her well-filled corset and looking as though she were about to faint with embarrassment. “My offer stands.”

      “What offer?”

      He lowered the pistol and stepped back into the room. “Come in?”

      “Uh . . .” She glanced around. “Oh, well . . . perhaps. I was hoping to speak to you alone.”

      When she’d stepped into the room, looking straight down at the floor now and toying with the black choker to which was attached a small, gold medallion, Sartain closed the door. “Frankie and I have no secrets.”

      Celeste looked at the girl now lying on her side on the bed, smiling with interest, her head propped on the heel of her right hand. Her hair was sexily mussed and tangled.

      “Oh, no—I’d best come back later.” Celeste turned to the door.

      “We could chat through the keyhole if it’d make you feel more comfortable.”

      Celeste swung around, angry, her cheeks turning red all over again. “Oh, damn you! Would you please . . .?” She let her voice trail off, uncertain as to how to continue. She seemed to want to defend herself but knew deep down there was really no way to explain peeping through a keyhole. Her tongue might as well have been tied in a knot.

      She looked at Sartain. He stared back at her, one brow arched. She looked at Frankie. The pretty whore arched her own brow skeptically.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Sartain said, returning the LeMat to its holster. He donned his underwear and sagged into a chair. “We all got our . . . peculiarities.”

      “I’m mortified,” Celeste said quietly, staring at the floor. She held a beaded reticule in both hands, the straps dangling from her left wrist. “There is no defense for what I did. I was voyeuristically watching you couple through the peephole, and you caught me, and that’s that.”

      She swallowed and met Sartain’s eyes. “I did come up here to speak to you, Mr. Sartain.”

      “Does Miss Nora always let folks stroll up here to talk to her customers while said customer is . . . uh . . . bein’ entertained?”

      “Miss Nora defers to me,” Celeste said. “You see, I . . . er, we—the Chaneys—own this place. Nora’s own place went bankrupt, so we started this place, and Miss Nora works for my father and brother now.”

      “Oh, I see,” Sartain said. “So you can peep through a keyhole any damn time you want. Ain’t that convenient?”

      “Mr. Sartain—I have tried to apologize!” Tears of shame dribbled down the young woman’s cheeks as she stared in horror at the floor.

      “Now look what ya done!” Frankie scolded him.

      She crawled off the bed and wrapped an arm around Celeste. “It’s all right, Miss Chaney. I don’t mind. You can come around here and watch me whenever you like. I know how folks are. We’re all sewn from different cuts of cloth, and all that does is make the world more interesting.”

      Her words seemed to somewhat cheer Celeste, who brushed a hand across her nose and smiled at young Frankie, who was about Celeste’s height.

      “Why, thank you, Frankie,” Celeste said, still blushing. She touched her hand to her temple and looked at Sartain. “Oh, this is just too embarrassing. Perhaps you and I could go somewhere . . . perhaps grab a bite to eat . . . and talk? It really is a very serious matter, Mr. Sartain.”

      Sartain glanced at Frankie, who shrugged a shoulder. The young doxie was beginning to look bored.

      Sartain turned back to Celeste. “All right. But only if you call me Mike.”

      Celeste smiled.
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      Sartain and Celeste departed the upper story by a rear stairs. They left the brothel by a rear kitchen door that opened onto a back alley, so that no one in Bittersweet—especially Celeste’s brother, the sheriff—would start to suspect where she’d been keeping herself.

      “I’d invite you to my father’s house for supper, Mike,” Celeste said as they made their way around the near-dark street, maintaining a discreet distance from each other, “but I’ve probably missed supper. We have a wonderful cook, Mrs. Ivan, but my father and brother eat promptly at five. They’re probably all wondering where I’ve been. I’m going to have to make up a story, I’m afraid.”

      She clapped both hands to her mouth and laughed. “Oh, Lord—what a devil I’ve become!”

      Sartain was puffing a stogie. “Now, now, Celeste, let’s forget all that.”

      “I really should be married, Mr. Sart— I mean, Mike. At my age. Instead, I . . . oh!”

      “Some girls wait until they’re married, but I’ll guarantee you that most do not, despite what they might tell you.”

      “Most? Really?”

      “Well, maybe not most. But a good many of ’em. I can assure you of that. Especially them who make it for as long as you have without getting hitched. It’s a natural act. Nothin’ to be ashamed of. That said . . . I reckon we’d best have our discussion and then part ways before someone sees us together.”

      They were at the edge of town, near where a trail twisted up a crease between barren bluffs. Behind them, the lantern-lit windows of Bittersweet splashed dim yellow and amber light out onto the dusty boardwalks.

      Horses at hitchracks stamped and blew. A vagrant breeze shunted a couple of tumbleweeds along the street.

      Two pianos could be heard pattering away in separate saloons. The main street was nearly abandoned, most everyone either home or enjoying drinks in one of the town’s several watering holes or the doxies in one of the several brothels, though Sartain doubted any man could be having as good a time as the one he’d just enjoyed.

      He was exhausted and just wanted to find a hot meal and a pile of hay to slumber in . . .

      The Chaney house loomed tall against the starry sky atop one of the bluffs along whose slope the trail meandered.

      Celeste placed her hand on his forearm. “Come.”

      Sartain followed the young woman up the path. About halfway to the house, a wooden bench sat beneath a lone, sprawling oak.

      “My father had this placed here some time ago,” Celeste said. “He always walked to and from town via the path, and by then he was getting old enough that he needed a place to stop and rest.”

      She sat on the bench. Sartain looked around to make sure they were alone out here, and then he sat beside her. Somewhere in the dark bluffs around them a couple of coyotes were yammering away, tuning up for the night.

      “All right, Celeste. What is it you wanted to visit with me about? I’m assuming it’s your brother.”
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      “Oh, yes. I wanted to talk to you about Waylon, all right.” Celeste gave a wry snort. “I suppose it’s awful crass, the way I’ve commemorated the day he was killed.”

      She looked at Sartain. “But Waylon and I were never very close. Just as Warren and I were never very close, though for different reasons. I came late to Bittersweet, as I told you, Mike. For as long as I knew him, Waylon was a tough nut. He was tough all his life, I understand—oddly heartless, mean, and cruel. And he never respected authority. Our father kicked him out of the house when he was fifteen, and he galloped down the wrong path, as they say.”

      “Became an outlaw?”

      “That’s right.”

      “His daughter seems to have loved him. She was pretty broken up.”

      “She worshipped him, Carleen did. Her mother died when she was quite young, and she fell in love with the romance of her father’s lawless early life. Waylon put an end to his outlawry and came back to raise Carleen when Kathy, his wife, died. Kathy was living out on her father’s little shotgun ranch, and Waylon took the place over, Kathy’s father having preceded her in death. I don’t think Carleen ever really got to know her father. That’s why she loved the wicked man so.”

      “Maybe he wasn’t so wicked in his later years.”

      Celeste gave another snort. “Does a zebra change its stripes? He was wicked, all right. I’ve heard the stories about him. Even as Warren’s deputy sheriff, he was wicked. Often played judge, jury, and executioner right out on the range. At least, the outlaws came to respect him.”

      “And Warren . . . ?”

      “Warren was our father’s pride and joy. He was a young George Chaney. He managed our family’s ranch before we sold it. The selling of the ranch and the mineral rights to an eastern syndicate made my father quite rich indeed. When we moved into town, Warren ran uncontested for sheriff and won, of course. When Waylon returned and couldn’t scratch out much of a living on that little ranch out their near Cobalt Canyon—though he did mine a little gold—Warren hired him as deputy.”

      “So you had a good brother and a bad brother.”

      “I guess you could look at it that way, though Warren is far from ‘good.’ He drinks too much, and he frequents fallen women, though I am no longer one to judge him on that score!”

      She laughed. She had a beautiful, rich, throaty laugh. She sagged back on the bench, crossing her long legs beneath her skirt and then leaning forward to entwine her hands around her knee.

      “My god—I still can’t believe what I just did with you and Frankie.” She pondered her misdeed in silence, smiling back at the town.

      She shook her head as though to wave away the distraction. “Anyway, yes, Waylon was not a good man. I like to think he was a better man than before he’d left Bittersweet, because he seemed to have done a good job with Carleen, though I’ve never come to know her very well. I think Waylon turned her against Warren and me.

      “You see, Warren gave Waylon a job mostly because he wanted his twin brother on his side. He didn’t want him to turn outlaw again, because Waylon had made a formidable outlaw indeed. Besides, Warren needed a tough deputy, this being a tough country hosting all manner of outlawry. We still have Kiowas and Arapahos running wild off the reservations from time to time and murdering ranch families. And then there’s the banditos who ride up from Mexico.”

      “You mentioned that you and Warren didn’t get along, either. In what way, if I may ask?”

      “That was mostly my fault, I think. I was jealous of Warren for the freedom of his sex. Being a boy, he could do most everything he wanted, while I was pretty much restricted to the house. Also, he was so obviously our father’s favorite. But he played himself up to be the favorite, because he knew exactly how he would benefit by being George Chaney’s favorite son. As soon as Waylon left, Warren convinced Father to write Waylon out of the will and to make him, Warren, executor of his estate.

      “Father started to lose his mind just before Waylon returned, and that played to Warren’s benefit. Father no longer had the capacity to consider changing his will to include Waylon as a beneficiary, and Mother was dead by then, from cancer, so she wasn’t around to convince him to change it. And, while Father loved me and relied on me, especially after he started losing his memory, he never respected me enough to listen to me about anything regarding business or legal matters.”

      “So Warren had his brother written out of the will and didn’t want him written back in even after Waylon returned and led a somewhat straight-and-narrow life—despite some loose interpretations of the law.”

      “Oh, god—those two boys were always at odds with each other. No, Warren would never have wanted Waylon to get a dime. Warren had given Waylon a job—and he loved being his brother’s boss, believe me!—but he would have died before he’d have allowed Waylon to be written back into our father’s will!”

      “Then why shoot Waylon? Why go to the trouble?”

      Celeste sighed, shook her head. “I don’t think Warren would do that. I know they hated each other, and I think Warren worried that Waylon was getting too big for his britches, acquiring too much power. But I just don’t think Waylon would shoot his twin brother.” She shuttled a beseeching look at the Revenger. “But I’d like to know for sure. Would you look into it for me?”

      “How did you know who I was?”

      “I recognized you the minute I saw you. I’m pretty much homebound, taking care of Father and all, despite that we hired a private nurse for him a few weeks ago to take some of the strain off me. He’s virtually bed-bound these days and recognizes no one, including me. In other words, I have plenty of time to read.” She gave a sheepish shrug. “Mostly dime novels and illustrated magazines, I’m afraid.”

      “I see.” Sartain removed his hat and twirled it on his finger. “Then I reckon you know that I ride mainly for revenge, Celeste. I’m not a private detective. I kill for a living. Kill for those who can’t kill for themselves.”

      “All right.” Celeste nodded. “I will pay you one thousand dollars—if I can get into Father’s safe, that is—to exact justice for my brother’s killing. True, Waylon and I never got along. But they say blood is thicker than water, and I think that’s true. I would like to see the coward who killed my brother—shot him in the back—dead!”

      “What if it’s . . . ?”

      “Warren?” Celeste stared at Sartain, pensive. Then she said resolutely, “Then my brother deserves to die for killing his twin.”

      Sartain whistled and looked at the young beauty in a whole different light. “That’s a tall order of revenge for such a sheltered woman, Miss Chaney.”

      “I may be sheltered, Mr. Sartain, but I’m still a Chaney. That means I have a good bit of ruthlessness in me, as well. Ruthlessness as well as . . . craven desires.” She looked off, apparently thinking it through, the breeze playing with her hair.

      Finally, she looked at Sartain once more. “No—whoever shot Waylon Chaney deserves to die. If that’s Warren Chaney, so be it.”

      “Were they identical twins, Celeste?”

      “Yes. About as identical as twins can get. In fact, for years the only way my mother could tell them apart was Waylon had a bright red birthmark—a stork’s kiss, she called it—on the very back of his neck.” She smiled pensively as she touched the back of her own neck. Finally, she rose. “I’d best be getting home. I . . . I don’t know quite how to thank you for . . . earlier.”

      “Thank me?” Sartain chuckled, took Celeste in his arms, and pressed his lips to her forehead. “Thank you.”

      “I wish I could invite you up to the house. My father wouldn’t know, but his nurse would, and it would be all over town by sunrise. Warren might be there, as well. He usually has supper with Father and me, and sometimes he sits with Father for a while afterwards, but mostly he goes over the ledger books in Father’s study.”

      “No need to apologize. I’ll look into Waylon’s murder and get back to you.”

      Celeste threw her arms around the Cajun and kissed him. Then she gave him a bright, parting smile, the starlight and lamplight from Bittersweet dancing in her eyes. She swung around and continued on up the trail toward the large house sitting like a jewel against the night sky.

      Sartain relit his cigar, rested his Henry on his shoulder, and headed down the trail in the direction from which he and Celeste had come. He’d look for a hotel and get a good night’s sleep. He needed it after today. Tomorrow he’d get started investigating Waylon Chaney’s murder, not only for Celeste but also to satisfy his own natural curiosity.

      He walked into the ragged, dark outskirts of Bittersweet, puffing the stogie and thinking through the Chaney situation. He was hugging the street’s left side, habitually letting the shadows of the buildings conceal him. He’d just stepped down off the boardwalk fronting a barbershop when a light flashed ahead and to his right.

      He’d recognize the flash of a gun anywhere, anytime.

      The rifle cracked wickedly a half second later, on the heels of the flash.

      Sartain stopped, tucked the stogie into the corner of his mouth, pumped a live round into the Henry’s action, and fired at the spot he’d seen the flash. A man yelped. At the same time, another gun flared and barked straight ahead of Sartain. The man ahead and left yelped again, and there was the creaking thud of a body falling on a shake-shingled roof.

      The gun ahead of Sartain blazed again, barking loudly. The bullet curled the air inches from Sartain’s right ear before it smashed into an awning support post over the Revenger’s right shoulder. He cursed, ejected the spent cartridge, seated a fresh one in the chamber, and fired at the gun flash straight ahead of him. He fired two more times, the empty cartridge casings arching over his shoulder and pinging onto the boardwalk fronting the barbershop.

      Beneath the Henry’s roars, Sartain heard a man curse. Boots thudded and spurs chinked. A shadow flicked in the darkness near where the gun had flashed. The shooter had bolted down a break between buildings.

      Sartain pumped another round into the Henry’s action and took off running. He didn’t like running in the dark where men lurked who were out to kill him. The thing about stalking a man in the darkness—you had to take your time so you didn’t walk into a bullet.

      He jogged a block, squinting into the darkness ahead of him. He was vaguely aware of men shouting in the distance around him—likely saloon patrons who’d heard the gunfire. When he kicked what must have been the ambusher’s cartridge casing against an awning support post, he turned into the next dark alley mouth and quickly dropped to one knee, half expecting another gun flash, another bullet hurtling toward him.

      The shot didn’t come. Sartain jogged down the alley, gritting his teeth when he kicked an empty airtight tin or got a spur caught on a tumbleweed. He ran out of the alley and found himself in a relative clearing backing up to the rear of the main street buildings. There were a couple of what looked like stables and stock pens back here, and one lone, dark, log cabin hunched low to the ground—likely an old prospector’s shack.

      The shack’s tin roof reflected the starlight.

      Gravel crunched somewhere around the shack. A boot clipped a rock, and a spur chimed softly. The sounds had come from the shack’s far side.

      Sartain jerked forward. His own spurs rang. Quickly, he kicked out of his boots, picked up both boots in his left hand, and then ran toward the shack in his stocking feet, wincing at the pebbles and thorns nibbling at him.

      He stopped at the far front corner, edged a look around to the other side. A man-shaped shadow was just then turning the corner to walk behind the shack. Sartain set both boots down carefully, so the spurs wouldn’t ring, and ran silently to the rear of the shack and around to the other side.

      He could see the ambusher moving away from him, toward the front of the shack. The man moved slowly. He’d heard Sartain’s spur ring before the Revenger had removed his boots, and he was keying on that sound.

      Sartain strode quickly forward. He slowed when his quarry stopped at the shack’s front corner and aimed a rifle straight out ahead of him, sliding the barrel this way and that, looking for the man he’d tried to dry-gulch. His back was squarely facing Sartain, who came up behind the man and rammed his Henry’s forestock soundly against the back of the man’s right knee.

      The man screamed, triggered his rifle into the ground before him, and dropped to both knees. He twisted around, trying to bring his carbine around as well. Sartain stepped forward and rammed the Henry’s brass butt plate against the man’s left cheek. There was a solid smacking sound.

      “Oh!” the ambusher said, falling back on his butt and dropping his rifle. He wobbled on his hips, dazed, raising one heavy hand to his face. “Oh—Christ!”

      A five-pointed star winked on his paisley vest.

      “Not even close, Sheriff,” Sartain said through a growl. “But you’re about to see the pearly gates, you son of a gutless bitch.”
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      Warren Chaney froze as he stared up at the big man towering over him. The sheriff had lost his hat, but his face was shadowed. Starlight gleamed in his dark hair, off his eyeballs, and off the brighter threads in his fancy vest.

      “You,” Chaney said. “Christ—I should’ve known it was you. The Revenger! I realized who you were after we parted ways this afternoon.” He spread his arms, palms out in supplication. “Well, you gonna finish me?”

      “Finish you?” Sartain chuckled, letting the Henry go slack in his hand but keeping it generally trained on the sheriff. “I didn’t start this thing, you devil. You’re the one who took a shot at me back there.”

      Chaney didn’t say anything for a second. “Didn’t you take a shot at me?”

      “I was shooting at the fella on the other side of the street. He shot at you. Then you shot at me.”

      “Who was he?”

      “I figured you’d know.”

      “I figured you were in with him. But that was before I knew it was you, Sartain, gunnin’ for me. Everyone knows you work alone.”

      “I wasn’t gunnin’ for you, Chaney.”

      “That what you say!” The sheriff was fingering the cut Sartain’s brass butt plate had gouged beneath his left eye. “Christ, I think you damn near busted my face!”

      Running footsteps sounded. Sartain saw a thick man running down the same gap between buildings that he and Chaney had taken. The big man stopped suddenly and extended a long gun from his right side. “Hold it right there!”

      Raising his Henry slightly toward Chaney’s chest, Sartain said quietly, “Call off your bulldog, Sheriff.”

      Chaney glanced over his left shoulder. “Hold up, Amos. It’s me. And Sartain,” he added, looking up angrily at the big man before him.

      “Sartain, huh?”

      “Nice to see you again, Amos.”

      “Screw you!”

      “Ouch.”

      Chaney slowly heaved himself to his feet, digging a handkerchief out of a back trousers pocket and holding it to his bloody cheek. “Someone bushwhacked me,” he told his deputy, who was slowly walking up, holding his Greener at port arms. “I thought the Revenger here was in on it. Maybe cashin’ in on that bounty my charming niece put on my head.”

      “How do you know he wasn’t?” the big deputy asked. He was fifteen feet away, but Sartain could smell the sour sweat stench of the man.

      “I don’t. But under the circumstances”—Chaney glanced at Sartain’s rifle—“I reckon I’ll have to take his word for it. For now,” he added, threateningly. He glanced at McCluskey. “Did you see the other shooter?”

      “Yeah, he’s lyin’ in the street in front of the millinery. Bone Mitchell from the Triple L-Connected.”

      “Ah. Should have known he’d try to take Carleen up on her offer. The little bitch. Mitchell was always more outlaw than cow puncher.” Chaney looked at Sartain. “You mind if I walk back to my office? I need a shot of whiskey to quiet the dog yappin’ in my cheek. I might have an extra one, if you’d care to join me.”

      Sartain shrugged and lowered the Henry’s barrel, depressing the hammer to the half-cock position.

      “I’m going to pick up my carbine,” Chaney said.

      “Go ahead. Just don’t cock it or aim it at me. Amos, you can lower them two rabbit ears on that Greener, too.”

      “Go to hell, Sartain!” the big, belligerent deputy fairly shouted. “You got a two-thousand-dollar bounty ridin’ on your head!”

      “If you’d like to try and claim it, do it now, or lower those hammers and shut up about it, or I’ll gut shoot you and leave you here, howlin’.”

      Amos glowered at Sartain.

      Chaney picked up his carbine. Dusting it off against his pants, he turned to his deputy. “Go on an’ haul Mitchell off the street. Take him over to the undertaker’s and then continue on with your rounds. If you see anyone else in town who you think might try to collect on Carleen’s five hundred dollars, let me know. Don’t try to take ’em down alone. You’re my last deputy, and I hate the hirin’ process.”

      “You got it, Boss.” Amos lowered the Greener’s hammers and sauntered off through the dark alley.

      Sartain followed Chaney along the alley and over to the courthouse. The sheriff dabbed sullenly at his cheek. He carried his carbine low in one hand. He looked the picture of dejection. A whipped, angry dog. Sartain wasn’t going to let his guard down. Such dogs were often the most dangerous.

      Sartain followed the man into the courthouse and then through the first door on the right side of the hall. In the sheriff’s office, Sartain watched as Chaney sat down heavily in the swivel chair flanking a flat-topped, cluttered desk sporting a low-burning Rochester lamp with a red chimney. The door to the cell block stood in the wall behind the desk. It had a small, barred window in it.

      Chaney turned up the lamp’s wick, spreading a warm glow across the sparsely furnished room, which smelled of Amos McCluskey’s sour sweat, whiskey, and gun oil.

      “Christ, this is gonna leave a damn scar,” Chaney said, still dabbing at the cut on his cheek and jerking open a desk drawer. He not only dressed like a Fancy Dan, but he had that air about him. “You like to have killed me.”

      “Well, then, I reckon I’d be five hundred dollars richer.” Sartain sank into a Windsor chair against the wall to the right of the office’s closed door, near a gun rack with a chain drawn through the trigger guards of all the rifles and two Schofield revolvers.

      “I reckon you would.” Chaney pulled a glass out of the same drawer from which he’d drawn a half-empty bottle. He hauled another glass down from a stack of “Wanted” dodgers on top of what appeared to be bound county tax ledgers and splashed whiskey in both glasses, half filling each. “You want any water.”

      “I done had a bath.”

      Chaney slid the glass across the desk. Sartain rose, sat with a hip on the front edge of the desk, and lifted the glass. He sniffed, able to tell by the fragrance it was of the top-shelf variety.

      “You drink well way out here,” he said, sipping.

      Chaney threw half his own drink back and set the glass on the desk. As he dabbed an end of the handkerchief into the glass, he said, “What were you doing out on the street this time of the night?”

      Sartain figured that Chaney hadn’t been up to his father’s house. Otherwise, he would have known his sister had been late for supper, and he probably would have suspected she’d been out with Sartain. Sartain didn’t care what the man thought about him, but that wouldn’t have been in Celeste’s best interest. He didn’t want to get the young woman into trouble.

      “I was looking for a hot meal and a soft bed. If I’d been gunning for you, you’d be dead.”

      “Why are you still here?”

      “Because a lot of men died to make this a free country.”

      “You’re curious, ain’t ya? Curious about my brother.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m the curious sort.” Sartain drew a fresh cigar from the breast pocket of his shirt, bit off the end, spat the end on the floor, and touched the tip of the stogie to the chimney of the Rochester’s lamp, lighting it. “I hear you and your brother were like night and day.” He rolled the cigar tip against the chimney, lighting the edges and puffing smoke. “Him bein’ night and you bein’ day.”

      Chaney scowled as he dabbed at the cut with his whiskey-dampened handkerchief. “Who told you that?”

      “Some old coot in a saloon this afternoon. Didn’t catch his name.”

      “Yeah? So? We didn’t get along. That doesn’t mean I killed him, and who are you to be asking me these questions, anyway?”

      “Why did you give him a job?”

      “Because he was my brother and he needed one.”

      “Some think you killed him because you thought he was getting too big for his britches, that he was a tougher lawdog than you, and he was showing you up.”

      “Hogwash. He was a tough son of a buck—that’s true. But I wouldn’t kill my twin brother; I couldn’t do that.” Chaney chuckled ruefully. “He could have done that. Waylon could have done that to me. But I couldn’t have killed my own brother. Shot him the back? Hell, no!”

      “Who do you think did it, then?”

      “I don’t know. He was out looking for claim jumpers around Cobalt Canyon. Them claim jumpers could have ganged up on him. But, hell, there’s owlhoots of every stripe around here. Throw a rock and you’ll hit a likely candidate.”

      Sartain puffed the stogie, sipped his drink. “Have you been investigatin’?”

      Chaney threw the handkerchief down on his desk and sipped his own drink. “No, but I’ll head out there tomorrow, have a look around.”

      “You don’t sound too urgent about it.”

      Chaney cursed loudly. “I give you a belt of my good whiskey, and you just sit there blowin’ smoke at me and accusin’ me of killin’ my own brother. If I ride out there now, someone’ll likely follow me an’ bushwhack me for that damned bounty my lovely niece put on me head! Now I’m tired of explainin’ things to a man with a two-thousand-dollar federal bounty on his head, so, if you’ll forgive me, I’d like to call it an evening!”

      “I understand.” Sartain threw back the last of his drink and donned his hat. “Thanks for the whiskey. Went down smooth.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, are you gonna leave town tomorrow?”

      Sartain sauntered to the door, picked up his rifle, and rested it on his shoulder. “No. Can you recommend a good restaurant? I’d prefer a quiet place that knows how to properly cook a steak.”

      “Yeah, there’s a place like that down in Juarez. Pablo’s. It’s on the main drag. A little pink adobe. You can’t miss it. If you leave tonight you’ll be there in three days!”

      Sartain pinched his hat brim to the angry lawman. “All right, then. Good night, Sheriff. Be seein’ you around.”

      “Jump yourself, Sartain!” the Revenger heard the man bellow as he left the courthouse and stepped into the street.
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        * * *

      

      He did find an eatery that served a satisfying steak and beans even at this late hour. It was on a side street near the Mexican brothel from which loud voices emanated, including the jeering laughter of women.

      A couple of gunshots sounded, but Sartain didn’t doubt that they, too, came from the brothel. There was a three-piece band playing over there, as well, and it only wavered a little at the gunfire.

      The middleaged gent with a handlebar mustache who ran the eatery even served Sartain a nice ale to wash the steak and beans down with. The proprietor stooped to peer out the front window at the brothel and rolled a stove match from one side of his mouth to the other, shaking his head. “Now that Waylon Chaney’s dead, them greasers think they can get away with whatever they want.”

      He cursed and straightened.

      “Oh? They’re not afraid of Warren and Amos?” Sartain said between mouthfuls of steak and beans.

      “Hell, no. Waylon, now, he was keepin’ a cork on the Mexican side of town. He never cared much for Mescins and he didn’t mind the Mescins knowin’ it, neither. Ah, hell—why worry about it? Nothin’ I can do. I just hope Warren can hire another deputy half as good as his brother was.”

      The proprietor started to walk back to his kitchen behind a louvered door but stopped when Sartain swallowed a mouthful and said, “You think Warren killed his brother like his niece thinks?”

      The man thought about that, chewing the stove match. “Nah. Warren doesn’t have the balls. He might have sent Amos, though. Ah, hell—I’m not gonna worry about it. All I can do is get up every morning an’ put my shoes on an’ fetch firewood to start the range. I can’t worry about things that are out of my control!” He pushed a shoulder against the kitchen door, stopped, and glanced back over his shoulder at Sartain. “And hope I don’t get shot by a stray bullet fired from over in that greaser brothel!”

      He canted his head to indicate a bullet hole in the wall to his left.

      “That one missed by a snake’s whisker.”

      He disappeared into the kitchen, and Sartain could hear him knocking pans around and cursing.

      After the meal, tired and weary, Sartain went over to the Federate Livery & Feed Barn, which was closed at this late hour but not locked. He opened a big front door and slipped inside, climbed up into the hayloft with his Henry and his bedroll, and slept like the proverbial dead dog, occasionally half waking when he heard gunfire from the Mexican side of town.
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      In Cobalt Canyon the next day, Sartain saw the sun flash in the corner of his right eye, and, having seen similar flashes before and knowing what nine out of ten of them meant, he kicked free of his stirrups and hurled himself over Boss’s right wither.

      He hit the ground hard on his right shoulder with an anguished grunt. At the same time, a bullet screeched through the air over Boss’s saddle and hammered a boulder with a wicked-sounding spang!

      As the rifle’s flat report reached his ears, Sartain heaved himself to his feet, jerked his Henry out of his saddle scabbard, and yelled, “High-tail it, Boss!”

      The buckskin didn’t need to be told twice. As Sartain racked a round into the Henry’s action and dove behind a boulder, the horse reared, whinnied shrilly, and bolted off down the trail in the direction from which he and Sartain had come. Another bullet blasted against the side of the boulder the Revenger had just dived behind, the ambusher’s echoing report following a half second later.

      Sartain gained his knees and picked up his hat. He ran out from behind the boulder to another one and then immediately began climbing the side of a low, boulder-strewn escarpment that formed a wall of the narrow chasm. The ambusher fired two more rounds, but both bullets flew well short of the man’s quarry, which meant the son of Satan had lost track of Sartain amongst the cabin-sized boulders comprising the slopes of Cobalt Canyon.

      The chasm was appropriately named, the Revenger had seen when he and Boss had first ridden into it, following the directions of the liveryman, Pap Chisolm, back in Bittersweet. The chasm itself was all dull yellows and burnt oranges of wind- and sun-blasted basalt sculpted as if by a mad god entertaining himself. But the sky hanging over the fissure high in the Davis Mountains was a velvety, flawless, cobalt blue.

      The sky appeared close enough that a man could rip some of the blue out of it by just reaching up with his hand, and deep enough that it made him feel giddy, as though it were trying to suck him out of his boots and send him reeling into the cosmos beyond it. It was like staring into an ocean above his head.

      The sun and heat pulsated off the rocks around Sartain, who was hunkered now in a niche on the shoulder of the scarp, overlooking the canyon floor, a winding ribbon of flood-scalloped sand littered with the glowing, white bones of recent cattle and deer and, most likely, ancient dinosaurs, whose bones were forever being carved from the rock by spring storms.

      On the opposite ridge, which was as rocky as the one Sartain occupied, and tufted with short, wiry brush and stunt oaks and creosote shrubs, a man moved out from behind a wagon-sized, flat-topped boulder and scurried behind another one. The Revenger raised his rifle but jerked it back down to avoid the same sort of sun flash that had given his attacker away.

      The man was out of sight.

      With the fleeting glimpse and the sun glare, it had been hard to tell much about him. He appeared to be wearing a brown hat and a checked shirt, which told Sartain next to nothing about him.

      The Revenger snaked his rifle around the right side of his covering boulder. Squinting through the sun glare, he made out a rifle barrel bristling from the top of the boulder the sharpshooter had ducked behind. Sartain fired three quick shots, watching his first bullet blast rock dust from the front of the boulder, just beneath the son of Satan’s rifle barrel.

      The rifle barrel was pulled back out of sight, and Sartain’s second and third shots blew more rock dust from the face of the boulder. Sartain bounded out from behind his own boulder, ran through a narrow channel curving up the escarpment, and then ran down the other side.

      He was in the open here as he made his way toward the canyon floor, and his assailant soon found him.

      Lead hammered behind him. One clipped his left spur and nudged his heel. Sartain went to ground behind a low hump of sand and gravel from which a sotol jutted like a quieting finger, and the shooting stopped.

      He looked at his left spur. It was missing a point from its rowel.

      Sartain whistled. Three inches closer and he’d be sporting a hole through his ankle. Whoever was out to get him—a bounty hunter, possibly a lawman who’d picked up his trail in Bittersweet, or maybe Warren Chaney himself—was a damned good shot. Sartain would have to tread carefully.

      He removed both spurs and stuck them in his back pocket, where they wouldn’t jangle.

      He racked a fresh round into the Henry’s breech. He picked up a rock a little larger than his fist and lobbed it down the slope. As the bushwhacker fired at the movement, Sartain whipped his Henry up over the top of the gravelly mound, picked out the dark rifle barrel and the pale oval face beneath the brown hat, and cut loose with three more quick shots, the Henry belching, the empty cartridge casings winging out over his right shoulder and pinging onto the rocks behind him.

      Amidst his own thundering shots, he heard a man yell. The rifle, the face, and the hat disappeared behind a boulder about halfway up the opposite ridge shrouded by the throbbing glare of the sun.

      Sartain wasted no time in hightailing it out from behind the gravelly mound. He sprinted downhill, following a winding course between boulders and brush snags. Near the bottom of the canyon, he stopped behind a block-like boulder and glanced up the slope toward where he’d last seen the shooter.

      There was a high, eerie sounding whisper.

      The bullet hammered into the boulder with an angry, snarling crash, blowing sharp rock slivers and dust every which way. Sartain cursed and ducked his head, squeezing his right eye closed against dust that had slipped behind his eyelid. That eye burned, watered. The shards peppered his hat and his pinto vest.

      “You son of a buck,” he raked out, blinking his burning eye.

      The ambusher’s rifle spoke twice more. The bullets hammered the face of Sartain’s covering boulder. The Revenger snaked his own rifle over the top of the boulder, fired twice, then ran straight to his left.

      He slipped behind another boulder and then ran from behind that boulder and into the flood-scalloped sand at the canyon bottom. Sensing a bead being drawn on him, he stopped suddenly and was instantly glad he did.

      A slug screeched through air where he would now be standing if he hadn’t stopped and blew a branch off the madrone tree to his left and behind him. He jerked the Henry up and fired at the puff of gray smoke still dancing in the sunshine. He pulled the rifle back down and ran up the ridge, meandering in the general direction of the ambusher.

      He took his time now, moving slowly, twisting his way through the large rocks and humps of sand and spidery shrubs and cacti. No shots rang out from above. That made him wonder if he hadn’t wounded the man too badly for him to continue the fusillade, or even killed him.

      He’d prefer the former. He wanted to know why the coward was after him.

      There was also the possibility the man was waiting for him in silence.

      Sartain moved even more slowly.

      He stopped beneath a slanted ceiling of basaltic rock and peered out from beneath the overhang, stretching his glance up the broken slope. He saw what he thought was the boulder the shooter had last used as cover.

      There was no movement. The only sounds around him were the monotonously whining cicadas. Occasionally a hot, dry breath of breeze scratched dry brush together or there was the soft padding of a kangaroo rat.

      The air was as hot as a cookshack at noon.

      Sartain dropped to a knee. He leaned his rifle against that knee, doffed his hat, and ran a hand through his thick, sweat-damp hair. His heart beat slowly but heavily.

      Was the ambusher waiting for him up there? Or maybe the man, having a better vantage from the high ground, had slipped down around him.

      Maybe he was moving up behind him.

      Sartain glanced over his right shoulder. His heartbeat quickened when a round, white-faced Montezuma quail slipped out from behind a rock and disappeared behind a clump of Spanish bayonet. Sartain drew a deep breath, calming himself.

      Then he quietly slipped the Henry’s loading rod from the tube beneath the barrel and filled the rod from his cartridge belt. When he’d snapped the rod back into place and locked it, he moved from beneath the slanting roof of rock and continued slowly up the narrow channel between boulders and humps of sand and gravel and the occasional twisted gray oak with its dusty leaves buffeting lightly in the hot breeze.

      The large, teardrop shaped boulder from which the shooter had last fired at him grew slowly ahead and above him. A sotol fingered up at its left side.

      Even more slowly, Sartain approached the boulder, expecting to see a rifle jut toward him from either side. His own rifle was aimed straight out from his right shoulder, and he slid the barrel from left to right and back again.

      His muscles were coiled like a snake’s. He was ready to aim and squeeze the trigger.

      He moved up the slope and around the boulder’s left side. Crouching, he jerked the barrel toward the backside of the boulder.

      The shooter wasn’t there.

      Sartain looked around carefully. He looked up slope and down and to both sides, his muscles still drawn taut and ready to spring. When he saw no imminent danger, he walked into the niche between the teardrop boulder and the slope rising steeply behind it. On the ground were several fresh scuff marks and four empty cartridge casings. A small patch of blood stained the sand near one of the casings. The casing had a couple of crimson spots on it, as well.

      A shadow slid over the casing.

      Sartain’s muscles uncoiled instantly. Crouching low, he aimed the Henry high and fired. The man standing atop a boulder thirty feet above him flinched. The rifle the man was aiming from his thick right shoulder jerked slightly to Sartain’s right. Smoke and flames stabbed from the barrel, just ahead of the crashing report.

      The bullet slammed into the teardrop boulder two feet to Sartain’s right, spraying rock shards and dust.

      The man grunted and stumbled backward nearly out of Sartain’s field of vision. Then the man stumbled back into it and dropped to his knees. The rifle fell from his hands, clattered onto the steep slope, and fishtailed toward Sartain.

      Clutching his chest, the shooter leaned forward. He rolled over the edge of the boulder he knelt on. He turned one complete somersault in the air and was just starting another one when he struck the incline with a grunt, pluming dust. He rolled wildly. His head and shoulders struck a boulder, and then he was sliding feet-first down the slope.

      Fifteen feet above Sartain, he turned again and rolled to within six feet of the Cajun’s boots.

      Amos McCluskey lay on his back, groaning and wagging his head slowly as blood pumped out of his chest. More blood oozed thickly from both corners of his mouth. His gold front teeth glistened in the sunlight.

      Sartain walked up to him and stared down at the fast-dying deputy.

      “Chaney send you?”

      McCluskey’s eyelids fluttered. Then they stopped fluttering, and he stared up at Sartain. Slowly, a smile twisted his thin, cruel mouth. “Yeah,” he said.

      “You damn fool.”

      McCluskey blinked once. “No more than you are.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’ll know soon enough,” the deputy spat out, blood dribbling down his chin.

      He smiled again, and then his fleshy, bloody chest fell still, and his eyes turned opaque but just as mocking as before.
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      Sartain found Amos McCluskey’s horse tethered to some brush in a notch canyon not far from where the man had died. The Revenger tied McCluskey’s corpse belly down across his saddle, tied the mount’s reins to the saddle horn, and fired his LeMat over the beast’s head.

      The copper-bottom dun lunged down the canyon floor, heading in the general direction of Bittersweet. It would likely be back in town within the hour, and Chaney or someone else could see to the bushwhacker’s disposal. Sartain hoped the body would send a message to Chaney and others who thought bushwhacking him was a good idea.

      Boss had returned to his rider’s side when Sartain had whistled for him, and now the Revenger and the big stallion continued to walk along the floor of Cobalt Canyon, looking for the spot where Waylon Chaney had been shot in the back. That’s what Sartain had been doing when McCluskey had thrown that first slug at him—looking for blood.

      He’d been looking around for over an hour, and he’d found nothing—no blood, no scuffmarks, no cartridge casings, nothing.

      Now, after another hour of searching, he still found no sign to indicate where Waylon Chaney had been shot.

      He’d thought there might be a chance he could track the killer from the spot of the shooting. But while Cobalt Canyon was not an overly large piece of ground, it was a rugged one. His chances had been slim, and now he realized the only way he’d be able to find the spot would be to ask Chaney’s daughter. He hadn’t wanted to involve the grief-stricken girl, but if he was going to find out for Celeste who had killed her brother, the girl’s father, there was no other way.

      He’d learned in town that Waylon Chaney’s small ranch was less than two miles north of Cobalt Canyon. Sartain followed the snaking trail through more rugged country—low buttes tufted with sage and cactus and sparse clumps of fescue—and up a gradual rise toward a steep ridgeline. A few longhorn cattle grazed here and there around him in the distance, most clinging to the sparse shade of lone post oaks or rock outcroppings.

      Sartain had also learned in town that the ridgeline he was heading for was known as Owl Mountain. Now the mountain was catching low, dark, fast-scudding clouds as a storm moved in from the west. As Sartain continued along the trail, he occasionally heard the rumbling of distant thunder. Cloud shadows swept the country around him, and a fresh breeze was rising.

      He topped a plateau and saw the ranch straight ahead of him, dwarfed by the tan, rocky bluffs around it and the ridge looming behind it. If he hadn’t known it was out here, he wouldn’t have seen it yet, for it was just a single mud cabin and mud barn flanking what appeared to be a rickety windmill.

      There were a couple of connected rail corrals and an orchard fence, and that was all. The entire place looked the size of a postage stamp amidst the rugged country stretching all around it and the cobalt sky arching over it.

      There was a low rise to the right of the ranch yard, and, as Sartain and Boss kept moving toward the cabin, he saw a wagon parked at the bottom of the rise. A saddled horse stood behind the wagon, its head down. A few minutes later he saw two figures atop the rise, under a couple of mesquites and post oaks whose branches nodded in the rising breeze.

      Sartain turned Boss toward the rise, and soon he saw the girl, Chaney’s black-haired daughter, sitting on a rock on the rise.

      She watched the stocky Mexican, whom she’d called Vicente in town the day before, shovel dirt onto what was most likely a grave—her father, Waylon Chaney’s, grave. The girl rose from the rock and adjusted a makeshift cross poking out of the ground at the head of the mound.

      Vicente stopped shoveling and stood leaning on his shovel, staring down at the grave. The girl did, as well, the rising wind blowing her black hair around her head.

      Vicente turned his head toward Sartain. Then the girl did, as well. Sartain stopped Boss near the wagon and stared up the rise at the girl and Vicente, who stared down at him. They were a somber looking pair, and Sartain wished he hadn’t come here now, when they were just finishing burying the girl’s father. He wished he had waited until later.

      But he was here now, so he might as well stay and find out what he could as delicately as he could.

      The beefy sorrel tied to the wagon gave a whinny at the newcomers, and Boss returned the greeting in kind. The horse in the wagon’s traces nodded its head and switched its tail.

      The girl and the stocky Mexican set rocks from a pile they’d gathered over the grave, to keep predators away. The girl slapped her hands together, dusting them off, and smacked dust from the thighs of her denim pants. She started down the hill toward the wagon, the stocky Mexican following, the shovel resting on his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” Sartain said as she neared the bottom of the hill. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”

      “You’re not intruding, Mr. Sartain. We were just finishing up.” Carleen Chaney stopped to lean against the side of the wagon and glanced at the Mexican walking up behind her. “Neither one of us are much good at funerals, I’m afraid. Vicente knows the Lord’s Prayer, so he said it, and that’s that.”

      She brushed tears from her cheeks with the backs of her hands and shook her head, trying to be tough.

      Vicente set his shovel in the wagon and looked at the sky, over which dark clouds were sliding quickly, catching and tearing at each other. “I’d best be getting back to town,” he told the girl, placing his hands on her shoulders and giving her a sympathetic squeeze.

      “You’re gonna get caught in it,” she warned.

      “If so, I’ll hole up. Gotta get back to town. Work to do. I’ll be out to check on you again in a couple of days.” Vicente pulled his straw sombrero up from where it had been hanging down his back, set it on his head, and heaved his heavy bulk into the sorrel’s saddle, the leather squawking beneath his weight. He gigged the horse ahead and glanced once more at the girl. “You sure you want to stay out here all by yourself, Carleen?”

      “Where else would I go?”

      “You could come and stay with me.”

      “In that bear den you call a cabin?” She dipped her chin and smiled wryly.

      Vicente chuckled. “Invitation’s open.” He looked at Sartain. “You the Revenger?”

      “That’s what they call me.”

      The Mexican pondered this, and then he nodded and canted his head toward Carleen. “If anyone needs revenge now, it’s her. That bastard killed her pa.”

      His fleshy, mustached face turned ruddy with anger. Vicente turned the sorrel around and batted his mule-eared boots against its sides, heading for the trail.

      Somberly, Carleen watched him go. “My pa’s best friend,” she said, the first raindrops falling, her black hair snaking around both sides of her face in the wind. “They knew each other since they were just boys . . . ridin’ roughshod around these parts. They both settled down at about the same time. After Ma died, Vicente helped raise me.” She chuckled. “If you could call it ‘raising.’”

      She looked at Sartain. “Would you like a drink, Mr. Sartain? My Pa always kept a few jugs of mescal around. Set store by it, in fact. Called it his ‘medicine.’”

      Sartain winced and reached around to the small of his back. “I do feel a mite on the creaky side.”

      “Follow me. You can stable your horse yonder. There’s parched corn. Then we’ll go on over to the cabin, and I’ll fix you up.” She gave him a warm smile and then climbed into the wagon, her taut denims caressing her firm rump and well-turned thighs.
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        * * *

      

      When he’d tended Boss and turned the stallion into Carleen’s corral, Sartain followed her back to the cabin and sat on the porch while she went inside to fix a couple of drinks.

      She came out a few minutes later no longer wearing her man’s checked wool shirt and skintight denims and stockmen’s boots. She wore instead a plain but nicely formfitting cambric frock—cream with pale-blue flowers that matched the deep blue of her eyes. Her hair was freshly brushed to a high shine as it flowed across her shoulders and hung down to the small of her back.

      Beneath the hem of her dress, Sartain could see that she was wearing low-heeled black shoes and frilly stockings.

      Sartain stared up at her in surprise as she handed him a tumbler half-filled with the colorless mescal. She did not return his gaze, but he could tell by the flush sitting high in her perfect cheeks that she was aware of his scrutiny.

      She sat in the string-bottom chair to the left of his own. He assumed she and her father had sat out here in these very chairs, probably to watch the late-summer afternoon rain come down as it was falling now, the small drops tossed by the fresh breeze that smelled of sage and brimstone.

      It was not as violent a storm as the one a few days ago. The thunder merely rumbled and lightning flashed in the northwestern distance as the bulk of the storm bypassed the ranch. The droplets fell to curl the dust of the hard-packed yard.

      Carleen sipped her drink and shook her hair back from her cheeks. “So, tell me, Mr. Sartain: what brings you out here? Not that I mind, of course. At such a time it’s nice to have company, though I can’t say I was expecting a man of your fame.”

      “Or infame, as the case might be,” he corrected her.

      “Possibly to some. But not to folks like myself who’ve been wronged.” She took another sip of the mescal and turned to him. “Are you here to look into my father’s murder?”

      “That’s right, Miss Carleen. I am.” Sartain frowned. “How did you know who I am?”

      “Oh, it didn’t take long for word to spread around Bittersweet. I stayed in town last night with Vicente. I just drove in to give Warren a good look at his brother’s body, and to let him know that I know he killed my pa in cold blood. Backshot him in Cobalt Canyon, the bastard!”

      Sartain sipped the mescal, which was so strong it instantly made his eyes water. But it was good stuff, and he knew mescal. It both tasted and smelled like the southwestern desert in full spring blossom.

      “Are you sure it was the sheriff who killed your pa?”

      “Of course I’m sure.” Carleen’s voice had turned bitter, and her cheeks were now red with anger as she glared at the light rain thumping into the yard. “Of course, I didn’t see it. I can’t prove it. But I know. He’s the only man who’d have the nerve to back-shoot Waylon Chaney. It was either him or he sent his deputy, that fat moron, Amos McCluskey.”

      “Well, that would fit. McCluskey tried to trim my wick out in the same canyon less than an hour ago.”

      She jerked a startled look at him. “Really?”

      “He’s dead.” Sartain took another sip of the potent liquor and let it loll on his tongue for a time before he swallowed it. It tasted especially good with the desert rain falling, the fresh air tanged with sage easing up under the porch roof.

      “Whoa.” Carleen sat back in her chair. “He must’ve followed you out to Cobalt Canyon and wanted to make sure you didn’t find anything.”

      “If that’s true, he gave up his ghost for nothin’. I didn’t find anything. In fact, that’s why I decided to pay you a visit at this delicate time, Miss Carleen. I’m wondering where you found your father. I’d like to see if I can track the killer or killers away from the area.”

      “I’ll show you tomorrow. Storm doesn’t look like it’s gonna stay long, but by the time it’s done rainin’, it’ll likely be too late to get started and back before dark.” Carleen frowned curiously. “Who sent you out here, Mr. Sartain? You just come to help a girl in need?”

      Sartain shrugged, threw the last of the mescal back, and smacked his lips. “I don’t reckon there’s any reason to keep it a secret. Your aunt, Miss Celeste, sent me.”

      “Celeste?”

      “She said she wanted to get to the bottom of your father’s murder.”

      “That’s odd.”

      “How’s it odd?”

      Carleen shrugged a shoulder. “She an’ my pa were never very close.”

      “She said as much. But she also said she wants to know if Warren murdered him. If he did . . .”

      Carleen arched a brow.

      “She’d like me to handle it.”

      “Would you kill him, Mr. Sartain?”

      “If I find out he killed your pa, I would.”

      She gave him a pensive smile, probing him with her gaze. “Because that’s what you do for folks, isn’t it? Avenge them who can’t avenge themselves.”

      “I figure your aunt fits into that category.” The Cajun smiled. “I got a feelin’ you can take care of yourself, however.”

      Carleen pursed her lips, nodding. “Poor Celeste. Cooped up in that house all alone with that crazy old man. Catatonic, the doctor calls him. Just sits in his chair all day, messin’ himself.”

      “That’s a terrible way to live. For both of ’em.”

      “Hell, that old man don’t even know what’s goin’ on. It’s Celeste who had it hard. And then”—Carleen’s voice hardened with anger as she stared down at her near-empty glass—“Warren got the old man to change his will just before he went totally crazy. Convinced him that . . .”

      The girl shook her head and let her voice trail off.

      “Convinced him of what?” Sartain gently prodded.

      Carleen sighed. “Let’s just say that once the old man’s dead, Celeste ain’t gonna be taken care of nearly well enough for all that old man has put her through for the past five, six years. Most of the money—hell, all of the money and property and business interests—will go to Warren.”

      “And your father wouldn’t have gotten any of it, either . . . had he lived, I mean?”

      “Nope. There’s been no chance of that since Pa got wild. Never mind that he came back and walked the straight and narrow. Even went to work for Warren, gettin’ paid next to nothin’, though he did all the heavy liftin’.”

      “Why do you suppose the old man’s bein’ so hard on his daughter?”

      “Well, because Celeste is just a silly young woman, ya see, and wouldn’t have sense enough to spend the money wisely. So Warren will have to see to her, and— Oh, don’t get me goin’!”

      Carleen rose and turned to Sartain. “Do you think I’m pretty, Mr. Sartain?”

      Sartain looked up at her. She filled her dress out in all the right places. The frock was high necked, but it was drawn taut against the full swell of her bosom.

      “Indeed, I do, Miss Carleen.”

      She smiled. “I like the way you talk. You talk like a real southern gentleman.”

      “I like to think of myself as a gentleman.”

      “Does that mean you wouldn’t frolic with a girl you just met?”

      Sartain hesitated. He wasn’t sure he’d heard her right. As he pondered it, Carleen crossed her arms, grabbed the dress beneath her bosom, and lifted it up and over her head.

      Her long, beautiful hair floated messily back to her shoulders as she dropped the dress to the floor and stood before him—willowy, pink, and perfect.
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      Sartain silently opined that there must be something in the water around the Davis Mountains that made all the women hotter than Colt .45s on Saturday nights in Abilene. Or maybe the Chaney women were all so repressed that their carnal desires came out in craven spurts, with nary a nod to the niceties of their female station.

      “Well, I’ll be jiggered three ways from sundown, Miss Celeste, but ain’t you a forward little thing.”

      “I’m a lonely little thing, Mr. Sartain. Lonely as these mountains, but a whole lot younger.” She reached behind her neck and lifted her hair in a messy ball above her head. “So when I see an opportunity to be not quite so lonely for a time, I leap on it. Besides, my daddy’s gone now, and I’m tired of grievin’ already. And”—she let her hair tumble down around her shoulders and bosom—“I don’t wanna think about the heartache anymore today or tonight. Besides, the weather’s good for snugglin’ by a mesquite fire—don’t you think?”

      “You don’t give a man much choice.”

      Sartain rose from his chair. He felt a little wobbly. He’d been desiring this girl even before she’d taken her dress off and he’d seen that she was wearing nothing more underneath it than her aunt had been wearing under her own burgundy frock.

      He doffed his hat, wrapped his arms around her shoulders, and kissed her.

      She fairly melted in his arms, returning his kiss as hungrily as he was giving it.

      Pulling away suddenly, she said, “Do you think me terrible? Carrying on like this after . . . after . . . ?” She turned to stare up the rise upon which she’d buried her father.

      “Ah, hell,” Sartain said. “You’re alive. Might as well enjoy it. He’s not gonna know.”

      She smiled up at him, pressed her breasts against his chest, and wrapped her arms around his neck. She kissed him, and he returned it, and later, when they were both exhausted, they shared a bottle of mescal.

      She sat back against the porch rail, resting an elbow on a raised knee, giving him a smoky smile, and smacking her lips.

      “Damn,” she said.

      “Yeah,” he said, sighing and taking another pull from the bottle.
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        * * *

      

      Later, she fried venison steaks and potatoes from her irrigated garden, and then they slept with the door propped open to the cool breeze that was both fragrant and fresh on the lee side of the rain.

      Sartain didn’t let himself fall into a deep sleep, waking about an hour after Carleen had drifted off, exhausted. By the moonlight angling through her bedroom window in the cabin’s half-story loft, where she had a small bed and a chest of drawers, he checked his Waterbury.

      One forty-five a.m.

      Carefully so as not to wake Carleen, he rose, gathered his clothes, and crept down the creaky stairs, gritting his teeth against the complaints of the rotting planks. He dressed in the kitchen, wrapped his shell belt and LeMat around his waist, donned his hat.

      He walked out to the barn to retrieve one of the shovels she and Vicente had used to dig her father’s grave. He climbed the rise with the shovel on one shoulder, the Henry on the other. A half-moon angled a gauzy light over the wet ground. He tried to stick to the shadows so Carleen wouldn’t see him if she happened to wake and look out a window.

      At the top of the rise, he leaned his Henry against a mesquite. He looked around carefully, listening, to make sure he was alone out here. There were only the wan stars and the moon and the distant yammering of a coyote. Occasionally, an owl hooted from somewhere nearby. The air was cool and still damp from the rain, though the ground was barely soggy.

      Sartain set to work removing the rocks from Waylon Chaney’s grave. He was going to feel like a fool if his suspicions were wrong, but he felt compelled to investigate.

      When he’d removed all the rocks covering the grave, he set to work with the spade. Fortunately, Carleen and Vicente hadn’t buried the body very deep. Only about fifteen minutes after he’d started shoveling, Sartain’s shovel thumped on a wooden casket lid. Apparently, Carleen had boxed up her father before leaving Bittersweet.

      That fact made the Revenger begin to doubt his suspicions.

      Still, he cleared the dirt, dry at this level, away from the wooden lid so green that he could still smell the pine resin wafting up along with the metallic smell of the desert clay and sand. He stabbed the spade into the dirt, dropped to his knees, and slid his fingers around the sides of the lid, feeling for a hold.

      When he had one, he pried the lid up off the box, and his eyes watered from the sour smell of rot. He recoiled slightly when the moonlight reflected off the two eyes glaring up at him. He hadn’t gotten a good look at Waylon Chaney when he’d been lying in the back of Carleen’s wagon, but now, despite the swollen face and lips stretching back from yellow teeth, he saw the similarity to Sheriff Chaney.

      Carleen hadn’t dressed the man for his funeral. He wore a brown wool vest over a calico shirt, a ratty red cloth knotted around his unshaven neck. She hadn’t even combed the man’s hair, for it was sticking up in tufts all around his head.

      Nor were his eyelids sewn shut, as was often the practice when a body was being prepared for formal burial. The coppery stench of blood mingled with the cloying sweetness of death as Waylon Chaney continued to glare, sneering angrily, at Sartain.

      The Revenger wrestled the body over onto its belly in the casket. He lifted Chaney’s thick, black hair up above the collarless shirt and yanked the neckerchief down, exposing the man’s pale neck. And there it was—red as a fresh sunburn against the otherwise pale skin.

      A birthmark in the shape of a feather.

      Celeste had said that when the boys were younger, the only way that even their mother could tell them apart was by the birthmark on Warren’s neck.

      “Well, well, well,” Sartain said, slowly shaking his head. “I do believe I been hornswoggled, Mr. Chaney. Sheriff Warren Chaney, that is.” He stared down at the eyes that looked more anguished and befuddled now in his recognition of the man’s true identity. “Your bad brother do this to you, Sheriff?”

      He looked down toward the cabin, wondering if Carleen knew. She certainly hadn’t made love like a bereaved daughter.

      Behind him rose the crunching sound of a foot stepping down on gravel. A shadow flicked over the dirt mound in front of and just left of Sartain. A girl grunted.

      As Sartain jerked his head around, he glimpsed the blade of the shovel hurtling toward him a sixteenth of a second before it smashed across his temple and sent him sprawling back against Sheriff Warren Chaney lying dead in his casket, and a vague voice whispered into the Revenger’s ringing ears, “Yep, she knew, all right . . .”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      The girl’s foot had slipped slightly as she’d brought the shovel down, and the back of the steel blade had caught Sartain’s right temple a glancing blow.

      It hurt like hell, and it dimmed his lights momentarily, but he regained his faculties quickly. As Carleen lunged toward him, raising the shovel once more, Sartain saw that she was naked, the moonlight shifting shadows around beneath her jostling breasts. Her hair swung wildly out behind her shoulders.

      As she started to bring the shovel down once more toward Sartain’s head, he scissored his right leg, sweeping her feet out from under her. She screamed and dropped the shovel as her legs came up and her ass hit the ground.

      “Ahh, damn!” she intoned.

      Sartain realized that he’d been hearing the low drumming of galloping horses. The drumming was growing louder, and he started to hear the clank of bits and bridle chains.

      “Carleen—that you?” a man’s voice shouted.

      As Sartain heaved himself up off the dead, bloated corpse of Warren Chaney, Carleen sat up and twisted around to stare down the rise in the direction of the cabin.

      “Sheriff!” she screamed. Then she looked at Sartain, and in the moonlight, he could see her grin delightedly. “Sheriff, it’s Sartain!” She thrust her finger and arm out, pointing wickedly. “It was him all along! He killed my father and tonight he raped me! Oh, Uncle Warren, it’s terrible! Please stop him!”

      Sartain stood, crouching. The lunging silhouettes of a good half dozen—maybe closer to a dozen—horseback riders were galloping up from the yard, tack squawking and flashing in the moonlight. They were spread out in a shaggy line.

      “He killed Amos, too!” a man shouted. “Sent him back to Bittersweet tied belly down across his saddle!”

      “He’s pure crazy!” exclaimed another one of the posse. At least, Sartain assumed it was a posse that “Warren” Chaney had sent out after him, likely knowing that sooner or later the Revenger would figure out the trick the imposter and his daughter were playing on the town.

      Warren Chaney as well as Amos McCluskey probably had enough tough-nut friends in town they could call on for help. Sartain could sense the blood lust in these men, who appeared to have taken personally the death of the big deputy.

      “He raped me, Uncle Warren!” Carleen ripped out on a phony grieved wail. “Oh, god—you should have seen the things he made me do!”

      “Get down, girl!” shouted a man whom Sartain took to be Waylon Chaney in the guise of his twin brother.

      As Carleen threw herself belly down on the ground beside the open grave, Sartain ran down the backside of the rise. Knowing he was badly outnumbered, he’d already picked up his Henry and was hightailing it. Good thing he had. Behind him, pistols crackled like hot grease on a giant skillet.

      Bullets screeched through the air above his head, a couple spanging off rocks beyond him.

      Sartain ran hard, pumping his arms and legs. He couldn’t see much out here on the backside of the rise, but that meant his pursuers wouldn’t, either.

      He kept running, trying to avoid the gauzy moonlight, zigzagging around rocks and cacti slanting shadows across the gravelly turf. Behind him, the posse riders were yelling and hoorawing. They were probably drunk, and that would account for the speed at which they kept coming regardless of the danger to themselves and their mounts.

      They were topping the rise now and heading down the backside toward their quarry, pistols flashing and belching.

      As the drumming grew louder and bullets landed closer to Sartain, he whipped around and lowered the Henry. Firing from his right hip, he cut loose with four quick shots, pumping and triggering the sixteen-shooter, flames stabbing from the barrel.

      Immediately he heard the screams of men and horses. As he ejected the fourth cartridge casing, he pumped another live round into the action and triggered off four more shots.

      More screaming. He heard the thuds of horses and men falling, tumbling, rolling.

      “Goddammit!” a man shouted shrilly.

      Others kept coming, but he could tell they weren’t coming as quickly as before. Having slowed them at least a little, he turned and continued running, heading across a rocky flat toward the black shapes of what he took to be buttes humping up in front of him.

      He came to the first butte and climbed, pulling at small, wiry shrubs and lunging off the balls of his feet. The riders were galloping behind him but keeping their distance. The shooting had stopped. At least, it had paused, which meant that for now the posse had lost its prey.

      “There!” a man shouted.

      Sartain cursed as he gained the crest of the bluff. Someone must have seen moonlight flash off the Henry’s barrel, perhaps off one of his spurs. He hunkered down behind the ridge crest and pumped another cartridge into the Henry’s chamber.

      “Where is he?” another man yelled.

      “On top o’ that bluff!” shouted another. They were riding side by side—two shadows growing larger in the darkness, flanked by the other jostling shadows of the posse riders.

      Sartain had no desire to kill innocent townsmen who’d been hornswoggled by Waylon Chaney. But they weren’t about to hold fire while he explained the situation. They knew he’d killed Amos McCluskey and probably thought he’d done so in cold blood. They were also under the false impression that he’d raped Carleen Chaney.

      They didn’t realize that the man leading them was an imposter.

      Sartain aimed at the left lead rider, hoping it was Chaney. He fired. The shadow leaned back and to one side, and the horse’s eyes flashed in the moonlight as it leaned to the same side as its rider. The horse nearly tumbled on its side before the rider fell free of the saddle and rolled, grunting. Then the still-galloping horse swung hard right and away, trailing its bridle reins.

      “Now that bastard’s killed Tiegen!” shouted the other man. “Surround that bluff, boys! If we get him surrounded, he’s ours!”

      Hell, Sartain thought. That was the same voice he’d heard earlier and which he’d attributed to the bastard, Chaney.

      He aimed the Henry and fired at Chaney, but Chaney had swung his own horse hard left and was riding wide of the bluff. Sartain couldn’t tell for sure, but he didn’t think any of the lead he flung until the Henry’s hammer pinged empty hit its target.

      Pulling the LeMat from the holster on his right thigh, he fired twice to try and hold the others at bay, then rose with the LeMat in hand, the empty Henry in the other, and ran down the backside of the bluff. Members of the posse were trying to work around behind him, and if they accomplished the maneuver, Chaney would have the last say.

      And it was the wrong Chaney.

      Sartain scrambled to the bottom of the bluff as two shadows moved toward him from his right and his left.

      “There he is!” the man on the left shouted.

      Sartain stopped and triggered the LeMat.

      “Dammit!” the rider cried as Sartain saw the rider’s shadow separate from the shadow of the galloping mount. There was a dull thud, a rattle of flying gravel, and the chink of spurs as the rider hit the ground and rolled.

      The horse stopped, reared, and whinnied shrilly.

      Sartain holstered his pistol, ran toward the beast, and reached for the reins, missing the sashaying ribbons as the horse wheeled and galloped away. “Mangy cayuse!” he raked out and ran up the bluff opposite the one he’d just descended.

      Several guns barked behind him. Bullets kicked up dirt and gravel around him, spanged off rocks on the bluff above him. Wheeling, Sartain palmed his LeMat and squeezed off a shot. A horseback rider in the crease in the bluff below squealed and grabbed his shoulder.

      Sartain turned and continued running. He bounded over the top of the bluff and hunkered behind a boulder. Breathing hard, he quickly reloaded the Henry, raked a round into the action, and lowered the hammer to half cock. The shooting had dwindled to occasional pops and barks, the bullets flying wide.

      The posse seemed to have lost him.

      He stared around the bluffs humping darkly around him. He saw a few jostling shadows and heard a few distant hoof thuds, heard a few men shouting, but most of the riders were now well below him. He must have climbed into a series of connected buttes up which none of the posse wanted to dare try climbing on horseback.

      He looked behind him.

      Ridges bulked against the dim stars, and the sky washed in the periwinkle blue of moonlight. A trail angled up the next ridge. He reloaded the LeMat, holstered it, snapped the keeper thong over the hammer, took the Henry in his right hand, and began following the trail through the jutting escarpments peppered with cedars and occasional mesquites and Spanish bayonet.

      He continued to hear men shouting angrily behind him, the occasional drumming of hooves, but then the sounds of the posse faded below and behind him.

      As he continued moving through this devil’s playground comprised of crumbling bluffs, steep-walled mesas, and blocks and fingers of jutting basalt likely carved by some ancient, winding river, silence closed around him.

      Occasionally, however, sounds intruded upon the silence. He couldn’t quite make them out, but he suspected that Waylon Chaney’s recruits were trying to move around him in the darkness.

      At one point he heard the rake of a spur and a clipped curse. Both sounds were sharp and clear, but Sartain didn’t think the man was close. At least, he wasn’t within more than sixty or seventy yards. The silence of the night and the still air cleansed by the earlier storm gave all sounds an almost eerie crispness.

      The Cajun kept moving, weaving amongst the formations, meandering around and through them and several times over them, hunching low so that his silhouette wouldn’t be outlined against the stars and the moon-streaked sky.

      Exhausted, he found a niche amongst the rocks, with sheer ridges towering around him, and leaned back against the stone wall behind him. He sank to his butt, rested the Henry across his knees, and closed his eyes. He intended to take only a catnap, but when he opened his eyes the sun was nearly up.

      The rocky world around him was the copper of a newly minted penny.

      A noise. Close by.

      He’d only been half awake, but now he was fully awake and slowly climbing to his feet, raising the Henry and pressing his thumb against the hammer. Ahead were two boulders and a crooked passage between them. He moved into it, stopped.

      The noise again. Someone was moving ahead of him, on the other end of the passage between the boulders.

      He continued walking, stopped again when he heard a footstep, saw the front end of a hat brim and a boot move at the passage’s far end. He darted to his right, pressing his shoulder into a niche in the boulder on the side of the natural corridor. He heard the soft scuffs of boot heels.

      Then silence.

      He could hear the man breathing at the far end of the passage.

      He was peering into the chasm, in Sartain’s direction.

      Sartain held still. He could raise the Henry and shoot, but he didn’t know how many other posse members were near. When the footsteps sounded again, moving away, Sartain hurried to the far side of the passage. The man stood eight feet ahead of him, on a ledge overlooking a boulder- and brush-choked canyon that was about fifty feet deep.

      The man wore town clothes—a shirt, wool vest, bowler hat, and scuffed black half-boots. Sartain could see the bows of spectacles hooked over the man’s ears.

      The man had just dipped a hand into his right vest pocket and was pulling out a tobacco sack when Sartain moved soundlessly up behind him and pressed the barrel of his LeMat against the back of the man’s right ear.

      The man froze.

      “One sound,” Sartain warned, “and you’re deader’n last year’s Christmas goose. Understand? Don’t say anything, just dip your chin.”

      The man slowly dipped his chin.

      He was holding a Winchester carbine in his left hand. Sartain took it and tossed it into the canyon. Then he slipped the man’s Remington revolver holstered high on the man’s right hip and tossed that into the canyon, as well.

      “What’s your name? Say it nice and quiet. You call out, you’ll die.”

      Sartain could hear the man swallow. Sweat trickled down the back of his clean-shaven neck beneath his close-cropped, sandy blond hair.

      “Boyd.” The man’s voice trembled. “Raymond Boyd. I’m . . . I’m the mayor of Bittersweet.”

      “No kiddin’? The mayor. Well, I’d best watch my language, then. I’m in the presence of royalty.”

      “Very funny.”

      “I’m gonna tell you somethin’ else that’s funny.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The man you followed out here ain’t Sheriff Chaney. It’s his brother, Waylon.”

      The man turned his head to the right, frowning. “Wha—? Can’t be. Waylon’s dead. You killed him, just like you killed McCluskey and sent him back to town belly down over his horse. He was my brother-in-law.”

      Sartain snorted at that bit of information. “Think about it, Mr. Mayor. What would possibly compel me to shoot Waylon Chaney? I didn’t even know the man. Hell, I just rode into this country three days ago.”

      “Some old grievance, no doubt.”

      Sartain sighed. “All right. Try this on for size. If you go back to the Chaney ranch and look at Waylon’s body, you’ll see a birthmark on the back of his neck. Accordin’ to his sister, Celeste, Warren’s the one with the birthmark.”

      The mayor rolled his eyes around behind his glasses, perplexed. “Why . . . ?”

      “Why would Waylon impersonate his brother? Think about it.”

      The mayor didn’t have to think about it long. His lower jaw sagged. The morning light flashed on his spectacles as he turned toward Sartain, beetling his brows. “Because his father wrote him out of the will. As Warren, he’d inherit most of it.”

      “All of it—lock, stock, and barrel.”

      “Hell.”

      “Yeah. Now, why don’t you have a little powwow with the other posse members, and all of you ride back to town and spread the news?”

      The mayor nodded slowly as it all came together in his mind. “You know, I thought there was—”

      A rifle thundered nearby.

      The mayor’s head fairly exploded, blood and white brain tissue spewing out the hole above his right ear. His glasses tumbled off his head as he sagged sideways and dropped into the canyon.

      Sartain spun.

      Waylon Chaney, dressed in the Fancy Dan garb of his brother, stood on a ledge about twenty feet above the Revenger. Grinning beneath the brim of his crisp, felt Stetson, he pumped another round into the chamber.

      He was fast with a long gun. Before Sartain could raise the Henry and draw a bead on the man, Chaney’s Winchester thundered. The slug ripped a hot line across Sartain’s left temple.

      Instantly, the Cajun’s lights dimmed. He was half-aware of dropping his rifle as he stumbled backward. Then he was falling. Still half-conscious, he flailed out with his arms, grabbing at rocks and what appeared to be old tree roots angling out the side of the cliff wall. Agony ripped through him—he could feel the skin being torn from his fingers as he grabbed anything he could find to break his fall.

      And then, mercifully, he stopped falling, and everything went dark as dusk.

      He heard a rifle belching from afar, felt the vibration of bullets slamming into the ground around him.

      And then everything went dark as night.
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      Misery hammered away at Sartain’s head and body. Mostly at his head, but his body ached, too. The pain was like a deep pool, and several times he tried to swim out of the pool, but it was ocean-sized. The pain clung to him like a cold blanket.

      Relentless.

      Then he heard a man’s voice from close by say, “Gotta get you up . . . get you outta here . . .”

      He was aware of being lifted and half-dragged, half-carried. And then someone went to work with a sledgehammer against his head and his ribs, hammering both at the same time. Vaguely, distantly, he thought he might be lying belly down over a horse’s rump, a saddle blanket cushioning him.

      Then everything went dark and quiet again for a time, and he dreamed fleeting but vivid dreams.

      In one, he was carrying the body of his dead lover, Jewel, killed by soldiers a handful of years ago in Arizona, across a blazing desert.

      Wolves leaped at him from the rocks all around him. When he looked at one of the wolves lunging at him and the dead Jewel in his arms, he saw that the beast’s fur was on fire. Flames even lapped from its eyes. He was overcome with the need to carry Jewel to safety, to find a place to bury her where the wolves would not find her and chew her and the baby in her belly to pieces.

      Gradually, that dream died and there were others, less vivid and even more fleeting, until a man’s voice said, “Looks like the fever’s broke some.”

      Sartain was aware of something cool against his forehead. He reached up and touched a cloth.

      “Jewel?” He jerked his head up hopefully and opened his eyes.

      A ruddy, round, mustached face stared at him from a foot and a half away.

      “Jewel?” asked the man. “Nah . . . I don’t have no jewels, amigo. Other than the family jewels. Still got them, though they don’t work so good as they used to.” He spoke with a thick Spanish accent, and Sartain frowned at the man until he recalled the name of the stocky Mexican friend of Waylon and Carleen Chaney.

      “Vicente?”

      “Si. Yeah, that’s better. You remember. Brain must not be too scrambled up. Jewel—that a name, or were you hoping to find a diamond or somethin’ on your pillow?”

      Sartain looked around. They were in a small stone cabin. Several candles and a bull’s eye lantern flickered a watery light. The dark of night pushed at the small windows and seeped in through the door that was propped open with one of Sartain’s boots.

      The floor was hard-packed dirt. The ceiling over Sartain’s head was brush. He lay on a small cot in his shirt and summer underwear and socks.

      “Jewel?” he said, frowning.

      “That’s what you said—‘Jewel’.”

      Sartain felt a pang of grief stab the backside of his heart, and he shook it off as he continued to look around the small, crudely furnished cabin. There was a small beehive fireplace. A cast-iron pot hung over glowing coals from an iron tripod. The pot bubbled, filling the shack with the smell of cooking beans and meat. Those smells mingled with the sweat, leather, and horse smell of Vicente and another, cloying, medicinal odor that Sartain couldn’t identify.

      Sitting in a hide-bottom chair beside the cot, the Mexican held a smoking tin cup on his beefy left side. He lifted the cup and arched his shaggy, salt-and-pepper brows. “You hungry? Your fever’s broke, I think. Thought you might like a bite. Even if you don’t feel like it, you might force a few bites down. Need to get your strength back, amigo. That bullet creased you pretty good.

      “I brought my old mother out here, and she doctored your cuts and bruises and forced some tea down your throat. She doctored our whole family—nine kids—and only one o’ them kids didn’t make it into his twenties. That was Hector, but he fell off his mule and was bit in the chest by a diamondback. Dead before Mama could reach him.”

      “What’s that smell?”

      Vicente glanced at Sartain’s forehead. “Some wild herb concoction she smeared on that bullet crease. Supposed to keep it from festering.”

      “Smells like mule dung.”

      “Who knows—it probably is.” Vicente’s heavy shoulders jerked as he chuckled, showing crooked, yellow teeth beneath his heavy, drooping mustache. He raised a spoon containing a few beans and a chunk of meat.

      “Why not?” Sartain said. “Couldn’t make me feel any worse.”

      He opened his mouth, and Vicente slid the spoon between his lips. Sartain ate a couple of bites and then realized his bladder was bursting.

      “I gotta take a leak,” he said, suddenly desperate. “Christ—how long I been here?”

      “This was the second full day. This is the third night.” Vicente set the cup down and fished a coffee tin out from beneath the cot. “Here you go. You gonna need some help?”

      Sartain took the can and sat up. “I don’t think so.”

      “That’s good, brother.” Laughing, Vicente ducked out through the low door to give the Cajun and his bursting bladder some privacy.

      When Sartain had filled the can nearly to the brim, and Vicente had emptied it over a rock outside, Sartain asked him where in hell they were. The Mexican kicked Sartain’s boot out of the way, shut the door, and replaced the coffee tin beneath the Revenger’s cot.

      “Old outlaw shack over Cobalt Canyon.”

      Vicente sat in a chair at the small, square table that was the only other furnishing besides the cot and a few chairs in the little shack. The chair creaked precariously beneath his bulk. He’d built a cornhusk cigarette outside, and he puffed it now and sipped from a tin cup on the table next to a half-empty, clear bottle that probably housed mescal or tequila.

      “Me an’ Waylon and a few others used it back when we were runnin’ roughshod,” the Mexican added, tapping ashes from the cigarette onto the floor. “Ten, twelve years ago now. When we were young an’ stupid.”

      Sartain lay back against the wall, propped on the flour sack he’d been using as a pillow. He kept the cool cloth pressed to his forehead, over the stinky bandage. “How’d you find me? Why . . . did you help me?”

      “I seen what happened. I seen Waylon shoot Boyd and then you. I was watchin’ through field glasses. Didn’t realize it was Waylon at the time, but then I knew. Only Waylon would pull a dirty trick like that. I had no use for his brother, but his brother wouldn’t bushwhack a man with a rifle. His brother wouldn’t kill his own brother so he could inherit his old man’s fortune. Oh, Warren would have taken the money, all right. He wouldn’t have cared a damn about cuttin’ his brother and sister out, but . . . what Waylon done was wrong.”

      “You didn’t know he was gonna pull that trick?”

      “Ahead of time? No. I didn’t know Carleen was in on it, neither. Always knew she was wild. Didn’t know she was as crazy, rotten-mean-wild as Waylon could be.”

      “Doesn’t make sense,” Sartain said, trying to ponder it all beneath the dull hammering in his temple. His hands were sore where he’d scraped skin off trying to break his fall into the canyon. “Carleen put a price on her father’s head.”

      “I’m guessin’ she didn’t know it was Waylon till later that night, after she rode to town with Warren’s body in her wagon. They had ’em a little powwow outside my shack. I didn’t know what it was about, but her mood changed considerable after that. Took the venom out of her bite.”

      “Waylon didn’t tell her what he was going to do beforehand?”

      “My guess is Waylon wanted to see how she’d react to his death before he told her. Maybe he was testing her.”

      “He must’ve been right proud of that bounty she put on his head. He even managed to look afraid, jumpy.”

      Vicente said, “I thought when he came back from outlawin’ up in Colorado and down in Mexico, he’d settled down like I had. Those wild ways are for young men that don’t know better. When you get older, you respect people. You respect yourself and lawful ways.”

      He blew smoke out his broad nostrils, sighing and wagging his head regretfully.

      “What you do,” he continued, “ain’t so bad. Some folks need help when they can’t help themselves. That’s why I came back for you, brought you here.”

      “Waylon doesn’t suspect, I take it?”

      “Nah. I rode back with him and the rest of the posse, rode back out to that canyon he left you in the next morning, brought you here.”

      “I’m much obliged, Vicente. My horse . . . ?”

      “He’s out back, in the stable. Carleen went to town with her old man. I think she’s livin’ up at the Chaney house with Celeste, still playin’ like she’s heartsick, eyes red all the time. Must chop a lot of onions.”

      The Mexican chuckled. “She missed her calling—should have joined a traveling theater show. That horse of yours—now, there’s a stallion!” Vicente laughed. “He’s worried about you, I can tell. Keeps lookin’ toward the shack and sniffin’, like he’s lookin’ for you.”

      “He just knows that anyone else besides myself wouldn’t be stupid enough to put up with him.”

      Vicente laughed his rollicking laugh, ground out his cigarette on the table, flicked it out an open window, and rose. He nodded at a stone jug. “This here jug has water in it. There’s a creek out back. Barely runs this time of year except when it rains, but it’s got good, cold water. I’ll leave the tequila. Might ease your pain.”

      He removed the iron pot from the tripod and set it on a flat rock near the beehive fireplace. “This pot’s nearly full. That should do you till tomorrow night. I’ll come back then and check on you.”

      “Much obliged for the help.”

      “You’ve helped your share of others, brother. I figure you were due some help yourself.”

      “Maybe I can pay you back some day.”

      “I hope not!” The Mexican laughed and crouched in the doorway, one hand on the doorknob. “Get some rest.”

      “Vicente?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What about Chaney? Carleen? What are they up to, you think?”

      “Oh, yeah. Meant to tell you. The same day we rode back to town, after Waylon shot you and the mayor, he went up to see his father. Ain’t it funny how the old man breathed his last in his son’s presence?”

      A stone dropped in the Revenger’s belly.

      “Yeah, Waylon killed the old man, most likely,” Vicente went on. “Probably put a pillow over his face. Funeral’s tomorrow morning.” Vicente laughed, but this time there wasn’t an ounce of humor in it. “The will’s gonna be read tomorrow afternoon in the judge’s office in the courthouse.”

      Vicente wagged his head darkly, ducked out of the shack, and drew the door closed behind him. In a few minutes, Sartain heard the Mexican’s horse drum into the distance.

      And then he was left with the silence of the night and the fury of his revenge-oriented thoughts.
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      The next day at two p.m., the last surviving members of the Chaney family gathered in Judge W. George M. Stall’s office in the Brown County Courthouse, just down the hall from the sheriff’s office.

      The judge stood behind his large cedar desk as Celeste Chaney and her niece, Carleen, both dressed in somber, conservative frocks complete with dark bonnets and black gloves, sank into two of the three chairs angled in front of the desk.

      Waylon Chaney, dressed in his brother’s Fancy Dan three-piece suit adorned with his brother’s five-pointed sheriff’s star, stood back near the loudly ticking grandfather clock, twirling his hat on his finger. Carleen was a better actor than her father, Chaney silently noted. He just couldn’t keep his enthusiasm under wraps. Against all odds, his scheme had worked, and he was about to be a rich man indeed, in spite of his brother’s crooked hijinks.

      He remembered the day he’d followed Warren out to Cobalt Canyon. Warren had gone out to try to pick up the trail of three claim jumpers reported to be in the area, and Waylon had seen that as his chance to put his plan into motion. While Warren had instructed Waylon and Amos McCluskey to stay in town and keep an eye on the saloons—as it was payday out at the Circle K, the largest ranch in the area, and the Circle K riders could really do some damage once they got a few drinks under their belts—Waylon had secretly followed Warren.

      He’d run him down and threatened to shoot him unless he shucked out of his duds. Once Warren stood in only his short underwear, socks, and an undershirt, Waylon ordered him to turn around.

      Warren had not been able to believe his brother would actually kill him. He hadn’t thought Waylon would actually go through with it, though Waylon had enjoyed detailing his plan to his doomed twin. Warren had thought it would all turn out to be a joke, that Waylon was merely trying to humiliate him by making him return to town in his underwear.

      “You ain’t gonna do it, Waylon,” Warren had said, smiling nervously and shaking his head stubbornly as he’d turned around. “I just know that even you, the low-down, mean an’ nasty Waylon Chaney, couldn’t squeeze the trigger on your own twin brother.”

      Waylon had laughed in delight at that.

      Pow!

      And then Waylon had stripped down, shot a hole through his own shirt and vest, about where he’d shot Warren, and exchanged clothes with his brother. He’d left Warren in Cobalt Canyon, where he figured someone would find him eventually. As it happened, Carleen herself had found the body the very next day, on her way to town to sell rattlesnake skins to a hat maker. Waylon had been delighted to see how upset she’d been, thinking her father was dead—killed by his own brother.

      For who else but his cowardly brother, incensed by how Waylon was gaining more power around the county, would have shot Waylon Chaney in the back?

      Warren Chaney valued power and respect almost as much as he’d valued money.

      Too bad for him.

      Waylon did, as well. But Waylon was smart enough to know how to acquire and keep it.

      “Sheriff, would you care to have a seat?” the judge asked Waylon now, glancing at the chair beside his “niece.”

      Chaney tossed his hat on a hat rack on the far side of the grandfather clock and plopped onto the judge’s leather sofa. “Sure—why not?” he said, stretching out, resting his head against one arm of the couch, crossing his boots on the other arm. “Go ahead and read it out for us, Judge. I think I know what it says, but I reckon we’d better make it all formal and legal-like.”

      Celeste glanced over her shoulder at him, anger reddening her cheeks. Chaney grinned.

      Carleen sat staring down at her hands in her lap, still playing the bereaved daughter, but he could tell by the way her ears had turned red, she was doing her damnedest not to laugh.

      She was also likely imagining what she and her old man were going to do with the old bastard’s fortune. For his part, Waylon was going to buy a few more businesses, possibly even the Circle K ranch and hire someone else to run it while he just raked in the money. He knew of a few mines he’d like to buy some interest in, as well.

      Money and power.

      Of course, he’d need a few more deputies. The Revenger had really hammered a dent in Waylon’s deputy department. It thrilled him no end to think of the great Sartain lying dead at the bottom of that canyon, his bones probably being licked clean by coyotes and cougars.

      Eventually, Chaney would get out of the lawdog business, but first he needed the position to wield his power—for the thrill as well as to build and maintain his properties, namely, more saloons and brothels. Booze and girls brought in the most money.

      Money and power.

      Soon, Waylon would have such a stranglehold on the town, the county, that its citizens would see him as a god. Or at least as the Jay Gould of Brown County, Texas.

      He chuckled at that and then cleared his throat and brushed a fist across his nose to cover it.

      The judge frowned at him.

      “Get on with it, Judge—I got me a powerful thirst,” Waylon intoned. He couldn’t help loosing another chuckle.

      Money and power: Just the thought of them had his proverbial cup filled to overflowing. He couldn’t wait to get over to Nora’s Place and eat and drink and tussle for the rest of the afternoon. Tomorrow, he’d start getting down to business.

      The judge sank into his high-backed, leather swivel chair. He donned his reading spectacles, took up the single-page will in his hand, and began reading.

      By the time he was finished, Celeste stared straight ahead. Even from behind her, Waylon could tell that her face was as white as a sun-bleached bone in the desert. Carleen said nothing, merely sat in her chair with her head down.

      “All righty, then—thanks, Judge!” Waylon dropped his boots to the floor and rose.

      “Well, Warren,” the judge said, “you’re a very wealthy man. Your niece and your sister, however, seem to have been left out in the cold.”

      Celeste bowed her head in dejection.

      “My dear niece will be well taken care of.”

      Carleen smiled at him, winked. “Thank you, Uncle Warren.”

      Waylon returned his daughter’s wink. He turned to the stricken Celeste. “Ah, don’t worry, sis.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “We’ll get you out of that big old house and into Mrs. Embry’s boarding house in a few days.”

      Celeste turned to stare up at him in shock, eyes brimming with tears. “What? You’re kicking me out of the house?”

      “Gonna tear it down, build another one. A bigger one.” Waylon opened the judge’s humidor and helped himself to one of the judge’s cigars. He struck a match on the mantel of the judge’s Tiffany lamp, and the flame sputtered. “You don’t need all that room. Hell, you’d get lost in a house the size o’ the one I’m plannin’. Be much more comfortable in town. We’ll get you a two-room suite—don’t worry. Find you a job over at the millinery. You’re a young woman, Celeste. You been pampered long enough. Time to get out on your own, make a livin’ of your own. Toughen you up a little. You’ll find life much more enjoyable, once you’re toughened up and bringin’ in your own bacon. Maybe you’ll even find yourself a man before you get too long in the tooth.”

      “You bastard!” Celeste screamed, leaping to her feet and squaring her shoulders at her brother. “I’ve spent the bulk of my life, the best years of my life, taking care of our father! And you had the nerve, the gall, to convince him in his crazy, demented state to have me written out of the will!” She sobbed and rushed at him, swinging her arms, her fists. “You’re pure evil!”

      Waylon grabbed his sister’s arms. “Celeste, you’re overwrought. Pa’s and Waylon’s deaths an’ all . . . I assure you, dear sister, I do not intend to see you starve. You will live quite comfortable. But, while I know it’s gonna be hard at first, you’re simply gonna have to start working—”

      He stopped when someone knocked on the door.

      “What is it?” the judged barked from where he stood behind his desk.

      The door opened. The stocky Mexican, Vicente, stuck his head in the room and hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Maybe you better come out here, Sheriff.”

      Waylon thought his brother’s associate might have placed a slight, ironic accent on “Sheriff.” Or was Waylon just being paranoid?

      “Why?” he asked his friend, whom Warren had never liked and whom Waylon no longer trusted. Vicente, who’d put his outlaw past well behind him, had turned into a goody two-shoes.

      “Someone you know’s out in the street . . . Sheriff.”

      There it was again—unmistakable this time!

      “Well, who in the hell . . . ?” Waylon let his voice trail off as Vicente pulled his head out of the room and clomped down the hall toward the courthouse’s front door.

      Waylon scowled as he grabbed his hat. “Goddammit, what the hell’s goin’ on?”

      He headed into the hall. The judge came next, and then Celeste and Carleen. Waylon followed Vicente out onto the boardwalk fronting the courthouse and froze.

      Vicente grinned at him, sneeringly, and sidestepped to Waylon’s right. Meanwhile, the judge came out to stand between Waylon and the Mex. Celeste and Carleen stepped to his left.

      Waylon heard the two women gasp at the same time.

      Maybe he himself gasped, as well. He wasn’t sure. He did know that his heart turned a quick, painful somersault in his chest.

      “What the hell . . . ?” Waylon said, scowling at the big man standing directly across the street from the courthouse.

      The handsome, dark-haired, clean-shaven man in the pinto vest and light tan Stetson, a heavy LeMat hanging low on his right thigh, was leaning against an awning support post of Nora’s whorehouse. He frowned beneath his hat brim. A white bandage shone beneath the hat. The ends of his knotted neckerchief blew around in the mid-afternoon breeze that smelled like rain again.

      Chaney shook his head in fury, bunching his lips. He stepped off the boardwalk and clamped a hand over the walnut grips of his pistol. “Who the hell are you? You aren’t Sartain. I left him for bobcat bait in the bottom of a canyon. What are you up to, amigo? You know who I am?”

      “I know who you are, Waylon,” Sartain said with quiet menace.

      “Waylon?” Celeste and the judge intoned at the same time.

      “Waylon,” Sartain said, pushing away from the awning support post, dropping his hands to his sides. He’d already released the keeper thong from over the LeMat’s hammer.

      Carleen slowly raised an arm to point at her father, sliding desperate gazes between the mayor and Celeste. “This . . . this is my uncle Warren.”

      Sartain curled his upper lip. “No, it ain’t, honey. You know that as well as I do.”

      “Horse fritters!” Waylon Chaney barked, taking one long stride toward Sartain, his dark-blue eyes fixed on the Revenger. “You killed the mayor and now you’re here to kill me, ’cause you’re a killer!”

      “Ah, hell, Waylon,” Vicente said, smiling. “I seen it all, Judge. I seen Waylon kill the mayor, and then he shot Sartain. The mayor was dead, but I fished the Revenger out of that canyon. He didn’t rape Miss Carleen, neither. She prob’ly raped him.”

      He snickered.

      Carleen wheeled on him, seething, but holding her tongue.

      The judge turned to the imposter. “Waylon Chaney?”

      Chaney glared at Sartain.

      He slapped his walnut-gripped Colt, started to whip it up out of the leather.

      Sartain wasn’t particularly fast, but he was faster than Waylon Chaney by half a wink. And he was calmer. That’s why his slug hammered Chaney’s right arm, causing Chaney to trigger his own pistol into the dirt of the street, halfway between himself and the Cajun.

      Sartain wanted Chaney alive.

      Waylon yelped and grabbed his upper right arm.

      “No!” Carleen screamed, bending forward at the waist.

      “Give it up, Waylon,” Sartain advised.

      Chaney shoved his left hand into his vest pocket. Silver-chased steel glistened in the fading sunlight as he raised the derringer.

      Sartain’s LeMat spoke again. The bullet punched through Chaney’s left side, throwing him back onto the boardwalk. He dropped the derringer and lay writhing and cursing like a gut-shot bobcat.

      “No!” Carleen screamed again. “Pa!”

      She ran to her father, dropped to both knees beside him. She whipped an enraged, hard-jawed glare at Sartain. “Damn you!” She looked at Vicente and repeated, “Damn you!”

      Chaney slid off the boardwalk, trying to stretch his left hand out toward the derringer. Sartain had been striding toward him, and now he bent down to scoop up both the derringer and the Colt Peacemaker.

      He tossed both pistols into an alley to the right of Nora’s Place. All of Nora’s girls were either on the second-floor balcony or on the front stoop, muttering in shock amongst themselves.

      Celeste moved to Sartain. Tears wavered in her eyes. She threw her arms around him, pressed her cheek to his chest.

      “I thought you were dead.”

      “Me, too. Would have been if Vicente hadn’t hauled my worthless carcass out of that canyon.”

      Celeste glanced back at the mewling Chaney and the sobbing Carleen and then turned to Sartain once more. “Oh, I don’t think it’s all that worthless. Thank you.”

      “Ah, hell.”

      The judge moved as though in a daze down off the boardwalk, and stood before the Revenger, frowning in consternation. “You’re . . . Sartain?”

      The Cajun didn’t say anything.

      The judge glanced back at Chaney. “He’s . . . Waylon?”

      “You can dig his brother up from the grave out at the Chaney ranch. Celeste will confirm it’s Warren out there, and that this here polecat is Waylon.” He glanced at Carleen glaring over her shoulder at him. “But I reckon Waylon’s daughter already done that.”

      “I’ll be damned,” the judge said, shaking his head in shock. “I reckon . . . I reckon I’ll be sending a telegram to the U.S. marshal about this bit of nastiness.”

      “You’ll be needing a new sheriff.”

      Sartain crouched over Chaney and ripped the badge off his vest. He tossed it to Vicente. “I can’t think of a better man for the job . . . at least until you can run another election.”

      “If you want the job,” the judge told Vicente, “it’s yours.”

      Vicente shrugged. “For a week or two. What the hell?”

      He pinned the badge to his shirt, grabbed the back of Waylon’s coat, and began dragging the wounded owlhoot into the courthouse. Carleen ran to keep up with him, both she and her father cursing like banshees.

      Sartain looked at Celeste. “You’re next of kin.”

      “That means your father’s wealth is now yours,” the judge told her, “since Warren is dead and Waylon will likely hang. I’ll get the county prosecutor on the case straightaway, and we’ll get some deputy U.S. marshals in here to watch over the trial.”

      Celeste looked around at the town, as though she’d never quite seen it before.

      “About Carleen . . .” the judge said, frowning at the window of the sheriff’s office. “I’m not sure about her.”

      “I’ll take care of her,” Celeste said. “When she calms down, I’ll take her up to the house. If she wants a home there with me, she’ll have one. For as long as she wants. I guess it’s time what’s left of the Chaney family starts to heal its considerable wounds.”

      The judge yelled for one of the many onlookers to fetch the local sawbones, then turned to Sartain. “As for you . . . if I remember correctly, you have quite a reward on your head, Mr. Sartain.”

      “That’s right, Judge. I do.”

      The judge fingered his chin whiskers. “Best not let any grass grow under your feet in Bittersweet. That said, I’d be remiss if I didn’t thank you for what you did here. I guess justice has been served . . . by a wanted man. Go figure.”

      “I think he serves plenty of justice, Judge,” Celeste said, smiling up at Sartain. “May I offer you a glass of brandy, Mike? Perhaps supper?”

      “Where?”

      “Up at my house,” Celeste said, as though it were a silly question. “Where else?”

      Sartain turned and hooked his arm for her. She threaded her own arm through his.

      “This ain’t gonna look one bit proper,” he warned.

      “I don’t care much about proper,” Celeste said. “You know that as well as anyone, Mike.” She kissed his cheek warmly.

      They started walking together along the street, in the direction of the Chaney house. Sartain whistled, and Boss came running from where the Cajun had left him ground-tied a block north of the courthouse. The buckskin slowed to a walk and followed the arm-in-arm couple up the path to the large house on the butte.

      Behind them, Waylon Chaney’s screamed curses echoed.
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      Hooves drummed in the distance.

      Mike Sartain, the Revenger, sipped his tequila and turned to stare out the cantina’s open door toward the west, where a horseman was galloping down from a low ridge, heading toward him.

      Horsewoman, rather. A fine one at that, sitting smartly on a fine, sleek grullo.

      She was silhouetted by the setting, blood-red New Mexico sun. The rays shone like liquid fire in her thick, blond hair tumbling messily across her shoulders and down the sleeves of her man-sized canvas coat. She rode straight-backed, lightly, with an easy hand on the reins, letting the grullo pick its own way through the prickly pear and Spanish bayonet.

      Sartain took his gaze from the woman beyond the door, slid it toward the five men clad in dirty dusters, leather chaps, gaudy Spanish-style shirts, and billowy neckerchiefs standing at the bar of this little cantina on the outskirts of Fort Sumner. They stood six, maybe seven feet apart, one boot hiked on the crude wooden beam that served as a foot rail at the base of the wainscoted counter.

      They’d come in together, had obviously been riding together, but were not speaking.

      One was smoking a quirley, occasionally blowing smoke at the ceiling over the bar.

      There was no back bar in the roughhewn watering hole, only a few plank shelves with a dozen or so unlabeled bottles and a single, cracked mirror about the size of one you’d find mounted on your average hotel dresser. One of the five men standing at the bar glanced into the mirror. Sartain met the man’s brown-eyed gaze, and the man quickly lowered his eyes to the bar. With a casual sigh, he lifted his shot glass to his lips and tipped his head back as he drank.

      The man standing to his right glanced at him, drew on his quirley, glanced away, and blew smoke at the ceiling.

      The only sounds in the room were the hollow ticking of a cuckoo clock on the wall opposite the bar, the occasional glassy thuds of a shot glass being set down on the bar, and the growing hoofbeats of the woman’s grullo as she rode on into the yard and reined up before a peeled-log corral, scattering chickens.

      One of the men turned toward the woman. The others did, as well, and then returned their attention to their drinks.

      They all seemed to be purposefully keeping their hands away from the pistols holstered on their hips and behind which the flaps of their dusters had been tucked.

      Sartain threw back the last of his own tequila and set the glass down on the table. He looked out the open door again. The woman was striding toward the cantina, batting her tan Stetson against her right thigh. She wore a blue chambray shirt under the canvas coat, and blue denims tucked into her high-topped riding boots. A red neckerchief fluttered in the breeze beneath her fine, assertively sculpted chin.

      Her thick, curly hair, sparkling gold with hints of red, winnowed behind her in the cool autumn breeze that skidded yellow leaves this way and that about the hard-packed yard littered with pieces of watermelon rind pecked clean by the chickens.

      The men at the bar had all turned to watch the woman approach the cantina, mount the small, rickety stoop, and stop in the doorway. One of them chuckled softly, with sneering, goatish approval.

      The man nearest her turned full around to face her, his chin dipping as he studied her up and down. He said, “Say, now—ain’t you lovely.”

      One of the others snickered softly.

      The man nearest her held up his shot glass. “Miss, you come to the right place. I’m gonna buy you a drink.”

      The woman looked at him and the others standing at the bar. She turned to Sartain, who was one of only three men seated at one of the six tables to the left of the bar. The other two were old, bearded Mexicans involved in a game of checkers behind the Revenger, near the bottom of the narrow staircase that rose to the cantina’s second story. Pungent smoke from their slender, black cigars peppered the air in the room.

      The bartender had excused himself from the cantina a few minutes ago. A middle-aged Mexican with a young family, he’d muttered that he’d needed to check on his children. They were alone in his shack flanking the cantina, as his wife had gone into town to sell eggs. He’d demurely, almost regretfully, put his customers on the honor system. Sartain had silently opined that the barman had not liked the way the climate inside the cantina had changed when the five pistol-packing riders had entered a few minutes behind the Revenger himself.

      The woman glanced once more at the man who’d offered her a drink and then strode toward Sartain, meandering around the tables, nudging a chair with a nicely rounded hip.

      “All right,” said the man at the bar. “How ’bout you buy me a drink?”

      The man who’d snickered now laughed openly.

      The woman stopped before Sartain, her back to the bar and the five men who’d all turned to follow her with their appreciative gazes. Their eyes had lowered to appraise her backside, which, judging by their glassy stares and eager smiles, was not unfavorable.

      “Are you Sartain?” the woman said loudly enough for everyone in the saloon to easily hear.

      Sartain inwardly winced and glanced behind her at the men, who now stared at him instead of her. Their appreciative grins dwindled.

      The woman pulled a chair out from the table and sat down. She glanced over her shoulder toward the men at the bar, then folded her arms on the table and leaned toward the Cajun. She kept her voice lower this time.

      “You’re the Revenger?”

      Her face was only two feet from his. God, she was pretty. A brown-eyed blond with a light spray of freckles across the nubs of her tanned cheeks. She was no spring chicken—there were lines around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth—but some women retained a youthful beauty despite their years and the unforgiving southwestern sun. Her mouth was wide and practical, her eyes brash and earnest. She was probably thirty, maybe a few years older than that, with a few extra pounds on her. Still, the man who’d been raised by toothsome, sexually astute young doxies in the wilds of the New Orleans French Quarter found her as alluring as any woman ten years younger than she.

      Still, she was the last person Mike Sartain wanted to see at the moment.

      “Miss... er, ma’am... this, uh, may not be the right—”

      “You got my note, I take it. You are Sartain, correct? I have a job for you, Mr. Sartain. It is very urgent.”

      She frowned at him, saw that his eyes were not on her but on the men standing at the bar, who now faced him, staring at him, their faces blank. A few of their hands had come down to sidle up against the grips of six-shooters.

      “Ma’am, could we discuss this later?”

      She glanced, puzzled, behind her, then returned her gaze to his. “I don’t have much time, Mr. Sartain. I have to get back to my ranch. First, before we discuss my problem, I’d like to know how much you charge for your... services. I need you to know that I am not a wealthy woman, so—”

      “That’s all right, Miss, uh...”

      “Mrs. Chance. Maggie Chance.”

      Keeping his tone mild, his voice low, Sartain said in his slow Cajun drawl, “Missus Chance, would you mind goin’ on upstairs for a bit? I’m in room five. Middle of the hall on the left. We’ll discuss payment shortly.”

      Maggie Chance stared at him, her eyes widening a little with surprise. “Oh.” She looked down at the table. “So... so that’s how it is.”

      “Yes,” Sartain said, smiling, keeping his gaze mostly on the men behind her still staring at him like wax statues. “That’s how it is.”

      “I had no idea.”

      Her tone becoming angry, she leaned toward him, frowning. “So, then, Mr. Sartain—how does this work? If you require... uh... payment before you take on an assignment, how can I be sure you’ll actually fulfill your obligation?”

      “I always fulfill my obligations, Miss Chance. Now, then, as I was saying...”

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said, staring down at the table, troubled. She nervously brushed her hand across the table’s grainy surface and said quickly, indignantly, “I didn’t realize that would be the sort of payment required. I had no idea, Mr. Sartain. I’m afraid I came quite unprepared for such an arrangement. While I do require your help, quite desperately, in fact, I am not... well, I am not that kind of—”

      “Maggie?” Sartain said.

      She snapped her startled gaze to his.

      “Go on upstairs.” Sartain hardened his eyes and added even more firmly, with a single bob of his head. “Now.”

      She scowled at him, incredulous. “Well, you certainly are commanding, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. Now, please, go.”

      “I’m afraid I’ll need a bath first. I’ve ridden a long ways, and...” She let her voice trail off as she glanced around as though looking for the cantina’s proprietor. Her gaze held on the men behind her, staring at her and Sartain. She turned back to the Revenger, leaned far forward, and whispered, “Who are those men, and why are they staring?”

      She’d been so wrapped up in her own worries that she hadn’t sensed the obvious threat.

      The clock ticked on the wall near Sartain.

      The two checker players had stopped sliding the painted bone checkers around on the board. They slid their uneasy glances between Sartain and the pretty blond woman and the five men pressing their backs against the counter.

      Sartain’s heart rarely raced, but it was picking up speed now. He did not want this bold beauty caught in the line of fire. On the other hand, he didn’t want to make any sudden moves or raise his voice overloud and possibly hasten the imminent ruckus.

      “We’re old friends,” said the man to the far left of the group. He was tall, dark, rat-faced, and harelipped, with long, stringy dark hair hanging down past his ears. His long nose was startlingly crooked. “Ain’t we, Sartain?”

      Sartain merely stared at him. The fires of hell couldn’t have burned any hotter than the flames of fury burning behind his heart, threatening to turn that organ to ashes and melt his ribs.

      Earlier, after the five riders had first walked into the cantina, he’d tried to pick Scrum Wallace, the one he was after, out of the pack. Now, he knew. Wallace had looked different back when Sartain had first known him—he’d aged a little and wore his hair longer and he’d grown a thin beard—but this man was Wallace, all right. He wore a gold spike in his right earlobe.

      He was one of the men who’d been part of the pack of rabid, drunken cavalry soldiers who’d raped and murdered Sartain’s woman and unborn child three years ago in the Arizona Territory. They’d killed young Jewel’s grandfather, as well.

      Sartain’s eyes met the dung-brown gaze of Scrum Wallace. “Hello, Scrum.”

      Wallace curled the right side of his upper lip. “Been a while.”

      “Too long.”

      “I been wonderin’ when you’d get around to it,” Wallace said.

      “Hey—wait a minute,” said the man on the far-right side of the bar. “Who’s this Scrum person?”

      Wallace curled his lip again. “I am.”

      The woman was looking around as though stricken. She turned back to Sartain, her eyes wide with fear. Slowly, she rose from her chair. “Mr. Sartain, I seem to have caught you at a bad time.”

      “Go on upstairs,” Sartain said gently, smiling, though his heart wasn’t in it, trying to keep her as calm as possible. “I’ll be up in a bit.”

      “No, no,” Scrum said, his lusty gaze returning to Maggie Chance. “We’ll be up in a minute. Me an’ the boys.” He smiled and spat a long wad of chaw onto a table before him. It landed with a wet plop.

      As though making her way through a field of coiled diamondbacks, Maggie Chance walked carefully across the room to the rear stairs. She glanced several times behind her and then slowly climbed the stairs, moving almost soundlessly, as though the slightest noise would detonate a bomb.

      At the first landing, she paused, glanced behind her once more, then hurried over the landing and up the next flight to the second story.

      Sartain kicked his chair back from the table and rose, flicking the keeper thong free from over the hammer of the big, silver-plated, pearl-gripped LeMat revolver housed in a soaped holster thonged low on his right thigh. The LeMat was outfitted with a twelve-shotgun barrel beneath the main, .44-caliber maw.

      That was enough for the two checker players. They, too, kicked their chairs back. One of them held his hands out in supplication, and said, “Wait, senores—por favor!”

      The Mexican closed up the checkerboard, quickly scooped the checkers into a leather pouch. He and his friend hurried past Sartain, tripping over chairs and table legs, and then ran out the front door and into the yard, scattering chickens.

      “I don’t get it,” said the man standing to Scrum’s right, looking at him. “I thought you was Chet. Chet Starr.”

      Sartain snorted. “Chet Starr. Yeah, that’s what he changed his name to after he healed from the lead I filled him with... when I ran down him and the others in his pack of cowardly coyotes. He was Sergeant Scrum Wallace at the time him and four others—all federal cavalry—attacked an innocent young girl down in Arizona Territory. Attacked her and her prospector grandfather in their mining camp.”

      The Cajun paused, clenching his fists at his sides, feeling veins bulge in his forehead. “They raped the girl, who was with child. My child. Cut her throat. Shot the old man, shot their mule, and stole their gold.”

      The rider who had not yet spoken looked at Scrum and chuckled. “Well, sounds like you was havin’ yourself a real good time, wasn’t ya, Scrum?”

      “Scrum’s about to die,” Sartain said with firm, quiet menace. “You boys want in or out, now that you know the lowly coward you’ve been ridin’ with? You wanna die with a lowly scoundrel like this, so be it.”

      He raised his voice to a thunder pitch. “Don’t just stand there—draw them hoglegs!”
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      “Ho, now!” said the second man from the door. He was the shortest of the group, with buckteeth.

      He looked a little like William Bonney, or Billy the Kid, a young outlaw who was known to hole up with the senoritas in Fort Sumner from time to time. This young man even wore a squashed, ragged, black hat like the Kid’s. “Just hold on, there, Mr. Revenger, sir!” He looked at Scrum. “You say Chet Starr here... or... Scrum Wallace mistreated a woman? A girl? One in the family way?”

      His questions had all been directed at Scrum himself.

      Scrum glared at Sartain.

      “Tell him, Scrum,” bit out the Revenger. “Tell your friends what you did.”

      Scrum shouted, “I reckon you done told ’em.” He cut his eyes toward his pards. “That’s what happened, boys. But I was egged on by the others. We’d all been drinkin’ in Benson, see, and we was on our way back to the fort. We heard them tell in Benson that our old pal, Sartain, was seen holed up with some old desert rat and his granddaughter.”

      He stepped forward and pointed an accusing finger at Sartain, narrowing one eye. “We thought Sartain was dead along with the rest of his patrol that was ambushed by Apaches. No one found his body, but plenty of them boys in the patrol had been cut up beyond recognition by the squaws. We figured that’s what happened to the Johnny Reb here. Well, since we was just drunk enough, we thought we’d ride out and check if it really was him livin’ out there. We thought we’d give him a hand back to Bowie if he needed it.” He added that last with sarcasm.

      “Ain’t that sweet?” Sartain said, giving an acid grin beneath his sand-colored Stetson’s broad brim.

      “When we got there, that old man and the girl clammed up when we asked about Sartain. We got the impression he’d been there, after all, but he maybe didn’t want no one knowin’ about it. Like maybe he’d fallen for that purty little blond-headed belle who filled out that tight blouse of hers right well and decided to desert.”

      In truth, Sartain had intended to rejoin his regiment at Fort Bowie, but only after he’d repaid the old man and the girl for nursing him back to health. He’d been gone from the fort for three months. He hadn’t thought an extra week or two would make any difference.

      He’d had only eight months of service left before he’d have been a free man. He’d asked Jewel to marry him once he mustered out. He figured they could wait that long. Neither one had known she was pregnant.

      Until then, he’d visit Jewel every furlough he was granted. Sartain had intended to help the old man out in his mine, once he and Jewel were married. A veteran of the War Between the States, he’d grown fond of the peace he’d found down there amongst those desert rocks and cactus, the shy, beautiful Jewel, and her strange but accommodating grandfather.

      “Hell,” Scrum said. “I’d have deserted for her, too. She sure could wear a shirt and a pair of jeans...”

      Sartain said, “You and the rest of your blue-coated pards raped her, shot the old man in the belly, and ransacked their camp.” He hadn’t known that Jewel had been pregnant until he’d found her body lying with the child she’d miscarried when the brutes had so viciously savaged her.

      She must have known, but she hadn’t told Sartain. She’d probably been reluctant, wondering how he’d react to the news.

      His head was fairly exploding as he stood here facing Jewel’s last living rapist and killer.

      “In or out, boys?” he bellowed. “You got two seconds to make up your minds before I draw and fire. I’ll even tell you who I’m starting with.” His eyes were boring holes into the rat-faced Scrum, who suddenly didn’t look nearly as confident as he had only a few minutes ago. “I’m starting with your friend Chet Starr. And then it’s you, you, you, and you, ’cause I’d bet the seed bull you’re the slowest.”

      The four stared at him wide-eyed. They cut quick looks at each other.

      Scrum glared back at him, saying, “We’re all in this together, boys! Now, don’t go gettin’ nervy on me. This man put the word out he was huntin’ me. We’re just turnin’ the tables is all.”

      “Goddammit,” said the kid, waving his hands dismissively before him. “I want no part of defendin’ a killer of women and old men. Uh-uh. No, sir.”

      He swung around and headed for the door. “You fellas with me? Let that pervert shoot it out with the Revenger by himself.”

      “Goddammit, Kenny—get your ass back here!”

      “No, sir!”

      Kenny moved out onto the stoop.

      The other three shared bolstering glances and then headed in the same direction as Kenny. “Forget it, Chet... er... Scrum!”

      “You chicken-livered cowards!”

      Scrum was crouched, hands dangling above his pistols. His eyes were so wide they appeared ready to pop out of his head. To Sartain, he said, “How in the hell did you find out I was alive, anyways?”

      “I saw a ‘Wanted’ circular on you, Scrum. I’d recognize your ugly face anywhere. Of course, the dodger only named your alias. Wanted for train and stagecoach robbery as well as cattle rustling and selling whiskey to the Apaches at San Carlos. My, you’ve been busy. Not sure how you managed to survive all the lead I pumped into you, but obviously you did. You must be part cat.”

      “Bisbee had a damn good doctor. A young fella from back east who enjoyed a challenge. He dug all the lead out of me and was pretty surprised that none of it had hit no parts I couldn’t live without. I was laid up close to a year, but I’m just fine now. And you know what else, Sartain?”

      “What’s that, Scrum?”

      “I had me a feelin’ you’d come huntin’ me again someday. So I got sharp with these here pistols. Hell, I practice my speed draw every chance I get.” Scrum grinned shrewdly, shook his head slowly. “I don’t need them yellow-livered pards of mine. I can take you myself!”

      With that last word, he dropped both hands to his Colts.

      He hadn’t been whistling Dixie. He had become faster than Sartain remembered. Still, a rare hatred compelled Sartain to pull his big LeMat a tenth of a second faster.

      Just as Scrum had gotten both his Colts out and up, Sartain’s big popper roared.

      Scrum triggered both his own guns wild and went howling back against the bar. Sartain fired again and meant to continue firing, but the woman screamed from the stairs, “Sartain—the door!”

      He turned to see one of Scrum’s partners standing on the stoop, aiming a pistol at him. Sartain wheeled just as the bushwhacker fired his Remington, the bullet burning a thin line across the Revenger’s left cheek and thumping into the wall by the stairs.

      Sartain fired twice and glimpsed the second shooter flying backward off the stoop and into the yard.

      Sensing trouble from behind, Sartain hurled himself over a table to his left. As he hit the floor, two more guns roared, and the kid, Kenny, shouted, “Whoopeee—burn him down, Ed. Burn him down! There’s a bounty on his head!”

      The guns roared several more times as Sartain rolled, avoiding the bullets by inches before pulling a table down and using it for a shield. Another bullet plunked into it. It didn’t go through, but the rounded tip of the bullet smiled through the splintered wood at Sartain.

      The Cajun raised his head above the table. The kid and one of the others were thrusting their six-shooters through the open window to Sartain’s left. Another was aiming through the window to his right. Sartain pulled his head down as the three guns flashed and roared once more. Two bullets hammered into the table without going through, the third one clipping an edge.

      With an enraged roar, Sartain threw the table aside and rose, flinging a shot toward the man on the right, who gave a yowl and ducked down beneath the window. Sartain flicked the lever to engage the LeMat’s shotgun barrel and hurled a fist-sized round of double-aught buck toward the window on his left.

      The lead pellets peppered both faces; the kid’s several inches lower than Ed’s. The kid’s right eye turned to jelly.

      Both men stumbled backward, the kid screaming shrilly and falling. Ed dropped his gun and slapped his hands to his face as though he’d been attacked by angry hornets.

      All three men had dropped out of sight, though Sartain could hear them stumbling around outside, cursing and howling.

      The Revenger ran to the window on his left. Just beyond it, the kid was down on both knees, screaming, blood dripping from his ruined eye. Ed was stumbling around farther away from the window than Kenny. He was cussing, blood oozing from the many little holes in his face. He pulled the Schofield .44 he wore in a holster over his belly.

      Sartain shot him with the last .44 round in his LeMat, and then, holstering the LeMat and pulling the pearl-gripped, over-and-under derringer he wore in a small pocket inside his pinto vest, he ducked through the window and into the yard.

      Kenny screamed. “You ruined my eye! You ruined my eye!”

      Sartain kicked the kid onto his back. “Why you backshootin’ little devil,” Sartain said. “I’m gonna ruin more than that!”

      He shot the kid through the middle of his forehead, instantly silencing the kid’s infernal caterwauling.

      Glancing to his right, he saw the third bushwhacker who’d been firing through the other window. He lay flat on his back, legs straight out, hands raised to his throat from which a small fountain of blood issued.

      The fast-dying man quivered and jerked as though he’d been struck by lightning.

      Sartain ran his right shirtsleeve across his forehead and looked into the saloon from the window the kid and Ed had been shooting through. He frowned, stepped closer, cast his gaze carefully around the room. He was looking for Scrum. The man’s body was not lying where it should have been—in front of the bar.

      Sartain stepped back through the window and strode toward the bar, continuing to swing his head from right to left and back again, looking around. A small pool of blood lay on the floor at the base of the bar. Part of it was smeared. The smear stretched, thinning at its far end, toward the door.

      Sartain’s belly soured when he saw a horse and rider galloping away from the cantina, framed by the empty doorframe. The rider rode low in the saddle as his dun horse with a white-tipped tail galloped off into the distance, a tan dust cloud rising behind them.

      “Hell!”

      Sartain ran through the door, across the stoop, and out into the yard. He squeezed the butt of his empty LeMat in its holster.

      He needed his long gun!

      He ran back into the cantina and swept his Henry repeater off the table he’d been sitting at. As he started to swing back around, something at the back of the room caught his eye.

      The woman sat on the first step above the landing, leaning far back and sort of writhing, clamping her left hand to her side, just above her waist. She didn’t say anything, but as she leaned forward over her knees, she squeezed her eyes closed as though in pain.

      Her cheeks were mottled pale.

      Sartain cursed again and ran to the back of the room and up the stairs.

      He laid the Henry down on the first landing and dropped to a knee beside Maggie Chance. Blood trickled out between the fingers of her left hand pressed to that side of her body.

      “Fool woman,” Sartain said. “Why didn’t you stay upstairs?”

      “If I had,” Maggie Chance said tightly, “you’d be dead as two fence posts, and I’d be on my back upstairs, with one of those low-down dirty ambushers pumping away between my legs in turn.”

      Sartain glanced anxiously over his shoulder and through the cantina’s door. The rider was gone. The man who’d fired through the door lay twisted in a bloody heap in the yard. Two magpies strutted around on the ground nearby, investigating a possible meal and clucking at one another with restrained enthusiasm.

      Farther away, the chickens pecked the ground, oblivious to the recent ruckus.

      Scrum would have to keep.

      Sartain turned back to Maggie. “How bad is it?”

      “I don’t think it’s all that bad,” she said, wincing. “It just hurts.”

      Sartain slid her coat away from her side and lifted her shirt and camisole to reveal her flat, pale belly and the ragged hole. He inspected it closely. “Looks like it just clipped you. We’d best get you up—”

      Someone moved behind him. He whipped his head around to see the cantina owner, a very short Mexican with thick salt-and-pepper hair swept back from his pronounced widow’s peak, and a goatee of the same color, walk around from behind the bar and into the drinking hall, warily surveying the room.

      He turned to stare up the stairs at Sartain and the woman.

      “There a sawbones in town?” the Revenger asked.

      The Mexican shook his head. “Not for several months.” Lifting his extended thumb to his lips, he said, “He drank himself drunk. Drove his buggy over a cliff. He sings now with the saints.” The man crossed himself and glanced toward the ceiling.

      “Heat some water and bring me a few clean towels. I’m taking her up to my room!”

      As the Mexican disappeared behind the bar, Sartain lifted the woman in his arms and carried her up the stairs. She wrapped her arms around his neck and stared up at him curiously. “I heard,” she said. “I heard it all.”

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “Is that why you started hunting people for a living? Because of your girl?”

      “You’d best hush. Save your strength.”

      He thought he caught a quirk of a smile tugging at her broad, full mouth with a slightly, alluringly upturned upper lip. As he carried her down the hall, he felt her right bosom press against his chest. It was full and firm. He turned his mind away from it.

      He opened his door and carried her into his small room. He laid her gently down on the bed, lifted her shirt and undershirt again, and more closely inspected the wound.

      “It’s not too bad,” he said. “Looks like it went all the way through. I’ll have it closed up in no time.”

      She stared obliquely up at him, not saying anything. Her lips were slightly parted.

      “You rest easy.”

      “I am resting easy, Mr. Sartain. You have a way of making a woman feel... secure.”

      “How’s that?”

      “All those men you shot down there.”

      “Yeah, well—one of them got away.”

      “I’m sure you’ll make short work of him.” Maggie Chance smiled as Sartain ripped a strip from the sheet on the bed beneath her and then walked over to where his saddlebags hung from a ladder-back chair by the window. “I’ve read a lot about you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, the newspapers around here have covered you quite thoroughly. There are always supposed sightings, federal lawmen riding through the area, claiming they’re on your trail and that you won’t be mocking law and order for much longer.”

      “Yeah, well...” Sartain pulled his bottle of Sam Clay bourbon out of a saddlebag pouch and soaked the cloth with the whiskey. Returning to the bed, he sat down on the edge of it and went to work slowly, gently cleaning the blood away from the small, ragged hole.

      “You cut a wide swath.”

      “I never intended to, Mrs. Chance. It’s just how things worked out, I reckon.”

      She winced as the whiskey-soaked cloth touched an edge of the wound. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Sartain didn’t know how to reply to that, so he didn’t say anything. When the Mexican had brought the towels and a pan of hot water and left, Sartain offered the Sam Clay to Maggie. “Better have you a swig. Then we’ll get down to business.”

      She tipped the bottle back and made a face as the whiskey plunged down her throat. She took one more sip and then another, and then she returned the bottle to the Cajun.

      He more aggressively cleaned the wound with the water and the whiskey, and then he laid a towel beneath her rump on the bed, to catch the blood, and threaded his sewing needle with the catgut he always kept on hand. The woman lay back on the bed and only groaned and sucked sharply through her teeth a couple of times until Sartain had sewn the wound closed.

      “There,” he said, rinsing his needle with whiskey. “Only five stitches. Shouldn’t even leave a mark.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, staring at the ceiling. “Thank you, Mr. Sartain.”

      “Call me Mike.”

      “All right, Mike. I’m Maggie.”

      He returned his needle and thread to his saddlebags and set the pitcher of bloody water and the towels on the floor outside the door. He glanced out the room’s single, curtained window. There was only a little saffron light shimmering in the east, beneath a dark-green sky.

      It would be dark soon. Too late to start after Scrum.

      That graveled the Revenger. The man had got away from him once, with a whole lot more lead than that rattling around in him now. But Sartain would catch up to him again. Sooner or later. It might do him some good to savor the experience of killing the last soldier who’d savaged and murdered Jewel.

      He closed the door and turned to Maggie.

      “Now, then,” he said. “Should we discuss the urgent matter that brought you here?”

      She didn’t respond. Her eyes were closed. Her chest rose and fell deeply, evenly.

      Apparently, the whiskey had knocked her out.

      He stared down at the beautiful woman; her tangled, thick, blond hair fanned out on the pillow behind her. Beautiful and sad. The sadness had been like two deep wells behind her copper-brown eyes.

      She looked as exhausted as she was tired from the wound and the whiskey.

      Who was she?

      Where was she from?

      Who was it that she needed killed so urgently?
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      Sartain went downstairs and had a shot of tequila at the bar.

      Then he went out to the stables on the far side of the yard and stabled Maggie’s horse. He tended that mount as well as his own. When both mounts were fed and watered, Sartain headed back out into the yard.

      It was dark now. The chickens had been secured in their coop for the evening. Thunder rumbled in the near distance. Lightning flashed in the southwest.

      Sartain returned to the roadhouse, where the Mexican barman, whose name was Tio Rodriguez, served him a stew of beans, chicken, and onions. Rodriguez ate with Sartain, occasionally casting curious glances across the table at his guest. He hadn’t asked any questions after returning from his private shack and finding his saloon shot up, four dead men in his yard, and a couple of puddles of blood on his floor.

      In Lincoln County, New Mexico Territory, one learned at an early age not to ask many questions of anyone, for a good third of the population would shoot you for such impertinence.

      When Sartain had finished his meal, he brought a bowl of the stew up to Maggie. He set it on the dresser where she’d find it if she awoke, though at the moment she still appeared deep asleep.

      Back downstairs, he bought a bottle of Rodriguez’s tequila. The barman announced he was turning in. His business this evening appeared to have been damaged by all the shooting earlier.

      “Besides, with the rain...” The short Mexican shook his head and slapped his hands to his thighs. “You lock up?”

      “Yeah, I’ll lock up.”

      The barman left the room through a door behind the bar.

      Sartain blew out the only two lamps that were lit. He wanted to sit in the darkness and watch the storm that was approaching like a bad-tempered giant from the southwest. He liked the cleansing of a good storm.

      He sat at a table near one of the windows whose shutters remained open and poured himself a glass of tequila. Soon the storm was upon him, thunder peeling and shaking the floor beneath the Revenger’s boots. The rain hammered past the window like slender javelins. It roared as it hit the dry ground, quickly forming puddles.

      He sipped his tequila, his lips shaping a wry look of satisfaction.

      It was nice to have the storm outside his head for a change. Sometimes, his fury over Jewel’s and the old man’s fate was as loud as this late-summer, high-desert squall blowing from the Sacramentos.

      It also felt nice to have one more man to kill. The last man.

      Scrum Wallace.

      He sipped the tequila and set the glass on the table. The wind blew the rain at him. It was a tepid but refreshing spray. He closed his eyes to it. He jerked them open when a hand squeezed his shoulder. He reached for the LeMat on his thigh but left the gun in its holster.

      Maggie Chance stood to his right, staring down at him. Her hair hung in thick curls past her shoulders. She wore only her shirt. It was halfway open.

      As she stood before him, lit intermittently by the lightning flashes, the wind blew her hair sideways and sprayed her with the rain. The rain soon soaked her shirt, which clung to her like a second skin.

      She stared at Sartain with a grave expression her lips parted slightly. Sartain stared up at her. His heart pounded.

      He felt the desire for this sad, beautiful woman deep in his loins.

      He stood quickly, unbuckled his shell belt and coiled it around the holstered LeMat, and set it with his Bowie knife on the table.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie lay slumped on top of the Revenger, her open mouth pressed against his neck. She was breathing hard, in time with the Cajun.

      “Tell me, Maggie—what is it you came to see me about?”

      She lifted her head and smiled strangely at him.

      She lowered her lips to his, kissed him lightly, tenderly, then pulled away and stared at him again with that strange smile on her lips.

      “I want you to kill my husband.”

      She didn’t wait for a response. She rose, pulled her shirt over her head, and moved back to the stairs—a shadow in the night. Moonlight from a clearing sky reflected off the puddles beyond the window flashed in her hair. Then the room’s deep shadows swallowed her, and she was gone, save for her light tread on the stairs.

      Sartain lay on the floor, frowning at the ceiling.

      Finally, he rose, pulled himself together, and wrapped his gun and Bowie knife around his hips. He made sure the derringer was still snuggled in the little pocket inside his vest. Then he grabbed his tequila bottle and shot glass and climbed the stairs.

      He knocked once on his door and opened it.

      She sat on the far side of the bed, her back to him, brushing her long hair. Lamplight reflected off the gold band on the dresser. He’d forgotten she was married.

      She glanced over her shoulder at him as she continued to slowly brush her hair. As though she’d been reading his mind, she said, “By way of explanation of what just happened downstairs, I haven’t enjoyed my marriage bed for a long time. And I thought prepayment couldn’t hurt. For—you know—your killing him for me.”

      She rested the brush, which she must have found in one of the dresser drawers, on her thigh. The bandage shone on her lower left side, slightly bloodstained. Sartain went over and sat beside her on the bed, brushing his finger against the bandage.

      “We have to be more careful,” he said. “Don’t want to open up those stitches.”

      Maggie looked down at it. “It doesn’t hurt much... thanks to your whiskey.” She smiled. “And you, too, I reckon.”

      “Why do you want your husband killed, Maggie?”

      “Because he’s evil, Mike. Seven kinds of evil, each one worse than the one before it.”

      “In what way? Does he beat you?”

      “Oh, no. That would be too obvious. He’s never laid a hand on me. In fact, he’s always been quite the gentleman. And he’s been a good provider for me all the years we’ve been married.”

      Sartain studied her gaze. What was he seeing in those wide, soulful orbs?

      Madness?

      He reached up and slid her hair back from her cheek. “I’m not sure I understand. If he’s never hit you and he’s a good provider, what’s... the problem?”

      “He’s killed all three of our sons. One after another. They’re all buried in a little cemetery behind our place near Gold Dust.”

      “Killed your sons?”

      “Yes. Of course, not in such a way that could prove he killed them, but each one of our boys was killed when they were with him. Alone. Each one, Marcus being the first, five years ago. He supposedly drowned. Daniel was supposedly kicked by a mule. I think Everett, my husband, beat him with a fence post. I found the fence post near where Everett said he found Daniel lying. Ephraim...”

      Maggie let her voice trail off. A watery sheen had been growing steadily in her eyes, and now her upper lip quivered as she turned to look out the room’s dark window over which the thin curtain danced. “Ephraim burned when the privy caught fire, and the door stuck so he couldn’t open it. Everett claimed he’d found the boy smoking in there once before and whipped him for it. My husband claims a cigarette had ignited a pile of newspapers and corn shucks. He speculated that Eph couldn’t open the door because the floor was badly bowed, and he was probably choking on smoke after trying desperately to put the fire out, so he wouldn’t get in trouble.”

      Her voice cracked. She sniffed, brushed a hand across her cheek.

      “You don’t believe him I take it.”

      “I smelled kerosene in those flames. There was a large rock nearby. I believe that was what Everett had used to wedge the door closed.”

      Sartain thought about it. If she was touched, she had a good reason. Three sons dead.

      She stared expressionlessly out the window, tears rolling down her cheeks. The heartbreak in her had been obvious the first time he’d seen her. It had been in the too-firm set of her shoulders when she’d first ridden into the cantina’s yard, in her eyes when she’d stood in the cantina’s door.

      Maybe that heartbreak, not unlike his own, was what had drawn him to her even before he’d seen how pretty she was.

      “Why... why would Everett do such a horrible thing, Maggie?”

      She turned slowly to him, blankly, as though she hadn’t understood him. She scowled, impatient with the question. “Because he’s evil. There’s no other explanation. I’ve seen it in his eyes when he didn’t think I was looking. I don’t know how to describe it. It’s a dark, vacant look. As though he’s thinking about doing very bad things.”

      Sartain was having trouble comprehending what she was telling him. “There has to be something beyond evil that makes a man kill his own children. No man is that evil.”

      “Everett is.”

      “Maggie, do you think there’s any chance he might have thought...?” He didn’t quite know how to finish the sentence.

      “That the boys weren’t his?” She’d obviously anticipated the question. “None. He had no reason to believe that. I’ve never given him any reason to believe that... until tonight.” She lowered her eyes in faint chagrin. When she looked up at Sartain again, she turned her mouth corners down and shook her head slowly in frustration. “I know it’s hard to believe. No one else I’ve ever told has believed me.”

      “Who else have you told?”

      “My neighbor, Mrs. Douglas. And the minister who preaches at the church we go to—Everett and me.”

      “What did they say?”

      “They said they thought I needed more rest. That I should come into town more, socialize with the other ladies. Maybe take part more in church activities—bake-offs, Bible studies, the Ladies of Gold Dust Sobriety League. They think the pain of having lost all of my children so tragically has addled me.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not it, Mike. I assure you. Everett is evil. It’s just a matter of time before he kills me... and others. His old father, Howard Chance, lives with us in a lean-to off the back of our cabin. I’ve caught Everett giving him that evil eye of his. Howard is senile. He’d be just as vulnerable as my sons were. In fact, I’m a little worried that... while I’m gone...”

      “Where does Everett think you are?”

      “He doesn’t know I rode out. I left when he was running down some horses. I have no idea where he thinks I’ve gone. I’m going to have to come up with a story. One he’ll believe. I am more worried about old Howard, though than myself.”

      “How far away is Gold Dust?”

      “Twelve miles, roughly.”

      “I’ll get you back in the morning.” Sartain looked at her bandage. “If you think you can ride.”

      “I can ride. Not sure how I’m going to explain my absence overnight... or this.”

      “We’ll say your horse ran off. You got caught in the storm, were wounded by a careless hunter’s bullet. I found you and stitched you up, brought you home.”

      “Does that mean you’ll kill him for me?”

      The directness with which she’d asked the question was a little off-putting. Especially since it had been mouthed by such beautiful lips, by a brown-eyed woman, who appeared as warm and tender as an early spring rain.

      “It means I’ll look into it.”

      “You’re not convinced I’m telling the truth?”

      “It’s not that. It sounds to me like you believe you’re telling the truth. But if I didn’t look into the matter more closely, I’d be a fool—now, wouldn’t I, Maggie?”

      She gave a wan smile. “I reckon you would, Mike.”

      “And I should have told you this before. It was wrong of me not to, but I plum forgot after I saw you down there in the storm.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I don’t take payment for what I do. If someone needs someone killed badly enough, for the right reasons, I kill them. No payment necessary.”

      Maggie frowned. “How do you earn a living then, Mike?”

      “I take on jobs now and then when I need a stake. Sometimes I’ll hire on to a ranch for a roundup season. I’ve deputy sheriffed under made-up names, ridden shotgun for stage lines. A ridden guard on gold shipments...”

      “That’s all right.”

      “What is?”

      “My prepayment.” Maggie reached up and smoothed his thick, curly, dark-brown hair behind his ear. “I didn’t make love with you for any reason other than you’re a handsome, desirable man, a good man doing good for folks, and... because I wanted to so badly, I could feel the need for you all the way to my toes.”

      She placed her hand on his thigh.

      “I’m feeling it again, Mike.”

      She shrugged out of her blouse and tossed it on the floor.
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      Sartain woke up the next morning to find himself spooned against Maggie Chance. Fairly glued to her, in fact, by their mingled sweat and sundry other fluids. He was cupping her bosom in his hand.

      Slowly, so as not to wake her—she might as well sleep while he rigged their horses—he opened his hand and pulled away from her. Her pale bosom, soft in her slumber, sloped down toward the other one buried in the sheets. He leaned down to inspect the bandage on her side. It didn’t look like she’d bled anymore, despite the strenuousness of their couplings.

      Maggie had made love with a desperation he’d rarely encountered. It was almost what the dime novels or Mr. Fennimore Cooper might call “ribald abandon,” if the gentleman author had ever been given to write about such matters—or known about them. There had been a need in her that had not been sated for a very long time, and it had built to a torrid crescendo that had for a time caused Sartain to worry he might be paying the landlord for a new bed, though he was almost desperately low on greenbacks and coins.

      As he quietly dressed, he scoffed at his chagrin.

      While he did not make a habit of sleeping with married women, he’d done so last night, at least the second time, with full knowledge of what he was doing. Too late to feel guilty. His only defense was that she’d seemed so desperate for it, he hadn’t had the heart to turn her down. Obviously, her own man hadn’t been satisfying her needs, as natural to a woman as to a man.

      He went out to the stable and rigged up Boss and Maggie’s grullo. As he did, he wondered about this new job he’d been asked to take. Killing the woman’s husband. He wanted to believe that Maggie was sane because he didn’t want to think he’d been lowdown enough to bed a vulnerable woman possibly suffering from some mental instability.

      On the other hand, he found it hard to believe any man could be evil enough to kill his children without any motivation beyond the evilness itself.

      Was anyone except Satan himself that malicious?

      It was a cruel world. The frontier was one of the cruelest worlds on earth. Children died. Sartain had known entire families wiped out by typhoid or milk fevers. Drowning was one of the most common causes of death in the West, as was fire and getting kicked by horses, mules, or even calves during branding.

      The possibility took firm root in the Revenger’s mind that grief might have caused Maggie to stray from the path of sanity; that she now blamed her husband for what had happened to their children because she needed to hold someone responsible, and blaming Fate offered little satisfaction or consolation.

      That scenario seemed the likeliest possibility. A sad one, but no more tragic than a man killing his kids because he was “evil.”

      Anyway, Sartain would take the woman home and see about her husband, Everett. Most likely he’d be back on Scrum’s trail again soon...

      Sartain led the fed, watered, and rested horses across the yard to the cantina. Boss was stepping high and switching his tail sharply, eager to hit the trail. The buckskin’s mood seemed to infect Maggie’s grullo gelding, who also danced a little and rippled its withers so that it took some effort to get both mounts tied to the hitch rack.

      The sun was just then poking above the eastern horizon, stretching long shadows as lemon light spread across the low, sandy hills tufted with prickly pear and bunch grass.

      Sartain walked back into the cantina. Rodriguez was scrubbing one of the bloodstains near the bar. He gave Sartain a dubious look and then continued the chore as the Revenger climbed the stairs. He paused outside his second-floor room and raised his hand to tap on the door. He stopped, frowning, and tipped his head to the wood.

      On the other side of the door, Maggie was crying. The sobs were muffled, likely by a pillow, but the pillow could not muffle the heartbreak inherent in the uncontrolled crying. The keen anguish was like a knife to the Revenger’s heart. It awakened his own pain for his beloved Jewel.

      He waited until the sobbing had dwindled to near silence, and then he tipped his head to the door panel and said softly, “The horses are ready. Take your time. I’ll be downstairs.”

      He turned away from the door and walked back down the stairs.

      The short Mexican was tossing a bucket of soapy, red water out into the yard as Sartain walked around behind the bar, helped himself to a bottle and a shot glass, and tossed a couple of his precious few remaining coins onto the counter. He took the bottle to a table, kicked out a chair, and slacked into it.

      He poured out a shot of tequila and tossed it back.

      Jewel...

      He was glad Scrum had gotten away. The need to track the wounded man helped distract him from his heartbreak, which often, like now, felt as keen as it had when he’d first discovered the bodies of his lover, her grandfather, and the miscarried child.

      He was sipping his second shot of tequila when he heard boots clomping on the stairs. He turned to see Maggie descending the staircase. She wore her hat and coat. She walked into the drinking hall and crossed to Sartain’s table.

      “I’m ready.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “All right.” Sartain slid his shot glass toward her. “For the road?”

      “Why not?”

      She threw back the rest of the tequila, wiped her mouth with her hand, and set the glass back down on the table.
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        * * *

      

      Sartain and Maggie Chance followed an ungraded stage road straight south of Fort Sumner, in the direction of Gold Dust.

      As they left the sleepy village of Sumner, following a nearly dry tributary of the Pecos River, they passed the shabby fort of a dozen or so tumbledown, adobe-brick hovels fronted by brush galleries and flanked by a few brush huts and patches of torn up desert that had once been corn fields. The slouching huts were all that remained of the Bosque Redondo Reservation, where about ten years ago the army tried unsuccessfully to turn thousands of Mescalero Apaches and Navajos, traditional enemies of each other, into farmers. The fort itself had been abandoned in the late 1860s, and Sartain had heard the land had been bought by a local cattle baron whose son was a friend of young William Bonney.

      The sheriff in these parts was an old acquaintance of Sartain’s, Pat Garrett, whom Sartain had met in Texas gambling dens in the years after the war and felt an affinity with. They were of similar temperaments, at once sentimental, soft-spoken, and hotheaded. Also, they’d both grown up in Louisiana, though Garrett had come from a prosperous, land-owning family from Alabama while Sartain had been a whore’s homeless orphan, growing up by his wits in the French Quarter of New Orleans and taught to appreciate the finer things in life, including sex, by the nymphs du pave along Royal Street.

      Sartain wasn’t worried about Garrett. Of course, the sheriff of Lincoln County was aware of the federal paper on Sartain’s head, but they’d run into each other before and had bucked the tiger and drunk tequila together in Los Alamos and Mesilla without either of them uttering one word about Sartain’s bloody past in southern Arizona.

      In fact, Sartain hoped he’d run into his old drinking buddy. Since Maggie’s husband was a deputy sheriff of Lincoln County, he likely answered to Juan Largo, or Big Casino, as Pat was often known. Pat might be able to help Sartain clear up the matter of Everett Chance’s culpability in the deaths of his and Maggie’s three young boys.

      As Sartain rode along beside Maggie, he scanned the relatively fresh tracks of a horse that had galloped up the trail ahead of them. Those had to be Scrum’s tracks. He wanted to go after Jewel’s killer in the worst way, but it seemed two assignments had overlapped. He’d give Maggie’s problem priority and savor meeting up with Scrum again afterwards.

      He hoped he didn’t find the killer dead out on the desert somewhere, but, then again, dying slow and alone under the New Mexico sun might be just the sendoff Scrum deserved.

      The Revenger and Maggie followed the stage road for about an hour through harsh, nearly treeless, sandy country pocked with buttes and crumbling escarpments, the cobalt sky arching broadly over them. After they’d crossed a dry wash white with alkali dust, they turned onto a barely marked trail that was merely a gap between mesquites and followed the old horse trail up a steep hill stippled with cedars and gnarled juniper.

      Now they rode into even more forbidding terrain—badland country of steep hills creased by dry arroyos. It was a vast, harsh land. Sartain often wondered while traveling through such remote country what had possessed people to settle here.

      He asked as much of Maggie.

      “Everett’s father, Howard, grew up in a small village in northern England. I guess once he got out here with his brother, looking for western gold, he thought it all seemed so inhospitable that one place looked as good as another. His brother died from a rattlesnake bite their second summer. That’s when Howard decided to turn one of his mining claims into a homesteading claim. That’s where Everett and I and old Howard live now.”

      “How did you and Everett meet, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “My father and his own brother came out here from Tennessee to open a saloon in Gold Dust. The town was on a major stage road at the time, though travel has slacked off over the years. Both my father and uncle were killed during one of the many Apache uprisings in these parts, back when I was only fifteen. Everett’s father was a friend of my father’s, and he took me in. And that is how Everett and I became man and wife.”

      “I see,” Sartain said, nodding as he turned to her, swinging easily with the sway of his sure-footed horse. “Tell me, something, Maggie—and please tell me if I’m prying too deep—did you ever love Everett?”

      “No.” She turned her frank, copper-brown gaze to Sartain once more. “But I never disliked him. I admired him. He was a hard worker, and when we couldn’t make a living on the ranch, Sheriff Garrett made him a deputy, because the sheriff knew Everett to be an honest, upstanding man. And his easygoing, friendly nature made him good at collecting taxes. But he’s also good with a carbine, and he can be uncompromising. We need good, uncompromising lawmen out here, where thieves and sometimes marauding Indians still run amok.”

      “That uncompromising personality probably kept him from being the ideal husband.”

      “Yes.” Again, Maggie’s gaze was frank. “Yes, it did.”

      That’s all she said on the matter before adding nearly a minute later, “But that’s not why he needs killing, Mike.” Her grullo faltered as they climbed another steep hill. She took a firm, commanding hand on the reins, gritted her teeth slightly, and booted the mount on up to the crest of the rise.

      Her raised voice quavered with the horse’s pitch as she rode. “He needs killing because, as I’ve said, he’s evil.”

      Sartain stopped as they rode around the shoulder of a steep bluff and looked into a slight clearing among prickly pear and scrub cedars and rocks. A rattlesnake slithered across the clearing and disappeared behind a human skeleton clad in tattered, dusty, sun-faded army blues. The skeleton leaned up against a gray boulder, slumped slightly to one side. Across his ankles—he still had his boots on—lay another skeleton. This one was clad in what remained of a red calico shirt and deerskin leggings. A few threads of a red bandanna clung to his skull that sported a hole a few inches up from and between the empty eye sockets.

      The hole had probably been placed there by the rusty army revolver that lay near the dead cavalry soldier’s skeletal left hand, to which strips of a gauntleted, leather glove still clung. An Apache war lance protruded from the skeleton soldier’s chest. It had little to support it anymore, however, so its end drooped in the dirt.

      “Warrior Gulch,” Maggie said. “Those two have been right there, like that, for many years. The Mexicans who live around here think the gulch is cursed, so no one has bothered with the remains. Not even after twenty years. There are more, many more, dead men up the draw a ways. Dead men as well as dead horses. Everett once scouted the entire canyon and said that, while some of the bones had been strewn by scavengers, many bodies had been left untouched, as though the carrion eaters, too, were frightened by the souls lingering here.”

      “A superstitious country, eh?”

      “I guess you could call it that. Some say it’s a haunted country.”

      Sartain lifted his canteen and pried the cork from the lip. “Is that what you think?”

      “Yes,” Maggie said flatly, booting her horse down the bluff, following the winding trail. “You have no idea how haunted, Mike.”
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      Maggie drew her grullo to a halt and sucked a sharp breath through her teeth.

      Sartain drew rein beside her and followed her gaze down the slope and into the humble ranch yard along the northern bank of the Pecos. Like most, if not all, of the other ten-cow operations he had seen in this rough country, it wasn’t much. Just a one-and-a-half-story, mud-brick cabin with a second half-story constructed of vertical, badly warped and weathered boards. It had a shake roof and a brush-roofed gallery, which was part and parcel of this hot, dry country. Stone pylons formed the gallery’s front support posts, and the cabin’s front wall was also partly stone.

      To the left of the house lay the barn and three corrals and several other, smaller, outbuildings of stone and adobe. A well-worn path led into the yard from the Pecos, which was about ten feet wide as it curved through its low banks between mesquites.

      Maggie wasn’t staring into the yard but at a flat-topped slope on the other side of it, where a man was digging a hole in a fringe of scattered junipers. Several buzzards winged slow circles high above the slope as the man shoveled dirt from the knee-deep hole he stood in, near a trio of crude wooden crosses that probably marked the graves of the Chance boys.

      Maggie glanced at Sartain. Horror flashed in her gaze.

      She whipped the reins against her grullo’s flanks, yelled, “Hyahh, boy!” and galloped down the slope and across the yard and up the slope on the far side.

      Sartain followed from several feet back. As he approached the crest, where Maggie was just then reining the grullo to a halt, Sartain saw the body lying in the back of the wagon parked near where the man was digging the hole. The body was covered with a black and yellow Navajo blanket. Mule-eared boots protruded out the near end of the blanket, and a fringe of thin, pewter gray hair showed where the blanket did not quite cover the man’s head.

      The man digging the hole had turned when he’d heard the horses galloping toward him. As was likely long-established habit in this country, he reached for a Spencer carbine leaning against a nearby mesquite but abandoned the movement when he saw that the rider approaching was his wife.

      “Maggie!” he said. “Good Lord, woman—where have you been?”

      Maggie swung down from her grullo’s back and walked over to the back of the wagon. She stared down at the figure lumped beneath the blanket. She did not say anything. Her back was to Sartain as the Cajun rode up behind her and stopped Boss several yards away from her and the grave.

      The beefy gent still standing in the grave cut his incredulous gaze to Sartain before turning back to Maggie. He stabbed his shovel down into the bottom of the grave.

      “He’s gone, Maggie,” the man said, climbing out of the hole with effort. He stood beside the grave, opening and closing his gloved hands and shuttling his curious, wary gaze between his silent wife and the newcomer.

      Finally, his gaze held on Sartain. “Who’re you?”

      “Mike Sartain. Mr. Chance, I take it?”

      Chance turned back to Maggie. Slowly, he walked toward her. She turned to him, and her voice was crisp but quavering slightly as she asked, “How?”

      Everett Chance rested an elbow on the side of the wagon. “Found him this morning. Down by the river. He went out first thing for water like he usually does. Must have just started back with two buckets full and collapsed. His heart, most like.”

      Maggie turned and stared up at her husband. Her face was white. She glanced behind him at Sartain, who remained in his saddle, not knowing what to think, though he had to admit that the old man’s death while Maggie was away certainly lent more credence to her story.

      “I’m sorry, honey,” Chance said. “But he was old. And, hell, most of the time he didn’t even recognize us anymore. Where were you, anyway?” He turned to stare accusingly at Sartain. “You were gone all night. I was worried sick.”

      “Mrs. Chance went for a ride,” Sartain said. “Storm came up, spooked her horse. Bought a graze from a stray bullet likely fired by a hunter. Fortunately, our paths crossed. I sewed her up. She’ll be fine in no time.”

      Chance glanced at Maggie, who had turned back to the wagon. Then he studied Sartain again, skeptically. He was a big man, broad of shoulders, chest, and hips, with a firm, bulging paunch. He’d probably once been muscular, but now the muscle had turned to hard fat. Sartain guessed he was pushing fifty.

      He wore a cap of thin, curly, gray-brown hair, thicker around the sides than on top, and long sideburns. He wore canvas work trousers and a dirty, sweat-soaked underwear top and suspenders. He was sweating and sunburned, his wedge of a nose pink and peeling.

      He did not look evil. In fact, there was gentleness in the man’s big, fleshy, roughhewn countenance. His eyes were large and blue, and the deep lines at their corners told Sartain he was a man of easy humor.

      “Well, now,” Everett Chance said, raking his thumb and index finger through the two-day growth of beard on his chin. “I reckon, then, I should be thanking you, Mr. Sartain.” He didn’t appear to have slept much recently. Had he been up all night, worried about his wife? Most men would have been.

      “Not necessary, Mr. Chance.”

      “Sartain, huh? Sartain...” Chance’s heavy brow furrowed as he pondered the name, as though he might have heard it a time or two in the past. He might have. Sartain hoped he didn’t remember reading it on a “Wanted” dodger, because that could make matters even more complicated than they already were.

      “I do appreciate your bringing her back to me, Sartain.” Chance turned to his wife. “But I’m sorry you had to come back to this, Maggie. Truly, I am. But he was an old man, and he’d lived a good life. Leastways, as good a life as a man can live out here.”

      Maggie walked around to the far side of the wagon, placed a hand on the dead man’s shoulder beneath the blanket, and said softly, “I’m sorry, Howard. Rest easy.”

      She gave her husband a cold glance, picked up her grullo’s reins, and stepped into the saddle. To her husband, she said, “As a token of my appreciation for his kindness, I’ve invited Mr. Sartain to stay for a few days. He probably saved my life last night.”

      Her gaze flicked to Sartain, whose cheeks warmed slightly, before turning her bold, vaguely defiant eyes back to her husband. “He’s been on the trail a while. Needs food and rest.” She neck-reined the grullo around. “I’ll start lunch.”

      She booted the horse into a gallop down the hill toward the barn.

      Sartain watched her go. In light of what had happened between them last night, he felt awkward and ashamed in the presence of the woman’s husband. He turned back to Everett Chance, who appeared to study him suspiciously.

      The Revenger said, “I’d offer to help you dig, Mr. Chance, though I realize burying your own is a private matter.”

      Chance continued to study him for another few seconds, then stepped into the shallow grave and picked up his shovel. “I’d accept the help. Ain’t as young as I used to be. Got another shovel in the wagon, under the seat.”

      Sartain swung down from Boss’s back, loosened the horse’s latigo strap, slipped his bit, and then, letting the big buckskin graze freely on whatever sparse grass he could find on the bluff, walked over and pulled the spade from beneath the wagon seat.

      Chance watched him with that same slightly off-putting cast to his large, blue eyes. When Sartain dropped down into the grave, the men began digging in silence.

      Stabbing through the rocky, sandy soil was tough work. The Cajun could scoop up only half a shovel load at a time. Soon he worked up a heavy sweat.

      He paused to doff his hat and remove his shirt, wearing only his sweaty underwear shirt, the sleeves of which he rolled up his corded arms. As he worked on one end of the grave while Chance worked on the other, their shovels occasionally clattered together when they met in the middle, and he cast the man occasional, suspicious glances of his own.

      Was this an evil man? Had Chance murdered his young sons and now, having taken advantage of his wife’s absence, murdered his father? Sartain would like to get a look at Howard Chance’s body, but he saw no way to do so without drawing even more of Everett Chance’s suspicion upon himself.

      It was one hell of a coincidence—Howard Chance turning up dead just after Sartain had learned of Maggie’s fear of that very occurrence. Everett Chance did not look like a killer, but Sartain had known many killers who could have passed for parsons.

      Just too damned much of a coincidence...

      “Four feet’s deep enough for these parts,” Chance said when, a half hour later, both he and Sartain were standing that deep in the hole, which was roughly rectangular. The dirt piled to both sides was gray sand and red clay pocked with stones. “I’ll cover it with rocks to keep the coyotes and mountain lions out. There’s been a big female on the prowl around here of late.”

      Leaning on his shovel, he glanced at the other three graves lying about ten yards away amongst the cedars and junipers. Rocks had been piled over the mounded clay and sand. “Don’t look like she’s been at the boys’ graves. Her main interest has been in my hosses and Maggie’s chickens.”

      He grunted as he heaved himself heavily out of the hole. “Drink before we bury ole Howard?”

      Chance propped his shovel against the same mesquite his Spencer leaned against. Crouching, he lifted a clear, unlabeled bottle and pried the cork from the lip. He took a pull, shoved the cork back into the bottle, and tossed the bottle to Sartain.

      “Why not?”

      As the Revenger took a pull, Chance sat on the ground and leaned back against the mesquite. Sartain took another slug of the whiskey, which was by no means from anyone’s top shelf but more like panther juice distilled behind a Gold Dust Saloon. Still, it took the edge off the heat and the Cajun’s work-strained muscles.

      When he lowered the bottle, Everett Chance was aiming his Spencer at him. He racked a round into the old carbine’s chamber and gave a shrewd smile. “Sartain, huh? Also known as the Revenger—wanted by the U.S. marshals for gunning down cavalry soldiers in Arizona.”

      Sartain used the heel of his hand to hammer the cork back into the bottle’s lip. “There you have it.” He tossed the bottle back to Chance, who caught it one-handed. “You gonna arrest me?”

      Chance studied Sartain amusedly over the barrel of his Spencer. He lowered the gun, depressing the heavy hammer with a ratcheting click. “Nah. Don’t reckon. I heard Pat tell about you. Said if I was to see you in the county, to give you a wide berth... if I knew what was good for me.”

      He leaned the repeater back against the mesquite and dug a canvas makings sack out of a pocket of his shirt twisted on the ground beside him. “Besides, I do appreciate your bringin’ Maggie back.”

      Sartain climbed up out of the grave and stretched from side to side, working the kinks out of his back. “No trouble, Mr. Chance.”

      “Everett.”

      “All right, Everett.”

      Sartain sat near Chance and leaned back against a rock. Chance took another pull from the bottle and offered it to Sartain, who took another sip.

      “Sotol,” Chance said. “I know some Mexicans who distill it down in Chihuahua and haul it up here to sell. All the saloons are stocked with it.”

      “Grows on ya.” Sartain took another sip and handed the bottle back to Chance, who set it on the ground beside him and set to work building a smoke.

      “I suppose you realize by now, Mike... well, that my wife, Maggie, is... uh... touched some. You know...” Chance tapped his left temple, then continued dribbling chopped tobacco onto the wheat paper troughed between the first two fingers of his left hand. “A little off her rocker.”

      “Oh?” Sartain hadn’t come to a definite conclusion on the subject of the sanity of Chance’s pretty wife. Apparently, Chance had.

      “She rides off from time to time,” said the rancher, staring down at the quirley in his thick fingers. “Gets some crazy idea in her head, saddles her grullo, and rides out. Unfortunately, she rode out yesterday when I wasn’t home. I was off tryin’ to run down some horses that the mountain lion had scared out of my corral the night before. By the time I got home and realized Maggie was gone, the storm was comin’ on. I rode out a ways, tryin’ to track her—she often gets lost out there, so toussled her thinkin’ gets—but then the storm come up, and the rain wiped out her sign. I came back... had a worrisome night.”

      Chance offered Sartain his makings. The Revenger waved it off. He glanced at the three crude wooden crosses. Probingly, he said, “She told me about your sons, Everett. I hope you’ll accept my condolences.”

      Chance poked the quirley in his mouth and rolled it, sealing it. He took it out and looked at Sartain. As he fired a match on his thumbnail, he said, “Did she also tell you she thinks I killed them?”
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      “Yes,” Sartain said. “As a matter of fact, she did.”

      Chance touched the match to the end of his quirley and drew the smoke deep into his lungs. He blew it out and stared at the cabin for a time. Sartain wondered what the man was thinking. If he was thinking anything dark, it didn’t show on his face. He merely looked sad.

      “She started to lose her mind after the second boy was kicked by that mule. Became so protective of the third and last boy, Eph, I didn’t think she was ever going to let him out of the house. One day, she took her eggs to town. I was working at my anvil, trying to get a rim on a wheel. I was distracted for hours. When Maggie returned, she screamed. Then I saw the smoke coming from the outhouse.”

      “She said there was a rock in front of the door.”

      “There was a rock near the door. Winter frost pushed it up out of the ground. But it wasn’t within ten feet of the door. That door got stuck. Warped. Ephraim was a slight child. Apparently, he couldn’t get it open before the smoke took him. He must’ve tapped his ashes on the dried-up corn shucks we kept in a tin tub in there.”

      Everett’s voice broke on that last. Sartain glanced over to see him brush a tear from his cheek as he looked over at the trio of crosses amongst the scrub cedars and junipers. Chance drew a ragged breath, shook his head, and looked down at the cabin.

      “She blamed me. All three times I was the only one around. I never gave that woman any reason to believe I’d ever do anything to harm my children.” He turned to Sartain. A sheen of tears flashed in his eyes. “My boys! You understand, Sartain? What man would kill his boys—the fruit of my loins?”

      He turned back to the cabin. Gray smoke was unfurling from one of the two brick chimneys. “I don’t hold it against her. I did at first, but then I realized she needed someone to blame. I need someone to blame, too, so I suppose it might as well be me.”

      Chance took a deep drag on the quirley. “I love her, just the same. I remember how we used to be, Maggie and me an’ the boys, and that’s what keeps me from hating her for hating me... or for going out to the barn and blowing my head off. I love her. Always have... from the moment I first laid eyes on her. Hell, you’ve seen her. The prettiest woman in the county. But buryin’ those three boys caused her to lose her mind.”

      He sighed again, loudly. It was partly a moan of deep, untouchable grief. “But so help me, I love her. I hope she stays, but now with old Howard gone—I think she loved him more than she loved me—she’ll probably leave. She’ll ride out again sometime when I’m out on the range, and she won’t come back.”

      He shook his head.

      There was a brief silence, and then Sartain said, “She was worried something would happen to Howard when she was gone.”

      “I don’t doubt it a bit, Sartain. And now that old man’s death, which had been comin’ for a long time—he was senile, and he’d suffered three heart strokes over the past two years—only confirms her suspicion that I’m some sorta devil.” He took another drag from the quirley and flipped it onto the pile of dirt before him. “Oh, well. All I can do is love her as best I can and hope she comes around. That’s all I can do.”

      He glanced at the Cajun, smiling, one eye narrowed wryly. “What do you say, Sartain? One more drink and then help me lay old Howard to rest? I’ll fetch Maggie, and she can say a few words over him.”
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      “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” Maggie tossed a handful of dirt onto the grave Sartain and Chance had filled in and covered with rocks. “Good-bye, Howard.”

      Maggie glanced at her husband standing beside her, holding his hat down in front of him. She looked at Sartain standing on the far side of the grave, also holding his hat. There seemed to be some unspoken communication in her look. Maybe a command for the Revenger to take his gun out and shoot her husband immediately. Also, there was a vague accusation in the gaze, as well, because she knew he was nowhere near ready to shoot a man he was far from convinced was a murderer.

      Sartain switched his gaze from Maggie to Everett Chance and found the man staring at him with that same suspicious look as before. Did the rancher suspect that Sartain might be here to kill him?

      “Lunch is served,” Maggie said. “Cold sandwiches and coffee is all, I’m afraid.”

      She turned around and walked down the hill toward the shack. She hadn’t taken her apron off for the funeral, far from a formal affair. The apron and her hair blew around in the hot, dry wind that had picked up now in the afternoon.

      They ate a quiet lunch in the cabin. No one said anything of significance. The deaths that had occurred over the years and only a few hours ago hung like one thick, black cloud over the crude but tidy Chance cabin. When they’d finished the sandwiches and coffee, Maggie excused herself for a nap and climbed the stairs.

      Before she’d disappeared, she cast Sartain one more conspiratorial, vaguely accusing glance.

      Sartain spent the afternoon helping Everett Chance repair a corral that some of his broncs had broken down while fleeing the mountain lion. Chance had several other chores that had needed tending—some that had long gone undone because they required two able-bodied men, and Howard Chance hadn’t been able-bodied in years. Chance’s operation probably wasn’t profitable enough for the rancher to afford a hired hand.

      Sartain rolled up his shirtsleeves once more and set to work helping Chance move the privy to a new hole and resetting a ceiling beam in the barn. By the time they’d outfitted Chance’s hay wagon with a new axle, another rain squall had come up, blocking out the light of the west-falling sun. The smell of roasting meat drifted to the men’s noses on the wood smoke issuing from the cabin’s chimney.

      They put their tools away and stomped off toward the cabin, Sartain feeling that calm, soothing exhilaration that hard, homey work often visited on a man. He supposed it was especially keen for him, a man who spent most of his time in the saddle, hunting other men. But he sensed from Everett Chance’s flushed cheeks and bright eyes and frequent quips and chuckles, that he felt it, too. He sensed that Chance didn’t often have another man around the place, one close to his own age and capabilities, and that the rancher was enjoying Sartain’s company.

      The irony of the situation was not lost on the man who’d come here to possibly kill him.

      On the gallery, they washed with fresh water, a fresh cake of potash soap, and clean towels recently placed out there by Maggie. As Sartain dried himself on a towel, he regarded Chance once more as the rancher scrubbed his face with his hands.

      If Chance was an evil killer of children and his own father, he was one hell of a good actor, to boot. Sartain wasn’t convinced the man was anything other than what he seemed—a hard-working, good-humored New Mexico rancher who’d been visited with one long run of bad luck, as had his pretty wife. The only difference was that Maggie Chance, sadly and understandably, had lost her mooring and was now wrongly convinced that her husband was Satan himself.

      “Thanks for the help, Sartain,” Chance said when he’d run a comb through his thin, curly hair and extended his open hand.

      The Revenger shook it. “No trouble, Everett.”

      “You gonna stick around a few days?”

      Sartain glanced around the yard. A light rain was falling from a sky the color of bruised plums, curling the hay- and straw-flecked dirt. Thunder belched and hiccupped. “No, I don’t think so, Everett.”

      “You could cool your heels out here on the gallery and drink sotol,” Chance said, encouragingly. “Hell, in four short hours we did everything that I needed two men for! We could even take a couple of cane poles and maybe see how the bluegills are biting on the Pecos.”

      Sartain’s focus had now moved on to the hunt for Scrum.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll pass. I’m not the sort to let the grass grow under my boo—”

      The cabin’s front door opened. Maggie stared out at the two men skeptically. She glanced at Sartain with that accusing expression again and then drew the door wider and turned back into the kitchen. “Supper’s ready,” she said coolly over her shoulder.

      After supper, Sartain insisted on helping Maggie wash the dishes. He hauled water in from the river, and, while Everett sat on the front gallery watching the colors of sunset splash themselves across the western horizon as the rain tapered, Sartain and Maggie scrubbed the pots, pans, and dishes.

      Sartain wanted to speak to her alone, but he saw no way to do it. Everett was within hearing out on the gallery. Maggie said nothing, either. She didn’t even glance at him as they worked together.

      That was all right. Sartain wasn’t really sure what they’d talk about, anyway. He was in one hell of an awkward position. He’d slept with the wife of a man he’d sort of made friends with, the same man his wife wanted him to kill. And he had no intention of killing Everett Chance.

      He guessed he was in a whipsaw of sorts. He’d be glad to ride on, which he intended to do first thing tomorrow. Scrum might have ridden to Gold Dust in search of medical help, so that’s where Sartain would head, as well.

      When the dark night had fallen, Maggie lit a couple of lamps. Everett came in from the gallery, grabbed her around the waist from behind, pecked her cheek, and said, “How ’bout I play some fiddle?”

      Without waiting for an answer, the rancher grabbed his pipe and tobacco from one shelf, a scratched-up old fiddle from another shelf, and said, “Mike, I like to play the fiddle of a night when I’m not too tired. Always helped us sleep—Howard, Maggie, and me. Why don’t you bring the sotol and three glasses and join us?”

      Feeling about as awkward as he thought it was possible to feel, Sartain glanced at Maggie, who was sweeping the floor and keeping her attention on the broom. Then he grabbed the sotol and three glasses and walked over to the door they’d left propped open to the fresh night breeze touched with autumn’s chill.

      “Join us?” he said.

      Maggie continued to sweep. She glanced up from her work with a strained smile and said, “I’ll be out in a minute... Mr. Sartain...”

      The formal way she’d addressed him spoke loads about the way she now felt about him.

      The Revenger was going to be glad to ride away from the Chance place...

      For the moment, however, he sat on the deacon’s bench on the porch. As Everett packed his pipe, lit it, and then tuned his fiddle, Sartain splashed sotol into three glasses. He set one down beside Everett, who sat on the porch rail, and set the other two—one for him, one for Maggie—beside himself on the bench.

      Chance started playing. Sartain sat back and enjoyed the strains of “My Old Kentucky Home.” Sooner than expected, Maggie came out and sat down on the far end of the bench from him. Everett looked over his bow at Sartain and gave the Revenger a conspiratorial wink, pleased that his wife had joined them. Maggie had wrapped a knitted shawl about her shoulders, against the evening’s damp chill. She sipped the sotol and sat back against the wall of the cabin, crossing her long left leg over the right one, closing her eyes.

      Everett played a couple more bittersweet ballads, and then he tried picking up the mood with “Little Brown Jug” and “Sweet Betsy From Pike.”

      “Why don’t you two shuffle around a bit?” Everett said as he played.

      “What’s that?” Sartain said.

      Everett jerked his head toward his wife. “Dance! Go on—the two of you!” He was tapping his foot and swaying from side to side as he played.

      Sartain felt even more uncomfortable than before. “Oh, I don’t think...”

      Maggie scowled at her husband. “You buried your father this afternoon, Everett, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “Ah, hell, you remember how Howard was. Before he went senile, he loved to dance and laugh. Hell, he used to paint the entire town of Gold Dust red of a Saturday night! He’d think it only fittin’ we held our own private baile in honor of his saddlin’ a cloud and sailing off to meet his maker! Come on, Maggie, get up and dance with the man! Howard’s gone to his reward. We oughta celebrate!”

      Sartain looked at Maggie. She looked back at him. Slowly, her features softened. A faint smile lifted her mouth corners. She slid her hand over to his on the edge of the bench. He’d hoped she’d refuse, but since she hadn’t, he didn’t see how he could.

      He took her hand and rose and then clasped her other hand in his own other hand, and they shuffled around the gallery to the rollicking strains of her husband’s fiddle. Maggie was a good dancer, better than Sartain, though the soiled doves had once taught him back in the Quarter. That was a long time ago, however. Maggie laughed when his boots brushed her feet. Sartain chuckled, his own mood lightening along with hers.

      He liked the pliant warmth of her hands in his. He liked the smell of her on the damp breeze pushing in under the gallery’s brush roof.

      He looked at her pretty face, her pale ears, and long, fine neck against which the thick locks of her strawberry hair bounced.

      He had a brief, remembered vision of her struggling beneath him the previous night on the lumpy bed of the cantina in Fort Sumner.

      Desire warmed him.

      He looked into her eyes. She was staring back at him, a knowing look in her gaze. Her cheeks were flushed, and he thought he could see the glisten of perspiration on her brow.
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      “EEEEEEE-yi-howwwww!” Everett howled as he grated out the last notes of “Grandpap’s Strawberry Wine.” “Say, you two dance good together! If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you been sneaking off together to practice them five-steppers!”

      Everett laughed.

      Maggie flushed. Sartain’s ears warmed.

      Maggie drew a deep breath and looked demurely up at the Revenger. “Thank you, Mr. Sartain. That was a much-needed distraction. Now, if you will forgive me, gentlemen, I believe I’ll turn in.”

      She walked to the door, stopped, and looked at their guest. “Will Howard’s room be all right, Mr. Sartain? You’re not superstitious, are you?”

      “I’m no more superstitious than your average Orleans Cajun, Mrs. Chance,” Sartain said, drawing out his petal-soft accent so that “Orleans” came out “Oo-lenzz.” “But the barn will be just fine. Boss and I are used to sharin’ a pile of straw.”

      “No guest of ours will stay in the barn, Mr. Sartain.”

      She held him with a brief, commanding look, dipping her chin slightly, and then moved on into the cabin. Sartain heard her soft tread on the stairs.

      “I think I’ll turn in myself,” Everett said, stretching and yawning. “Been a long day.” He glanced toward where he’d buried old Howard. “Good night, Pop.”

      He nodded at Sartain and headed inside.

      The Revenger sat on the gallery and sipped another drink before retrieving his saddlebags from the barn and checking on Boss, who was sprawled on his side in a pile of straw, half asleep. Sartain returned to the cabin, closing the front door and barring it, then heading off to old Howard’s small bedroom at the back of the cabin.

      He threw the shutter back from the room’s lone window, letting in the cool night air, and crawled under a single, coarse cotton sheet. He lay there thinking for a long time, deeply troubled by the plight of both Maggie Chance and her husband.

      From the ceiling above, voices rose softly. Everett was saying something, his deep voice making a low rumbling, the words obscure. Maggie said something in response, her voice softer, even more obscure, and then Everett said something else, and the ceiling creaked slightly.

      Sartain frowned as he stared up at the ceiling beam from which an unlit lantern hung. The lantern began quivering, squawking faintly on the wire it hung from. A man grunted. The ceiling creaked. Maggie groaned and made what could only be a vaguely complaining sound.

      Everett grunted again, louder, and the ceiling creaked louder, more regularly. Occasionally the legs of the Chances’ bed leaped, hammered the floor.

      Sartain felt a pang of jealousy.

      Cursing under his breath, he rolled onto his belly and drew his pillow over his head, shutting out the sounds of the coupling.
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      When he opened his eyes, gray light was washing through the room’s open window. He lay with his cheek pressed to the mattress. Sometime during the night, he’d shed the pillow. It lay on the floor. From downstairs came the sounds of footsteps, the squeak of a heavy iron stove door being opened, the thud of wood being shoved into the firebox, the squeak again of the door closing, and the faint clang of it being latched.

      Sartain sat up and dropped his bare feet to the floor. He looked out the window. The large, orange-yellow sun was on the rise, the humidity from last night’s rain ringing it with what looked like smoke. Sartain got up and checked his old Waterbury, which he carried in a vest pocket opposite the one that housed his derringer.

      Almost six thirty. He’d slept longer than he’d intended.

      Quickly, he dressed, washed at the basin resting on a wooden stand, ran his wet fingers through his thick, curly hair, and grabbed his hat, saddlebags, and rifle. He went downstairs to find Maggie scraping a flapjack from an iron skillet on the range onto a plate on the table. Beside that plate was another plate crowded with three sunny-side-up eggs, a steak, and a mound of fried potatoes. There were four more plates on the table, all containing the leavings of the Chances’ breakfast.

      “Holy smokes,” Sartain said. “I slept in like a city-bred gentleman of leisure. You should have fired a shotgun outside my window.”

      “You were tired after all the work you and Everett did yesterday,” Maggie said, filling the stone mug beside the plates that were obviously meant for Sartain. “Sit down and enjoy.” She returned the coffee pot to the warming rack. “I understand you’re leaving us today.”

      “This looks pure-dee wonderful,” Sartain said, glancing at Maggie’s buxom figure and trying not to remember the sounds of lovemaking he’d heard the night before. “I’m much obliged, but you shouldn’t have.” Sartain tossed his hat onto a peg by the door and sat down at the table. “And to answer your question—yes, I believe I’ll be movin’ on.”

      He looked at her. Standing with her back to the range, she crossed her arms on her chest, gave a strained smile, pursed her lips, and nodded. She looked down at the floor. “Of course.”

      Sartain didn’t know what else to say, so he didn’t say anything. He slid his chair forward, took up his fork and knife, and set to work on the good food steaming before him. As he ate, Maggie refilled her own mug and sat at the end of the table to his right, opposite where Everett had apparently been sitting earlier.

      “Everett went out early,” she said. “That mountain lion has been up to her usual tricks. This time she struck our neighbor, Morgan Bentley. Killed one of his horses. Morgan came to fetch Everett, and they’ve gone out to track the critter before it gets any more of our livestock.”

      “That’s too bad,” Sartain said around a mouthful of food.

      “I suppose if you’d been up, you would have joined them.”

      Sartain shrugged. “If I’d been invited.”

      “I’m sure you’d have been invited,” Maggie said, smiling strangely over the smoking rim of her coffee cup. “Everett seems to have enjoyed your company yesterday.”

      There was an undeniable bite to her words, though she continued to smile at him over her coffee cup. Sartain felt guilty, though he knew he had no reason to. The way he saw it, he was caught in the middle between two ends at odds with each other, though really only one end was at odds.

      What was he supposed to do—kill Everett Chance because his wife had gone off her rocker and now saw him as some sort of demon?

      Sartain just didn’t see it that way.

      He finished his meal, slid his plates away, and wiped his mouth with his napkin. He looked at her still sitting at the end of the table to his right, staring at him now but not smiling. It was as though she were waiting for him to speak.

      So, finally, he spoke.

      “Maggie,” he said, “everything’s going to be all right.”

      “Is it?”

      “It is. You just need to give it a little more time. Your wounds... they’ll heal.”

      When she just continued to stare at him as though he’d been speaking in some foreign tongue, he continued with, “Everett... he’s as broke up about your boys as you are. Just in a different way. Your believing he’s some... I don’t know... like he’s some hoodoo conjure like we have down in the Bayou country... is just not right. I know that’s what you believe, but you gotta see around it, somehow. Or maybe you gotta take a good, hard look and see through it.”

      Sartain slid his chair back from the table and rose.

      He said, “You two are all each other has. You’d best hold onto each other.”

      He donned his hat and walked over to her. She was staring at the table now, dull-eyed, expressionless He squeezed her arm. It was a feeble attempt at reassuring the woman. He turned and walked to the door, opened it, and started out.

      “He knows,” Maggie said behind him.

      Sartain turned back to her.

      She looked up at him. “He knows why I brought you here.”

      “He does?”

      Maggie nodded. “Oh, he didn’t say as much. But I could tell by the way he stared down at me last night when he... when he was taking me. Those flat, cold eyes and that mocking grin... He knows.” She paused, swallowed, a faint look of concern entering her brown eyes. “I’m sorry, Mike. I was a fool to bring you here. He’s no ordinary man. I think he’s going to be after you now. You watch your back and ride as far away from here as you can.”
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      Sartain let Boss pick his way around the shoulder of a chalky bluff on which only prickly pear and a few tufts of Spanish bayonet grew.

      He was following a horse trail he’d picked up just after riding out of the Chance ranch yard to the east and which, since it seemed to be heading both east and north, he assumed would meet up with the main trail, the old stage road, and take him into Gold Dust.

      When Boss had followed the trail around to the far side of the bluff, Sartain checked him down. He stared out over the badlands through which the trail snaked, disappearing at times in dry washes and in the deep, narrow creases between bluffs and mesas, in small thickets of cedars and mesquites. Near Sartain lay the half-rotted carcass of a cow, some of the hide still attached to the flat rib bones.

      Flies buzzed around the empty eye sockets and clung to the skeletal jaws. The stench was sour. It was made even more cloying by the burned-hair smell of sun-scorched needle grass.

      It was a hard country the Cajun was riding through. Though the sun was high and bright and reflecting even brighter off the chalky terrain, death hung like a dark cloud over this stark, vast land burnished now with the hues of autumn.

      Sartain glanced over his right shoulder and around the northeast shoulder of the bluff behind him. He was too far away from the Chance place to make out the buildings, but his attention was drawn in that direction, just the same. The last words Maggie Chance had said to him still echoed in his mind. The fear in her eyes had been so resolute; he’d felt a chill hand reach up beneath his sternum and clench his heart.

      That fist still had a good hold on him.

      Was Maggie even more insane than he’d sensed?

      Or was her husband the crafty killer she’d tried to convince Sartain he was? A deeply evil man. If so, he was the most diabolical character the Revenger had yet crossed paths with.

      Sartain ran his shirtsleeve across his forehead, jerked his hat brim low against the sun glare, and touched spurs to the buckskin’s ribs. As the horse continued along the trail pocked with the marks of cloven hooves, cow pies, and deer droppings, he told himself that, against Maggie’s warning, he’d remain here in this country. He’d hunt Scrum down and kill him and toss his carcass where the wildcats would have easy pickings, and then he’d ride back out here and check on the Chances again soon.

      Maggie’s parting words to him had been that strong. That gut-chillingly portentous.

      A half hour later, Sartain and Boss were making their way through a deep canyon between steep, rocky slopes when Boss shied suddenly.

      Sartain frowned down at the horse. “What the hell’s the matter, old fel—”

      Then he heard the rattle. The snake lay about six feet ahead, tightly coiled, button tail raised and quivering. Sartain jerked Boss to a hard stop and had just started reaching for his LeMat when something pinged into the slope on Sartain’s left, pluming pale dust.

      The flat crack of a rifle sounded from upslope on his right.

      “Hyahh, boy!” the Cajun cried as he grabbed his Henry repeater with his right hand and threw himself hard left.

      The horse whinnied and lunged forward. As Sartain dropped down his left stirrup fender, he watched in dread as the rattlesnake struck at Boss’s scissoring legs. Because of the rising dust, he couldn’t tell if the snake hit its mark to pump its poison into the Revenger’s prize stallion.

      Sartain hit the ground with a curse and rolled as another bullet ricocheted shrilly off a near boulder, the rifle’s belching crack rolling out over the canyon a half a wink later. Sartain rolled behind the same boulder and racked a cartridge into his Henry’s action. He glanced slightly ahead along the trail.

      The snake lay smashed and bloody in Boss’s still-sifting dust, the horse having pummeled it with his iron-shod hooves.

      “Serves you right,” Sartain growled, keeping his head down, jerking it even lower when another bullet screeched from the southeastern slope to hammer the incline behind him.

      As the rifle’s crack reached Sartain’s ears once more, he jerked his head and Henry up. His trained eyes quickly picked out a plume of smoke from a nest of boulders capping the southeastern ridge.

      Aiming just as quickly, he squeezed the Henry’s trigger and felt the satisfying punch of the stock against his shoulder as the rifle’s roar filled the chasm, and the peppery powder smoke wafted back against the Revenger’s face. He racked and fired, racked and fired until five brass cartridge casings lay on the ground behind him.

      Holding fire, he heard the echoes of his thundering reports chasing themselves around between the ridges. Beneath the dwindling cacophony, he thought he heard a man cry out. A strangled cry, if a cry was what it was.

      Sartain assumed it was.

      He grabbed his hat and took off running toward the shooter’s boulder nest.
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      Sartain held his rifle in both hands in front of him as he lunged up the steep slope. He kept his eyes on the boulder nest in case the ambusher was still in business.

      It was a steep, seventy-yard climb. He slowed about three-quarters of the way up, and, breathing hard and keeping his gaze on the rocks at the ridge crest, he walked the rest of the way.

      He stepped around a boulder and aimed his Henry into the gap behind it. All that was in the stone-floored gap behind a half-circle of boulders were a half-dozen brass cartridge casings. An old-model Remington pistol lay farther back behind the rocks, near where the backside of the slope dropped.

      A couple of the cartridge casings were splashed with blood.

      Sartain looked down the backside of the slope. It was a sharp drop for about fifty feet. A man lay at the bottom of the drop. He was moving a little; lips stretched back from his teeth. He groaned faintly. Sartain had halfways been expecting to see Everett Chance down there. Possibly Scrum.

      The ambusher was neither man. Sartain couldn’t see much of him from this distance, but he could tell who he wasn’t.

      Sartain looked around, saw a possible way to navigate the steep slope, and started the descent, holding onto rocks and a few cedar branches to break his pace. When he reached the bottom of the small canyon, he dropped to a knee beside the bushwhacker.

      He was a middle-aged gent, small-boned, potbellied, and leathery, with a thin, gray beard and thin, gray hair edging his otherwise bald head. He wore old, worn buckskins, suspenders, and a shell belt with an empty holster. His rifle, an early-model Winchester, lay about seven feet away, near a canteen.

      Sartain’s bullets had taken him through his belly and his left shoulder. He lay on his back with one leg twisted oddly back at the knee so that the heel of that boot was even with that hip. The man’s face was mottled red. He squeezed his eyes shut and groaned softly, turning his head this way and that, writhing in deep pain.

      “Well, it looks like I hurt you pretty bad,” Sartain said, feeling no sympathy, looking around for more possible ambushers. “Who are you, and why were you shooting at me?”

      Sartain couldn’t tell if the man had heard him. He lay writhing and groaning, eyes squeezed shut, unable to lower his turned-under leg. Hoof thuds sounded. Sartain turned to see a horseback rider galloping toward him through a crease on his left. It was Everett Chance holding his old Spencer carbine across the pommel of his saddle.

      He wore a funnel-brimmed Stetson, and a brown leather vest flapped as he urged the horse up the incline crease between bluffs.

      Sartain stepped back, frowning suspiciously at the newcomer.

      “What the hell happened?” Chance said. “I heard shooting!”

      He stopped his piebald gelding and swung down from the saddle.

      “This old fool took some shots at me from the ridge up yonder,” the Revenger said. “Who is he?”

      “Oh, no,” Chance said, glowering as he dropped to a knee beside the wounded man. He touched the man’s shoulder. His hand came away bloody. “Ah, Hell, Morgan.” He glanced up at Sartain. “This is the man I was huntin’ that wildcat with. Morgan Bentley.”

      “Why in the hell was he shooting at me?”

      Chance slapped his hat against his thigh in frustration. “Ah, Hell, I don’t know. I doubt he even saw you. We’d seen that wildcat back a ways, and we split up to hunt her. Morgan was as nearsighted as a black-tailed deer without his glasses, which he broke pret’ near two months ago. He must’ve spied movement along the trail and just started shootin’. That wildcat got two of his best horses last night—a mare and her foal.”

      Sartain studied Chance, suspicion still dragging cold fingers across the back of his neck. “What fool would shoot at something he can’t see?”

      “Apparently, that fool is Morgan Bentley,” Chance said. “He was pretty broke up about his hosses. He lives alone out there on his little ranch, and all he’s got is his hosses.” He placed a hand on his friend’s chest. “Morgan, can you hear me? Can you hear me, Morgan?”

      Bentley only groaned lips stretched back from his teeth. He looked about half unconscious.

      “Ah, Hell,” Sartain said, dropping to a knee across from Chance. He inspected the wounds. “How far away is Gold Dust?”

      “We’re close. Only a mile or two. The wildcat was stickin’ close to town for a time. Since spring, in fact. Folks been losin’ chickens and pigs an’ such. Apparently, it’s widened its territory to include mine and Morgan’s ranches.”

      “There a sawbones in Gold Dust?”

      “Yeah, a good one. Help me here, Mike. I think we best get his leg straightened out.”

      They lifted the right side of Bentley’s body and gently slid his boot down. As they did, Bentley stiffened in misery. He gave a clipped scream and raised his head, eyes opening wide.

      “Easy, Morgan, easy!” Chance said.

      As they continued to straighten the leg, Bentley fainted, his head falling back against the ground, his eyes fluttering closed.

      “Hip must be dislocated,” Sartain said, suddenly feeling more guilty than angry, though he had no reason to. Whether he’d intended to or not, the old rancher had nearly killed him. It had been the snake that had saved Sartain. He just hoped Boss hadn’t been bit.

      “Poor old, stupid devil,” Chance complained. “Damnit, anyway, Morgan. I told you to leave the shooting to me!” Chance stood and looked around. “Let me see if I can find his horse, and we’ll haul him out of here.” He walked away, and Sartain heard him mutter, “Simple fool!”

      Sartain dragged the man into the shade of an escarpment. He removed his neckerchief, tore it in two, and stuffed both wadded up pieces into the man’s wounds to stem the blood flow.

      “Come on, you old varmint,” Sartain urged the unconscious graybeard. “Hold on.”

      He climbed up and over the ridge Bentley had fired from. He descended the ridge, feeling owly and befuddled. He was also worried about Boss. When he found the horse grazing a couple hundred yards up the trail from where they’d been fired on, he inspected the horse closely and was relieved to see no sign of snakebite.

      Sartain straightened his saddle, tightened the latigo, and then rode back down the trail.

      He was met by Everett Chance leading a dappled sorrel mustang. Bentley rode in the saddle, slumped forward, hands tied to his saddle horn. The sorrel was a handsome mount as well as a healthy, well-tended one. As Chance had said, Old Bentley obviously enjoyed his horses. Seeing the man’s fine horse made the Cajun feel even lousier about having shot the man.

      “I’d rig a travois for him,” Chance said as he rode up to Sartain, “but we don’t have far to go. I think it’s best we get him to the doc as soon as possible. If anyone can save him, she can.”

      “She?”

      “Yeah, Gold Dust got ’em a woman doc.” Chance jerked the sorrel on up the trail. “A pretty one, too.” He glanced back at his friend. “Hold on, Morgan. We’ll have you in good hands soon.”

      Sartain fell in behind Chance, flanking him and Bentley to make sure the wounded man didn’t slide out of his saddle. He thought they should rig a travois, but it was Chance’s call. They rode slowly out of regard for the wounded rancher’s condition, having to stop twice briefly so that Sartain could reposition Bentley on the saddle. Twenty minutes after they’d left the site of the ambush, Gold Dust began rising out of the rolling dun hills and spreading out before them.

      As they neared the town, Sartain saw it was a humble little settlement sprawled across the hills and around a broad main street typically stretched between business buildings outfitted with garish false facades.

      Sartain didn’t think there were more than a dozen such business buildings, most comprised of gray adobe bricks and either front galleries or covered boardwalks. There were only a few horses on the brightly sunlit street. A couple of dogs were horsing around in the street between Johnson’s Tonsorial Parlor and a large furniture store, growling and kicking up dust as they played.

      One dog was old, the other young. The old one spied the newcomers first and stared with tail and ears raised. The young dog wanted to keep playing, which annoyed the older dog, so he gave the younger one an admonishing nip. The young dog leaped back with an indignant yowl, then followed the older dog’s gaze. It raised its hackles and barked, glanced at its older friend conspiratorially, and then both dogs came running and barking.

      “Scram, you cussed curs!” said Chance, gritting his teeth and jutting his chin at the pair, as though it were a club.

      He’d admonished the dogs with a venom that Sartain found striking. So far, he hadn’t heard the man utter a harsh word to anyone. The look on his face was dark and savagely, mindlessly malevolent.

      Both dogs wheeled and ran around behind the furniture store.

      Chance glanced back at Sartain, who was studying him skeptically. Chance grinned. “I was just funnin’ with ’em.” He laughed. “Did you see ’em run?”

      Chance reined up in front of the furniture store. There was a sign on the side of the building announcing Clara La Corte Medical Services, with an arrow pointing toward a door atop the stairs that ran up the building’s side. As Sartain put Boss up to the hitchrack and swung down from the saddle, the door at the top of the stairs opened, and a young woman came out. She was slender and pretty in a pale-yellow blouse with puffy sleeves and a dark-blue skirt with a wide, black, patent-leather belt strapped around her narrow waist.

      She was a striking creature with curly, dark-brown hair spilling across her shoulders and serious, dark eyes set in a well-chiseled face that bespoke good Spanish breeding.

      “Chance?” she called, shading her eyes from the sun. “What is it?”

      “Bullet wound, Miss La Corte. Couple of ’em. It’s old Morgan Bentley.”

      “Bring him up, bring him up!” The young woman, who’d spoken with a slight formal Spanish accent, strode back through the door.

      Sartain and Chance eased Bentley down from his saddle, which was smeared from the blood that had leaked through Sartain’s makeshift compresses.

      They each took an arm and helped the man up the wooden staircase, Bentley groaning, his head wobbling heavily around on his shoulders. His eyes were still closed. Sartain thought he was unconscious but only calling out in his miserable sleep.

      The woman was waiting for them inside what appeared to be a small waiting area of her office. There were four brocade-upholstered, straight-back chairs and a clock on one of the walls, which were tastefully papered in purple with butterflies printed in gold.

      “Right in there, gentlemen,” she said with what Sartain thought was a vague, faintly admonishing disdain. She probably saw a lot of gunshot wounds and the unsavory characters who inflicted them.

      Sartain and Chance guided Bentley through an open door and into a bedroom-sized room with a leather examination table mounted upon a dais. Instrument-laden glass and wood cabinets lined the room, which was filled with the smell of camphor and other medicines. A large, clear-glass coal oil lamp hung over the dais on a pulley that raised and lowered it.

      The curtains over the room’s two windows were closed. The woman opened them, filling the room with sunlight as she said, “What happened? Who did this?”

      “Took the words right out of my mouth,” said a man’s voice behind them.

      Sartain turned to see a man with a hound-dog face standing behind them in the doorway thumbs hooked behind his cartridge belt. He was probably about thirty, with a brown, soup-strainer mustache. He wore a badge on his pinstriped pullover shirt; a pair of gloves was hooked inside one suspender, just above the belt.

      “I did,” Sartain said. “I shot him.”

      The newcomer canted his head to see past Sartain and Chance. “Who is that there? Bentley?”

      “That’s right, Lyle,” Chance said. “Sartain here shot him, but he didn’t have no choice. It was an accident. Bentley’s blind as a bat without his glasses, but we was huntin’ that damn she-cat, and he got his neck in a hump and started shootin’ at what he couldn’t see for sure. Which happened to be Sartain here.”

      He looked at the Revenger, tossing his head toward the hound-dog-faced newcomer. “This here’s the Gold Dust town marshal, Lyle Leach.”

      “Sartain?” said the local lawman.

      “That’s right,” the Cajun said.

      Leach studied him closely, brushing his hand over the hammer of the Colt resting in the holster on his right hip.

      Chance said, “Lyle, let’s go outside. I can vouch for Mike here. Purely, I can. It was an accident.”

      “Sartain,” Leach said, keeping his gaze on the Revenger. “That’s a name I know.”

      “How well do you know it, Leach?”

      Leach brushed his thumb across the Colt once more. “Oh, I know it well enough.”
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      “Come on, Lyle,” Chance said, taking the man by a shoulder. “Let’s go outside.”

      “Why don’t all you gentlemen go outside,” Miss La Corte suggested, pointedly looking at Sartain. “I need room to work.”

      As Chance got Marshal Leach turned around and headed through the outer office, Sartain doffed his hat and said to the pretty Mexican medico, “I’d like to stay and assist if you need it. I’ve sewn up plenty of wounds—mostly, my own, but I know how to do it.”

      She was crouched over Bentley, cutting off his shirt with shears. “If you knew how to do it, Mr. Sartain, then why did you bring your handiwork to me?”

      Her look was boldly reproving. There was no denying her disdain for him.

      “I understand,” he said. “I’ll be across the street. I’d appreciate it if you sent word about his condition.”

      She merely shook her head in disgust as she continued cutting the old man’s bloody shirt off his wounded shoulder. Sartain moved through the outer office and down the stairs.

      When he hit the street, he saw Chance talking with Leach in front of the barbershop beside the furniture store. Chance was gesturing with his arms. Leach glanced at Sartain and started backing up the street, away from Sartain, saying snidely, “I know who you are, Sartain. I know who you are!”

      Sartain just stared at him. Leach turned around and started angling toward the Occidental Saloon.

      Chance walked over to Sartain. “Don’t worry about him. Wearin’ the badge makes him feel like the bull of the barn. In all honesty, no one else wanted to be the town marshal of Gold Dust. The town don’t look like much now, but at night things change around here. Punchers and no-accounts of every stripe in the county pour into the three saloons here. Lawmen have a tendency to die ugly. Lyle’s had the job for nigh on a year now, and he ain’t dead, so that’s a big plus in his column.”

      “I hope he can stay upright,” Sartain said, casting his slit-eyed gaze toward where Leach stood glaring at him from over an open batwing of the Occidental. Leach went inside and let the door swing shut behind him.

      “Don’t kill him, Mike. Please. If Gold Dust don’t have a lawman, ole Pat makes me throw down a picket pin here till it gets another one.” Chance shook his head as he untied his reins from the hitch rack fronting the furniture store. “Believe me—I don’t want that job. Last time, they beat me so’s I couldn’t open my eyes for near on two weeks, and I still got some tender ribs.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” Sartain said. “Where are you going?”

      Chance had untied his piebald as well as Bentley’s sorrel. He turned out a stirrup. “I’m gettin’ back after that cat. Then I’m gonna go out to Morgan’s place and feed and water his stock. I’ll take his sorrel. I got a feelin’ he won’t be needin’ it any time soon. I’ll be back tomorrow to check on him.” He swung into the leather. “I sure hope the old boy makes it.”

      “So do I,” Sartain said, feeling miserable. He’d killed a lot of men, but most had deserved killing. Old Bentley did not. He’d made an old man’s mistake. The Revenger didn’t want to be the one who made him pay the ultimate price for it.

      “See ya later, Mike.” Chance reined his piebald away from the hitchrack and spurred it west.
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      Sartain stood staring after Everett Chance. The man’s dust sifted in the air over the broad main drag of Gold Dust, tinted orange by the sun.

      The Revenger’s scalp was beginning to crawl. He had a feeling it had more to do with Chance than his—Sartain’s—shooting of old Bentley. There was something about Maggie’s husband now that he didn’t like. Or didn’t trust. Wasn’t sure of.

      He wasn’t sure why his perspective about the man had changed. It had something to do with Morgan Bentley.

      Sartain turned his attention to the saloon on the opposite side of the street. The Whiskey Jim, built of adobe brick, was small and dark with a small boardwalk fronting it, behind a broad arbor stretching shade into the street. Sartain led Boss into the shade and tied him to one of the two hitchracks fronting the Whiskey Jim. One horse stood at the other rack—a tall, rangy, white-socked black with a speckled white snout.

      Two old Mexicans sat on a deacon’s bench under the brush arbor. One was asleep; head bowed over his folded arms. The other sat puffing a corncob pipe with one boot hiked on a patched, canvas-clad knee. Sartain unbuckled the latigo, slipped the horse’s bit so he could drink from the stock trough behind the hitchrack, and headed on into the watering hole’s cool shadows.

      There were two men in the place. One was a long, tall hombre crouched over a beer and a whiskey shot at the bar, his back to Sartain. He wore a high-crowned tan Stetson shoved back off his forehead. He was so thin that his clothes sagged on him. He wore two cartridge belts. Sartain could see only one pistol, holstered high on his right hip.

      A stocky, bald Mexican with a black handlebar mustache stood behind the bar, reading a newspaper and smoking a brown paper cigarette. A girl sat at a table near Sartain. Her occupation was obvious by her scanty attire—a pink and black corset and bustier—and the pink feathers in her hair. Her long legs were bare. She was resting her chin on the heel of her hand and absently curling a lock of hair around a finger.

      She glanced sidelong at Sartain and grinned, showing a missing bottom tooth. She had a faint scar on her upper lip. Both flaws added a touch of child-like vulnerability to her woman’s beauty.

      Sartain pinched his hat brim to her and bellied up to the bar about four feet from the stringbean, who was just then taking a long, leisurely drag from his own brown paper quirley.

      “Senor?” said the barman, blowing out a long plume of smoke.

      “Give me a beer and a shot of tequila.”

      The stringbean turned his long, saturnine face toward the Cajun. “Well, I’ll be damned. Look what the coon dogs just dragged out of the bayou.”

      “One of each for my friend here, too, will you, Apron?”

      “Tryin’ to get me drunk, Mike?” asked Pat Garrett, smiling beneath his brown, dragoon-style mustache. His steely-gray eyes were rheumy from drink.

      “Looks like you’re already headed that way, Pat.”

      Garrett smiled wider. “Been out shootin’ Mescins. Cattle-rustlin’ bean eaters hazin’ our good Lincoln county beef down along the Pecos and across the border into Mexico. Shot the last one just this mornin’. I reckon you could say I’m celebratin’ before I head on home to White Rocks and the missus.”

      “I understand.” Sartain raised his shot glass. “Cheers.”

      He downed half the shot.

      Pat threw back the whiskey he’d been drinking and picked up his beer. He belched. “What brings you to this boil on the devil’s ass?”

      “I shot a friend of your Deputy Chance’s.”

      “Anyone I know?”

      “Old Morgan Bentley.”

      “Now what did ole Morgan Bentley do to climb the hump of a man like you, Mike?”

      “Took pot shots at me. Thought I was a mountain lion, according to Chance.”

      “How bad?”

      Sartain turned his head toward the far side of the street. “That purty sawbones is tendin’ him. I hope he makes it. I don’t like shooting old men. Even old men who were shooting at me. Old men, women, and children.”

      “If anyone can pull him through, Senorita La Corte can. She ain’t much on personality, but she learned from the best—her pa, Ramon. He was university educated in Mexico City.”

      Sartain glanced around. The barman stood on the far side of the bar, smoking leisurely and staring across the narrow room and out a front window with a philosophical air. The parlor girl was filing a nail.

      Sartain turned to Garrett. “Let’s get us a table, Pat. I’d like a private palaver.”

      “Oh, Hell,” Garrett said, feigning a gravely serious air. “Well, then, I reckon you’d best give us a bottle, Hector. How ’bout some of that pulque you’re so almighty famous for?”

      “Okay, but please, Sheriff,” Hector said, setting a clear bottle containing a milky substance onto the bar, “only one, huh? I don’t want you getting drunk on the pulque and shooting the good men of Gold Dust and stealing their women. It is unseemly for a man of your stature—and I am not talking merely height, senor!”

      Hector blew smoke out his nostrils, chuckling. He was missing two front teeth.

      Sartain knew Garrett’s reputation for having shot several men over women, though that had been some years ago before he’d become sheriff of Lincoln County. Pat was still the rowdy sort, however, and his flinty eyes still sparked with a coltish gleam that Sartain remembered from their spirited Texas days.

      “Ah, Hell, Hec,” Garrett said, now feigning injury as he wrapped a long-fingered hand around the neck of the bottle and began staggering toward a table. “You always take the fun out of things.” He glanced at the whore and stopped. “Oh, there you are, Magdalena. I was wondering where you were.”

      She smiled coquettishly. “I’ve been down here waiting for you to notice me, Juan Largo. You know I am a shy puta.”

      Garrett said, “Maggie this is a friend of mine, Mike Sartain. Mike, Maggie.”

      “My, my,” Sartain said and whistled. “You weren’t exaggeratin’, Pat!”

      Garrett clucked. “Hell, now I’m probably gonna be late gettin’ home and end up sleepin’ on the parlor floor again.”

      “Ah, but a small price to pay!” Hector said from behind the bar and chuckled again.
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      “All right—what’s so powerful important, Mike?” Garrett said when they’d both slacked into chairs around a small, square table at the other end of the room from the whore and the barman. There were only six tables. The head of a large mule deer buck stared down at the men from a beam over the bar.

      Sartain splashed pulque into his shot glass and swirled it. “What can you tell me about your deputy, Chance?”

      “What can I tell you? Well, he’s got a right pretty wife.” Garrett grinned.

      “He does at that.” Sartain glanced away as he sipped his pulque.

      It tasted a little like very thin grapefruit and coconut laced with sour mash. It went instantly to his head, filing down several of the day’s edges at once, though he wasn’t sure that was such a good thing. He wasn’t in the celebratory mood Garrett was.

      “Do you think he’s a killer, Pat?” he continued. “I mean—do you think he has it in him to kill in cold blood?”

      Garrett frowned. “Now, Mike—you’re gonna have to chew that up a little finer for me and spit it out slow. The man’s a deputy sheriff of mine. Why would I pin a badge on a killer’s vest?” He paused. “Come on, Mike. If you’ve met the man, you know him. That’s the way Chance is. What you see is who he is, and you see it all in your first five minutes with the man. Now, look; I’ve heard the rumors goin’ around about his wife thinkin’ he maybe killed his boys. But, Mike, you gotta understand. The woman’s—well, her boys are all dead. One after another in terrible accidents. She’s come unhinged, poor woman.”

      Garrett glowered and sat back in his chair. His heavy, dark-brown brows were beetled over his steely gaze. “Ah, Hell. Is that why you’re here? Did Maggie Chance call for you?”

      “All right—enough about Chance,” Sartain said, wanting to change the subject and taking another sip of the Taos Lightning. “You know a rat-faced harelip named Scrum Wallace?”

      Garrett’s eyes brightened. “Yeah.”

      Sartain waited, staring flatly, expectantly at his old friend. It was obvious that Pat had something on his mind about Scrum Wallace.

      “He’s over at the Occidental,” Garrett said, jerking his head toward the saloon of topic. “Holed up with a bullet wound. Or did Lyle say wounds...?”

      Sartain arched a skeptical brow. “Lyle?”

      “The town marshal here in Gold Dust. Lyle Leach. Scrum’s an old friend of Lyle’s, see, and when Scrum rode into town bleeding like a side of fresh beef, Lyle tucked him into the back room of the Occidental. That’s a little outlaw hole in the wall here in Gold Dust.”

      Garrett was grinning, and he kept grinning across the table at Sartain as he took a drag from his quirley and blew it over the Revenger’s head. “I got that secondhand from a liveryman, you understand, so I can’t personally vouch for its veracity, but the liveryman’s been a good pair of eyes and ears for me in this neck of the county, and I trust him a whole lot more than I do Lyle.”

      “Hell.”

      “It’s your lead rattling around in Scrum, I assume?”

      “Pat, you’re taking far too much delight in my travails.”

      “An old habit. Hearin’ about other folks’ burdens makes mine seem lighter somehow.”

      “What burdens are currently bowin’ those wide shoulders of yours, Big Casino?”

      “Lincoln’s a big damn county, and I’m currently on the trail of three different groups of owl hoots, one lead by Little Casino himself, and I am way under-manned as well as pressured both ways by the rich cattleman who are done tired of havin’ their cattle sold across the border in Mexico, and the Mexicans in these here parts who think that bucktoothed tyke is the second comin’ of Jesucristo his own self. Don’t let’s even start with ole Governor Wallace.”

      “So Billy Bonney’s nippin’ at your short hairs?”

      “Yup. Keeps me on my toes, I’ll give the Kid that. When he ain’t screwin’ senoritas, he’s rustling cattle and shootin’ folks. Busted out of jail up in Sumner couple weeks back, and I’m tryin’ to break his trail and run a ranch over at White Rocks at the same time.”

      “When you’re not sparkin’ the ladies here in Gold Dust.” It was Sartain’s turn to grin. He glanced at the whore, who was leaning forward to pick at a toenail, her comely wares threatening to spill out of their scant confines.

      “Relieves stress.” Frowning, Garrett looked at Sartain askance. “What’s Scrum Wallace done to climb the notorious Revenger’s hump?”

      “He was one o’ them soldiers that killed Jewel and her grandpap. Somehow, I didn’t kill him. Thought I did, but when I ran across his likeness on a “Wanted” dodger in Mesilla, it got clear as April rain he was still kickin’. Shot him again up in Sumner day before last. Wouldn’t you know the bastard got away again?”

      “The truly bad are hard to kill. Take Billy Bonney, for instance.” Garrett gave Sartain a devilish look. “What’re you gonna do about Scrum?”

      Sartain hiked a shoulder, as though it were a foolish question. “Finish him.”

      “Well, good luck,” the Lincoln County sheriff said, skidding his chair away from the table and tossing back the last of the pulque. “He’s got Lyle Leach sidin’ him.”

      Sartain was incredulous. “The town marshal’s sidin’ Scrum Wallace?”

      “I think they’re cousins. Scrum’s got quite a few kin around here, not to mention owlhoot friends. Lyle’s as rotten as the rest, lookin’ the other way when sundry nefarious deeds are done around Gold Dust. Go ahead. Kill him for me. He’s been a thorn in my side ever since I was elected sheriff. Every time I come to town I feel like the loco bastard’s drawin’ a bead between my shoulder blades.”

      “In that case, I look forward to doing your dirty work for you, Pat.”

      “Tread lightly, Mike. Scrum’s got more than just Lyle sidin’ him. I wouldn’t doubt it if, knowin’ you’re in town, he doesn’t have half a dozen or more cold-steel artists over there right now, filin’ down their firing pins.”

      Sartain studied Garrett dubiously. “I’ll be hanged, Pat, if you’re not just thrilled over this.”

      “It’s always fun to see you shoot, Mike. I’ve seen it once or twice, and it’s a picture. You got killin’ down to a fine art. I’d just as soon you did it here as anywhere. Cull the bad herd that’s been grazin’ in my fair county. I got enough on my plate with Billy Bonney and friends.”

      Garrett set his hat carefully on his head and ran the first two fingers of both hands around the brim, adjusting the angle. “I hope we meet up again in more peaceful times for a night of buckin’ the tiger. But if it’s your grave adorning our humble Boot Hill, I’ll lay some wild daisies on ya.”

      “Why, thank you, Sheriff.”

      “What are friends for, Mike?” Garrett winked, then strode over to the doxie. He tipped her chin up and kissed her on the lips. He slid his hand up her naked thigh, waggled his fingers. “I’ll see ya again, Maggie.”

      “You don’t want to make love this afternoon, Pat?”

      “What I want and what I got time for is two different things, darlin’.”

      He kissed her once more, straightened, and regarded Sartain again, this time skeptically. “You can shoot Lyle and Scrum Wallace and their friends all you want, Mike. But you leave my deputy alone, hear?” His eyes twinkled as he quirked a grin. “He’s the best tax collector on my payroll.”

      Garrett waved, ducked out through the batwings, mounted his horse, and galloped away.

      A minute later, the beautiful sawbones, Senorita La Corte, strode into the saloon, looking dark.
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      Sartain said the words before she had a chance to.

      “He’s dead.”

      “Yes,” the pretty medico said tonelessly as she stood by his table. “He’d lost a lot of blood. Several organs were irreparably damaged. There was nothing I could do.”

      She was pressing the tips of three fingers onto the table as she stood scowling at him like a disapproving schoolmistress.

      Sartain looked at his empty glass, refilled it from the bottle. He didn’t say anything. His throat was dry. He felt heavy inside. He felt the vague, nibbling anger that comes when you’re not sure who you’re angry at.

      He threw back half the shot and looked up at Clara La Corte. She still scowled at him, her ivory cheeks mottled red, her dark-brown eyes hard and angry. But now they were narrowing slightly at the corners as she studied him.

      Sartain held her gaze until she backed off a step and folded her arms on her chest. She jerked her chin to indicate behind him, east along the main street. “I’m tending more of your handiwork over at the Occidental.”

      “There’s no point tending a dead man,” Sartain said. “The old man was a mistake. That one over at the Occidental was not.”

      “What’d he do to you?”

      “Enough.” The Revenger felt his eyes burn from that deep, well-tended rage smoldering inside him, fueled by sorrow. He felt, in a way, that every bad man he killed tempered it a little. Just a little. Scrum Wallace would temper it a lot, maybe, though the Revenger knew he could never stop doing what he did. He would die killing for others those who needed killing.

      He leaned back in his chair to dig some coins out of his jeans pocket. He tossed five silver dollars on the table. “That should bury him.”

      “Burial is only three dollars.”

      “Death is cheap in these parts.”

      “Cheap and easy, yes.” She pocketed the coins. “We have two undertakers competing for business, so they keep their prices down.”

      “Consider the rest for his tending.”

      She pocketed the other two coins and started to turn away.

      Sartain, who was getting pleasantly drunk, said, “Drink?” He was intrigued by the regal Spanish beauty, who seemed tightly ensconced in an air of prideful independence. To distract himself from the pain of having killed the old man, he wondered what she would look like without her clothes on.

      She stopped and looked at him over her shoulder, catching his eyes raking the generous mounds of her bosoms. She stared at him as though flabbergasted by the question, as well as repelled by his gaze.

      “No,” she said on the heels of a caustic chuckle and strode out of the saloon and across the street to her office.

      He’d also wanted to probe her about Scrum Wallace—his condition, how many men were guarding him at the Occidental. It didn’t look like he’d get any information about anything from the beautiful medico.

      He waved a fly away from his shot glass and turned his attention to a near, street-facing window. Two horses stood tied before the Occidental—a shabby, two-story wood and adobe watering hole with a brush-roofed front gallery. No one stood on the gallery. In fact, there didn’t appear to be anyone on the main street of this bedraggled little town.

      Word had probably spread quickly that Scrum Wallace was here, wounded. That the man who’d wounded him was here, as well. The townsfolk of Gold Dust, likely accustomed to trouble, probably didn’t want to risk catching a stray bullet or a ricochet.

      Sartain hoped they kept their heads down. He didn’t want more innocents getting beefed.

      Just Scrum and anyone foolish enough to stand between the Revenger and his prey.

      Movement across the street caught Sartain’s eye. A lean man wearing a red shirt and black leather chaps stepped out of the shade of an alley mouth and onto the raised boardwalk fronting Parnham’s Drug Store. He turned toward Sartain and leaned against an awning support post, flanked by a CLOSED sign hanging in a window.

      He used the barrel of the carbine he was holding to nudge his hat brim up off his forehead. He was too far away for Sartain to see him clearly, but the man appeared to smile.

      The batwings behind Sartain creaked.

      The whore screamed.

      The Revenger bolted from his chair, crouching, twisting, and clawing the LeMat from its holster. Flames lapped from the barrel of the gun poking between the batwings.

      The bullet shattered Sartain’s shot glass. The shooter screamed and lurched into the saloon, aiming again at Sartain, who squeezed the trigger of the big LeMat. The shooter fired his pistol wide, screaming and stumbling hastily back against the batwings.

      The Cajun fired again.

      The man standing suspended between the batwings lurched backward once more, the doors swinging into place before him. The Cajun fired a final shot, drilling a round through the right door and into the hip of the man who’d just then turned full around and was staggering, screaming, out into the street. He triggered his pistol into the ground near his right foot and then dropped to his knees.

      “Bastard!” he bellowed before pitching forward and sliding his knees up beneath his belly, quivering.

      On the far side of the street, a rifle cracked.

      Having expected it, Sartain was already on the floor, rolling toward the window. The rifle spoke again. Another one thundered, as well, both slugs ripping into the table at which the Cajun and Garrett had sat.

      “No!” the whore screamed. “Stop shooting!”

      “Stay down, darlin’!” Sartain shouted, having glanced over to see that she was cowering beneath her table, poking her fingers in her ears.

      Two more bullets came hurtling through the window over his head. As they slammed into the table, he ran to the window on his right, snaked his LeMat over the sill, drew a quick bead on the gent firing from one knee in front of the drug store, and sent him triggering his carbine into the air before flying backwards, limbs windmilling, through the window bearing the CLOSED sign in a screech of shattering glass.

      The man shooting farther to Sartain’s left sent a bullet slamming into the window frame, just left of the Revenger’s cheek. Sartain aimed at the second man, who was firing from over a rain barrel in an alley mouth between the furniture store and the barbershop. As Sartain planted a bead on him and started to take up the slack in his trigger finger, the man lurched back into the alley, out of sight.

      “Coward,” the Revenger raked out through gritted teeth.
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      The Revenger looked around. There appeared to be no more shooters.

      He kept searching anyway, with one eye on the batwings. A man stepped out of the Occidental Saloon across the street a block and a half away on Sartain’s right. The Revenger aimed his LeMat, knowing it wouldn’t do him much good from this distance. But he didn’t have his Henry, so he aimed it, anyway.

      The man standing there spread his arms away from his sides, as though to show his guns were still in their holsters. A silver badge glinted on his striped shirt.

      Leach.

      The town marshal’s bowler hat shaded the upper half of his face, which he turned to his right as a man appeared out of the alley and stepped up onto the boardwalk beside him.

      It was the man who’d been shooting at Sartain from over the rain barrel.

      Both men stood facing the Cajun. The sole surviving member of the trio of ambushers was shorter than Leach. He wore a sun-coppered bowler hat similar to Leach’s and a bright green neckerchief. When he’d been closer, Sartain had seen that he had a playing card wedged behind the band ringing the bowler’s rounded crown.

      His and Leech’s mouths appeared to move as they conversed. Then they glanced once more at Sartain and walked into the Occidental, the batwings flapping into place behind them.

      Sartain looked around.

      Save for the two horses standing in front of the Occidental; the street was abandoned. The only movement was the dust being lifted and swirled by the hot, early-autumn breeze. An old newspaper was picked up by one of the gusts. It blew up against the front of the drugstore and then seemed to be sucked through the window broken by one of the two bushwhackers Sartain had shot.

      As for the bushwhacker himself, Sartain could see only the gray soles of the man’s boots, which had got hung up in the broken glass.

      The door to the town medico’s office opened. Senorita La Corte stepped tentatively out onto the second-floor landing, looking around, her hair blowing in the breeze. She held a brown medical kit low by her side. A broad-brimmed straw hat shaded her face.

      Her skirts swirled out from her long legs as she descended the steps, holding the hem of her dress up above her black, high-heeled, gold-button shoes. She glanced toward Sartain with a sour, reproving expression. Then she strode resolutely to the drugstore, casting the Revenger several more disgusted glances, and looked through the broken window.

      She glanced once more at Sartain, then continued walking east along the side of the street, dust billowing around her, the breeze by turns basting her skirt against her legs and lifting it above her ankles.

      Sartain glanced at the Whiskey Jim’s bar behind him. The barman was gone. The whore peered at him from beneath her table. Sartain went over and gave her his hand. When she stood before him, she thrust out her chest and threw back her hair with a sigh.

      “A friend of Juan Largo’s, eh?” she said, looking him up and down.

      “Yep.”

      “It figures.” She glanced out the window. “Will there be more shooting?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry, darlin’. You’d best go on upstairs and stay there. Keep your head down.”

      “What’s it all about?” she wanted to know.

      “Revenge,” Sartain said matter-of-factly.

      “Ah.” The girl nodded her South-of-the-Border understanding of the concept, retrieved a bottle and a glass from behind the bar, and climbed the stairs to the second story.

      Sartain walked outside. Boss must have ripped his reins free of the hitch rack when the shooting had erupted. The horse now stood at the west end of town, staring back at its rider, reins dangling. To the east, Senorita La Corte was just then pushing through the batwings of the Occidental Saloon.

      Sartain studied the street carefully. Deeming it as deserted as it appeared, he walked over to Boss, swung up into the saddle, and rode through town to the east. As he did, he slid his Henry from its boot, pumped a cartridge into the chamber, set the hammer to half cock, and rested the barrel across the pommel of his saddle. He kept the barrel aimed in the general direction of the Occidental.

      He studied the shabby building as he passed, the west-angling sun turning its adobe and weathered wood front to copper. The large window to the right of the batwings was too dusty and dark to be seen through. The sun glinted off the smeared dust.

      No sounds issued from inside.

      Sartain heard the scratchy strains of a fiddle from farther up the street. They seemed to be coming from the Lincoln County Inn sitting another block to the east on its own sage- and rock-stippled lot. It was the last building on that side of town, just beyond a low, flat-roofed stone structure that a wooden sign, which stretched a few feet into the street on ironwood posts, identified simply as GOLD DUST JAIL.

      The two buildings were separated by a good twenty feet and flanked by shacks, small farmsteads, windmills, and stock pens that comprised the rest of the town. They stretched across the low, sage- and yucca-tufted hills, as did the occasional goat and cow. Chickens clucked from somewhere unseen.

      The scratching of the fiddle grew louder as Sartain approached the hotel, which was a two-story, barrack-like affair with a rough wooden gallery on both its first and second floors. Its brown adobe bricks were as bulging, cracked, and pitted as an old man’s spine. Its large sign was stretched across the top of the second story, the black-painted letters badly faded against the moldering gray wood.

      The fiddling—if you could call it fiddling and not merely the raucous plucking of fiddle strings—didn’t seem to be coming from inside the place, but from outside. And so was the deep, mournful howling of a dog as though in tune—if anything could be in tune with something so out of tune—with the fiddle.

      Sartain reined Boss around to the building’s far front corner. Along its east side, a canvas awning had been erected on spindly poles. A large iron range abutted the side wall of the Inn. Gray smoke issued from its chimney pipe and from the spout of the fire-blackened coffee pot residing on one of its iron lids.

      An old man with a long, tangled, gray beard sat several feet away from the range, on a ladder-back chair, scratching away on the fiddle while a beefy, dark-yellow hound gave its back to him, staring off toward the ragged southern reaches of Gold Dust, lifting its snout and mournfully howling every ten or twelve seconds—either in time with the old man’s “music” or in protest of it; it was hard to tell which.

      A couple of aged horses stood switching their tails in a lean-to shelter behind the inn.

      “Holy dung in the Catholic boneyard!” the old man bellowed when he saw Sartain, dropping his fiddle and springing out of his seat to turn toward the stranger, his leathery cheeks above his thick, gray beard flushing sunset red.

      He reached for the ’51-Model Colt revolver he had wedged behind a belt holding his patched canvas trousers up on his bony hips.

      “Hold on, oldster,” Sartain said, aiming the Henry negligently at the old man. “Keep that old hogleg behind your belt and live to scratch another tune.”

      The old dog had sprung to life, as well, facing Sartain and barking angrily, hackles raised. It was an old critter—probably as old in dog years as the old man—with a grizzled snout and a tumor as large as a man’s balled fist bulging just behind its right front leg.

      The old man froze with the big horse pistol only half up from behind the belt. He narrowed his watery blue eyes as the dog continued barking loudly. He looked at the Revenger’s rifle and removed his hand from the hogleg’s worn walnut grips.

      Shuffling back on his skinny legs, he said, “You one o’ them?”

      “One o’ who?”

      “One o’ them’s been shootin’ up the town?”

      “I reckon so,” Sartain said. “But you got nothin’ to fear from me unless you’re in with Lyle Leach and Scrum Wallace.”

      “Leach? Hah!” The old man spat distastefully. “I wouldn’t have nothin’ to do with them curly wolves. I’m a law-abidin’ man. Why I run this here hotel, don’t ya know. I’m a respectable citizen of Gold Dust.” He canted his head toward a shoulder, squinting at his tall, broad-shouldered visitor. “Who’re you?”

      “Tell that long-toothed mutt of yours to pipe down,” Sartain said, holding Boss’s reins taut in his left hand. “Me an’ this buckskin didn’t wander over here to be barked at.” He glanced at the big pistol behind the old man’s belt. “Or shot at, for that matter.”

      The old man turned to the dog. “Pipe down, Spider!”

      Immediately, the dog stopped barking. It gave a little mewl, turned a complete circle, and sank to its belly, still regarding the stranger suspiciously.

      “If you didn’t come to be barked or shot at, what did you come over here for, mister?” the old man asked with a wry twinkle in his eye. “I was enjoyin’ myself just fine.”

      “Anyone else enjoy that fiddle?”

      “Spider does.” The old man grinned, slitting his long eyes.

      The dog gave another quiet mewl and then rested his snout between his paws.

      “Why the name Spider?”

      “ ’Cause he was bit by a spider when he was just a pup. Head swelled up like a wheel hub. Still deathly afraid of the dastardly things. Scouts a room thoroughly before he lays down in it. Say, what’s your name, anyways?”

      “Mike Sartain.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “You got one?”

      “Jordan Pepper. Folks around here call me Pops.”

      “To answer your first question, Pops,” Sartain said, “I’d like a room. But only if Spider checks it out first.” He glanced at the large, humble building towering over them. “If you have any rooms to spare, that is.”

      “Don’t get smart with me, sonny. I get right busy on weekends and over the Fourth of July.” Pops stepped out away from the building to see down the main street before looking suspiciously back at Sartain. “You won’t make trouble, will you?”

      “I won’t make any—no.”

      The old man frowned, not sure what to make of the answer.

      “Well, all right,” he said. “Take any room you want. You can stable your horse out back.”

      As Sartain rode Boss around the side of the building, heading for the stable, Pops said, “What’s your business with Leach’s bunch?”

      Sartain glanced over his shoulder. “You know Scrum?”

      “Scrum Wallace? Yes, I do,” the old man said, making a sour expression.

      Sartain turned his head forward and continued heading for the stable. “I’m gonna kill him.”
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      Sartain took a room on the hotel’s second story and far to the east, from which he had a good view to the west of the Occidental Saloon.

      He hauled all of his gear, including his Henry repeater, into the room and took a sponge bath in tepid water while staring out into the street through his double windows, neither of which had glass in it. There was a shutter for each, but Sartain had thrown them open to the cooling afternoon air.

      Refreshed by the bath as well as the autumn air sifting into the room, he sat in front of the window, his rifle leaning against the wall before him. He nibbled jerky from his saddlebags and sipped lightning from the bottle he’d taken from the Whiskey Jim. So as not to get pie-eyed, he occasionally cut it with water.

      He also paced himself.

      The giant, orange ball of the sun sank slowly. The western horizon was a painter’s palette of bright colors that dulled slowly until only a salmon streak remained. The salmon streak narrowed, then disappeared, and the stars kindled in the darkening sky.

      The town was as quiet as a held breath. It was as if everyone in the surrounding countryside knew about the trouble and steered clear. There were a few riders, but very few, at that: a couple heading for the Whiskey Jim, a couple of others heading for the Occidental—mostly Mexicans but a couple of Anglos, as well. Two of the Mexicans stayed most of the night at the Occidental. There’d been no noise anywhere around the town except for the occasional dog barking, until the Mexicans left the Occidental, both singing softly as their horses clomped slowly back toward the west and likely to the ranchos they worked for.

      Just after dark, a slender figure moved toward the Occidental from the west. Sartain couldn’t tell for sure, but it appeared to be a female figure. The pretty sawbones left the watering hole about a half hour later, heading back in the direction from which she’d come.

      If it was her. Sartain thought it was—thought he’d seen long hair and a billowing, Spanish-style skirt in the dim lamplight pushing through the Occidental’s front window.

      Clara had been checking on Scrum.

      Sartain found himself hoping the killer hadn’t yet died. He wanted him to linger a good long time. He hoped he was in a lot of pain. The Cajun would stay here until Scrum gave up the ghost or until Sartain got the opportunity to drill another round into him.

      Scrum would not leave Gold Dust alive.

      After midnight, Sartain sank back into his chair, took another sip from his bottle, and contemplated catching forty winks. Could he afford to? There was a good chance Leach would try to hit him again. He’d have to sleep sometime, though. He was accustomed to staying awake for days at a time, but the longer he didn’t take at least a catnap, the less sharp his senses became.

      Just thinking about sleeping made him yawn.

      Then he turned his thoughts to Maggie Chance, and that braced him.

      He wondered what was happening out there on the Chances’ ranch. He’d never had two jobs overlap, but it was happening now, and he felt torn. He’d kill Scrum soon, and then he’d look into the Chance situation. Something about that old man’s death didn’t feel right, and it wasn’t just the fact that Sartain had killed him.

      There was something else nibbling at the edges of his consciousness.

      He stripped down to his summer-weight underwear, which was merely balbriggans with the arms and legs cut off, took a long drink of tepid water, and crawled on top of the bed’s single sheet. He must have dozed because he had the sense that some time had passed before he heard a soft tread in the hall outside his room.

      He reached for the LeMat and clicked back the hammer.

      The footsteps grew louder until they stopped outside his door.

      Two soft taps. A woman’s voice said, “Mr. Sartain?”

      Sartain stared at the door, which was a black rectangle in the slightly less black wall. “Who is it?”

      “Clara La Corte.”

      Sartain’s heart thumped at the image of the pretty young woman in his mind.

      Still holding the LeMat, he walked to the door, turned the key in the lock, and opened it. The hall was dark. She was a shadowy female figure against it. He could smell the female scent of her. It tickled his loins.

      Always cautious, he looked both ways down the hall. No shadows moved.

      “Well, senorita,” the Cajun said in his bayou-languid drawl, “what brings you out so late? Change your mind about that drink?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did.” She held up a bottle by its neck. She held up a paper bag in her other hand. “And I thought you might be hungry. We have a café in town, but it’s out by Sandy Wash, and I doubt you would have found it.”

      Just the mention of food made Sartain realize the jerky he’d washed down with tequila had been like throwing a few pebbles into a deep well. It hadn’t come close to filling him up.

      “Come in.”

      He stepped back, poked the LeMat into the holster hanging off a bedpost, and lit a lamp. The watery light spread across the floor to her standing by the door, which she closed. She wore a white blouse and a spruce-green skirt with black boots.

      The blouse was low cut. A gold chain with a small crucifix hung across the high plains of her breasts.

      Her recently brushed hair glittered in the lamplight, as did her dark eyes.

      Sartain swallowed. She glanced away.

      “Forgive me for staring,” Sartain said. “But it’s not every night a man gets a visit from a woman so beautiful as you, Senorita La Corte.”

      “Are you trying to seduce me, Mr. Sartain?”

      “I was raised in the French Quarter of New Orleans,” the Cajun said. “I was taught the art of seduction by the very best pleasure girls north of the border. So, in a word, yes. But remember—you came to me.”

      It seemed to be the woman’s turn to swallow nervously as her eyes flicked across his broad chest, the hair of which poked out through the gaping V of his wash-worn red undershirt. She looked away again, awkwardly this time, as though not sure where to fix her gaze.

      Then she shook her hair back anxiously and thrust the bag and the bottle toward him.

      “Why don’t you eat, Mr. Sartain? That should sate your hunger.”

      Sartain took the bag and the bottle from her. It was very much a desirable young woman who’d come to visit him this night, not the rigid and formal Spanish queen he’d met earlier. Why exactly she was here so late, however, he had yet to find out.

      He couldn’t have been more intrigued.

      He offered her a chair. He sat on the other side of the small half-table from her and ate the bean burrito she’d brought him. It was the best burrito he’d ever eaten—still hot and liberally seasoned with roasted lamb, chili peppers, and onions. Maybe not the best, but it tasted like the best tonight.

      He thanked her as he ate hungrily. She chuckled at the fervor with which he tore into the food and opened the bottle of good Spanish brandy, filling two water glasses.

      She sat and sipped her brandy and watched him eat, smiling delightedly, her perfect, white teeth gleaming in the light of the guttering lamp.

      “You always visit men’s rooms so late?” he asked her when he’d taken the final bite of the delicious food and brushed his leavings off the table with the end of his fist.

      Clara La Corte laughed softly. “This is the first time, in fact.”

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      She sipped from her glass, regarding him pensively. She took another sip of the brandy and then slowly lowered the glass to the table. “I was hoping I could convince you to leave tonight, Mr. Sartain.”

      “No. I’m sorry, Miss La Corte. You can’t.”

      Staring at him, she pulled the corners of her mouth down.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Why do I ask?” She paused, incredulous. “Why do I ask?” she said again, quietly berating him with her words. “Because this is my town, and I don’t want to see it all shot to hell. I don’t want to see anyone else killed. Especially innocent old men like Morgan Bentley.”

      Sartain glanced away from her, tugging on his earlobe in frustration. There it was again. Bentley. The old man he’d killed, though he wasn’t sure why.

      “A killer with a heart,” Clara said softly, speculatively. “How odd.”

      “I’m not a cold-blooded killer, Miss La Corte. I kill for a reason.”

      “I know who you are, Mr. Sartain. Word is going around. You’re the one they call the Revenger. Wanted in nearly every territory on the frontier. You killed many soldiers because they killed your woman and unborn child, and now you kill for others who cannot kill for themselves. How odd that after all your killing you still have a heart.”

      Sartain only shrugged.

      “Or maybe you really don’t. Maybe you only wish to believe you do, because you don’t wish to believe you’re as bad as the men you kill. You somehow hold yourself above reproach because you have a conscience. You believe you’re somehow better than the men you hunt.”

      Clara shook her head slowly, holding his gaze with a hard one of her own. “But you aren’t. You can’t be. Otherwise, you would hang up that big pistol of yours. What’s more, you would ride out of here because a woman asked you to, because she doesn’t want any more of the innocent citizens of her town killed by you or by the men you are here to kill.”

      Sartain picked up his glass. His hand shook. Brandy sloshed over the rim and onto the table.

      He threw back the rest of the liquor and then, feeling as though his heart were fairly exploding with rage and frustration, he flung the glass against the door. It thudded with the sound of a pistol shot and shattered.

      Clara gave a clipped yell and lowered her head, raising her hands to her ears. She swept her hair back from her eyes and stared up at him. Trembling, Sartain stood and walked around the table to her. He drew her up by her shoulders.

      Beneath his rage, passion thundered. It pierced his loins like the blade of a dull bayonet.

      She stared at him fearfully in the lamplight. Her ripe upper lip trembled slightly. He placed his hands on her cheeks. She shook her head violently. “No!”

      Sartain released her. She stumbled back against the wall, kicking her chair. She leaned there, half falling against the wall, hands splayed against it on either side of her, staring at him like a deer knowing that a hunter’s sights were lined up on her.

      She glanced down at his crotch. Her eyes widened. Her tongue flicked against her upper lip. A sheen of sweat glistened on her forehead.

      “Oh, god,” she whispered. “Oh, god, forgive me!”

      She pushed herself off the wall and into his arms.
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      Later, the Spanish beauty snuggled against him, the two of them naked on the bed, not even covered by the sheet. The air blowing through the window was fresh and a little cool, but they were still sweating from the passion of their coupling.

      The Revenger had taken her twice in a half hour. She’d not only been receptive but demanding, desperate, as though she hadn’t had a man in a long, long time, and her body was fairly exploding with natural desire. That part had reminded him of Maggie Chance. But while Clara had responded to his every touch and had demonstrated her ability at curling a man’s toes, something told him she, unlike Maggie, was relatively inexperienced.

      “That was... rather impetuous,” she said softly, raking her fingers through the thick hair curling on the broad, bulging slabs of his chest.

      “Regrets?”

      Clara glanced up at him, one eye partly covered by a mussed lock of her hair. She nodded. “How could a woman regret anything so... satisfying? I only wonder... what is in me that a man like you could arouse such passion?”

      “You mean because I’m a killer?”

      “Of course.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t the killer you were making love with.”

      She smiled pensively as she continued to rake her fingers across his chest. “Who, then? Just a handsome, blue-eyed Cajun from the bayous?”

      Sartain’s left arm was wrapped around her, his hand cupping the side of her left breast, his thumb slowly sliding across her petal-soft nipple. He shrugged. “Whatever you prefer.”

      “Okay,” she said, groaning a little at his ministrations and planting her lips against his chest. Her lips were almost hot as she kissed him, her saliva warm as butter melting on a skillet.

      He felt the tug of arousal once more. She seemed to sense it and slid her hand down his belly.

      He groaned.

      “Hold on,” he said, ten minutes later.

      Her hand stopped moving on him. “What is it?”

      Sartain pushed up onto his elbows. He stared at the door. The lamp had almost gone out, casting a flickering, red-brown light across the mostly dark room.

      She turned to the door as well.

      Faintly, a floorboard creaked in the hall. When she jerked her head back to him, he placed a finger against his lips. He pushed her down onto the bed beside him, reached out, and slowly slid his LeMat from its holster hanging from the bedpost on his right.

      “Stay very quiet,” he whispered.

      A floorboard in the hall creaked again, a little more loudly than the first one. Sartain looked at the floor in front of the door. The boards there bowed slightly downward. Sartain raised the LeMat and quietly flicked the lever to engage the twelve-gauge shotgun shell in the stout tube beneath the main barrel.

      He waited, ears pricked, listening intently.

      Just outside the door, there was the soft click of a gun hammer being cocked.

      Sartain aimed the LeMat at the door. He was in an awkward position, but he managed to steady the gun. He could take no chances on Clara being hurt by an ambusher’s blast.

      He squeezed the LeMat’s trigger.

      The heavy pistol flashed and roared.

      Clara jerked with a start and a clipped, involuntary scream. In the hall, a man yelped. Boots thudded as the would-be attacker stumbled away from the door. There was another thud as the attacker struck the wall on the far side of the hall, yet another when he hit the floor, groaning.

      Downstairs, Pops’s dog began barking angrily.

      “I’ll be damned!” yelled another man in the hall.

      Boots thudded loudly. Sartain felt the floor reverberating beneath the bed.

      “Let’s get them out of here, Frank!” came another man’s voice in the hall, above the groaning of the man who’d taken at least part of Sartain’s blast.

      The Revenger had leaped out of bed. Two long strides took him to the door, which he threw open, extending the cocked LeMat into the hall. As he’d thought, one man was down. He lay at the base of the wall on the other side of the corridor, holding a hand to the side of his chest.

      Two more men disappeared around the hall’s far right corner. Their boots echoed loudly on the stairs.

      “What the hell is goin’ on in here?” yelled Pops Pepper from below, the old man’s scratchy voice nearly drowned out by Spider’s wild barking and the thudding of the two fleeing bushwhackers.

      Sartain looked down at the man on the floor. It was Lyle Leach. He gritted his teeth as he writhed, holding his right hand to his bloody chest.

      Blood oozed from between his fingers and dribbled onto the floor. He slid his left hand out from under him and stretched it toward the cocked carbine lying about three feet away from him.

      “Leach, you stupid son of a bitch,” Sartain said, planting a barefoot on the Winchester and sliding it off down the hall. He reached down and pulled Leach’s pistol from its holster and sent that skidding down the hall, as well.

      “Oh, my god,” Clara said behind Sartain. He turned to see her peering over his shoulder, covering herself discreetly with a sheet.

      “Nah, it’s just the Gold Dust town marshal.” Sartain depressed the LeMat’s hammer and extended it to Clara. “Here—hold that for me, will ya, darlin’?”

      The Cajun pulled the wailing, grimacing Leach to his feet. The man stood, leaning against the wall, holding both hands to his bloody chest now and cursing. Sartain grabbed the man’s Winchester and held it on him, waving the barrel toward the stairs.

      “Get movin’, you stupid bastard.” Fury was a hot iron inside him. “One wrong move and I’ll drill you again—this time for keeps!”

      “Go to hell, you crazy son of Satan!” bellowed Leach. “I’m the marshal here! You shot me through a door! Through a door!”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t wait for you to shoot first, Marshal. Now, get down the stairs, or I’ll push you down ’em.”

      At the top of the stairs, Leach stopped and turned toward Sartain. “Now, you just hold on!”

      His eyes widened, and his mouth opened even wider as Sartain rammed the butt of the man’s own gun against Leach’s chest, throwing him down the stairs. Leach struck the steps about four steps from the top and tumbled unceremoniously, screaming all the way to the bottom.

      Pops Pepper, clad in a sleeping gown and nightcap, held a lamp high in his right hand. The light fluttered over Leach writhing at the bottom of the stairs, wailing.

      Spider had been barking, but when the dog saw Leach rolling violently toward him, the dog had wheeled and run out the front door and into the night, yipping.

      Sartain moved down the stairs.

      “You boys are a mite loud this evenin’,” Pops said, gumming the words. He hadn’t put his teeth in. “Me—I keep strict rules. No rifle fire after midnight.”

      “I shot him with a pistol, Pops,” Sartain said, prodding Leach with the Winchester’s barrel.

      Pops shook his head as he stared down at Leach. “You opened a mighty big hole in him—I’ll give you that.”

      “Get the hell up, Leach,” Sartain ordered.

      Leach cursed. He was almost sobbing.

      When Sartain finally got the shot-up marshal on his feet, he hazed him out of the hotel and prodded him down the street toward the town marshal’s office. Leach held both arms across his chest, his head down. He was dragging one foot slightly. “I think you busted my ankle on top of everything else, you crazy bastard!”

      Sartain stared toward the Occidental. The building was eerily dark and silent. He looked around, ready for another onslaught from the other two men who’d been with Leach.

      “Who was sidin’ ya?” Sartain asked the marshal as they approached the stone jailhouse. “If you could call that sidin’.” He chucked caustically.

      Leach only cursed him again.

      Sartain prodded the marshal up the steps to his own office. The front door, constructed of bowed, unpainted vertical planks, was unlocked. A lamp glowed on a roll-top desk to the left. Four cells were lined up along the back wall. Sartain used the Winchester barrel to shove Leach across the earthen-floored room, which was as cool and dank as a root cellar, and into the cell farthest right.

      “You can’t arrest me,” Leach snarled, glaring at the Cajun, and pressed a bloody finger to his bloody badge. “I’m the marshal. That’s my job!”

      “You’re not the marshal any longer, Leach.” Sartain plucked the badge from the man’s bloody shirt and tossed it against the front wall. “This citizen has done fired your worthless, bushwhacking ass.”

      “You ain’t even a citizen of Gold Dust!”

      Sartain slammed the cell door closed and was about to respond to Leach when soft footsteps rose behind him. He wheeled, leveling the Winchester.

      “It’s me, it’s me!” Clara stepped slowly into the room, holding her left hand up, palm out. Her hair was still a mess. She’d donned her skirt and Sartain’s shirt in lieu of the blouse and camisole the Cajun had ripped from her body.

      She must have retrieved her medical kit from her office because she held it in her right hand.

      “What kind of a lady are you, Doc?” Leach said, sagging onto the edge of the cot. “Cavortin’ with killers...”

      Ignoring the bushwhacker, Clara looked Sartain up and down, then arched a brow. “Uh... Mike, you’re not wearing any clothes.”

      Sartain looked down at himself. It was like having a pail of cold water thrown on him. He’d been vaguely aware of his bare feet as he’d prodded Leach over here from the hotel, but his heart had been racing so quickly, he’d somehow shut out the fact that he was as naked as he’d been when he and Clara had tussled.

      “So I’m not,” the Cajun said, holding the stock of his rifle over his crotch and backing slowly toward the door. Pops Pepper stood there, holding his lantern in one hand, his old Colt in his other hand. “Pops, would you make sure your former marshal doesn’t go anywhere, and that no one breaks him out of that cell? I’ll be back after I’ve donned my duds.”

      “Sure, sure,” Pepper said, raising his pistol and stepping into the jailhouse as Sartain moved out of it. “Be glad to.” He held an arthritic hand to the side of his mouth and yelled to the retreating Sartain in a hoarse whisper, “Say, your dick’s still wet!”

      He cackled.
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      The false dawn was a pale wash in the east when Clara finally finished plucking the twenty-odd pellets out of Leach’s upper right chest and sewing him up. His ankle was only sprained, but she wrapped a taut bandage around it and then left the outlaw marshal, groaning and moaning on the cell cot, as she stepped out of the cell and closed the door.

      She’d fed her patient half a bottle of whiskey in an attempt to quell the pain, so Leach was as drunk as an Irish gandy-dancer on Saturday night in Abilene. But, while drunk, he was obviously still in pain. That was all right with Sartain. If Leach had had his way, he likely would have drilled both him and Clara through that hotel room door.

      “I’ll give you your shirt back tomorrow,” Clara told the Revenger, who sat in Leach’s swivel chair, facing his prisoner with his Henry rifle resting across his thighs. “Thanks for... an eventful night.” She gave a wry smile.

      “Any time, darlin’,” said the Cajun, returning her smile with a wink. She looked beautiful standing there before him, her hair still mussed from their lovemaking, one side hooked behind her ear.

      She looked at the badge he’d pinned to his pinto vest.

      “You’ve promoted yourself.”

      “Yeah, I’m movin’ up in the world.”

      She arched a skeptical brow.

      “Just until my work here is finished, anyway,” he said, hiking a shoulder.

      “I’m sure that won’t take too long.” Holding her medical kit in both hands before her, she glanced into Leach’s cell. “You clean up right well, Mike.”

      “Thank you, honey. I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      She turned to the door, but he stopped her with: “Been meanin’ to ask you—how’s Scrum Wallace?”

      “Miraculously, on the mend.”

      “How long before he’s on his feet?”

      “A few days, maybe.”

      Sartain pursed his lips, nodding.

      Clara opened the door, went out, and closed the door behind her.

      Sartain went outside and sat on a bench to the right of the door. He rolled a cigarette and smoked it, his rifle resting across his thighs.

      He watched the dawn wash over the town, lifting shadows. The Occidental Saloon seemed to be drawn gradually by a deft painter’s brush down the street to his left. When the rising sun had burnished the shabby watering hole burnt copper, and he could see shadows moving around behind the windows, he rose from the bench and shouldered the Henry.

      He dropped down into the street and started walking toward the saloon where Scrum was recuperating. He kept a close eye on the Occidental’s dirty windows as he mounted the small front gallery. His boots clomped loudly on the gallery’s rough wooden boards. He pushed through the batwings, stepped to the left, so he wouldn’t be outlined against the bright morning light, and loudly racked a shell into the rifle’s breech.

      There were eight or nine men in the dingy place, most sitting at tables playing cards. Two were standing at the bar to Sartain’s right and down the room a ways. One had just been biting into a thick ham, egg, and cheese sandwich when Sartain had cocked the rifle, and now, turning to see the Revenger standing with his back to the front wall, the man convulsed violently, blowing the food onto the bar before him.

      Part of the mouthful ended up in his beer, where it foamed.

      The man beside him, who’d also turned toward the newcomer, jerked with a start. “Holy horse fritters!” He reached for the carbine on the bar beside him but stayed his movement, knowing that if he did not, he’d likely receive a .44 caliber chunk of lead for his indiscretion.

      Several of the others had started to rise from their chairs, but now they were easing back down, faces flushed. One man dropped his cigarette in his lap and yowled, brushing the coals away. The door at the back of the room opened, and a plump, round-faced, young Mexican woman in a sleeveless blouse and ruffled, blue skirt with ornate red stitching came into the main room.

      When her eyes found the Revenger, she stopped in her tracks. She was barefoot. Her long, straight, dark-brown hair hung down past her exposed shoulders. She held a porcelain wash pan in her hands, mounded with bloody bandages.

      A fat man with long, gray hair and thick, gray muttonchops and wearing an apron stood behind the bar, tending a range on which coffee boiled and bacon fried. He turned away from the bacon and regarded Sartain with mean, angry eyes, pointing his spatula, from which hot grease dribbled. “What the hell are you doing here? You get out! Get out of my place!” He spoke with a slight Irish accent.

      “Shut up,” Sartain said with a weary air. “Anyone makes any sudden moves gets drilled. Hell, I could drill all of ya before a single one of you fools could clear leather.” He chuckled at the men’s carelessness. They hadn’t been expecting a visit from the man they’d been gunning for.

      A man sitting at a table near the bar with three other men, playing poker, had lowered his hand beneath the table while sitting stiffly in his chair and keeping his gaze on Sartain. He wore a buckskin shirt and an ancient, battered Union army hat bearing the flying eagle insignia of Berdan’s Sharpshooters.

      Sartain blew a round into the table fronting the man, scattering coins and playing cards.

      “Get your hand back up on the table, bluebelly,” Sartain raked out as he pumped a fresh round into his Henry’s breech. “I would hate to have to shoot one of Berdan’s Confederate-killin’ finest when so few of you made it out of the war upright.”

      The veteran sharpshooter swallowed and set his hand back up on the table, near the other one.

      “Good Christ,” muttered the man sitting beside him, looking down at the bullet hole in the table with a sour expression, as though it were a snake coiled to strike.

      “Yes, sir,” Sartain said, aiming the smoking Henry from his right hip. “If that hit anything important, it would have stung like hell. Don’t worry, though—I got fifteen more in this sixteen-shooter. Enough to shoot all of you fellas once and some of you twice, if I’d need to, which I wouldn’t.”

      The barman looked at the hole in the card player’s table. Then he glowered at Sartain. “Why don’t you just turn Leach loose and ride on out of here—eh, bucko? Then the trouble would be over. Scrum’s got two of your bullets in him. That’s bloody well enough of this nonsense!”

      “He’s not dead,” Sartain said. “So it’s not enough.”

      “Scrum’s related to everyone in this room except Salma there,” said the man wearing the federal hat, jerking his chin to indicate the scantily clad girl still standing at the back of the room, her brown eyes wide and shiny with nerves. “And we ain’t gonna let you kill him.”

      “You got no choice,” Sartain said, curling his upper lip with a devilish grin. “If my heart weren’t so large, all you dumbasses would be dead by now or close enough to it that the undertaker would be dancin’ a jig. Scrum Wallace would be dead, too.”

      “Well, what the hell is this all about, then, for cryin’ in the preacher’s ale?” the barman wanted to know, hammering his spatula angrily on the bar top. “You gonna kill us all, you big-talkin’ Johnny Reb, or you gonna just stand there makin’ threats?”

      Sartain said, “I’d just as soon not have to kill you. That’s not why I’m here. I came over here to talk some sense into your fool heads. If you turn Scrum Wallace over to me at the jail, as I’m the law here in town now until further notice”—he tapped a finger against the badge on his vest—“I’ll turn Leach back over to you... with this badge here returned to him. And then, after Scrum Wallace finally pays for his sins, I’ll ride on out of here. If you boys behave yourselves, you’ll never have to look at my handsome Cajun mug ever again.”

      The men in the room all glanced at each other. A few wore ever-so-vaguely sheepish expressions, as though they might be thinking about the proposal.

      The barman just kept glaring at Sartain, his lower jaw jutting. The Revenger had sized the man up as an uncle to Scrum. He probably needed killing as much as Scrum did, but the Cajun was willing to let the man live as long as he turned his nephew in to receive his just deserts.

      “You don’t have to answer now,” Sartain said. “Take some time to think it over. I’ll give you twenty-four hours. However, if any of you tinhorns tries bushwhacking me again like you did last night, this truce will be over. I’ll kill every one of you, and then I’ll kill Scrum like I’m gonna do anyway.”

      Sartain grinned and pinched his hat brim to the room. “Good day, fellas. Think it over. I got a feelin’ you’ll come to the right decision.”
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      Keeping the Henry trained on the room, the Cajun backed through the batwings and into the street.

      As he did, horse hooves clomped to his left. He glanced over to see two horseback riders moving toward him from the west edge of town. The shapes looked familiar. One was a man’s, the other a woman’s. The man rode ahead of the woman, leading her grullo by a lead line attached to a hackamore.

      The woman had red-blond hair. She was dressed in a worn, brown and cream gingham dress. Black shoes showed beneath the hem. Maggie Chance rode with her back straight, her hands behind her back. Everett rode with his old Spencer carbine resting across the pommel of his saddle.

      Sartain glanced once more at the saloon behind him, making sure none of its occupants was poking a rifle over the batwings at him. He walked out into the street to meet the Chances.

      “What the hell’s going on here, Everett?” he asked as Chance kept riding, passing him, heading east along the street.

      Maggie followed him on the grullo, regarding Sartain almost wistfully.

      “Maggie?” Sartain said. “What the hell’s...?”

      As she rode silently past him, he saw that her hands had been handcuffed behind her.

      Sartain poked his hat brim off his forehead as he strode after them. Chance pulled his piebald up to the town marshal’s office. Sartain caught up to him just as he was swinging heavily down from his saddle. Chance looked tired, worried, his fleshy features drawn. The sun had blistered his broad, pudgy nose.

      The rancher tied the two horses to the hitch rack. He looked at the badge on Sartain’s chest, and he gave a half-hearted smile. “We got us a new marshal in Gold Dust, I see. How’d that happen, Mike?”

      Sartain gazed up at Maggie, who stared stiffly ahead at the stone building before her, though she didn’t appear to be seeing much of anything. She wore a very faint smile on her rich, dark-red lips. The upper lip wore a small gash, and it was swollen. Her left eye was slightly discolored. Her hair was piled loosely and pinned atop her head, several stray strands caressing her cheeks in the warm morning breeze.

      “Leach had a little accident,” the Cajun said absently, sliding his questioning gaze back to Everett. “You better have one hell of a good reason for this, mister.”

      Chance sighed and shook his head. “She tried to kill me last night. Sliced into my back, and then, when I turned around in bed, she tried to cut my throat. I woke at the last second and grabbed her wrist, or I’d have bled out by now. I thrashed at her—didn’t mean to hit her—but have you ever had a knife this close to your throat, Mike?”

      He held his thumb and index finger a quarter of an inch apart.

      He sighed again, shrugged, and looked sadly at his wife. “I didn’t know what else to do, Mike. I can’t go on livin’ like this, not knowin’ when she’s gonna make another try for me. I thought I’d bring her into town, lock her up for a time. Maybe get Clara La Corte to take a look at her, though there ain’t nothin’ wrong with her physically. It’s all in her head. Maybe the preacher...”

      Sartain stepped up close to Maggie and placed his hand on the saddle horn. “Is this all true?”

      “Yes,” the woman said blandly.

      “I’ve got a cut back to prove it,” Chance added, wincing as canted his head toward his left shoulder. “I’m gonna need a stitch or two, I’m afraid.”

      Sartain said, “Why don’t you go on over to the doc’s office, Everett? I’ll see to Maggie.”

      Chance looked at her again sadly, speculatively. “What’s got into you, honey? Why’d you do me like that? You can’t really think I killed our boys? Do you? Do you really?” His voice cracked on the last word, and a sheen of tears shone in his eyes.

      Maggie stared at him blankly, her mouth corners raised ever so slightly, in a vague, far-away smile.

      Chance stared back at her as if awaiting a response. When he did not get one, he shook his head, gave the handcuff key to Sartain, shouldered his Spencer, and began walking back in the direction of Clara La Corte’s office. Several of the men from the Occidental had come out to stand on the gallery, looking around speculatively.

      The beefy gent in the barman’s apron said, “Finally gonna lock up that demon woman of yours, eh, Chance?”

      Chance muttered something in response that Sartain couldn’t hear. It didn’t sound friendly.

      The Cajun gazed up at Maggie, who said with flat, menacing certainty, “Don’t trust him, Mike. Don’t trust him as far as you can throw him.”

      Sartain reached up and unlocked her handcuffs. When her arms were free, he pulled her out of the saddle and set her on the ground before him.

      “Did you stab him?”

      “Yes. Are you going to lock me up?”

      Sartain sighed. “What else can I do?”

      Maggie nodded. Sartain gestured at the jailhouse’s front door, and Maggie walked to it. Sartain stepped around her and threw the door open. He grabbed the keys off a spike that had been driven into a stout ceiling support post and led the woman to the far left cell, two cells away from where Leach slumbered on a cot, one boot on the floor, one arm thrown over his forehead.

      “What happened to him?” Maggie asked as she stepped into her cell.

      “I shot him.”

      “Any particular reason?”

      “He was going to shoot me. Apparently, he took it personally, my wanting to kill Scrum Wallace.”

      “Ah,” Maggie said when Sartain had closed and locked the door. “You have a lot on your plate, Mike.”

      “Maggie, tell me what happened.”

      “Just what Everett said. I tried to kill him. I had every intention of doing so. I decided to do it after you left, because I knew you didn’t believe me. That you believed Everett. I knew then that it was up to me, and that if I didn’t do it, more people would die.”

      Maggie wrapped her hands around the bars of her cell door. “More people will die, Mike. I guarantee it. Now that he’s through hurting everyone out on the ranch, he will bring his madness to town. He’s kill-crazy.”

      “If you’re so sure he’s gone mad, Maggie, what do you think caused it?”

      She glanced down and tucked her bottom lip beneath her upper lip, thinking. “Do you remember Warrior Gulch, Mike?”

      “The wash we crossed on the way to your ranch? Yeah, I remember it. Who could forget those two skeletons lying there together?”

      “Then you might also remember that I told you that many of the local Mexicans believe the gulch is cursed. That’s why most of the bodies were never bothered by scavengers, carrion-eaters, or by most folks from the area. The Mexican folks as well as the animals knew to stay away. Some think that the battle that was fought there unleashed the demon spirit of one of the Apaches who was killed there—a shaman warrior named Or-ay-li-no-nooo. In the Lipan Apache language it means ‘black spirit’ or ‘black god.’”

      “All right, I’m with you so far,” Sartain said. “Local superstition. I could tell you some hoo-doo stories from my neck of the bayou country. What’s that have to do with Everett?”

      “Many of the Mexicans around here, whose families have been here for generations and who have lived amongst the Apaches for as many generations and know the Apache language and folklore, believe the shaman’s spirit will haunt the gulch until it can find a home in another man or beast. Anyone—man or animal—who visits that area will be infected with the dark, malicious spirit of Or-ay-li-no-nooo.”

      Sartain stared at her skeptically through the bars, waiting. He knew what she was going to say before she said it, but he let her say it anyway.

      “Everett is the only man I know who has visited the gulch. He looted the bodies of the dead soldiers and the Apaches a few years after the battle occurred. He and another young man from a neighboring ranch got drunk on sour mash and dared themselves to venture into the wash and take what valuables they could find—mostly coins, guns, ammunition, and knives. Mostly, they did it for the thrill.”

      She waited, staring through the bars at Sartain as though to stamp the words into him with her copper-eyed gaze.

      “Okay...” said the Cajun.

      “Everett confessed this to me a couple of years after we were married. He started to believe that he might have been infected by the black god’s spirit. He told me he was having abnormal thoughts. Dark thoughts. Evil thoughts about doing horrible things for no apparent reason, but because he just felt compelled by something inside him, something he’d never known before he and Wendell Aimes wandered into the gulch.

      “He started to believe this after Wendell came to Gold Dust one night, murdered several of the sporting girls in a whorehouse, and burned the place to the ground with several more girls locked inside. A posse caught Wendell and hanged him. And after that, Everett started to believe they’d both become infected by the evil shaman’s dark spirit.

      “I didn’t believe it at first. I tried to assure him it wasn’t true. He was a good, kind man. But then, after he told me about his own suspicions about himself, I saw changes in him. They were very subtle and gradual. It was like a dark cloud hovered over him. He grew angry more easily, and I’d see a strange light in his eyes at times.”

      Maggie paused. Her eyes became wet as she stared at Sartain. “And then... the boys started to die in tragic ways. I continued to see that strange, unsettling light in Everett’s eyes. One night, after Ephraim burned in the privy, I awakened to hear my husband speaking—no, chanting—some strange tongue, likely Apache, in his sleep.”

      “Why didn’t you leave?” Sartain asked her.

      “Because by then we were caring for old Howard, whose mind was quickly leaving him. I couldn’t abandon Howard to his son, who I knew by then to have been infected by the spirit of the evil shaman. Instead, I plotted ways to kill Everett. I was biding my time, gathering my courage, weighing my options.” Maggie opened and closed her hands around the bars. “Then I read a newspaper article about a man known as the Revenger. A man who helped in such matters as killing for folks who couldn’t do the killing themselves...”

      Sartain stared back at Maggie, pondering what he’d just heard. It was too much to take in all at once. She’d seemed so sane, telling it. Yet didn’t most insane people—if they were really all-the-way loco—didn’t they all believe what their insane minds were telling them and seem sane when telling about it?

      Sartain didn’t know. He’d only brushed elbows with a few truly insane people in New Orleans—street people, mostly. Drunks living in alleys or abandoned warehouses. Whores or jakes whose brains had been eaten out by syphilis—or Cupid’s itch, as it was often called. But most of them had seemed insane, speaking gibberish. Here was a woman who, by looking at her and talking with her, you’d think as sane as the sanest person on earth.

      Until you heard her tell her story...

      “Let’s say I believe you, Maggie,” Sartain said, hearing the bewilderment in his own voice. “What do you propose I do about it? Just go out there and shoot him down in the street?”

      “You’d better,” Maggie said. “You’d better do just that before he starts killing people here in town, Mike.”

      As if to punctuate the woman’s warning, a shrill, horrified scream rose from outside the jailhouse.

      Everett was with Clara...

      Sartain wheeled and ran to the door.
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      Sartain ran into the street and angled east toward Clara’s office. As he ran, the scream came again.

      Several men came out of the Occidental, some wielding carbines. Sartain palmed his LeMat and aimed it at the four men on the Occidental’s front gallery. They got the message and lowered their weapons.

      “Go on back inside!” Sartain shouted.

      He ran past the Occidental and was nearly to the pretty young medico’s office when another scream came vaulting out of the gap between the furniture store and the barbershop beside it. The shrill cry lifted the hair on the back of Sartain’s neck.

      As he dashed past the drug store, he saw Everett Chance bound out of the doctor’s office and onto the landing atop the stairs.

      “Put the gun down, Chance!” Sartain shouted.

      He frowned when Clara came out behind Chance, both of them staring into the alley between the furniture store and the barbershop. The Cajun followed their gazes.

      The Mexican whore whom Sartain had seen step out of the room in which Scrum Wallace was mending in the Occidental now stood in the alley, lurching back as though something had hold of her ankle. White bandages were scattered on the ground around her. She held her hands to the side of her head as she continued to leap and jerk, struggling with something Sartain couldn’t see, and finally screamed once more.

      “Hold on, honey!” Chance shouted, aiming his Remington over the side of the stair rail.

      The man’s pistol roared twice. He raised the smoking barrel.

      “Got him!” he said.

      The girl stepped back, tripped, and fell on her rump in the dirt.

      Frowning incredulously, glancing warily up at Chance grinning down at him, Sartain walked into the gap between the buildings. He was very much aware that Chance still had his pistol out.

      Then he saw the large rattler lying in a bloody pile a few feet away from the groaning whore.

      Sartain holstered his LeMat and ran over to the girl, dropping to a knee beside her. “You bit, sweetheart?”

      She had her blue skirt raised above her knees, and that seemed to be what she was inspecting herself for now. She ran her hands down her plump, brown legs and shook her head. “I don’t think...”

      Clara and Chance walked up behind him. Chance was holstering his Remington. “She bit?”

      Sartain closely scrutinized both the girl’s legs. Clara did, as well.

      “I don’t see any bite marks,” the medico said, running her hand down the whore’s right shin. “Do you feel any pain, Esmeralda?”

      The whore shook her head.

      “He must have struck but only caught her dress,” Chance said. “When I first seen it, I thought for sure it’d bit her.”

      Sartain lifted the hem of the girl’s torn skirt. “It must have gotten its fangs caught in the fabric.” He smiled at the whore. “Close one.”

      “Si,” the girl said with a relieved sigh. “Cristo—I was very frightened.”

      “She’d just left my office with more bandages for Wallace,” Clara said as she helped Esmeralda pick up the bandages scattered around them.

      When Clara took Esmeralda back up her office for a fresh batch of clean bandages, Chance followed Sartain out of the alley. He said, “Say, Mike, what was all that about... you tellin’ me to drop my gun?”

      Sartain’s ears warmed a little with chagrin. “Just force of habit, I reckon,” he said with what he intended to be a reassuring grin, feeling a little silly for having halfway believed Maggie’s story. “When I see a man with his gun out, I reckon I just naturally think it’s intended for me.”

      “I suppose that goes with the line of work you’re in.” Chance studied Sartain with a wry half smile, then cocked his head slightly to one side. “Unless you was a little unnerved about... well, about somethin’ else. Like what Maggie might have told you over at the marshal’s office?”

      Sartain shrugged and kicked a dirt clod. “I don’t know... I suppose that might have been part of it.”

      “That’s all right, Mike.” Everett patted the Cajun’s shoulder. “She does make it all sound so reasonable. Credible. I suppose she told you about her theory that I been cursed by that spirit she and the Mexicans believe is roaming around Warrior Gulch...”

      Sartain hitched his gun belt higher on his hips as he stared back at the marshal’s office. “She did, yes.” Hearing it put that succinctly made Maggie’s assertion sound all the more ridiculous. Again, the Revenger’s ear tips warmed. “It’s just so damned hard to believe she’s mad, Everett. Insane.”

      “Don’t I know,” Chance said with a ragged sigh, running a hand across the back of his neck. “Don’t I know...” He wagged his head. “Me? I’m gonna go over and get me a drink at the Whiskey Jim. You want one? I’ll buy.”

      “No, thanks, Everett.” Sartain glanced east along the main street toward the Occidental, where five or six of Wallace’s cronies were milling, staring at him. “I reckon I’d better go check on my prisoners.”

      “What’re you gonna do about Leach?”

      “That’s up to him.” Sartain started walking back toward the jailhouse.

      “I’ll see you later, Mike,” Everett said. “Tell Maggie I’ll be over in a bit to check on her. I’ve asked Miss Clara to look in on her, too; maybe help us figure out what we can do for her.”

      “That sounds about right,” Sartain said, graveled by the problem. What did you do about a woman who thought her husband was haunted by a demented ghost and tried to stick a knife in his back? It wasn’t really his problem.

      Yes, it was.

      He’d spent a beguiling night with the pretty woman, and he felt a deep tenderness for her. He didn’t want to see her locked up in a prison or an insane asylum. He kicked another dirt clod in frustration and looked back at the Occidental once more, at the men gathered there, staring at him with menace.

      “I thought I told you tinhorns to get back inside!” the Revenger shouted.

      They cursed him, laughing.

      He muttered a few oaths of his own and pushed into the jailhouse to see about his prisoners.
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      An hour later, Sartain was kicked back in a chair on the jailhouse’s front stoop, his Henry across his thighs. He was staring at the Occidental. A half-dozen sat on the gallery over there, returning the Revenger’s gaze. They all held carbines across their thighs. A couple, like Sartain, had their boots crossed on the rail before them.

      One man was busily cleaning his pistols, dribbling oil over the parts and rubbing them down with a white cloth. The men talked amongst themselves, occasionally chuckling. At one point, they all broke out in raucous laughter as they cast their sneering gazes toward Sartain.

      “Yeah, well, we’ll see who laughs last,” the Cajun muttered to himself.

      The latch clicked behind him. The door opened. He turned to see Clara walk out of the jailhouse. She was carrying her brown medical bag. She’d come over nearly an hour ago to take a look at Leach’s wounds and to talk to Maggie.

      Now she closed the door and stood atop the porch steps, staring at the Occidental.

      “Well, what do you think?” the Cajun asked her.

      “She seems sane to me. At least, as sane as you or I.” Clara looked at Sartain, frowning. “But I don’t know any more about the mind than you do, Mike. My father taught me nearly everything he knew about healing the body.” She shook her head. “We never talked once about doctoring minds.”

      Sartain sighed and recrossed his boots atop the rail. “Yeah, that’s sort of what I thought.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I got no idea.”

      She still stared at the Occidental. “You have your hands full.”

      “Yup.”

      “What’re you going to do about them?” She meant the men on the Occidental’s gallery.

      “That’s up to them.”

      “What about Leach?”

      “He’s up to them, too. How’s he feeling?”

      “Sore.” Clara glanced at him with a dry smile. “And angry.”

      “I bet he...”

      Sartain let his voice trail off. There was movement down at the Whiskey Jim, across the street from the furniture store and Clara’s office. The bald, stocky Mexican who ran the little cantina stumbled out of the shade of the brush arbor fronting the place. Sartain’s heart skipped a beat. The man carried a body in his arms.

      A woman’s naked body lay slack across his forearms. The woman’s—or girl’s—head hung slack, as did her arms and her bare legs. Her long hair hung to the ground.

      “Good lord,” said Clara through a breath.

      “What the hell...?” Sartain dropped his boots to the porch floor and followed Clara into the street, both angling toward where the Mexican barman was moving toward them.

      “Senorita!” he called, his voice hoarse with emotion, stretching his lips back from his teeth. He was running awkwardly with the girl in his arms. “Senorita La Corte! It is Magdalena! Can you help?”

      Clara ran to meet the man. He was breathing hard, sweat dribbling through his several days’ worth of brown beard stubble and his handlebar mustache. When he moved to ease the girl to the ground, his legs buckled. He fell to his knees with a groan, and the girl tumbled into the street.

      “Oh, my god!” Clara cried.

      Sartain saw the blood then, too, which had been obscured by her hair. It was issuing from a long, thick gash across the girl’s throat, stretching from the lobe of one ear to the other. The dark-red blood glistened in the afternoon sunshine.

      “She’s had her throat cut!” Clara exclaimed.

      “Si!” the barman cried. “I know. I heard her cry out, and then... and then there was a gurgling sound! Is there anything, senorita? Is there anything you can do to help her?”

      Clara smoothed the girl’s hair away from her bloody throat, and shook her head. “No. There’s nothing I can do, Hector. She’s gone.”

      She looked at Sartain, who said, “Who in the hell did this?”

      Somehow, he knew the answer to the question even before Miguel, staring at him in exasperation and disbelief, said, “Senor Chance! He was with her... in her room! When I heard her cry out, I ran upstairs. Senor Chance was running down the hall, heading for the back door!”

      Clara jerked a startled look at Sartain.

      “Where is he now?”

      “I don’t know, senor,” Miguel said. “He ran out the back. That is all I know! I wanted”—he lowered his sad eyes to the dead whore—“I wanted to try and help Magdalena...!”

      Sartain took his Henry in both hands and ran down the street and behind the Whiskey Jim. Hooves thudded loudly from behind a stand of scraggly, dusty mesquites. As Sartain turned toward the trees, a horse and rider exploded out of the brush.

      It was a wild-eyed Everett Chance astride an equally wild-eyed brown-and-white pinto. Sartain started to bring the Henry up, but he was too late. Chance turned the pinto toward him, and the last thing Sartain saw before he was hammered to the ground was the pinto’s bright, fear-glazed eyes.

      When he finished rolling, aching in his hips and shoulders, a sleeve of his shirt hanging torn and frayed, he saw Chance galloping off through another stand of mesquites.

      “My horse!” someone cried in Spanish. “My horse! My horse! That bastardo stole my horse!”

      The boy came running through the brush—a tall, skinny Mexican lad with short, dark brown hair. He was clad in Mexican pajamas and rope-soled sandals. A straw sombrero dangled down his back, held by its horsehair thong.

      The boy ran past Sartain and screamed, “Come back here, you common thief! Come back!”

      He swung toward Sartain. “He came out of nowhere, pulled me off my horse, and—”

      “I’ll get him, son,” Sartain said in his rudimentary Spanish, limping off to the livery barn. “Don’t worry. I’ll get him...”
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      Sartain limped back to the Lincoln County Inn and clomped wearily up the stairs. His joints ached. He especially ached in his right hip and shoulder, both of which had taken the brunt of the pinto’s hammering charge. The other shoulder and hip ached, as well, for he’d landed on those, too, but it was his right side that was causing him to see red and wonder if he could ride.

      “What the hell happened to you?” asked Pops Pepper, walking through the front door as Sartain continued to climb the stairs. “You look like you been hung on a line and beaten with a broom.”

      The old man’s old dog barked once as though to punctuate his owner’s comment.

      Sartain stopped. “Saddle my stallion, will you, Pops? I gotta go see about killin’ a demon.”

      “A demon? Why you’re drunk!”

      “Wish I was,” Sartain grunted as he reached the hotel’s second floor.

      Fifteen minutes later, he rode Boss out of town to the south and then circled west, so the men in the Occidental wouldn’t see him leave. He didn’t want them trying to bust Leach out of jail, though they probably would anyway when they didn’t see Sartain around for a while.

      Likely, they’d leave Maggie alone. They had no reason to hurt her.

      If they busted Leach out, Sartain would see to them sooner than expected, that’s all...

      He picked up Chance’s fresh tracks at the west edge of Gold Dust and followed them along the main trail. The man was galloping hell for leather—it was obvious by the length of his stolen horse’s stride. Sartain held Boss to a canter, avoiding an all-out run and possibly riding into a bushwhack. He rode with his Henry resting on his saddle pommel, raking his gaze carefully across the country around him—all rolling, sage- and creosote-stippled hills and buttes with crumbling orange dykes cropping up here and there.

      A couple of miles out of town, Chance had swung off the main trail and headed cross-country to the north.

      Where in hell was he going?

      Sartain followed the man’s spotty trail with a perplexed feeling weighing heavily on his shoulders. Was he really tracking a demon—some ancient, black-spirited Apache god?

      He’d never been a religious man. Or rarely given much consideration to anything he couldn’t understand through his senses. He couldn’t wrap his mind around Maggie’s story.

      The country started chopping up into washes and shallow canyons. Chalky buttes rose to either side of the faint horse trail Sartain was following. About twenty minutes after he’d left the main trail, he found himself in a badlands of sorts—a deep canyon whose floor had been carved up by an ancient river. Giant haystack bluffs rose all around these dry watercourses that were white with alkali and showed the serpentine tracks of rattlesnakes and the prints of coyotes and wildcats. They were edged with rocks and patches of prickly pear and Spanish bayonet.

      Sartain came upon several cow skulls and even a skull that appeared human—probably the bone of some ancient settler, maybe an old prospector—that had been washed up by recent rains.

      The sun hammered out of a clear, brassy sky.

      Sweat trickled down Sartain’s back, tickling him. It rolled down his forehead and stung his eyes. Several times he dabbed at his eye corners with the ends of his neckerchief.

      As he rode, closely following the recent horse tracks, his perplexity over the state of the man he was tracking gave way to a sense of menace that gradually ratcheted his nerves, until he could feel an almost painful tension in his back. The feeling told him Chance was trying to lead him into an ambush.

      It made sense. For what other reason would the man have ridden into this devil’s playground?

      Sartain checked Boss down and was about to swing from his saddle when he spied movement ahead of him. The blurred shape of a man was running up the shelving slope of a high bluff. Chance had his rifle in one hand, and he dropped forward, grappling with brush and rocks as he climbed the butte, dust rising behind his hammering feet. He was moving quickly, casting quick glances toward his back trail, obviously trying to stay out of sight.

      Sartain swung down from Boss’s back and led the horse into a ragged patch of shade.

      “You stay, boy,” he said, patting the buckskin’s neck.

      Boss rippled his withers and shook his head uneasily, rattling the bit in his teeth. He’d been in enough tight spots with the Cajun to know they were in another one here.

      Sartain moved to the east, following a gravelly wash between high banks tufted with wiry brush and prickly pear. There were several intersecting washes. He took one to the north, which is where he’d seen Chance running up the side of the bluff. He moved slowly, cautiously, blocks of water-scored earth rising and falling around him.

      Something hammered the shoulder of a butte in front of him and to his left.

      He pulled his head down as the rifle’s crack flatted out over the canyon.

      Hearing the distant but clear rasp of another cartridge being racked into the rifle’s breech, Sartain took off running straight ahead along the wash.

      Another bullet plumed dirt and gravel to his left, and it was followed a quarter-second later by the rifle’s echoing report.

      Sartain threw his left shoulder against the side of the bluff, pulling his head low as yet another bullet clipped the bluff just above him, spraying his hat with small rocks and dirt clods.

      “I got you, Mike!” Chance shouted. “You shouldn’t have followed me in here!”

      Sartain doffed his hat and edged a look over the brow of the bluff. He saw Chance sprawled atop a bluff about a hundred yards away. Smoke puffed from the man’s rifle barrel. Sartain pulled his head down as the bullet slammed savagely into the butte about a foot above his head.

      “Your game is over, Chance!” the Cajun shouted. “You’ve exposed yourself to the whole town!”

      “Nah, I don’t think so, Mike.” Chance spaced his shouted words a half second apart, so they were nearly obscured by the echoes. The amphitheater of the canyon, as well as the dry air, brought them cleanly to Sartain’s ears. “I’m a great liar, Mike! This county trusts me! Hector saw me running away! All I need to do is grin and smile and tell everybody I was chasing the real killer, and they’ll be back thinkin’ I’m the ace of hearts!”

      “You and I know better, though—don’t we, Chance?”

      “That’s right, Mike! You and I know better!” Chance laughed raucously, demonically.

      Sartain bounded off his heels and scrambled up and over the shoulder of the bluff. He threw himself down the other side as another bullet tore into the bluff just behind his boots. He hit the ground on the other side of the bluff, for the moment out of Chance’s line of fire.

      The last report echoed shrilly, dwindling gradually.

      Sartain ran along the base of a low, shelving butte, stopped suddenly, raised his Henry, and fired three quick rounds toward where Chance was sprawled over his Winchester. The Cajun’s bullets blew up dirt in front of the killer, causing him to crab back behind the lip of the ridge he lay on.

      Chance laughed raucously, crazily.

      Sartain bounded up and over the shelving ridge. He saw Chance lift his head and rifle. The Cajun dove behind a boulder as two more bullets sliced the air around him, spanging loudly off rocks.

      “No one suspects a thing, Mike!” the shooter bellowed. “No one but Maggie. All these years!”

      “No one suspects what, Chance? That you’re infected by some Apache demon?”

      “That’s right! Maggie knows! You know! I know! No one else.” Chance fired two more rounds. “As soon as you’re dead, I’m gonna go to work on Gold Dust in earnest!”

      “Why didn’t you kill Maggie?” Sartain wanted to know. “You just wanted to toy with her all those years?”

      Chance laughed maniacally. “Sure—why not? It amused me, Mike!”

      He fired another round. It blew up dust from the small shelf of sandstone Sartain crouched behind.

      The Cajun shouted, “You know what I think, Chance?”

      Then he fired three rounds at his quarry, though Chance had seen them coming and drew his head down. Sartain began running up the slope atop which Chance hunkered. The Cajun traced a circuitous path between boulders and scrub pines. When he saw the killer’s rifle aimed at him once more, tracking him, he dove behind a boulder.

      A bullet crashed into the rock with a thundering concussion, spraying shards in all directions.

      “What’s that, Mike?”

      Sartain ran out from behind the boulder and dove behind another one just beyond it as Chance’s next shot sliced across the side of his left boot. “I don’t think you have any demon in you at all!” the Cajun shouted as the shot’s echo dwindled. “I think you just think you do. By thinking you do, you woke up some very human evil that was sleeping inside you!”

      He fired up the hill. When Chance pulled his head back down behind the lip of the ridge, Sartain ran hard. He dove behind a clump of cactus as Chance fired again, the bullet blowing up the ears of a prickly pear and flinging them onto the Cajun’s back.

      “That’s a nice theory, Sartain! Too bad it’s not true. The demon’s in me, all right. He’s sittin’ right here on my shoulder!”

      He fired two more shots.

      “Know how I got old Morgan to fire on you?” Chance laughed again, loudly. “I told him you was an owlhoot with a big reward on your head. I told him I was gonna move around and catch you in a crossfire! I told Morgan to shoot at the first thing he sees moving in that canyon, and I’d back him up from the other side!”

      More wild laughter.

      Sartain cursed as he ran. He dove, pressing his face against the desert as two more slugs hammered the ground around him.

      “That’s right convenient, Everett—blamin’ your wickedness on some Apache medicine man!” Sartain edged a look around the stout cactus clump to see Chance toss his empty Winchester aside and raise his pistol. “I don’t believe it.”

      “What man in his right mind would kill his kids, Sartain? His boys?”

      Chance fired his pistol into the cactus clump. Sartain rose and ran.

      Chance fired twice more.

      Sartain hunkered down beneath a shelving lip of rock protruding from the bluff, about ten feet below Chance.

      The Revenger shouted, “One that’s tired of feeding three young, hungry mouths when he doesn’t have a pot to piss in. Maybe tired of the responsibility of fending for a family including his decrepit old man. Very easy for that man to kill them—even enjoy killing them and taunting his wife with their deaths—and blame it on a demon. Oh, it wasn’t good ole Everett Chance who did it. It was the laughing demon inside him!”

      Sartain gave a sardonic laugh. “Horseapples! I’ve seen enough of human doin’s, Everett. I know it don’t take no Apache demon to turn even so-called good men into demons of their very own making!”

      “You go to hell, Mr. Revenger, sir!” Chance fired three more rounds at Sartain. Two bullets screeched into the rock shelf. Another flew over it to plunk into the ground just downslope from the Cajun.

      That was six shots. If he only had one pistol and one rifle, both guns were empty.

      Sartain leaped out from beneath the rock shelf and dashed up the slope, grinding his boot heels into the chalky earth and gravel. Chance no longer showed himself atop the bluff. As Sartain gained the crest, breathing hard, sweat trickling down the sides of his face and burning in his eyes, he looked around.

      Chance was gone.

      There were only his empty cartridge casings littering the bullet-shaped crest of the butte. A few lay a few feet down the other side, amongst tufts of sage, Spanish bayonet, and cedars. The slope dropped gradually away toward a sharp drop-off. Beneath the drop-off ran a twisting dry watercourse paved with sun-bleached gravel.

      Holding his Henry straight out in front of him, heart thudding heavily, Sartain looked around for Chance.

      As he turned to his right, he spied movement from the corner of his left eye. He wheeled but didn’t get turned full around before Chance, having bounded up from behind a flat-topped boulder, leaped up onto the rock. He launched himself off the rock with an enraged scream and, with a Bowie knife in his right fist, dove toward Sartain, driving the blade of the knife at the Cajun’s neck.

      Sartain dropped the Henry and reached up to grab the killer’s wrist and to stop the knife’s plunge toward his jugular. Chance’s considerable weight drove the Cajun backward. He was punched back hard against the ground, the air hammered from his lungs in a bellowing grunt.

      Chance dropped the knife. His face was a foot from Sartain’s; for all the fury showing in the eyes, in the bulging veins and crimson cheeks, it was a man’s face. Not the face of some spectral beast.

      Chance hammered the Revenger’s jaw with his fist. Sartain returned the gesture with a stiff right jab to the man’s own lower jaw.

      Chance jumped off of Sartain and rolled several yards down the hill, quickly gaining his feet in a thick cloud of wafting dust. Before he could get his feet set beneath him, Sartain dived from the upslope. He slammed his head and shoulders into the big, fleshy man, violently bulling him over backward.

      Chance screamed as he hit the ground, Sartain on top of him.

      The Cajun hammered the man’s face with his right fist. He was about to ram the fist once more against the man’s heavy jaw, when Chance arched his back, gave a bellowing roar, and, gritting his teeth, slammed his forehead against Sartain’s mouth.

      The Revenger hadn’t been prepared for the move or the fierceness with which Chance pushed him off of him. Brains momentarily scrambled, Sartain felt warm blood trickling from the gash in his lower lip.

      The Cajun rolled down the steep hill, piling up within a few feet of the drop-off. He set his feet and raised his fists. He had his LeMat, but the fury in him wouldn’t settle for merely punching a .44 round or a twelve-gauge wad of buckshot through the man’s heart.

      He’d hammer him into submission with his fists, then toss him into the cell his tortured wife currently occupied.

      Chance gave another, lion-like roar, lowered his head, opened his arms, and threw himself at Sartain.

      The Cajun stepped aside and flung a haymaker up from his heels. It connected so soundly against Chance’s mouth, with a sharp smacking sound, that Sartain could feel the jarring ache of the blow up into his shoulder. He felt the warm blood from the man’s exploding lips as the shards of Chance’s broken teeth tore into his knuckles.

      Chance stopped dead in his tracks, his head whipping up. His eyes acquired a startled, dazed expression. Blood oozed from his ruined mouth and dribbled down his chin and his stout neck. He lowered his arms as he staggered around, turning, and fell backward over the edge of the drop-off behind Sartain.

      The Revenger turned to watch the man fall. Chance waved his arms and kicked his legs as though he were trying to fly. His round eyes stared up at Sartain in desperation. His thick body grew smaller.

      “H-help meeeee!”

      The cry dwindled as the man fell farther and farther away from Sartain before the ground appeared to rise up to stop his descent with a solid, crunching thud.

      Chance lay on the dry watercourse, on a bed of sun-bleached gravel, arms spread out away from his shoulders, one leg curled precariously beneath him.

      “See there, Chance?” Sartain yelled, staring over the drop-off. “You might have thought you were an Apache spirit, but you died just like a man!”
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      Sartain whistled for Boss and tracked down Chance’s stolen horse. He led both horses into the dry wash in which Chance lay staring at the sky as though aghast at what had become of him.

      Twin streams of blood had trickled from his nose to dry on his lips.

      The Revenger hoisted his dead quarry over the man’s saddle and tied him with rope from Chance’s saddlebags. He swung up onto Boss’s back and, trailing the pinto, retraced his and Chance’s route from town, reaching the ragged outskirts late in the afternoon—around four, four thirty, judging by the shadows.

      It had been a long day. The Revenger was hungry and dry. First, a couple shots of bourbon or whatever passed for bourbon in Gold Dust, and then a meal.

      He halted his horse where the town proper began, staring down the broad main street limned in smoky, dark-green shadows. There was no one, nothing, on the street. Not a horse or a dog. There hadn’t been much movement in Gold Dust since Sartain had first ridden into the town on the heels of Scrum Wallace. Now, not even the tumbleweeds were tumbling.

      An ominous stillness and deathly quiet hunkered down over the gaudy, sun-faded false facades on both sides of the street.

      The Revenger lifted his right leg over the saddle horn and dropped straight down to the dirt. A cottonwood stood to the right of the trail, off the corner of a dilapidated stable. Sartain tied the pinto to the tree. He swung back up onto Boss’s back and rode on down the street, holding the barrel of his Henry on his right shoulder. The rifle was cocked and ready to go.

      He stared at the Occidental. There was no more movement there than anywhere else. He looked beyond and to the opposite side of the street at the jailhouse, which was around a slight bend and sitting slightly back from the buildings on either side of it. Jerking Boss to a sudden halt, the Cajun lowered the rifle from his shoulder, taking the long gun in both his gloved hands.

      A man sat in the chair on the jailhouse’s front stoop. He wore pants and a very white shirt, his suspenders hanging down off his arms. He was bareheaded.

      No, he wasn’t wearing a shirt, after all. Those were white bandages crisscrossed on his chest.

      Leach.

      Boots thumped inside the Occidental. A man’s tan, unshaven face beneath a dark-brown hat appeared over the batwings and turned toward Sartain. He set both hands atop the doors. He smiled at the Revenger astride Boss in the street, about a half a block away from the Occidental. The man pushed through the doors and sauntered across the gallery and down into the street.

      More boots clomped behind him as several other men tramped out of the Occidental, each one catching the doors on their backswing and pushing through them. They followed the first man into the street to form a line in front of Sartain, facing him, each one holding a carbine.

      There were seven of them. The same seven who had been in the Occidental earlier that morning when the Cajun had issued his ultimatum. Most were attired in the colorful garb of the country—bright shirts, billowy neckerchiefs, and Sonora-style hats.

      They all smiled.

      Sartain gave a deep, inward sigh. He had a feeling his drink, and his meal were going to have to wait a bit.

      Despite the sourness of his mood, he returned the smiles of the unshaven, armed men facing him and said, “You fellas look like you’ve come to a decision.”

      Movement in the corner of Sartain’s left eye. He jerked his head in that direction, but it was only Clara La Corte moving slowly down the outside stairs of her office. She was ghostly pale and stiff as she descended the stairs, taking one step at a time, sliding her anxious gaze from Sartain to the men confronting him and back again.

      High-pitched laughter rose from behind the Occidental’s batwings. More boots clomped. Another figure pushed out through the doors, and Sartain’s heart skipped a beat as it burned like molten lava in his chest.

      Scrum Wallace.

      The last living killer of Sartain’s beloved Jewel was clad in only threadbare balbriggans and his scruffy slouch hat. He wore his pistols in holsters around his waist. He was gaunt and unshaven, but his eyes flashed merrily.

      He used a crooked ironwood stick for a cane. He leaned into it hard as he sat in a Windsor chair on the saloon’s gallery and, leaning forward against the stick, stared at Sartain and snickered.

      “They done thought about it, all right, Sartain,” Wallace said. “Oh, yes, sir, they done thought about it real good.”

      Beyond the men lined up before Sartain, he could see the white line of Leach’s teeth as the former Gold Dust town marshal also laughed his delight at the situation.

      The Revenger had just started to wonder about Maggie Chance when the batwings were flung open once more. The barman tramped out onto the gallery, holding Maggie before him, a knife to her throat. The fat man was nuzzling the woman’s neck and grinning at Sartain. As he did, he placed his left, pudgy hand over Maggie’s left breast, drawing her taut against him.

      “Lookee here, Sartain. Look what we boys found over at the jail of the new town marshal! A Gold Dust woman—a real pretty one locked up with Leach over there. We decided to take our chances and hope she wasn’t nearly as bloody crazy as what everyone’s been sayin’.” The Irish barman sniffed her left ear and mashed his hand against her breast. “Sure smells nice!”

      He laughed.

      Maggie groaned and struggled against the fat barman, glancing from the knife held to her throat to Sartain.

      “You know what I’d do if I was you?” asked the man standing farthest right of Sartain, ten feet away. He was the one with the badly faded, Union-blue hat trimmed with the insignia of Berdan’s Sharpshooters. “If you don’t want that purty woman pestered and killed, you’d best throw your guns down here in the street.”

      “She’s got no part in this,” Sartain said, his calm voice belying his anxiety.

      “Well, now,” said the ex-sharpshooter, “any damn fool can see that she does.”

      The barman yelled, “Drop the weapons, Sartain, or I’ll cut her throat! You just watch—in five seconds this gallery’s gonna be painted blood-red!”

      Sartain looked at Maggie leaning back against the barman, his hand squeezing her breast. He looked at the men sneering or chuckling before him. He looked at Clara, who stood staring at him in silent horror. It almost appeared as though she were trying to communicate with him.

      Sartain glanced once more at Maggie, who said tightly, “Don’t... do it... Mike!”

      “Do it, and she’ll live!” the barman shouted. “Don’t do it, and my gallery’s gonna get a fresh coat of badly needed paint!”

      Sartain looked at the leader of the seven men before him. “You’ll turn her loose.”

      “You have my word as a gentleman,” the ex-sharpshooter said.

      Sartain scowled. “You’d better do it.”

      The former soldier smiled. “I’ll do it.”

      “Mike... don’t...!” Maggie said.

      Sartain glanced once more at Clara. She continued to stare at him as though she were silently conferring with him.

      The Revenger licked his lips, spat to one side. “All right.” He uncocked his rifle and tossed it into the dust at the bluebelly’s feet.

      “Now, the big popper,” the man ordered.

      “Now, the big popper,” Sartain drawled.

      He wasn’t a religious man, but he’d held out hope that when he gave up the ghost and crossed over to the Big Bayou in the sky, he’d run into Jewel again. He didn’t give a damn about seeing anyone else. Just Jewel. He had a feeling he was less than a minute from finding out if he’d hoped in vain...

      He unsnapped the keeper thong from over the LeMat’s hammer and slowly lifted it from the holster with two fingers. He looked at the pretty, pearl-gripped, silver-framed popper and regretfully tossed it into the dirt beside his Henry.

      “Whoever gets those guns—you keep ’em clean, or I’ll drop down out of the golden clouds and skewer you up the ass with ’em,” he raked out.

      Several men chuckled.

      “Don’t you talk tough?” said the man to Sartain’s far left, wrinkling his nose. “For an unarmed man?”

      Maggie squealed. The barman dropped his knife on the gallery floor and, laughing loudly, grabbed Maggie’s blouse in both hands and gave it a savage tear, ripping it from her body. Savagely, he pulled the woman back through the batwings and into the saloon.

      The bluebelly scoundrel glanced toward the Occidental and laughed.

      “Let her go, goddammit!” Sartain barked, leaning forward in his saddle, fury nearly causing his heart to explode. “Let her go now!”

      The men laughed at him.

      From the Occidental came the sound of a bottle breaking.

      A mewling scream vaulted over the batwings.

      Sartain jerked his head in that direction, frowning, puzzled. The scream hadn’t been Maggie’s voice. That had been a man’s voice.

      The scream came again, shriller this time. “Ohhh, gawd! Ohhhhhh, GAWD! Hel—... help me... help me, boys! Oh, GAWDDD—look what she done to me! Why... why... she cut if offfff!”

      “What the hell?” said one of the men before Sartain. They were all staring at the saloon.

      Clara said in a loud whisper, “Mike!”

      Sartain turned to her. She tossed a revolver toward him. It turned end over end in the air. Sartain grabbed it, clicked the hammer back, and swung it toward the men standing before him.

      The former sharpshooter had seen the toss and jerked to life, raising his Winchester.

      Sartain palmed the ivory-gripped Smith & Wesson .44, extended it over Boss’s head, and fired. The sharpshooter screamed and fired his Winchester wide as he staggered backwards, glancing down at the hole pumping blood from the center of his chest.

      Holding Boss’s reins taut in his left hand, Sartain emptied the rest of the Smithy’s wheel into the men standing before him, curveting Boss as he fired the sixth round and then hurling himself out of the saddle. He hit the street with a grunt, aggravating the sundry other aches and pains he’d incurred over the past couple of days.

      Men were screaming and writhing while some were shooting, the bullets pluming dust around Sartain, who reached for his LeMat, palming it as a bullet fired by the last man standing in the street creased his right thigh, just above the kneecap. The man, whom Sartain had heard called “Critter,” ran toward Sartain, screaming and shooting. Another bullet sliced a cold line across the side of Sartain’s neck.

      The Cajun rolled, avoiding one more bullet before rolling up on a shoulder, raising the LeMat. He held fire.

      Critter staggered forward, lowering his old New Model Remington conversion revolver while raising a hand as though to stop the blood from spurting from the hole in his chest, about three inches below his throat. Behind him, Scrum Wallace stood on the porch, staggering forward on his cane and triggering one of his pistols into the street toward Sartain.

      Critter had obviously blocked a shot.

      Wallace squealed, “No! No! No!” as he fired yet another wild round into Critter, blowing Critter’s hat and the top of his head off.

      Sartain slid the LeMat away from Critter, lined up the sites on Wallace, clicked the twelve gauge wad into play, and flung the nasty, fist-sized swarm of lead pellets into the dead center of Scrum Wallace’s dirty underwear shirt. They ripped little holes in the shirt and in the pale, exposed flesh revealed by the unbuttoned V in the neck.

      The rat-faced killer gave a yowl and flew backwards against the Occidental’s front wall. As he did, he flung his own pistol up beneath his chin and inadvertently fired it, turning the tips of both his chin and his nose to red jelly. Bone chips and blood sprayed toward the gallery’s rafters, painting the clay olla pot hanging from the ceiling.

      He opened his mouth, but a full five seconds elapsed before he screamed.

      Sartain pulled the LeMat down and looked around. Critter was the only one writhing before him now, lying belly down in the street and rolling his shoulders from side to side as though he were trying to carve out a grave for himself. The other six lay like brightly colored birds that had dropped out of the sky.

      The late, saffron light caressed them almost tenderly as the sun dropped behind the man who had punched their tickets. A couple of neckerchief ends lifted in the slight breeze.

      Sartain climbed heavily, creakily to his feet and stared at the marshal’s office. Leach was on his feet, holding onto a roof support post, staring toward Sartain. He was too far away to be seen clearly, but Sartain thought he could make out a look of extreme frustration on the former town marshal’s hound-dog-ugly face.

      “Ah, Hell!” Leach shouted, punching the support post.

      “Hell!” he said again as he swung around and walked into the jailhouse. A few seconds later, Sartain heard the clang of a cell door closing as Leach locked himself inside.

      Sartain turned to see Clara rising from behind a stack of crates, where she’d crouched on the periphery of the lead storm. Now she stood where she’d been standing before, on the boardwalk at the base of the stairs rising to her office. She looked shocked as she slid her gaze from Sartain to the dead men, to the howling Scrum Wallace atop the Occidental’s gallery.

      She returned her stricken eyes to Sartain. “Are you all right?”

      Sartain nodded. “You?”

      She nodded, slid a lock of hair back from her cheek and turned back to the howling Wallace.

      Sartain remembered Maggie and started jogging around dead men toward the Occidental. He stopped when Maggie moved out through the batwings.

      She looked as though she were sleep-walking. Her blouse hung in tatters. Her camisole barely covered her. She was spattered with blood. There was more blood on her right hand, which hung low against her skirt. She was holding a broken bottle in her fist, also blood-covered.

      Blood strung down from the broken shards.

      Maggie glanced at Scrum Wallace lying to her left. She looked at Sartain, the men lying dead around him. She dropped the bottle and walked down the gallery steps and into the street.

      Sartain noted that the bar tender’s agonized screams were no longer careening out from behind the batwings.

      The Cajun wrapped his arms around Maggie, drew her tightly toward him, rocked her gently. She wrapped her arms around him but said nothing until she lifted her chin and asked, “Everett...?”

      “Dead.” Sartain glanced back to where he’d left Chance’s body tied over the man’s stolen pinto. “I’d best fetch him.”

      He glanced at Clara, who was already walking toward Maggie. The young medico nodded. As Sartain moved away from the two women, he heard Clara say, “Come on, Mrs. Chance. Let’s get you up to my office and clean you up.”

      “You have any tequila up there?” Maggie asked in a quiet, raspy voice.

      “Tequila? Oh, si.”

      “Might as well call me Maggie, then, I reckon.”

      As the two women climbed the stairs, Sartain swung up onto Boss’s back. He galloped westward, to where he’d left Chance. He hadn’t galloped far before he slowed Boss to a walk, then to a halt. He stared at the cottonwood to which he’d tied the pinto.

      The horse and Everett Chance were no longer there.

      There were no tracks leaving the tree. Only the shod hoof prints the horse had stamped into the finely churned dirt when it had been standing there.

      Sartain stared dubiously at the trail.

      No tracks..?

      The Cajun poked his hat brim off his forehead and looked around, tendrils of dark foreboding wrapping around him as the light continued to fade, and a chill breeze rose.
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      Mike Sartain, The Revenger, rode into the little mining-supply camp of Low Range, Colorado Territory, just before midnight on a hopping Friday night in the late summer.

      He found a feed barn on a side street just off the main drag and gave the Irish proprietor, who was half-soused and bending a saucy señorita over a saddle tree when The Revenger first encountered him, two dollars for water, feed, and a clean stable.

      Leaving his prized buckskin stallion, Boss, in the Irishman’s dubious care, the tall, broad-shouldered Cajun, his cobalt eyes staring hungrily out from beneath the broad brim of his sand-colored Stetson, and wearing a big, silver-plated LeMat revolver thonged on his right thigh, slipped his Henry repeating rifle from his saddle sheath and headed for the Oriental Saloon & Gambling Parlor.

      He strode purposefully through the crowd of rollicking miners, muleskinners, cattlemen, pleasure girls, and even a few blue-clad soldiers on furlough from a nearby cavalry outpost. Young Mexican boys were selling tamales wrapped in corn husks from handcarts. Horses whinnied, mules brayed, and a couple of oxen harnessed to a stout ore wagon were locking horns, as though infected by the raucous atmosphere.

      Dogs ran, grinning and barking, down the main street, which was identified as Arkansas Avenue by a crude wooden sign.

      Several scantily clad girls stood on the balcony of a hurdy-gurdy house calling to the men in the street. One of them lifted her skimpy red wrap to show Sartain her wares. The Revenger, who enjoyed the women as much as any man—in fact, even more than most, having been well-schooled in the intimate arts by the most talented sporting girls in the country while growing up in the French Quarter of New Orleans—merely gave the girl a cool nod in passing.

      Later, the Cajun would find a girl, maybe this girl, to spend time with. At the moment, he had more pressing concerns.

      The indignant whore scowled as she lowered the wrap and cursed him angrily while several onlookers laughed.

      Sartain made his way to a mud-brick building identified by a wooden sign stretching into the street atop a crooked cottonwood pole as the establishment he was looking for. He mounted the broad front gallery, pushed through the batwings, and squinted against the heavy wood and tobacco smoke swirling in the sprawling room. The room was filled with men and painted ladies and the frenetic pattering of a piano, and lit by a dozen smoky gas lamps.

      Beneath the din, Sartain could hear the clattering of a roulette wheel and the clicking of craps dice. Men were clumped at various gambling layouts here and there about the room. Others were tramping arm in arm with colorful, albeit skimpily attired, nymphs du pavé up the carpeted stairs at the back of the room.

      Sartain, taller than most of the other fifty or sixty men in the room, surveyed the crowd carefully until he found the man he was looking for. Shouldering the Henry once more, he made his way through the crowded room. He skirted a group of men standing around a faro layout and then pushed up to a large, round, baize-covered table, around which seven or eight men were playing what appeared to be five-card stud.

      A beautiful blonde attired in a frilly purple gown and smoking a slender cigarillo in a long black wooden holder moved slowly through the crowd gathered on the far side of the table from Sartain.

      She was young, despite the implacable coolness of her gaze and the matronly swells of her body. Her limbs were long. Her shoulders were bare. Her ivory skin was flawless, nearly translucent. Her eyes were a hard light-blue. They were the faintly jeering eyes of a stone-hearted siren.

      Her full blood-red lips glistened in the light from a nearby lamp.

      Her hair was piled in creamy swirls atop her head and held in place with a jewel-encrusted comb. A jewel-encrusted black choker encircled her long, slender neck. The jewels in the comb and the choker sparkled like glitter on a Christmas tree.

      The blue-eyed beauty stopped near the man Sartain was scrutinizing with his shrewd cobalt gaze. The impeccably dressed man would have been handsome but for his dark, narrow-set, mean little eyes.

      He was maybe thirty, and he was having the time of his life, calling and raising and flinging his cards down with aplomb, pausing now and then to jeer at one of his opponents. He was drinking beer and shots of whiskey, swilling the stuff and slamming the glasses down on the table.

      He had longish dark-brown hair combed straight back off his forehead and curling onto the shoulders of his cream silk shirt, which was adorned with a celluloid collar and a brown four-in-hand tie. A thick brown mustache mantled his thin-lipped mouth. He wore two shoulder holsters containing gold-plated derringers.

      When the blue-eyed beauty in the purple gown drew near him, he grabbed her arm, pulled her brusquely down to him, and kissed her lips. She didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she wrapped her arm around the man’s neck and returned his kiss with passion while the men sitting or standing around the table cheered.

      She straightened, winked winningly, puffed her cigarillo, blowing the smoke toward the ceiling, and continued making her queenly way through the crowd. As she moved, all male eyes flicked to her darkly, lustfully.

      Sartain pushed his way toward the table. When he was six feet away from it, he stared hard at the man with the derringers. The man seemed to sense his gaze and returned it, frowning incredulously, a long, slender cigar smoldering in the corner of his mouth.

      Sartain raised his voice, “Clancy Coles?”

      The men around the table fell silent as they turned their skeptical gazes to the big, dark-haired Cajun in the pinto vest, the handsome Henry repeater resting on his shoulder, and the pretty LeMat jutting from his holster.

      The little eyes of the man across the table nearly crossed as, flaring his nostrils, he said, “Who, by God, wants to know?”

      “Mike Sartain.”

      The low roar still emanating from the room beyond the table grew noticeably quieter. A few men hushed the others.

      “Come again?” said the man across the table from Sartain.

      “You heard me,” The Revenger stated.

      Now the entire saloon was nearly as quiet as a barn at night.

      Apprehension flickered in Coles’ gaze.

      “You killed innocent men, Coles. That’s why you are a dead man,” Sartain said, reaching down with his right hand to free the keeper thong from over his LeMat’s hammer. “You gonna just sit there and take one through your brisket, or do you want to stand up and take your chances with those derringers?”

      There rose a rumbling like a cyclone sweeping through town as all the men at the table abandoned their cards, scrip, and specie and hustled away, cursing and tripping over each other and their chairs. The table was nudged. Coins clattered. Several chairs tumbled over. One man fell and grabbed his knee, and two others pulled him to his feet and dragged him out of the line of fire.

      The blonde in the purple dress swept up to the table near Coles and stomped her foot on the carpeted floor. “What is the meaning of this? I am the proprietor of the Oriental, sir. You have no right to come in here and threaten my clients!”

      “I’m not threatening one damn thing,” retorted The Revenger, keeping his eyes on Coles. “I’m making a promise.” Several beefy men in three-piece suits had started toward Sartain from several different points around the room. He glanced at the woman. “Call off the apes unless you want ’em bloodyin’ up your floor.”

      She jerked around, throwing up her pale hands.

      The apes stopped dead in their tracks.

      While studying Coles, Sartain was pricking his ears at the rest of the crowd, listening for the telltale snick of a pistol being unsheathed and possibly leveled at his back. The back-bar mirror flanked Coles, and the Cajun occasionally flicked his gaze that way as well, unable to discern any other immediate threat beyond Coles himself.

      “So, I’ve warranted me a visit from the Angel of Death himself, is it?” He smiled proudly at that. The smile slipped away quickly as he lowered his chin angrily and said, “Who sent you?”

      “What does it matter? In less than a minute, you’re gonna be too dead to do anything about it.”

      “Please,” the blonde said, taking one more step toward Sartain. “Can’t this be resolved in some other way?”

      “Nope.”

      Coles chuckled. “Well, then.” He set his cigar in an ashtray, slid his chair back, and slowly gained his feet. He hooked his thumbs in the black belt looped around his slightly bulging waist. “I reckon I’ll take my chances with these purty ladies right here!”

      With that last, he snarled and reached for the derringers.

      Sartain palmed the big LeMat and sent Clancy Coles dancing backward. The gambler tripped over a chair, firing both his derringers into the floor and then leaning back against the long, ornately scrolled mahogany bar.

      The blonde sandwiched her face with her hands, which had now turned peach with shock. “Oh my God—Clancy!”

      Coles winced, blinked, and stared at Sartain through the wafting powder-smoke. He wobbled on his hips. As he gave a savage cry, he raised both his derringers once more, and Sartain finished him with two more shots that punched through his chest—one about two inches to the right of the first.

      Coles jerked back, then stumbled forward, dropped to his knees, and raised his chin to the ceiling. “Go to hell,” he ground out through a ragged sigh. “You killed me!”

      He dropped the derringers, fell forward, and smashed his head against the seat of a chair, where it stayed as his arms dangled to the floor and his shoulders shook.

      Sartain wheeled, clicking the LeMat’s hammer back once more and cocking the Henry one-handed. He looked around the room. Several men had started reaching toward holsters, but they stayed the movement when they saw The Revenger’s two guns aimed at them, smoke curling from the LeMat’s maw. Their faces acquired sheepish expressions.

      When Sartain thought he had the crowd cowed to the point he wasn’t assured a bullet in his back within the next few minutes, he holstered the LeMat. He off-cocked the Henry’s hammer, plucked Coles’ cheroot from the ashtray, and puffed it as he walked around the table to the blonde glaring up at him.

      She was a piece of work, all right. Her heavy, pale bosoms rose and fell sharply as she breathed. She backed up against the bar, staring up at the Cajun fearfully.

      “You his woman?” Sartain asked, canting his head toward the body of Clancy Coles, which had fallen still now that his life had fled. His head remained on the chair.

      “So what if I am?” the woman asked.

      Sartain grinned around the cheroot in his teeth. “Spoils of war, honey.”

      He leaned down and threw her over his shoulder.

      “No!” she wailed, punching his back as he straightened, carrying the woman like a fifty-pound sack of feed corn. “Put me...put me down this instant!”

      Sartain spun and leveled the Henry straight out from his hip, clicking the hammer back to full cock, again stopping the woman’s bouncers in their tracks. One had drawn a pistol. He dropped it like a hot potato.

      Sartain pivoted around and made his way through the crowd as the woman continued to curse him and punch his back with her fists.

      “Damn you!” she cried as he climbed the stairs. “Damn you to hell!”

      Several half-dressed men and pleasure girls had congregated on the stairs to observe the festivities in the main drinking hall. They made way for Sartain and the woman, who berated him all the way down the second-story hall to a room at the far end. The Revenger flung it open, stepped inside, and threw the woman on the bed.

      “Damn me to hell?” said the Cajun, incredulous. He slammed the door, then turned the key in the lock. “That was a little strong, don’t you think, June?”

      She laughed as she sat up, peeled her dress down to her waist, and began unlacing her whalebone corset. “Shut up, you cad. Get over here and let me reward you for a hand well played!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, my dear Lord,” June said in a Southern accent that Sartain had not detected before they’d come to the room, at which point it became as pronounced as his own, “I thought you were going to kill me as dead as Clancy!”

      The Revenger curled an arm behind his head on one of June’s pink silk pillows. “Same here, dear June. Same here.”

      “I realize it’s too late now,” Sartain continued, “but I was remiss in informing you, dear June, that I never require payment for my services.”

      She blinked, staring at him with feigned shock in her lustrous, catlike blue eyes. “Well, what a convenient time to inform me. It’s a little late in the game, Mr. Revenger, sir.”

      Footsteps thudded in the hall as chattering doxies and their Jakes sauntered past June’s room.

      June gasped. “Oh, you wretched beast!” she intoned, rolling around on the bed to make the springs cry out again. “Oh, the horrible things you’re making me do. You’re absolutely...incorrigible, Mr. Sartain!”

      Sartain glanced at the door, chuckling.

      When the doxies and their customers had drifted away, June pulled on the Cajun’s ears and pecked his lips. “I knew you didn’t require payment, dear Mike. Payment of any kind. I investigated you quite thoroughly before I sent for you...and hired you, so to speak.”

      “In your case, the satisfaction of killing that snake, Coles was all the payment I could ever want or need.” The Revenger had heard of Coles and his outlaw operation that, until this evening, had gripped this part of the Colorado Rockies in a stranglehold of corruption. Coles, who’d started out as a small-time stage robber, had built up influence that had even spread into local politics. He’d not only become rich off thievery, but he’d become powerful as well, with the local law eating out of his hands, so to speak.

      But until Sartain had been summoned by the lovely June McCarthy, proprietor of the Oriental Saloon & Gambling Parlor here in Low Range, which was also the best hurdy-gurdy house in this neck of the Rockies, he hadn’t had good reason to kill the man.

      He killed only for those who had a good reason for wanting someone dead and couldn’t do the deed themselves.

      “Oh, my God! You want me to do what?” June cried out as voices and footsteps came down the hall again. “After you killed the love of my life?” She flopped around, making the bedsprings groan and sigh. “Oh, what a devil!”

      Sartain glanced at the door once more. When the voices and footsteps had dwindled to silence and a nearby door had closed, The Revenger turned to June. “Miss June, I declare, you’re gonna get me shot down in the street tomorrow like a hydrophobic cur!”

      June snickered. “I have a reputation to uphold,” she said, smoothing his hair back from his handsome, ruddy face. “You’ll be leaving tomorrow, but I have to stay here and run my business. If anyone should get any idea—any idea at all—that I directed you to kill Clancy Coles, my life would be in very grave danger.”

      “And what about my life?”

      “After what I saw downstairs earlier, Mr. Revenger, sir, you can take very good care of yourself. If not, you wouldn’t be here.”

      Sartain closed his eyes. “You got me there, Miss June. I can, indeed.” He groaned. “But no man is immune to getting backshot from a dark alley.”

      June whispered, “Not to worry. Most folks won’t be sorry to see Clancy’s corpse planted on Boot Hill. He’d gotten too big for his britches, and over the past several months, he’d made far more enemies than he had friends. This town—hell, the whole damn county—had outgrown him, but Clancy would have been the last to realize that.”

      “How’d you fall in with him, June?” Sartain asked, keeping his eyes closed.

      Her hands were soft.

      “He gave me little choice. You see, I once owned half of this place with a local businessman, Burt Donleavy. Burt got drunk one night and gambled his share of the Oriental away to none other than Clancy, who, it turned out, saw me as not only his business partner but his...”

      “Bed partner, as well.”

      “You got it,” June said. “He was very convincing, that brigand. Not to mention threatening. I had little choice in the matter. The varmint even thought he was going to marry me. And, believe me, he made no bones about the fact that when we were married, my half of the Oriental would just naturally go to him. To Clancy’s way of viewing the world, no woman—”

      “Should own property,” Sartain said in a slow, heavy voice. “I see, I see.”

      “Are you sure you see, Mike?” June whispered in his ear. “Or...maybe you’re only feeling at this point in the conversation...”

      As she turned to press her lips to his cheek, more voices rose in the hall.

      She pressed two fingers to his lips and whispered, “Don’t worry, Mike. Most of the men in this town are probably far more grateful for your killing Clancy than they are worried about my honor.” She dropped her head back onto her pillow. “Oh, you horrible man!” she sobbed, bucking up against him. “First you kill my beloved, and now you ravage me like some heathen Apache! You’re a barbarian!”

      Sartain cursed. Despite the woman’s reassurances, he half-expected a gun to blast him through the door.
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        * * *

      

      Sartain woke the next morning to a mule braying in the street below the large bedroom’s two windows. A freighting outfit must have been heading out for the gold camps higher in the San Juan Range. He rose quietly so as not to disturb June, who slept beside him in the bed. Her head was turned to one side, her hair a lovely mess across her pillow.

      The Cajun admired her body, as fine as he’d seen since laying his life’s one true love, his dear Jewel, to rest in a rocky grave beside her grandfather. He’d buried Jewel with their child, which she’d miscarried when drunken renegade federal soldiers had savaged her out on her grandfather’s diggings south of Benson in the Arizona Territory.

      Sartain raked a hand down his face, pressing away those bitter memories, and turned once more to June. He leaned down, lightly kissed her left cheek, and drew the twisted sheet up from the foot of the bed, covering the pretty woman against the morning’s chill. As the freight outfit began clomping and clattering north out of Low Range, Sartain closed the window, took a sponge bath from a basin of tepid water, and quietly dressed.

      After he’d buckled his holstered LeMat and sheathed Bowie knife around his lean waist, shouldered his Henry rifle, and donned his hat, he glanced once more at June. He could hear her breathing deeply, regularly in the room’s misty shadows, exhausted from their night of lovemaking.

      The Cajun pinched his hat brim to the woman, grinning at the memory of the previous night, and opened the door. As he stepped out into the hall, a shadowy figure stopped abruptly to his left, gasping and falling back against the wall on the corridor’s opposite side.

      It was a dove with sleep-mussed brown hair wearing a man’s wool shirt that hung halfway down her thighs. She dropped the bottle and two glasses she’d been carrying and regarded The Revenger with wide-eyed terror. Her eyes flicked to the big LeMat, the Bowie knife on his left hip, and the Henry repeating rifle on his shoulder.

      “Oh, Lord!” she exclaimed.

      Sartain pressed two fingers to his lips and canted his head toward the door he’d just closed.

      The girl pressed a hand to her chest and swallowed. “You...you didn’t hurt her too bad, did you?”

      “Miss June?” The Revenger said. “Nah. She’ll be back on her feet in a week or two, good as new.”

      He winked.

      The dove frowned curiously, then slowly lowered her hand. She glanced around cautiously and then said just loudly enough for the Cajun to hear, “Most folks around, me included, ain’t sore at all about you shootin’ Clancy Coles, though I’d appreciate it if you kept that between you an’ me, Mr. Sartain.”

      “You got yourself a deal.” The Revenger scooped up the bottle and the two glasses and handed them to the girl.

      As she stared at him through her thin screen of mussed hair, vaguely befuddled, he nodded his head cordially and then drifted on down the hall to the rear of the second story. There he found an outside door and descended the stairs to the alley flanking the place. He’d killed a man last night, and though most folks might not have given a hoot, or were even relieved to have ole Clancy Coles strumming a harp with the angels, there might be one or two of his gang around who felt otherwise.

      They might be waiting for Sartain to step out the Oriental’s front door.

      The Revenger had not lived as long as he had, riding the vigilante trail for those who couldn’t ride it themselves, by being careless.

      Digging a cheroot from his shirt pocket, he strode west down the alley, paralleling the main street past two buildings before swinging back south through a break between a harness shop and a feed store. He paused at the mouth of the break, looking out onto the main street the early morning light had painted smoky gray.

      The sun was nearly over the eastern ridges, the sky over there growing brighter by the second. All of the stars had faded except one very faint one in the west, to Sartain’s right.

      The street jogged crookedly off to the east and the west, with a cottonwood rattling its leaves here and there in the morning breeze, the ponderosa standing by the Arkansas River Hotel dropping the occasional pine cone on the hotel’s porch roof. The fresh, deep, overlaid furrows of the recently departed freight trains shone silver, brighter than the gray of the older wheel tracks.

      Somewhere on the far side of town, a blacksmith was hammering an anvil—steady, regular, clanging beats.

      That was the only sound.

      Sartain cupped a flame to his cheroot. Lighting up and puffing smoke, he flicked the match into the dust and began crossing the main street, heading for the stable down the cross street ahead of him. He hadn’t gained the center of the main street before the muffled drumming of hammering hooves rose in the west.

      He turned to see what appeared to be an Army ambulance bearing down on him. The high-sided wagon was covered with a cream canvas tarpaulin stretched flat across its box. A soldier in cavalry blues and leather-billed forage cap was driving two shaggy horses, popping a whip over their backs. The horses and the wagon bouncing and clattering behind them seemed to turn slightly toward Sartain, who began moving back toward the side of the street he’d just come from.

      Obviously, the Army man was in a hurry. He also didn’t have a firm rein on his team. Bad combination.

      Sartain was about to yell out to the man, who wore a sergeant’s chevrons on the sleeves of his dark-blue Army tunic, but then when the team was maybe twenty yards away from The Revenger, the driver turned the team full around in the middle of the street, the rear wheels sliding and kicking up dust, and stopped.

      Dust wafted, painted pink and salmon by the early sunlight.

      The back of the canvas-colored wagon was now facing Sartain. The sergeant yelled to his team, holding the reins neck-high and turning to glance over his left shoulder. He was broad-shouldered and red-bearded.

      The team smartly backed the wagon several yards toward Sartain and stopped. The Revenger pensively puffed his cheroot and studied the wagon cautiously, raking his thumb across the hammer of the Henry still resting on his shoulder.

      The driver quickly set the wagon brake, grabbed the end of a rope, and jerked it. The cream canvas rolled along the high sides of the wagon toward the front, exposing two more soldiers, one crouched over the large, brass-canistered maw of a Gatling gun mounted on a wooden tripod. His hand was on the Gatling gun’s wooden handle.

      The other soldier was on one knee beside the first soldier, aiming a Henry repeater at Sartain’s head.
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      Sartain still studied the soldiers casually, slowly puffing the cigar, knowing he had a fair amount of trouble facing him but befuddled by its origin.

      The Gatling gun was aimed directly at him. The soldier manning it had thrust a long brass cartridge tube into its action. The soldier smiled along the brass maw at Sartain, eagerly tapping his thumb on the machine gun’s wooden handle.

      The Revenger had just started considering possible cover options, wondering if he could get the Henry off his shoulder before the grinning soldier cut him to shreds, when boots thudded on a porch across the street. Sartain slid his gaze slightly left to see a man in a crisp blue Hardee hat with the right-side brim pinned up and a blue wool cape step out of the narrow gap between two mud-brick buildings, still dark and silent at this early hour.

      He was armed with a pistol in a black leather flap holster on his right hip and had a long, brass-hilted Solingen saber dangling down his left leg in a steel scabbard. The shoulders of his tunic bore the brass bars of a captain. His neatly trimmed upswept mustache was pewter gray.

      “Mr. Sartain.” He did not have to yell in the early morning stillness, which seemed even more still and silent now after the thundering of the wagon had stopped. “Kindly throw down your weapons—even the double-barreled derringer you keep in your vest pocket—and lie belly-down in the street for me, please. Do so slowly. If you make any sudden moves, I assure you that you will be carved up like a Thanksgiving turkey, not only by that hiccupping cannon you see facing you, but by the twenty-five rifles aimed at you from nearly every direction!”

      Sartain cut his eyes around, studying the street through the cigar smoke billowing around his head.

      A shutter opened in the second story of a drugstore just left of the captain. A soldier in a blue forage cap thrust a Spencer repeating carbine through the window, slanting it down toward Sartain. As The Revenger continued to slide his gaze around the street, he saw more rifles bristling toward him from second-story windows and behind water barrels on street-level boardwalks and from alley mouths. Two were aimed at him from the far side of a wagon that had been parked for the night in front of the mercantile hard to Sartain’s left a half a block away.

      Sartain sighed.

      Funny, he’d always wondered how it would feel when the soldiers finally ran him down, as he supposed they would eventually. He’d always figured to go down fighting, but he didn’t see much point in fighting here with all these rifles aimed at him. He didn’t have a chance. The only reason he didn’t go ahead and end it all right here, right now, by pulling the Henry off his shoulder and commencing to fire as many shots as he could was because he didn’t want to make it that easy for the federal bastards.

      They’d have to try to hang him.

      Meanwhile, he’d look for a way to escape and maybe take a few more federals with him. He’d killed all the bluebellies who’d ravaged and killed Jewel and her grandfather—even shot their mule—but he didn’t mind killing a few more who meant to punish him for what he considered justified revenge.

      Dying was the price you paid for piss-burning The Revenger.

      “Your wish is my command, Captain.”

      Sartain slowly lowered the Henry, then laid it gently in the dirt. Just as slowly, he slid the big LeMat from its holster with two fingers, held it up to show the captain that its barrel was pointed down, and set it beside the Henry. Finally, he reached into his pinto vest and slid out the brass-framed, pearl-gripped double-barreled derringer and set it in the street, as well.

      The captain glanced toward the two men crouched behind the wagon to Sartain’s left. They ran out from behind the wagon, holding their carbines at port arms—two young lieutenants with thin mustaches mantling their pink upper lips. One was also trying to grow a goatee without much success, his pale chin was mostly sporting red pimples.

      Both soldiers’ eyes were wide and glassy with anxiety.

      “Hold it right there!” Pimples shouted, though he’d stopped only six feet away from Sartain. “Get those hands raised!”

      Sartain glowered at the youth, who was likely fresh from West Point—he couldn’t have been much over twenty-one, if that—and slowly raised his hands, rolling his cheroot from one corner of his mouth to the other. As he did, the second young lieutenant crouched as he closed on Sartain and, watching the big Revenger apprehensively, gathered up the Cajun’s weapons, pocketing the derringer.

      “Careful with that little popper there, sonny,” the Cajun said in his slow Louisiana drawl. “Both barrels are loaded, and it’s liable to blow your pecker off, you don’t handle it right.”

      “Shut up!” yelled Pimples, jutting his Spencer toward Sartain. “Flat on the ground! Now! Don’t make me tell you again!”

      “Hold your water, soldier,” Sartain drawled, taking his time getting to his knees.

      “Cuff him, Lieutenant Grodin,” said the captain, who was moving out into the street, coolly keeping his hand away from his sidearm.

      Lieutenant Grodin moved behind Sartain and slammed the flat of his boot against The Revenger’s back, pushing him unceremoniously to the ground.

      “I’m going to remember that one.” Sartain grunted as Grodin jerked his arms behind his back and pulled a set of steel handcuffs from a leather pouch on his shell belt.

      Sartain winced as the young lieutenant clicked one bracelet closed, then the other. They were so tight they pinched, making the Cajun’s hands swell and tingle.

      He cursed.

      He cursed once more when he saw one of the soldiers from the ambulance hauling a set of heavy leg irons over from the wagon. Both irons were open, with about a foot and a half of heavy log chain drooping between them. The soldier from the wagon was also carrying a long-handled clamp, the head of which looked similar to a buzzard’s beak.

      When he had one manacle closed over Sartain’s left ankle, he applied the clamp to it, his face turning red as he closed the jaws as well as the manacle. When the manacle was taut, the soldier applied the same treatment to The Revenger’s other ankle.

      The captain chuckled. “I’ve heard you’re slippery. Well, you’re not slipping out of those.” He looked around at the soldiers still aiming carbines from here and there around the street and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Fetch your horses, men. Time to ride!”

      He looked at the nearer men, still breathing hard and flushed with anxiety as though they’d chained a particularly menacing mountain lion after a long, harrowing chase. “Sergeant Case, fetch the man’s horse from the livery barn.”

      “Here.” It was a woman’s voice.

      Sartain looked up, incredulous, to see a comely dark-haired woman riding toward him from the direction of the livery barn. She rode a fine black thoroughbred gelding, and she was trailing Boss by the buckskin’s bridle reins. “I fetched him to save time, Captain.”

      Even in his compromised, utterly frustrating predicament, Sartain took the time to admire the filly atop the thoroughbred. She was probably twenty-five, with straight chocolate hair tumbling down her back, secured in what appeared a loose braid. She wore a soft doeskin jacket over a white silk blouse and form-fitting, dark-green denim trousers stuffed into high black, recently-shined riding boots.

      On her head was a man’s broad-brimmed cream Stetson with a beaded Indian band.

      On her hips, two silver-plated small-caliber pistols were behind a wide brown belt that accentuated the narrowness of her waist and the fullness of her bosom. In her saddle scabbard was a Winchester. As she rode slowly over to where the captain and several other soldiers were now gathered around Sartain, The Revenger saw that her eyes were nearly the same pearl color as the grip of his derringer.

      Her creamy cheeks were lightly tanned to a dark peach by the sun. Her face overall was flawless, carefully crafted by an adoring god who knew his way around a bone mallet and chisel. Her eyes were cool as she stared negligently at The Revenger, who was trussed up like a calf for branding.

      “Is this him, Miss Gallant?” the captain asked her.

      She studied Sartain a long moment, the corners of her wide, officious mouth lifting in a self-satisfied half-smile. “Oh, yes.” She blinked slowly. “Oh, yes. It’s him, all right.”

      She tossed Boss’s reins to the sergeant who’d been driving the ambulance. He wasn’t ready for them. They hit the sergeant in the head, nearly knocking his hat off.

      The man grunted his displeasure as he scowled at the woman. Ignoring the soldier, she cast one more cool glance at Sartain, slightly curling her upper lip in victory, then booted her fine horse into a canter eastward along the street into which the other soldiers were now riding on their Army bays.

      “Now, who in the hell is that?” asked The Revenger, staring after her.

      “None of your damn business.” The captain scowled down at him. He turned to the sergeant. “Throw him into the wagon. Tie his horse behind. We’ll be pulling out as soon as we’ve formed a column. I want your wagon in the middle.”

      “Where we goin’?” Sartain wanted to know.

      The two lieutenants hauled the Cajun to his feet. He stood nearly a full head taller than either of the lieutenants and the captain, who looked him up and down critically and then said, “I told you to hobble your mouth, mister. You’ll know where you’re going when we get there.”

      The two began leading Sartain, who tripped every time the chain between his ironclad ankles drew taut, over to the wagon. “Not even a hint?”

      Ignoring him, the captain walked over to a private leading a bay gelding toward him and swung up into the saddle.

      Sartain hesitated before climbing into the back of the wagon beside the soldier who’d manned the Gatling gun and was now taking it apart and crating it. Pimples rammed the butt of his Spencer repeater against the Cajun’s back between his shoulder blades.

      “Get in there like the captain said, Revenger!” Pimples laughed. “You done been de-fanged and de-clawed!” He laughed again.

      Sartain whipped around automatically, forgetting for the moment that his ankles were hobbled. He swung both his manacles at the laughing, pimple-faced lieutenant, who jerked back with a start, his eyes and mouth wide in horror.

      But before The Revenger’s fists could connect with the young officer’s bony jaw, he got his ankles tangled up. He fell sideways and backward, slamming his head against the end of the wagon bed. His last sensation was hitting the street like a stack of lumber.

      Then an inky veil of semi-consciousness settled over him, quelling the throbbing in his battered head, until he became aware he was riding in the wagon toward some unknown destination.

      It would probably turn out to be some remote ravine where he’d face a hangman’s noose or a firing squad.

      And then the carrion-eaters...
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      “Hey, fellas, where we headed?” Sartain asked the two soldiers guarding him as the wagon continued rocking and clattering along a rough, shaggy two-track trail.

      High rocky copper-colored ridges sparsely populated with pines loomed over the canyon, their soaring crests sometimes appearing to converge and almost entirely close out the sky. The wide, shallow Arkansas River chuckled along the base of the ridge on the trail’s west side.

      Sartain rode with his back resting against the wagon’s front panel beneath the driver’s seat. The stench from the driver’s sweat-soaked wool uniform occasionally wafted back to assault the Cajun’s sensitive nose. The two soldiers guarding him—the same two privates who’d been riding in the back of the wagon when Sartain had first seen them and the Gatling gun—sat near the tailgate, one with his back to the left-side panel, the other with his back to the right-side panel.

      The Gatling gun rested in its crate to Sartain’s left like a cobra slumbering in a basket.

      The soldiers, rocking with the often-violent bounce and sway of the wagon, merely exchanged droll, weary looks. The man to Sartain’s left, the one who’d borne down on him with the Gatling gun, was now taking occasional drags of a loosely rolled cigarette.

      “Come on, fellas,” the Cajun urged. “I’m all trussed up like the fatted calf. What’s it gonna hurt to tell me where we’re headed?”

      The soldiers glanced at each other once more and then turned to look behind the wagon at half the column following far enough back to not be eating the wagon’s dust. The other half of the column rode just far enough ahead that the wagon was not eating their dust.

      “Hey, lookee,” said the soldier on the right to the one on the left, staring a short way up the eastern ridge, where two elk cows grazed on a flat shelf just above a brushy wash. He raised his rifle and pretended to fire two shots, chuckling.

      Chewing grass, the elk turned to stare at the convoy, nervously flapping their tails.

      Obviously, the two soldiers had been told not to answer any of the Cajun’s questions or converse with their prisoner at all. So far, they hadn’t even told him to shut up, which to his way of thinking was just plain rude. On the other hand, he supposed he should count his blessings. He’d been fully expecting to have been hanged or shot by now, his body left for the coyotes and diamondbacks.

      That he wasn’t was a plus in his column, but it did make him damned curious.

      But he obviously wasn’t going to learn anything from the two wet-behind-the-ears federals riding guard on him, their Spencers resting across their thighs.

      That he wasn’t dead yet didn’t reassure him much. It probably meant that ole Uncle Sam was fixing to make a spectacle of him, maybe use him to set an example to all other would-be vigilantes roaming the frontier. He’d probably get a “fair” trial to which a dozen or so big-city newspaper scribblers would be invited, and only after the government had squeezed everything they could get out of the man known as The Revenger, they’d make one last spectacle of him by hanging him before a crowd on a busy city street.

      If that were the case, however, wouldn’t they be heading for Denver? That was the closest federal courthouse. But the soldiers had turned off the trail that led to Denver and were now angling south, which led to nowhere, or possibly to northwestern New Mexico.

      But what in the hell was in northwestern New Mexico?

      Damned befuddling.

      Sartain craned his neck to peer over the driver’s spring seat toward the front column. At the very head of the column, the captain, who’d never told Sartain his name, rode beside the chocolate-haired beauty. Her hair, even from this distance, shone in the brassy high-altitude light as it hung down her back in its loose braid.

      Sartain turned to face the two soldiers guarding him. “How ’bout that purty little filly ridin’ with the captain?” he said, curling half of his upper lip. “What the hell’s she doin’ out here?”

      The soldiers glanced at each other speculatively.

      “Ah, come on. I know you both seen her,” Sartain probed, grinning. “Probably like to see what she looks like under all them neat clothes of hers.” He whistled and pulled his shirt out away from his chest. “Tits out to here. Now those, soldier boys, would be a sight to see!”

      The soldier on the left snorted a laugh and said, “Shee-it,” to his partner as he exhaled smoke into the breeze.

      “Private, what did I tell you about conversing with the prisoner?” The captain had ridden back to inspect the column. Sartain heard the thuds of his horse’s cantering hooves. “Would you like to walk along behind the wagon, Private?”

      “Sir, no, sir!” the private shouted, turning around to face the man riding toward him and saluting.

      As he cantered on past the wagon, the captain said, “And strip that cigarette! You’re on guard duty, Private!”

      The captain glanced back at the beefy sergeant riding behind him, both men now well past the wagon and heading toward the second half of the column. “Sergeant, place that man on report. I want to see him in my office first thing Monday morning!”

      “You got it, Captain,” said the sergeant, his voice dwindling away.

      The private dropped his cigarette on his lap. He cursed loudly, brushing the sparks away.

      The other private snorted.

      The admonished young soldier turned to Sartain and wrinkled his freckled nose, his eyes bright with fury.

      “Uh...sorry there, sport,” the Cajun said.
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      An hour later, they stopped for lunch and to rest and tend the horses.

      Sitting in a patch of shade along a dry arroyo that fed into the Arkansas, Sartain sipped a tin cup of coffee he held in both his manacled hands and looked around. There were several small fires, around which most of the men dozed or conversed in desultory tones, washing down hardtack and Army-issue desiccated beef with coffee so weak it tasted like stale tea.

      Some of the horses were splashing in the river shallows behind Sartain. He could smell the smoke of the quirleys of the men tending them, and hear the soldiers’ occasional muffled jokes and ribald laughter.

      As he raked his gaze around the various groupings of men and horses, Sartain saw the captain and the chocolate-haired young woman standing on a low ridge about sixty yards away. They were facing away from the Cajun, standing shoulder to shoulder, conversing.

      After a time, as though she sensed The Revenger’s stare, the woman turned sideways and looked at him. Wisps of hair that had strayed from the braid blew around her cool face in the breeze.

      “Who are you, pretty lady?” the Cajun drawled softly, speculatively. “And how in the hell do you know so much about my doins?”
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      Sartain thought his bones were going to rattle apart before they stopped again, as he was sitting on the wagon’s bare, hardwood bed. The two soldiers were too, but they didn’t have their wrists and ankles bound, so they could move around a bit to keep their blood flowing. The Cajun’s hands were swollen and numb, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good to ask the soldiers to loosen the cuffs so he swallowed the pain.

      The one who’d been caught smoking sat in brooding silence, injured by the captain’s public chastisement.

      They stopped again just before sunset and Sartain thought they’d set up camp for the night, but a mere fifteen minutes later, they were all mounted and rolling again. As the sun went down and a chill threaded the hot, dry air, Sartain slid into a front corner of the wagon, tipped his head back, pulled his hat brim down over his eyes, and willed himself to sleep despite the wagon’s violent churning and the precariousness of his situation.

      How in the hell had they found him without his noticing anyone on his back trail?

      Where were they taking him?

      What were they going to do with him?

      And who in the hell was the pretty, insouciant young woman with the chocolate hair? She looked as out of place out here among these soldiers as would a gold-crowned English princess amid a tribe of red savages. Something told Sartain she had been key in the soldiers’ running him down, although he had no idea what that something was.

      He’d find out sooner or later.

      Somehow, he slept.

      He woke when the wagon stopped. Blinking, he looked around at the shadows of the milling soldiers silhouetted against several swinging lanterns and what appeared to be a small train combination stopped on tracks that glinted pearl in the moonlight. The moonlight shone dark gray on surrounding mountains looming against the starry sky. There were only four or five cars sitting dark and silent behind the puffing locomotive, its nose aimed south.

      The iron beast panted loudly, its pressure-release valves pinging noisily as great clouds of wet steam that smelled like copper billowed out from around the giant, iron wheels. Somewhere, a bell was ringing.

      “Where...where in hell are we?” Sartain asked as his two chaperones manhandled him out of the wagon.

      They chuckled as they dropped him down over the open tailgate. Unable to spread his feet far enough to catch himself when he hit the ground, he fell with a curse and rolled.

      Fury burned through him. Instinctively, he swung both bound legs toward one of the two laughing soldiers, knocking the soldier’s feet out from under him.

      The soldier screamed as his boots went one way, his shoulders the other. He hit the ground with a resounding thud, cursing.

      Snarling at Sartain, he started wrestling his Army-issue .44 from the flap holster on his right hip. The beefy sergeant who’d been driving the wagon kicked the pistol out of the soldier’s hand.

      Again, the private screamed. He clutched his hand and glared up at the bearded, sack-bellied noncom.

      “Go ahead and shoot the son of Satan, Davey me darlin’,” the sergeant said in a heavy Irish brogue. “See how many years that gets you in the guardhouse, ya bloody fool!”

      “Sergeant, what’s going on over there?” the captain called from some distance away.

      “Oh, nothin’, Captain. Just nothin’!” the sergeant said, helping Sartain to his feet. “Our clumsy prisoner just took a little tumble out of the wagon, that’s all. You’d think a man so renowned for his pistols would be a little lighter on his feet, now wouldn’t you, Cap?”

      Chuckling, he brushed Sartain off and then turned him around and started leading him toward a stock car three cars down from the locomotive. The stock car’s doors yawned wide. A loading ramp slanted from the open doors to the ground. Behind the stock car was another stock car into which some of the soldiers were leading their horses, hooves thudding hollowly on the ash planks.

      Behind the second stock car were a flat car and a caboose.

      “Get on up there and be quick about it,” the sergeant told Sartain. “It’s late and I’m needing my beauty rest.”

      “Where we goin’, Sergeant?” The Revenger asked as he entered the stock car.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” The sergeant laughed from the bottom of the ramp. “Wouldn’t you bloody well like to know.”

      The Cajun’s two chaperones tramped up the ramp behind him. The injured Davey flared his nostrils at him and shoved him inside the stock car. Sartain tripped over the manacle chain and fell on his butt with another curse. Davey and the other soldier slid the doors closed, shutting out the dancing lights and jostling silhouettes.

      Sartain sat in the musty darkness, hearing the clanks of the iron latch being closed and then the clinks of a chain securing the doors. He looked out through a gap between two boards in the wall before him. He’d seen a flash of something pale just before the doors had closed. Now he saw what that paleness was.

      It was the chocolate-haired young woman in the white blouse and fawn-colored vest, sitting on her thoroughbred, staring at Sartain from beneath the brim of her tan Stetson. The captain sat his Army bay beside the girl. He said something to her and then reined his horse toward the other stock car.

      The woman held her gaze on Sartain until he wondered if she could see him staring out at her. She reined her fine mount away, clucking to the beast, and trotted off toward the other stock car.

      The hollow clomps of shod hooves on wood told The Revenger that she and the captain were riding their horses up the other loading ramp.

      “Who are you, pretty lady?” Sartain found himself muttering again as he stared through the gaps in the stock car’s wall. “And what’s your business with me?”
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      The train clicked along all the rest of the night and throughout the next day. It was only a little less rough than the wagon had been. Sartain had found that his grim, sparse surroundings were furnished with a horse blanket, a tin slop bucket, and a water pail with a gourd dipper.

      Occasionally, when the train stopped to take on water, the doors were opened as wide as the locked chain would allow and his benefactors would slide through the gap a spartan plate of food—mostly crusty bread, a small pile of warm beans, a wedge of old cheese, and a wormy apple—and sometimes a cup of coffee.

      Through the gaps between the boards, he watched the country roll by—mostly broad valleys carpeted in blond grass that smelled of summer curing and pine-clad mountains. Sometimes the train ran slowly up through these mountains, chugging hard, the wheels grinding. Sometimes the mountains fell back to the west.

      When they were far enough east, The Revenger could see the ermine of snow mantling their highest ridges.

      They were either the Sangre de Cristos or the San Juans. Or maybe neither. He was too disoriented to know for sure. All he knew was that he was heading south, either through the heart of southern Colorado or northwestern New Mexico.

      Night fell again. The air grew brisk. Sartain sat against a stout post and drew the blanket about his shoulders.

      The car rocked and swayed around him. The cooling air sifting through the gaps in the boards occasionally carried glowing cinders from the locomotive and the heavy smell of dank steam and pine smoke.

      Sometime during the night, the train came to a screeching, shuddering halt, the iron couplings clanging loudly. Sartain woke and stared through the gaps in the car’s wall.

      Shadows were moving, men were talking. The captain barked orders, though Sartain couldn’t hear what he was saying because of the horses being loudly led out of the second stock car. He could hear the wagon being unloaded as well, its wheels clattering on the plank ramp.

      Sartain leaned against the post, waiting.

      Something was happening. He knew the horses were being saddled since he heard the clanking of buckles and bridle bits, the squawks of saddle leather. Horses whinnied and stomped while the soldiers conversed in businesslike tones.

      Finally, the ramp was raised to The Revenger’s car and two men climbed it. A key scratched in a padlock, the chain was removed from the door’s iron handles, and the latching bar was freed. The door opened.

      Davey and the other young private stood staring at Sartain.

      “Up,” Davey said.

      “Nah, I don’t think so. I like it right here,” Sartain said, mostly to amuse himself, but also because he didn’t like the kid. He didn’t like any man in a blue uniform. In fact, they were all making him grind his molars and wish like hell he could get his hands on a gun.

      He’d lay waste to as many as he could before they killed him.

      Davey stomped forward and kicked the Cajun’s left foot. “Up! I ain’t gonna tell you again!”

      “What’s the matter, Davey boy?” asked the sergeant from the bottom of the ramp. “Did I send a pair of girls to do a man’s work?” He chuckled.

      “Sergeant, what’s keeping those men?” the captain demanded from farther away.

      “Private Wilson, Private Ellison, bring the prisoner now!” ordered the sergeant, stomping his boot.

      Davey lunged forward, reaching for his pistol, threatening.

      “Hold your water, kid,” The Revenger said, pushing back against the post and heaving himself to his feet.

      Several minutes later, he was back in the wagon. The wagon was back on a trail heading toward what Sartain, disoriented by the confined travel and the dark night, not to mention the surrounding mountains blocking out half the stars, thought was southwest.

      The surrounding terrain was much the same as during his previous wagon ride. Cedars, piñons, and silver-green sage. Hills covered in grama grass rolled up toward bluffs, stony dikes, and tall mountains, though no mountains lay directly ahead along the two-track wagon trail.

      As the wagon and the soldiers guiding it drifted away from the train, the locomotive chuffed back to life after taking on fresh water and chugged off to the south, belching, sighing, and clattering away into gradual silence.

      A little less than an hour later, the column rode into a ranch yard.

      A big one with a two- or three-story, tile-roofed Spanish style house abutting the far southern end, set off from the main yard by an adobe fence and what appeared a yard of tended trees, shrubs, and vines. The place shone almost eerily in the moonlight, its long windows dark.

      There were what appeared to be two low adobe bunkhouses, many corrals including a stone-walled breaking corral, several log barns, stables, and as many more small outbuildings. A windmill loomed in the yard’s center around a large stone stock tank, the mill’s wooden blades tapping softly in the easy breeze.

      Someone from the ranch had apparently been awaiting the procession, which stopped just after the wagon had entered the yard. Sartain heard voices. When the wagon continued forward as the soldiers spread out to both sides, the column dispersing, two men in drover garb and sombreros appeared astride horses. They watched the wagon pass, their faces dark although the crowns of their gaudy sombreros glowed in the moonlight.

      The wagon stopped near the north wall of the house. Only a few of the other soldiers, led by the captain, had followed it this far. The sergeant climbed over his seat and dropped into the box beside Sartain.

      “Raise your wrists, bucko.”

      Sartain frowned up at the man, who had a face like seasoned cedar. “Huh?”

      “I said raise your fuggin’ wrists, an’ be quick about it!”

      Puzzled, the Cajun raised his wrists. The sergeant stuck a key in the lock and the cuffs fell away. The surge of blood felt like a swarm of bees stinging Sartain’s hands.

      Wincing, he rubbed them, but he didn’t mind having been freed all that much. The sergeant had reached under his seat for a pair of steel jaws. After much grunting and cursing, he spread the ankle bracelets apart until they fell, one by one, away from Sartain’s ankles.

      Sartain shuttled his befuddled gaze from the sergeant to the captain, who was still mounted and staring at him grimly, then back to the sergeant.

      “You fellas, uh...have a change of heart?” The Revenger asked. “You lettin’ me go?”

      “Shut up,” the captain snarled at him. “Come on, get him inside, Sergeant,” the officer said grimly. He sounded worn down and out of sorts. There was clearly something he hadn’t liked about this job.

      There was something Sartain hadn’t liked about it, too, but now he was more puzzled than troubled. Where was this place? What was this place? What was he doing here?

      He was helped a little more gingerly out of the cabin this time, young Davey steering clear.

      “This way,” ordered the captain, who had dismounted.

      He opened a wooden door in the wall. The soldiers, including the burly Irish sergeant, led Sartain through the opening and through a fragrant garden that smelled richly of citrus and sandalwood. The scent of wood smoke also hung in the air, and Sartain saw a large adobe brazier on an arbor-covered fieldstone patio with several comfortable-looking wicker chairs. Someone had been sitting out here not all that long ago.

      Ahead, a torch burned from a bracket in the adobe wall near a stout oak door set deep in its frame. There was a small grilled window in the door, closed from the inside.

      The captain stopped in front of the door. He sighed and shook his head, then tapped on the door with the back of his hand. He clicked the door’s latch. The door squawked free of the frame, opening a few inches on squeaky hinges.

      Sartain looked at him.

      “Sleep tight,” the officer said through gritted teeth. “Don’t let the bedbugs bite.” He held up a key. “This door will be locked from the outside. You’ll be let out tomorrow. If you try to leave before then, you’ll be shot on sight. Got it?”

      “I reckon,” Sartain said, his befuddlement showing in his voice.

      He pushed the door wide, stepped inside, and closed the door behind him. As the captain’s key scraped in the lock, Sartain faced the room. He was vaguely aware of the scowl lines deepening across his forehead and at the corners of his eyes. He stood in a modest-sized but well-appointed room.

      There was a full-sized bed to his right, a stout dresser and armoire to his left. A marble-topped washstand stood against the wall near the bed under a crucifix set just above a one-foot square mirror.

      A red lamp, its wick turned low, threw watery umber light around the room, but mostly shadows. Though the room was dark, he could see a person in the bed. The sheets and blankets were lumped, and a mass of thick, curly, dark-brown hair was spilled across a pillow on the bed’s right side. A delicate brown female foot poked out from under the blankets near where Sartain stood, taking it all in—the long ride, his free hands and ankles, the room.

      The girl.

      She groaned, turned her head on the pillow, and stared straight off to her left. She swept her tangled hair away from her left cheek, turning her head more sharply until her brown eyes found the newcomer. She sat up suddenly, pulling the covers up discreetly.

      Her heart-shaped face was brown and pretty. She had three very small moles on her neck, and another one off the right corner of her wide mouth. Sartain doubted she was twenty.

      “You have come,” she said, her voice raspy from sleep, then cleared her throat. She spoke with a thick Spanish accent. Judging by the darkness of her skin and eyes, he guessed she had some Indio blood. Apache or Yaqui, most likely.

      “Who’re you?”

      “Sonja.” She blinked, tossing her hair back to reveal more of her round, cherubic face. “You are the gringo they call The Revenger.”

      She smiled warmly and patted the bed beside her.

      Sartain walked toward the bed and stopped at the washstand. “What’s going on? Where am I?” As he pulled a pitcher of water from the stand’s bottom shelf, he glanced at the girl. “Who’re you, Sonja?”

      “That last question is the only question I am allowed to answer, Señor Sartain.” She smiled again. “I am your lover for the rest of the evening.”

      “Had a feelin’ you weren’t the housemaid.”

      Sartain poured water into the washbasin. He glanced at the door once more. No sounds rose beyond it, but the soldiers were likely out there, smoking, talking, killing time until their assignment—whatever that was—ended.

      The Cajun shrugged out of his vest and hung it on a peg in the wall beside the washstand. As he did, he glimpsed a bottle on the dresser beside the smoky lantern. A bottle and two short, thick, green goblets. The bottle had a fancy label on it. He popped the cork and sniffed the lip.

      The aroma was akin to spring roses, old books, and leather.

      Spanish brandy.

      The Revenger chuckled, splashing some of the brandy into a glass. “All right, I’m easy. I can be chained and hauled halfway across the west and still be plied with good Taos Lightning and a pretty girl. Why not?” He raised the glass to the girl in mock salute and threw back the entire shot.

      The brandy burned pleasantly, leaving the taste of roses on his tongue.

      “Forgive me, señorita.” Sartain splashed brandy into the second goblet, then handed it to her. Keeping the covers over her, she leaned toward him to take the glass and then sat back against the headboard. “Gracias.”

      “Oh, hell, don’t mention it.”

      He didn’t know why he was feeling owly toward the girl. She was pretty, and obviously and inexplicably for him. But there wasn’t anyone else around to take the brunt of his fury.

      The girl had nothing to do with any of this, however. He doubted she even knew much more about what was happening than he did. He’d best mind his Southern manners.

      He splashed more brandy into his glass, raised it to her, and dipped his chin. “To your beauty, Sonja.”

      She crinkled her brow skeptically, then raised her own glass and sipped the brandy.

      “Ummm,” she said. “Good, no?”

      “Oh, very good.”

      Sartain set his glass on the small table beside the bed. He pulled his shirttails out of his pants and unbuttoned the shirt. When he’d shrugged out of the shirt, he went ahead and continued undressing until all of his clothes lay in a pile on the braided hemp rug near the door.

      Barefoot, he walked back to the washstand. The girl’s eyes were on him, caressing his tall, broad, slim-hipped figure, a very faint pensive smile stretching her pretty lips. He took up a cloth folded beside the basin and soaked it. When he’d scrubbed himself thoroughly from head to toe, he dried himself with a towel.

      When he was finished, he turned to see Sonja watching him, her chin propped on the heel of her hand. She was no longer bothering with the bedcovers. A flame appeared to burn in her eyes.

      Slowly, her gaze climbed his torso to his eyes, and then she drew his side of the covers back and patted the bed beside her.
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      Sartain grabbed his glass and the bottle from the bureau, then sat down on the edge of the bed. The girl crawled over to him, wrapped an arm around his upper torso, and ran her hand through the thick hair on his chest.

      “You like me?”

      “I like you just fine.”

      “You...don’t seem happy to see me, amigo.” Sonja pressed her lips to his shoulder.

      Sartain chuckled. “That’s not it at all, señorita.” He held her hand and pressed his lips to her arm. “Just been a long trip.”

      “Come. Lie back.”

      She pulled him down onto the bed. He lifted his feet off the floor and stretched out. She kissed his lips very tenderly, then his chin.

      He stared up at the heavy-beamed ceiling, trying to let his thoughts surrender themselves to the girl’s ministrations. It wasn’t easy at first. He’d been hauled around like some zoo animal, then his chains had been removed and he’d been locked in a room with a comfortable bed and a girl.

      What in hell’s name was going on?

      Were they going to try him for murder in a federal court, kill him, or…

      “Oh, hell,” he said and dug his hands into her thick, messy hair. “There’s always tomorrow, isn’t there?”

      “Sí.” She smiled up at him. “There is always tomorrow.”

      “Carpe diem.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Seize the day.” Sartain chuckled. “Or...night, rather.”

      “Oh. Mmm-hmmm.”
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        * * *

      

      When morning came, a wash of salmon light shone through the curtained window to the right of the bed.

      “Re-ven-ger.” Sonja rubbed her face against his shoulder, catlike. “Why do they call you that?”

      “Why do you think?”

      “But it’s we Mexicans who love revenge so much.” She gave a wicked half-smile. “For us, it is an art. Like eating and lovemaking.”

      “Señorita.” Rolling toward her and nuzzling her neck, “I don’t mean to sound disrespectful to your race, but I could teach you folks a thing...”

      A knock came at the door.

      The captain’s voice said, “Sartain.”

      That was all.

      The Revenger sighed and gave the girl a parting kiss before he crawled out of bed and took a slow, leisurely sponge bath at the washstand.

      The knock came again. “Sartain?”

      Leisurely scrubbing, “Uh-huh?”

      “Breakfast.”

      “Be right out, Captain!” Sartain grinned at the girl, who returned it.

      When he’d thoroughly dried himself, he took his sweet time dressing.

      “Come on, come on!” The captain pounded on the door.

      Sartain whistled as he set his hat on his head, carefully adjusting the angle in the mirror over the washstand. He reached inside his shirt for a cigar, and Sonja rolled to the little table beside the bed and scratched a match to life.

      Crouching, The Revenger touched the cheroot to the flame. Puffing smoke, he said, “Gracias, señorita.”

      “Any time, largo!”

      Sartain winked at her and opened the door. Fists balled at his sides, the captain was staring into the walled yard lit by the sun, which was just poking its lemon head above the eastern horizon. Orange trees grew among cacti, and wrens cheeped among the leaves. The captain swung toward the Cajun, his flushed face causing his pewter mustache to stand out starkly against it.

      His light-blue eyes glinted angrily beneath the brim of his Hardee hat. “Think you’re pretty smart, don’t you?”

      Sartain rolled the cheroot from one corner of his mouth to the other. “That’s an odd question, Captain. I don’t rightly know how to answer it. Don’t we all think we’re smart?”

      Davey and his young partner stood sneering up at Sartain, holding their rifles at port arms across their chests. The beefy sergeant stood behind them, a boyish glint in his eye as he slid his gaze from the naked brown body of Sonja on the bed behind Sartain to The Revenger.

      The captain wheeled and said, “Come on, dammit. Let’s get this miserable crap over with!”

      “Took the words right out of my mouth,” Sartain said, falling into step behind the man.

      They walked through an inner courtyard and then into an inside hallway. Sartain followed the captain through a door off the hall’s right side and then through a series of well-appointed rooms whose windows gave out onto the walled front yard.

      The red tile roofs of the bunkhouses and the red wooden blades of the windmill shone vividly in the climbing morning sun. Dust rose from one of the corrals, around which men had gathered, their figures murky in the morning shadows.

      As the small procession, trailed by the sergeant, tramped through a sitting room as large as many saloons but a whole lot better decorated, the Cajun’s stomach began to groan. His mouth watered. Touching his nostrils teasingly were the aromas of a succulent breakfast that included bacon, rich black coffee, and something spicy—probably Mexican-spiced gravy—cooking on a range.

      Two heavy, scrolled doors were thrown back against the stout pink adobe wall that was cracked and pitted, showing its age. On the other side of the broad arched doorway, the two privates separated and moved back against the wall, clicking their heels together in military attention.

      Holy crap, Sartain thought, impressed.

      He stepped into the dining room between the two privates and stopped. The captain and the sergeant moved into the room behind him, the captain stepping to The Revenger’s left, the sergeant to his right.

      Sartain studied the pair before him. One was the chocolate-haired young woman, sitting in a high-backed gold-and-wine upholstered chair on the far side of a twenty-foot-long dining table. The other was a middle-aged man with a thick head of salt-and-pepper hair, a matching mustache and muttonchop whiskers trailing down the sides of his overly fleshed face.

      He stood near the woman, one high-topped, gold-buttoned black boot propped on a chair between them. He was smoking a dynamite-sized cigar and leaning toward the beauty, his right arm resting on his corduroy-clad knee.

      He’d been favoring the girl with the grin of a sycophant when Sartain had first seen him. Now he turned away from the girl, the grin fading quickly. It was replaced by a faintly annoyed look.

      The annoyed look just as quickly switched to one of vague sheepishness as he lowered his boot from the chair beside the girl and squared his shoulders, jerking his black leather waistcoat down with his fleshy, beringed hands.

      “Ah...Mr. Sartain, I take it?” He lifted the stogie to his lips, then took a few puffs as he studied the big man in the pinto vest through the smoke.

      “Who did you think you had trussed up like a trapped mountain lion in that wagon? The Pope?”

      “Mr. Sartain,” the captain snarled admonishingly, “show some respect. This is the governor of New Mexico Territory, Samuel L. McDougal.”

      “I don’t give a damn who he is.” Sartain massaged his backside. “My butt is still sore, and I don’t think all the blood has run back into my hands yet.” He glanced at the young woman—a real beauty even this early in the morning, and from closer up than Sartain had so far gotten—and winked.

      Her peach-tan cheeks colored slightly, but she did not look away from him. Her pearl eyes were vaguely defiant.

      “Have we met?” The Revenger asked.

      The governor glanced from Sartain to the girl and then back to Sartain, scowling. “I don’t much care what level of gutter talk you use in my presence, Mr. Sartain,” McDougal said, “but as you can see, you are in the presence of a lady.”

      The Revenger grinned. “A man would have to be blind not to see that.”

      Now the girl’s gaze flicked away, and her cheeks turned redder. Quickly, she shook her hair back from her face and met his cool gaze once more.

      “No, we have not met, Mr. Sartain,” she said. “At least, we have not been formally introduced.”

      Her voice, slightly husky and raspy, was like a fist clenching the Cajun’s nether regions.

      “This is Miss Jasmine Gallant from the Pinkerton Agency. She is how we all came to be here...together...in this room here at my ranch.” The governor had pronounced her last name with the accent over the final syllable, so that it sounded like “Gal-AUNT.”

      Sartain scowled through his tobacco smoke. “Could you explain that to me, Governor?”

      Ignoring the question, McDougal turned to the room’s third original occupant—a portly, double-chinned, gray-headed man in a three-piece suit wearing a cloth napkin tucked into his shirt collar. He’d been working on devouring a plate spilling over with what appeared to be huevos rancheros, and had hardly slowed his work when the soldiers and their prisoner had entered the dining room.

      He had some yolk and beans on his spade beard, and also on his makeshift bib. The eyes peering up at Sartain through small, round, silver-framed spectacles were sky-blue and only perfunctorily interested in what was happening before him. He was far more focused on his plate.

      “This,” said the governor, gesturing toward the fat man with the hand holding his big cigar, “is Lieutenant Governor Foster Briggs.”

      Sartain didn’t say anything. Neither did Briggs, who merely continued to chew and stare at Sartain like a cow masticating its cud. The fat man tore off a piece of corn tortilla, swabbed it with the rich, brown gravy flecked with red chili peppers on his plate, and stuffed it into his mouth.

      The governor slid his gaze to the captain standing to Sartain’s left. “You’ve met Captain Nelson, I take it.”

      “He had the bad manners not to introduce himself.” Sartain puffed on his own cheroot and said through the smoke billowing around his head, “Now that we’ve all gotten friendly, maybe you mucky-mucks could kindly tell me what in hell I’m doing here.”

      He glanced around. “Peculiar place for a court trial. Even more peculiar for a firing squad or a hangin’. I’d think you’d want the eastern scribblers here for that. Get your name in black and white, maybe with a baby in your arms and a foot propped on my cold, dead behind.”

      He took another puff and blew it at the governor. “Isn’t that how you politicians work it?”

      The girl made a slight choking sound and turned away, rubbing two fingers across her bee-stung mouth. Sartain looked at her. Her cheeks had reddened even more. Her expression was bland as she stared at an oil painting of the governor in full military regalia astride a fine cream stallion, gold-crowned dress helmet resting on his thigh.

      It dawned on The Revenger that the girl had been stifling a chuckle. The governor seemed aware of it too. He looked at her indignantly, as though he were injured by the stillborn outburst. He’d obviously been trying to impress the vixen, maybe lure her into his bedroom.

      Manufacturing an over-bright smile, he turned back to The Revenger. “I trust, Mr. Sartain, that you enjoyed last night’s...uh, shall we say, accommodations?”

      “If you mean Sonja,” Sartain said, “what man wouldn’t? Especially after a long pull in the back of an Army ambulance trussed up like a tiger headed for a zoo.”

      He glanced at the woman again. She was back to studying him critically, wistfully, her rich lips parted so that they framed a small O in the middle.

      “Yeah, she was fun. So was the brandy. Now, would you kindly tell me what the game is here?” The Cajun shuttled his gaze to Miss Gallant once more. “You said she’s responsible for us all being here. Was Sonja her idea too?”

      “Whoever Sonja is, no, she was not my idea, Mr. Sartain. Rest assured,” said Jasmine Gallant with a bored, tolerant air.

      The lieutenant governor, Briggs, chuckled at that, spitting bits of egg and tortilla onto the table beyond his plate. That was the first indication the Cajun had had since entering the room that the man was paying attention to anything but his food.

      “Please have a seat, Mr. Sartain,” the governor said, gesturing at a chair nearly directly across the table from Jasmine Gallant. “You will dine with us, and by the end of the meal, the reason you were hauled here ‘trussed up like a tiger headed for a zoo,’ as you so colorfully phrased it, will be crystal-clear to you. You may not like it”—the governor chuckled wryly and glanced at his fat underling, who spat more egg on the table— “but you will have a complete understanding.”
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      No mention was made why the portly lieutenant governor hadn’t waited to eat with the others. The fat man merely sat sipping his coffee while two Mexican cooks rolled in a cloth-draped cart filled with steaming plates, coffee mugs, and glasses of chilled milk, and set them before each of the guests—the governor, Sartain, Jasmine Gallant, Captain Nelson, and the sergeant, who was introduced as Jamieson Fridley.

      The two privates remained by the doors, rifles held at port arms. While Sartain dug into his heaping plate of huevos rancheros, he thought he could hear the stomachs of Davey and the other soldier growling.

      Inwardly, he smiled.

      The food was delicious, and although The Revenger ate hungrily, the grub did nothing to assuage his indignation. He supposed he should be grateful that he wasn’t dead or hadn’t been thrown into some federal hoosegow. Instead, he’d been entertained by a saucy whore and now fed a wondrous meal.

      But he’d been toyed with, and he didn’t like it. He didn’t like the expression of smugness on the governor’s overfed features, either. He knew he had only himself to blame for allowing himself to be captured, having grown overconfident and careless in his abilities to stay ahead of the law.

      Still, if he could in some way have gotten his hands on his LeMat, he’d likely have blown the self-satisfied look off the governor’s face with one blast of the twelve-gauge wad beneath the pistol’s main barrel. Of course, the soldiers who were likely surrounding the place would riddle him with lead before he could get away, but at least he’d take that satisfaction to his grave...or whatever draw they tossed him in.

      While Sartain and the others ate, the lieutenant governor muffled belches with his hand and sipped his coffee. The Mexican servers kept the guests’ coffee mugs filled. The privates’ bellies continued to growl.

      Finally, the meal was over. At least it was for Sartain, who sat back in his chair and ran his napkin across his mouth. He saw that while Jasmine Gallant had finished only half of her plate, she appeared to be done with her breakfast. She had one elbow on the edge of the table, and she was resting her chin on the heel of her hand, regarding Sartain with a furtive, speculative air, tucking her bottom lip fetchingly under her upper teeth.

      When the Cajun caught her staring at him, she arched her brow and slid her plate slightly toward him with two fingers. “Would you like to finish mine as well, Mr. Sartain?”

      Sartain smiled wolfishly. “I thank you for the offer, Miss Gallant. While I was indeed hungry, not having had a proper meal on the way here, I reckon I’d best let this wriggle down a bit. Soon, I’ll no doubt be feelin’ like a swelled-up tick fit to burst!” He chuckled, then frowned. “Gallant...is that a French name?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “What a coincidence. So is Sartain.”

      “Yes, I suppose it would be,” she said tolerantly with a frigid smile, her pearl eyes boring into his.

      Why was it the chillier and more beautiful they came, the more he tended to imagine what they would look like sprawled naked on a bear rug before the flickering, homey light of a cold winter night’s fire?

      As though she were reading his thoughts, her fine cheeks colored again and she turned away.

      The governor finished his own plate and wiped his mouth and mustache. “Now, then, Mr. Sartain, shall we get down to business?”

      Sartain was still staring at the fetching creature across from him. “I can’t imagine anything better.”

      She whipped her cold eyes back to him and they flashed angrily beneath beetled brows.

      As one of the servants removed his plate, the governor tapped his coffee mug with a spoon. “I’m...uh...over here, Mr. Sartain.”

      The Cajun leaned back in his chair and folded his hands over his well-filled belly. “Let’s hear it.” He could feel the captain’s reproving eyes on him and added dryly out the side of his mouth, “Mr. Governor, sir.”

      He’d lost all respect for authority after the Union soldiers had murdered his girl. The way he saw things now, the governor and everyone else who faulted him for his actions were in league with the killers.

      The governor began. “I have brought you here, Mr. Sartain, to offer you a deal.”

      “A deal?”

      “Yes. Your freedom in return for a job.”

      “A job.”

      “Yes, a job.”

      “A job doing what?”

      The governor lifted his recently refilled mug and looked across the table at the captain.

      “Ah...oh, yes. Of course.” Captain Nelson glanced behind him at the two privates, and said, “Wilson, Ellison, you’re temporarily dismissed. Please go out and close the doors. Wait in the sitting room for orders.”

      He looked at the sergeant and canted his head toward the door.

      The sergeant wiped his mouth once more with his napkin, gained his feet heavily, saluted the captain, and stepped through the open doorway.

      Both privates saluted the captain as well. They glanced hungrily at the captain’s nearly empty plate, which a servant was carrying away, and then went out and closed the doors behind them.

      The governor sipped his coffee and returned his gaze to Sartain. “I want you to hunt down a Mexican border bandit and kill him.”

      Sartain stared at the man. He wasn’t sure he’d heard what he thought he’d heard. But as the governor stared back at him blandly, Sartain turned to the young woman, who regarded him seriously, as well. So was the lieutenant governor, as well as Captain Nelson. The portly Briggs hung his head low, as though it weighed too much to hold upright, and his spectacles appeared about to slide down off the end of his nose.

      Sartain slammed both his fists on the table and laughed loudly. “You’re not joking!”

      They all flushed somewhat sheepishly. The lady Pinkerton even gave a slight, involuntary wince and then used her right index finger to flip her spoon in the air. She caught it before it could clatter back down on the table and gave the governor a diffident smile.

      Sartain laughed again, harder this time. He threw his head back and guffawed at the ceiling. His laughter echoed loudly around the room.

      The governor merely looked down at his coffee. Miss Gallant did the same. The lieutenant governor kept his cow-eyed gaze on Sartain, a faint smile quirking the corners of his mouth. The captain glared angrily, nostrils flared.

      As the Cajun’s amusement at the irony of the governor’s request—or was it an order?—began to lose some of its volume, Sartain said, “Why in the hell should I?”

      “Because the governor is telling you to,” said the captain through large gritted yellow teeth.

      “Oh, well, in that case,” the Cajun said, suddenly serious, “the governor can go straight to—”

      “No, no, no!” McDougal said, shaking his head and glowering at Nelson. “That isn’t how it is at all. Captain Nelson, would you mind kindly keeping your mouth shut and allowing me to lay out the details of this...of this opportunity for Mr. Sartain?”

      “Of course, Governor,” the captain said, wrenching his angry gaze from The Revenger, his ruddy cheeks turning sunset red. “I beg your pardon, sir.”

      “Thank you, Captain.” The governor turned to Sartain. “I am asking, no, urging your help in this matter of the bandidos, Mr. Sartain. You do not, of course, have to accept my request.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      As though it were a silly question, McDougal shrugged one shoulder and said, “You will be court-martialed, likely found guilty of mass murder, and shot by firing squad.”

      “And if I do?”

      “You will be paid twenty-five thousand dollars, and, of course, given back your freedom.”

      “You’ll pay me and turn me loose.” Sartain studied the governor, innately not trusting the man. The ludicrousness of such a request made him distrust him even more. “And what about the federal soldiers I killed?”

      McDougal shrugged again. “I, of course, am in no position to forgive such crimes. I couldn’t possibly offer you amnesty, but only a good chunk of dinero, your freedom, and, I hope, the opportunity to start over.”

      “Preferably in another country,” the captain said again, adding out the side of his mouth, “Mexico, say...”

      “Captain!” The governor scowled, almost showing his teeth at the underling like a dog showing ownership of a bone. “What did I just tell you, sir?”

      “Again, Governor,” the captain said with what appeared genuine chagrin, “forgive me.” Lowering his voice as though Sartain couldn’t hear him, he leaned over the table, canted his head toward the Cajun, and said, “But, good Lord, Governor, this man is a cold-blooded killer! He’s killed soldiers!”

      “He killed the soldiers who murdered his young lady,” the governor replied.

      “That is a matter of dispute, Governor,” the captain said indignantly, turning red again. “And one that requires further investigation!”

      “Captain?” It was the first time the lieutenant governor, Briggs, had spoken at the table. When the captain turned to face the man in surprise—as did the others, including Sartain—Briggs said quietly but firmly, “Shut up.”

      That appeared to cow Nelson even more than McDougal’s admonishments had.

      All eyes then returned to Sartain, who said, “So after I’ve been paid and given my freedom, I’ll still be hunted.”

      “Of course,” the governor said again as though the answer were obvious. “But you will be twenty-five thousand dollars richer, and”—he smiled shrewdly—“probably a whole lot more cautious. At least, cautious enough to make sure this lovely Pinkerton agent, Miss Gallant, is not shadowing your every move.”

      It was Sartain’s turn to flush as he slid his gaze to the lady in question. “Just how long were you doggin’ me anyway, and how come I never saw you back there?”

      Miss Gallant smiled with one side of her mouth, flipped her spoon in the air again, and again caught it.

      Sartain muttered a curse under his breath as he turned back to the governor.

      “How come you can’t just send some federal boys after those bandidos? Or a posse of deputy U.S. marshals? Hell, if Miss Gallant is so damn good, why don’t you just send her?”

      The governor chuckled, pleased by The Revenger’s displeasure at having been run down by a female. Leaning forward and planting an arm to each side of his steaming coffee mug, the governor’s face acquired a deeply serious, even troubled expression.

      “This is a special quarry. A tricky situation. In fact...it’s a deeply personal situation for me, Mr. Sartain. One that no one outside this room must ever know the full details of.” He cleared his throat, adjusted his black foulard tie at his throat, and said, “You see, this young Mexican cutthroat has kidnapped my young daughter Priscilla.”

      He looked at Sartain, his eyes grave. “He’s taken her deep into Chihuahua.”

      Sartain nodded, absorbing the information. “Still, why not just send...”

      “Because this young desperado is my stepson, Maximilian San Xavier de Tejada.” The governor lowered his gaze to the table in shame.

      “He’s your stepson?”

      “Yes. His mother died three years ago, God rest her soul.” McDougal crossed himself. “Young Maximilian loved her deeply. Her death drove him insane. Quite mad.”

      “And he kidnapped your daughter? He’s holding her for ransom?”

      “If there’s a ransom, he’s taking a long time to inform me. He and Priscilla have been missing for nearly three months.” He waved a hand over his shoulder. “Gone with the wind!

      “I’m thinking he might have joined one of his relatives down there—an old bandido named Hector Tejada. He is Maximilian’s wayward uncle. I believe they’re in cahoots. What they’re up to exactly, aside from stealing away my precious Priscilla, I’m not sure. They might be trying to regain their old hacienda, which became mine when my wife died. Her first husband is dead as well, which is fitting since he was the one who ran the place into the ground. Fortunately, there was an extraordinary provision in the late Angelica’s father’s will that when he died, all of his holdings went to her and not to her husband or her only brother Hector.”

      “How did that happen?” Sartain asked. “Such a thing is practically unheard of in Mexico. Even up here...”

      “Angelica’s father was a good judge of men, though he didn’t command them very well. He wasn’t a good rancher, either. He lost much of my wife’s family’s land to poor management and a small revolution, but managed to retain over twenty thousand acres. It is mine now. My own men work the holdings. It’s my belief that Hector...and Maximilian...have decided they are going to build an army to regain their land in Chihuahua by waging war on my cowpunchers.”

      He shook his head dismissively. “Common bandits is what they are. Cattle rustlers, stagecoach and train robbers. Desperadoes with delusions of grandeur.” His nose colored as he glared at Sartain. “And kidnappers, probably rapists!”

      He swallowed, then drew a calming breath. “I want Maximilian killed, Mr. Sartain. I don’t care about old Hector, but if he’s running with Maximilian, then you’ll likely need to kill him too. For your own sake. Please make sure that my Priscilla is unharmed. Return her to me. She’s a hazel-eyed blonde. Very pretty. Very sweet. She’s my only daughter, Mr. Sartain.”

      “Why don’t you send some of your own men down there after ’em?”

      “I have. They’ve come up with nothing. No trail sign, nothing. Maximilian is a sneaky devil, and a formidable outdoorsman.”

      “I don’t understand why Maximilian kidnapped his stepsister in the first place,” Jasmine said. “Was he in love with her?”

      “Probably.” The governor tapped his temple. “Maximilian is quite insane. Insanely romantic and devilish. I don’t bandy the word ‘insane’ about. Hector is also crazy. My dear wife, I’m afraid, suffered from the same disease, which eventually caused her to take her life. None of them has ever had both feet placed firmly in reality.”

      He glanced at the others as though uncertain whether he wanted to continue. Apparently deciding to go ahead, he added demurely while absently stirring his coffee, “My dear Angelica hanged herself with one of my belts in our bedroom. Maximilian found her, and blamed me for her death. He tried to skewer me with a poker. Fortunately, one of my aides was there—a big man who was able to subdue the young man quite handily. He vowed he’d either kill me or ruin me. If I never see my daughter again, Mr. Sartain, he will most definitely have ruined me.”

      He pounded the table, causing the china and silver to jump noisily. “I will not allow him to ruin me!”

      The governor waited for his blood to cool.

      “You see, Mr. Sartain, I need you to do this task for me because there is no one else I can order...or ask...to perform it. It proved too much for my own cowpunchers. It would be against the law for me to order anyone assassinated, and downright unseemly to order anyone in my wife’s family assassinated. Furthermore, it would be against the law for me to send anyone across the border without the written permission of the Mexican authorities. Because of my position as a public figure with political as well as professional ambitions beyond this office, I’m sure you can understand how it all needs to be handled quite secretively, and by someone outside my usual realm.

      “You’ve killed before, Mr. Sartain—for people who’ve been unable to accomplish the task themselves. That’s all I’m asking you to do for me. Ride down into Chihuahua. I’ll give you detailed maps of the general area where I believe Maximilian is hiding. Find where Maximilian is hiding my daughter, kill him and old Hector, if need be, and return my dear Priscilla to me.”

      Sartain flipped his own spoon in the air, caught it, and cast Miss Gallant a victorious look. She regarded him blandly, unimpressed.

      The Revenger turned to the Governor, who eyed him speculatively as though wondering what his answer would be. “My freedom and fifty thousand dollars.”

      The lieutenant governor and the captain grunted as though they’d been kicked in the gut.

      “Half now,” Sartain added, “and half when Maximilian and his cohorts are snuggling with diamondbacks.”

      “Jesus Christ!” The captain laughed.

      The governor waved him off.

      He studied Sartain with what appeared to be admiration and approval. “You have a deal.” He glanced at the lady Pinkerton. “Miss Gallant rides with you.”

      Sartain gave a caustic chuff. “Why in the hell would I need a woman to—”

      “To make sure you perform the duties prescribed without running off with half of the fifty thousand,” McDougal finished for him. “Miss Gallant will also verify that you’ve accomplished the task, and that you have earned the second half of your pay.”

      Sartain shook his head vigorously. “No. No way.”

      The comely Pinkerton merely stared at him with that same bland look as before.

      “She’s quite a good tracker...obviously,” the governor said.

      The lieutenant governor snorted a laugh and thumbed his glasses up his nose.

      “No,” Sartain repeated. “Do you have any idea how hard it would be to travel in Mexico unharassed with a woman who looks like that?” He shook his head again. “No. Absolutely not, Governor. Pure suicide for both of us. If she goes, I stay. The deal is off. That’s all I have to say on the subject. Call the guards and cart me off to my court-martial!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Sartain turned the wheel of his field glasses slowly with his gloved right finger, squinting into the eyepieces.

      There wasn’t much out in the sun-blasted badlands he’d just traversed, but a few minutes ago, before he’d hauled out his army-grade binoculars, he’d seen—or thought he’d seen—a telltale curl of dust along his back trail. This part of Chihuahua was haunted by desperadoes of every stripe, and there were still packs of bronco Apaches on the hunt for white blood as well.

      That dust could have belonged to anyone. Whoever it belonged to, the Cajun would have bet gold nuggets to horse apples that their intentions were not benign. There were few benign intentions in Mexico.

      Cursing under his breath, Sartain gained his feet, returned his binoculars to their baize-lined leather case, and picked up his Henry repeater with the ivory diamondback inlaid into the rear walnut stock. He set the rifle on his shoulder and walked back toward the nest of rocks in which he’d set up camp for the night.

      “Well, we got company,” he groused, kicking a stone in frustration. “Bandidos most likely. Bandidos with a taste for...”

      Sartain stopped walking abruptly, letting his voice trail off slowly with, “pretty female flesh...”

      Before him stood a husky Mexican with a scar over and below his milky-white left eye. He wore buckskins and coarse cotton, and he had cartridge bandoliers strapped across his chest. He smelled bad. Real bad—like deer piss. If he smelled bad to Sartain from ten feet away, then he must have really reeked to Jasmine Gallant, because she was about as close to the man as she could be without copulating with him, though that seemed to be what the beefy bandido had in mind.

      He was standing behind her, holding her against him. He’d ripped the lady Pinkerton’s blouse open, and he was holding her bare left breast in his thick brown left hand, pinching the nipple. In his other hand, he held a rusty Bowie knife close to Miss Gallant’s creamy neck.

      The knife looked especially barbaric against the woman’s fine, delicate skin and the torn silk of her blouse.

      If she was appalled by the bandido’s rancid smell, she didn’t let on. She seemed more concerned with the big Bowie knife whose savagely upturned tip was pressing ever so gently against her jugular vein. She shuttled her fear-bright gaze from the knife to Sartain and back again. She was moaning. Tears of terror and pain rolled down her cheeks.

      Two other bandidos stood to the right of the big man and Jasmine around the small fire the woman had obviously been building and erecting an iron tripod over when she’d been set upon by these trail wolves. Those two each had a pistol drawn. The pistols were cocked and aimed at Sartain.

      “Amigo,” said the big Mex holding Jasmine, giving her breast another squeeze and causing her to cry out in pain, “how much for the woman, huh? We’ll give you a good price for her”—he glanced at the two laughing men on his left—“won’t we, mis compadres?”

      “Hold on,” Sartain said, slowly lowering his Henry from his shoulder, wincing when he saw the big Mex push the tip of his Bowie knife a little harder against the woman’s neck. “Ease up a little there, pards. You’re hurting the lady.”

      “How much you want, amigo?” the Mex said, stretching his lips back from his cracked, crooked teeth. “How much you want for us to take her out into the bushes and have our ways with her? Huh? Name your price.”

      “She ain’t for sale,” Sartain said, glancing at the other two and wondering how much of a chance he had. Could he snap off a shot with his Henry before those two turned him into a human sieve?

      “Oh, she is most definitely for sale, amigo,” intoned the Mex who held Jasmine. “Every woman has a price. But it is just out of politeness I offer to buy her from you when as you can see, I could very easily just take her!” He laughed raucously, squeezing the woman’s breast and causing her to scrunch her face in pain. “On the other hand, I don’t think you are the reasonable sort, amigo, so you know what I think I’m gonna do? Huh? Do you know what I have decided to do?”

      He actually seemed to be awaiting an answer. The other two grinned and chuckled and kept their revolvers aimed at The Revenger.

      “What’s that?” Sartain asked, knowing he wasn’t going to like the answer.

      “I think I am just going to have my compadres kill you and be done with you, and then we will be free to have a very lovely afternoon and evening with your woman!”

      He threw his head back, laughing loudly.

      “Amigos!” he yelled at the other two. “Kindly give us some privacy!”

      “No, wait!” Sartain shouted. “Let her go!”

      The two pistols began bucking and blasting in the Mexicans’ hands.

      The men laughed as they fired.

      “Let her go!” Sartain shouted as the bullets punched through him.

      But then she was far closer to him than she’d been only a second ago. Only a few inches away, in fact.

      “Mr. Sartain!” she said, staring down at him, shaking his shoulder. “Mr. Sartain! Wake up! You’re dreaming!”

      “Let her go!” he heard himself shout again before he’d fully come to his senses.

      He’d heaved himself up onto his elbows. His heart was racing and his feet were still moving, like a dog trying to run in its sleep.

      Now he stared at her. Embarrassment washed over him like a cold ocean wave. He let his legs relax. He ran a hand down his sweaty face, blinked, and looked around. There were only himself and Miss Gallant here in this isolated desert camp at the edge of a dry arroyo. It must have been after midnight. The sky was black velvet awash with floury swirls of glittering starlight.

      The cold, dry night air chilled the sweat on his face and under his collar. Miss Gallant was on one knee beside him. She removed her hand from his shoulder, letting it fall to her thigh.

      He shivered.

      “Oh, hell,” he said as the dream finally cleared out, though he thought he could still hear the bandidos’ dwindling laughter beneath the roaring of their pistols.

      “Let who go?” the lady Pinkerton asked him. She had a blanket over her shoulders. Her hair was a pretty, tangled mess as it hung down around her shoulders. He couldn’t help noticing that a couple more buttons than usual were undone on her blouse, exposing an alluring glimpse of flesh.

      “Let who go?” she repeated.

      “Just a dream.”

      “About what?”

      Annoyed, he frowned at her. “Just a dream. What, you never dream?”

      She studied him. It was hard to see her eyes in the darkness. The starlight glinted in her left one as it shone through a lock of her hair. She placed a hand on his forehead. “My God, you’re sweating on this cold night.”

      His chagrin was not diminishing. “Like I said...” He lay back down, resting his head against the wool underside of his saddle, and drew his blankets up to his chin. “Just a dream. Good night, Miss Gallant.” They’d been on the trail for five days and they still were not on a first-name basis. She was as chilly as they came, as though she didn’t much care for men in general.

      Or was it him in particular?

      In those five days, they’d probably not spoken more than twenty sentences.

      She rose and, still holding the blanket around her shoulders, walked over to where her gear lay on the far side of the cold fire over which they’d roasted a good-sized jackrabbit he’d snared just after they’d set up camp for the night, and pulled a bottle out of her war bag. She grabbed a couple of tin cups and walked back over to him, sinking to her butt on the ground.

      “Drink?”

      Sartain looked at the bottle. It had a label on it. Frowning, he scrutinized it more closely. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said, genuinely surprised. “That’s ole Sam Clay. Ole Sam’s my fav...” He let his voice trail off, narrowing a suspicious eye at her. “You knew that, didn’t you?”

      “Of course. I’ve learned a lot of things about you, Mr. Sartain. It’s my job to learn things about my quarry.”

      “Quarry.” He grunted, not liking the sound of the word when applied to himself.

      “Yes, quarry.”

      She poured a couple of fingers into one of the cups. He liked the tinny sound of the top-shelf firewater striking the bottom of the cup. The sound alone helped take the sharp edge off his humiliation about having been discovered in a nightmare.

      As she handed him the cup, he couldn’t help glancing at her bosom again, remembering her exposed breast in the dream. Would it look the same as the dream breast had? Fleeting speculation, no less provocative for being childish.

      She followed his glance to her blouse, gave him a vaguely reproving look, and then splashed bourbon into her own cup. She sighed. “Yes, you’re every bit the man my investigation indicated you were.”

      Sartain sipped the bourbon. It felt wonderful sliding over his tongue and tingling down his throat to spread a gauzy warmth through his chest and belly. “And that is?”

      “A lusty whoremonger.”

      “Hey, I was raised by whores. Let’s not get personal, shall we, Miss Gallant?”

      “Yes, of course. Your appraising my bosom wasn’t at all personal. Or lusty.”

      Sartain leaned back on an elbow, swirling the whiskey in his cup. “I’m just a man, Miss Gallant. You can’t blame me for wondering...you know, about...”

      He didn’t need to finish that. Even in the darkness, he could see that her cheeks turned darker.

      “If you were so bothered by my character, why were you so persistent about followin’ me down here? I gave you every opportunity to bow out. The governor would have let you back out of the deal. No man in his right mind would send a pretty woman, Pinkerton or not, down here with a known killer to kill a man illegally.”

      “You’re the one who’ll be doing the killing, Mr. Sartain.”

      “Come, now, Miss Gallant. Let’s not sift the dirt too fine. You’re down here to make sure I kill a man.”

      Ignoring that, she sipped her bourbon and shook her hair back. “What you said about a man in his ‘right mind.’ Are you suggesting the governor is not in his right mind, Mr. Sartain?”

      “Hell, yes.” Sartain laughed. “Isn’t that obvious? He’s a territorial governor. His job is to see that I, a wanted man with several federal bounties on his head, am tried and hanged, not sent down to Mexico to kill his own stepson and the stepson’s uncle. Let me see, how many laws is he breaking?”

      The Revenger laughed again. The ludicrousness, not to mention the hypocrisy, of the assignment actually tickled him. That was why he’d not been overly bothered to accept the chore. It confirmed what he already knew—he was no worse than most of the men who were after him, including some of the most powerful men in the government. He’d long heard that McDougal’s prospects of winning the presidency were fair to good, and it was a target he had his sights on.

      Sartain hadn’t taken the job for money. He’d had no choice. Still, it wasn’t all that bad. It amused him, and he wasn’t about to turn the money down. He didn’t normally charge for his services, but then, he usually worked for people who couldn’t have afforded him. McDougal could afford the name fee and more.

      And fifty thousand dollars would take him many miles, and for a good, long time, it would prevent him from having to take on odd jobs when his larder needed restocking.

      “I guess it doesn’t matter to me,” Miss Gallant said. “Any of that stuff about being right or wrong. All I know is that the governor hired the Pinkerton Agency to track you down. Mr. Pinkerton sent me.” She shrugged.

      “You’re feeling pretty good, aren’t you?”

      She shrugged again, then tried to hide a grin by chomping down on her bottom lip.

      “Why’d they send a woman?” Sartain asked her once he’d taken another sip of his drink.

      “Think about it, Mr. Sartain.”

      The Cajun pooched out his lips. “All right, I’m thinking...” He frowned ironically, as though studying hard on a difficult subject, which it was.

      “Don’t strain yourself. Women are invisible to men like you. Even beautiful women.”

      She didn’t appear at all chagrined to have complimented herself so frankly.

      “Maybe especially beautiful women,” Miss Gallant said. “When you see a woman, beautiful or otherwise, you think about one thing. Don’t worry, you’re not unlike most men. At least most handsome men who’ve traditionally had an easy time working your way into a woman’s boudoir.

      “You saw me several times during the time I was tracking you—once in Coffeyville, again in Denver. There was another time in a small supply camp on the trail into the mountains. I wasn’t worried. I knew you wouldn’t entertain the notion that I might be doing exactly what I was doing—stalking you, learning your habits in preparation for setting a trap. Because I’m a woman. A beautiful woman. If you’d given me any consideration at all, it would have been how you’d go about trying to bed me.”

      Sartain studied her from beneath his rumpled brows. “Jesus, I did see you!”

      “See?”

      “Yeah, now I remember. You were pretty far away, but in the back of my mind, I thought you were awful pretty to be alone on a horse on the rough and tumble frontier. I reckon I thought—if I gave any consideration to you at all beyond wondering what you’d look like in your birthday suit, or what pitch your voice would climb to during a tussle—you must have had a man around somewhere.”

      “It’s not going to work, Mr. Sartain.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re not going to embarrass me.” She set her cup down and crawled slowly toward him, smiling beguilingly.

      Her long, wavy hair danced about her shoulders. Her plump lips were parted.

      He couldn’t have been more surprised when she slid her head up close and kissed him. Her lips had the texture of ripe plums.

      “And you are not, under any circumstances,” she added, then kissed him once more, intentionally getting his blood up, “ever, in your entire, miserable life going to see me naked.”

      She kissed him once more with agonizing tenderness, pulled her head away, and winked.

      She scooped up her cup, rose, and walked over to her bedroll.

      Sartain stared after her, hang-jawed. He felt as though he’d been poked with a stiletto in all the places it would hurt most.

      “Oh, and Mr. Sartain?” she said as she laid down and started drawing her blankets up.

      He could see only her silhouette in the starlight.

      “Yes, Miss Fancy Britches?”

      “You won’t be needing to shout for anyone to let me go. I’m perfectly capable of protecting myself.”

      “Miss Gallant?” the Cajun called, ironically.

      “Yes, Mr. Sartain?”

      “I got twenty dollars says I can seduce you by the time we fork paths.”

      Jasmine Gallant chuckled dryly. “You’re on.”

      “Good night.”

      “Good night, Mr. Sartain.”
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      Sartain woke relatively refreshed at dawn’s first blush.

      Sitting up, blinking and stretching, he saw that Pinkerton’s princess, as he amused himself by silently referring to her, was still deeply slumbering. He could hear her soft, rattling snores as she lay curled on her side, her left cheek flat against the underside of her saddle. Two blankets and her striped blanket coat covered her.

      Sartain rose quietly and started dressing. There was no point in waking her just yet.

      He doubted the young woman was accustomed to riding as far as they’d ridden over the past five days without more than a few hours’ break. She hadn’t complained, of course. That wasn’t her way. She’d have walked ten miles with a snake-bit ankle swollen to the size of a wheel hub before she’d have asked for a ride in a buckboard wagon.

      The Cajun had found himself admiring that about her. She was beautiful and tough, not unlike many of the doves who’d raised him.

      Still, she was too beautiful, her skin too perfect, to have ridden as far as they’d ridden together over several consecutive days under a merciless Mexican sun and with damned little water. He’d let her sleep another hour before rousing her.

      He’d practiced the art of moving silently during the war, when he’d often led skirmishes behind enemy lines. If you made a sound then, sometimes even the most muffled sound imaginable, you died. It had often been as simple as that.

      Now, in silence, he dressed and gathered his gear. Rifle on his shoulder, wincing against the steely morning chill, he drifted away from the camp. He intended to scout around a bit, making sure he and the lady Pinkerton were alone out here.

      Despite his embarrassment, the nightmare lingered. Also, he’d actually seen a faint upsweep of dust yesterday afternoon when he’d scanned their back trail from a ridge, not unlike the one in the dream. He’d passed it off as a mere dust devil because that was probably what it had been.

      But the dream had suggested the dust might have been something else, and several of the more superstitious doves who’d raised him had taught him to heed his dreams. Sometimes the visions were trying to tell you something—about certain choices to make in life, say.

      Sometimes they were warnings.

      When he was a good distance from the camp, Sartain lowered the Henry from his shoulder, quietly pumped a cartridge into the chamber, off-cocked the hammer, and continued tramping off over gravelly desert knolls spiked with sage and cacti. He moved as quietly as during his war days, scrutinizing the shadowy features around him.

      Dawn and dusk were the most challenging times of day for scouting, for the thin shadows seemed to move with the gradually fading or intensifying light. So, he used his ears as much as his eyes. Picking up unnatural sounds wasn’t so easy either, for as the wash of silvery light grew in the west and the shadows lightened, more and more desert birds began piping and chittering in the branches of the mesquites and flitting among the rocks and cactus plants, scrounging for seeds and beetles.

      He circled the camp without finding any sign that he and Jasmine were being stalked. Still, he wasn’t satisfied. He had an uneasy feeling. It was like the sensation you felt after drinking slightly sour milk. Some sense beyond the usual was trying to tell him something.

      On the way back to the camp, he stopped and tended their horses, which he and the Pinkerton had tied in the arroyo just south of the bivouac where they wouldn’t be easily spotted, but from where they could give warning of possible interlopers.

      Sartain’s buckskin, Boss, was frisky, tossing his head and switching his tail. When the Cajun checked the horse’s hooves, making sure the shoes were still properly seated, the stallion pressed his cold nose to the back of its rider’s neck, and snorted loudly. Sartain laughed despite the added chill rippling along his spine. The mount had been on the trail for five days after his unceremonious train ride to the wilds of New Mexico with his rider, but the horse was still chomping at the bit to get moving.

      The thoroughbred too pawed the ground and sharply switched its tail, snorting.

      Finished checking both horses’ shoes, Sartain draped feed sacks over their ears.

      “All right, boy,” the Cajun said, running a hand down the stallion’s fine neck. “I’ll go clatter some pans around Pinkerton’s princess.”

      He looked around. The sun was on the rise behind distant mountains. It was splashing pink and salmon into the sky and against the bellies of high, ragged clouds. There was enough light to start riding even through rugged, unfamiliar terrain.

      Sartain figured they still had at least another three days’ ride to get to the general region, a vast, remote sierra where the governor believed his daughter was being held by his stepson Maximilian. The stepson’s lair lay in or near an old church in a forbidding mountain range known as Las Montañas de Sombra, the Shadow Mountains.

      Sartain climbed up out of the arroyo and started weaving through rocks and boulders, approaching the camp. He smelled smoke, which told him the princess was up. As he stepped between the last two boulders ringing their camp, he saw the small leaping yellow flames as well as the coffee pot.

      “Now, that’s about the best smell a man can—oh, hell...I do apologize!”

      He hadn’t seen the woman standing on the far side of the fire, her slender bare back to him, until she’d swung toward him and gasped. She was holding a sponge in her left hand, her canteen in her right hand, giving herself a sponge bath.

      She turned away quickly, giving her back to him again. As she did, he caught a profile view of her and again he felt that stiletto poking him in several sensitive areas.

      “Do you mind, Mr. Sartain?” she said haughtily.

      “Nope, not a bit,” he said through a chuckle, leaning his rifle against a rock and moving toward the fire.

      “Could you make a little noise?” she said, pulling her camisole down and reaching for her blouse, which lay on a nearby log.

      “You make noise in this country, you’re liable to end up slow-roasting over an Apache cook fire. Hell, just snapping a finger during the War of Northern Aggression would cost a man—”

      “I just mean when you’re approaching the camp,” she said, swinging toward him and buttoning her blouse. Her eyes flashed angrily. “So I know you’re coming. How about a couple of quiet whistles? Surely, you can whistle!”

      Sartain laid a couple of small piñon branches on the flames and stared at her. “Good lord, you’re a beautiful woman. What in the hell ever made you throw in with Pinkerton, anyway?”

      She glared at him as she continued buttoning the blouse. “I would appreciate it if you would scour that image from your mind, Mr. Sartain. You and I are colleagues. In order to maintain a professional working relationship, we are both going to have to conduct ourselves in a professional manner!”

      “Well, that’s gonna be hard to do. I’m sorry.” Sartain placed his hand on the coffee pot to see how far along the water was. “Especially now. Good lord...”

      “Mr. Sartain!”

      “I do apologize, Miss Gallant,” he said, sitting on a rock near the fire. “If you’re so damn worried about your privacy, next time you might wander a little farther away from camp to tend to your ablutions.”

      “It’s chilly. The fire was warm.”

      “Again, I’m sorry,” he said, reaching into a croaker sack for a canvas pouch of Arbuckle’s. “But that’s what you get when you come down here.” He looked at her pointedly. “To make almighty sure a man kills another one.”

      She laughed as she reached back to throw her hair out from under her collar. “Aren’t you the voice of moral authority!”
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        * * *

      

      After a quick breakfast of coffee, fatback, and the baking powder biscuits she’d cooked the night before, they rode on down the arroyo, which generally angled south. The watercourse climbed into more rugged country than before. The mesquites and briars grew thick along the sides of the wash. Red stone outcroppings loomed.

      Hawks gave their ratcheting hunting cries as the hot late-summer sun beat down.

      Sartain wasn’t accustomed to partnering with anyone, so he wasn’t accustomed to talking much on the trail—aside from talking to his horse, that was. Now he glanced back at Miss Gallant, who was leaning out to sniff a flowering shrub as she passed it.

      “Tell me about yourself, Miss Gallant. Or would you mind if I called you Jasmine? We have been on the trail for nearly a week, and”—he grinned devilishly as he turned forward in the saddle—“I do know quite a bit about you.”

      He chuckled.

      “A gentleman wouldn’t keep bringing that up, Mr. Sartain.”

      “Well, obviously—”

      “You’re not a gentleman. I gathered that.”

      “Answer my question.”

      “Do you think we should be yammering out here, Mr. Sartain?” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her looking warily around. “We are in Apache country, aren’t we? Don’t bands of Chiricahuas still roam this area? Not to mention bandidos?”

      “Yeah, it’s a country fit only for rattlesnakes and Gila monsters.” Sartain narrowed an eye at a column of striated rock rising steeply on his left. “But if there are any Apaches around—or bandidos, for that matter—they already know we’re here. Besides, I’m not accustomed to enjoying a lady’s company when I’m on a job. I’d like to take advantage of it. Most likely won’t happen again.” He frowned at her curiously. “Why are you so reluctant to talk about yourself, Miss Gallant?”

      She gave him a bold, defiant look. “I have my reasons. Now, if you don’t mind, I was enjoying the peace and quiet.”

      She clucked to her horse and touched her spurs to its flanks, trotting around Sartain and continuing on up the wash. Brambles rustled loudly on the wash’s right side. The Cajun turned to see a big man in a short charro jacket and deerskin leggings leap from the arroyo’s bank and into the wash, howling like a war-crazed Apache.

      “Hey!” Sartain shouted, clawing his LeMat from its holster.

      The big man grabbed the bit of Jasmine’s horse, raised his pistol, and fired two shots at Sartain.

      As the Cajun got his LeMat leveled, Boss rose off his front hooves, loosing a shrill whinny. Sartain hadn’t been prepared for the sudden pitch. He slapped his left hand down toward the saddle horn but missed it.

      “Ah, hell!” he cried, kicking free of his stirrups so he wouldn’t break his ankles.

      He was leaving the saddle no matter what.

      As he slid back off Boss’s rump, what sounded like a dozen or so pistols and rifles opened on him from both sides of the wash.
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      Somehow, Sartain managed to hold onto the LeMat.

      When he landed on the sandy bottom of the wash, the relative yielding of which prevented his brains from being overly scrambled, he rolled onto his belly and commenced triggering lead into the briars on both sides of the arroyo.

      Lead plunked and screeched around him. Some of it tore straight across the wash and into the shrubs and thorny vines on the other side, evoking screams, apparently from the shooters’ compadres.

      The damned fools were shooting across the wash at each other!

      With more lead spanging off the rocks around him, Sartain got up and ran at a slant back down the arroyo, then threw himself behind an escarpment bulging into the wash like a giant beer belly. Amidst the crackling of the gunfire, he could hear Boss’s indignant whinnies as the horse galloped straight up the wash away from the lead storm.

      Under the circumstances, that was fine with the Cajun. He wanted the stallion out of harm’s way. Without a horse out here, he was a dead man. Of course, if the bushwhackers got their way, he’d likely be dead anyway, but there was no point in getting ahead of himself.

      He clicked the twelve-gauge shotgun shell into action and flung the buckshot into the briars on the other side of the wash. He’d seen part of a mustached face and a knotted red bandanna there.

      Now the face jerked back while the man’s pistol lapped smoke and flames into the air. There was a crunching thud as the shooter hit the ground.

      At the same time, another pistol popped near where the wounded shooter had been standing. The slug slammed into a large boulder to Sartain’s right. It must have ricocheted off the rock because the Cajun felt a hot fist of stabbing pain hammer his left temple.

      He crouched and shook his head as though to ward off an attacking horsefly. He felt the warmth of fresh blood oozing from the wound, trickling down the side of his head.

      He cursed, swinging around and staggering away from the wash.

      The pain felt like a bayonet rammed into that temple and probing around in his brain plate. He felt sick to his stomach and weak-kneed. He walked, dragging his boot toes, for several yards, not sure where he was heading, just knowing he had to get away from the wash. He pushed through some brambles, kicked a rock, tripped, and fell forward.

      He didn’t hit the ground as quickly as he’d thought.

      Then he saw why.

      He’d landed on an incline that dropped away into a canyon. He tried to keep from rolling down the slope by releasing the LeMat and reaching for a handhold, but there were none to be found. At least, no stable holds.

      “Ah, shiiiittttt!” he heard himself cry as gravity, like the massive hand of an angry god, rolled him down a slope that seemed to drop forever before he finally landed on the canyon floor some hundred feet beyond.

      By that time, he wasn’t aware of anything but a vague, gnawing pain in his throbbing temple and elsewhere.

      For a minute or two, he thought the canyon was flooded with warm water. Then he rolled onto his back, digging his fingers into the arroyo’s dry sand. No, not flooded. It had just seemed that way as he’d teetered on the edge of consciousness.

      He lifted his aching head, blinking against the sunlight stabbing down on him like a thousand razor-edged bayonet blades.

      A whimpering sound rose on his right. A coyote was studying him from between a creosote shrub and a paloverde.

      The coyote’s gray-brown eyes narrowed. The black nostrils opened and closed. A deep growl rose from the beast’s throat. Sartain’s right hand dropped automatically to his holster.

      Empty.

      It took him a few seconds to remember dropping the gun during his descent from the ridge.

      Keeping his eyes on the coyote, whose hackles were raised and whose lips were lifting above the black gums and white canines, the Cajun touched his vest. He felt the hard lump of the derringer. He reached inside and pulled the wicked but pretty little popper from its pocket, the gold-washed chain trailing it from the old Waterbury watch stowed in the opposing pocket.

      Sartain gritted his teeth and clicked both hammers back, aiming the pearl-gripped piece at the coyote.

      “No, I ain’t dead,” he raked out, his throat feeling as dry as parched leather. “But thanks for asking. Move along now, friend. I’m sure you’ll find something dead to eat soon.”

      The coyote lowered its head, sniffing.

      It growled again even deeper in its chest then, the very picture of disappointment, slowly backed away through the spidery branches before wheeling and soundlessly disappearing. As though to take its place, a small shadow flitted across the arroyo. A hawk’s ratcheting cry followed.

      Sartain sat up, wincing against sundry aches and pains, some sharper than others. He shaded his eyes with his forearm as he looked skyward. “You, too, hawk. Sorry to disappoint. I ain’t dead. Not yet, anyways...”

      His voice was deep and raspy. He needed water. He hadn’t been in the arroyo more than twenty minutes or so, judging by the light, but he was all dried out. His canteen was with Boss, however.

      Boss...

      If the horse was badly injured, Sartain was a goner.

      He chuckled dryly to himself. Obviously, he was more worried about his horse than Jasmine Gallant. He was so accustomed to traveling alone, he’d nearly forgotten about Pinkerton’s princess. Now as he gained his feet and brushed himself off, he had a very clear image of the big Mexican in the deerskin leggings bounding into the wash and grabbing the bit of the woman’s horse.

      Sartain stuffed the derringer back into his vest pocket, ran his fingers along the chain stretching from pocket to pocket, and then looked around for his hat. No, it wasn’t down here, he remembered as he mentally swatted at the cobwebs clouding his battered brain. He’d lost it back up near the arroyo.

      He blinked against the trickle of blood running into his left eye. Then he remembered why that temple was thundering so damned hard. He used his neckerchief to give the wound, little more than a crease in his scalp but a bloody, painful one, a cursory cleaning. The blood had turned to half-dried jelly caked with dirt and sand. When he deemed it clean enough until he could get his hands-on Jasmine’s whiskey, he wiped the cloth around his head.

      As the cobwebs continued to clear, he grew concerned about the lady Pinkerton. The bandidos had obviously been tracking them for some time. They were what had been tolling the warning bells in The Revenger’s ears, but having a partner—a comely partner, at that—had been novel to him, and thus, distracting. He made a mental note never to travel with a woman again, especially a beautiful one, and limped over to the base of the ridge down which the angry god had thrown him.

      Water...

      He started up the ridge, weaving around tufts of brush and rocks. He found his LeMat about halfway to the top, brushed it off, and slipped it back into its holster. He took a deep breath and continued climbing until he’d gained the ridge crest, breathing hard, head pounding. He unholstered the LeMat in case any more attackers lingered in the area and moved through the brush and boulders until he stood at the edge of the arroyo.

      Nothing moved except for small birds flitting about the branches overhanging the sandy bed. As he carefully raked his gaze up and down the dry watercourse, Sartain saw what appeared to be a man hanging out from the far bank about forty yards up the draw from him. The Cajun looked around once more, listening carefully, then stepped into the arroyo, the LeMat cocked in his fist.

      He stopped near what was indeed a man lying with his head and shoulders on the arroyo floor, his legs hung up in the brush of the bank. A dead Mexican with a round face and a star-shaped scar on his temple. His lower jaw sagged, giving his face a slack, stupid look, brown eyes staring at nothing. He had two bullets in him—one in his left elbow, the other in his upper left chest.

      A lung shot. The frothy blood on his lips said he’d died hard, probably shot by one of his own men from the opposite bank. Sartain doubted any of his own hasty shots had hit their mark.

      He wrinkled his nostrils against the smell of blood mixed with the sour stench of alcohol. The man was—or had been—drunk. They all probably had been.

      Fools, all. Probably a wandering band of raggedy-heeled bandidos who mostly robbed prospectors and remote-traveling stagecoaches for their meager living. They’d likely spied Sartain traveling with the beautiful Pinkerton and allowed their goatish compulsions to lead them here.

      The Revenger dropped to a knee near the dead man and looked around.

      Now, where were they? Most likely, they had Miss Gallant, because they’d obviously been too distracted to care for their dead. Distracted by their comely plunder.

      Sartain walked up the arroyo a ways and found one more dead man—another who’d probably been killed by one of his own. He had a bullet in one cheek, another in his forehead. He also smelled like raw tequila, a half-filled bottle of which stood on the ground nearby at the base of a paloverde.

      An ambush affected by drunkards.

      Sartain cursed.

      Drunkards who’d taken the woman.

      Never under any circumstances travel with a beautiful woman in Mexico, he reminded himself. That should be written somewhere. Sartain had tried to tell the governor and the rest of them that, but they hadn’t listened. Now he had to find her, and most likely he’d be burying what was left of her.

      He cursed again and started looking around for his horse. Fifteen minutes later, he heard a low whicker. He followed the sound to a slight clearing on the south side of the arroyo. Boss stood near some Mormon tea, reins hanging, saddle angled down over his right side, staring at Sartain with a faint look of incredulity.

      Boss didn’t like gunfire. He never had and, despite how much of it he’d heard over the last several years, he likely never would. That was all right. Sartain didn’t like it much either. But it came with the job, so...

      He walked up to the horse, gave him a handful of grain and some water from the canteen still hanging from the saddle horn, and then reset the saddle and tightened the latigo.

      Leading Boss by his reins, the Cajun dropped back down into the arroyo, scouring the eroded sand and gravel for tracks. They weren’t hard to find, and it wasn’t hard to see that the gang of bushwhackers had headed on up the cut in the same direction that Sartain and Pinkerton’s princess had been heading.

      He mounted and followed the wash. He thought the gang was around an hour ahead of him. He put Boss into a canter, following the wash’s meandering course through the rocky desert but keeping an eye skinned for another possible ambush. His anxiety over the young woman was a hard knot in his belly, but he had to take his time. For once this trip, he had to keep his wits about him. His getting shot out of his saddle wasn’t going to do either of them any good.

      As the old saw went, “Fool him once, shame on them. Fool him twice, shame on him.”

      Since they hadn’t pursued him after he’d been clipped by the ricochet, they probably thought he was dead. If they were giving him any thought at all, that was, and they weren’t too distracted by their trophy.

      He decided the latter was probably the case, for the tracks he was following had been made by seven or eight shod horses moving fast. They were riding so fast that some of the catclaw angling into the wash from the banks glistened with blood and bits of horsehide. The ambushers were in a hurry to get to their destination, wherever that was, and get down to business with the girl.

      There was a good chance that their loins were so heavy, they hadn’t ridden far.

      Easy, the Cajun warned himself over and over when he felt himself loosening his grip on the reins and half-consciously urging more speed from the stallion.

      Easy. They could be anywhere in here...

      An hour passed. Then another.

      Sartain paused to water himself and his horse. He swabbed the bullet crease again, cleaned the bandanna, and retied it around his head. As he rode, he reached into his saddlebags for a few bits of jerky and chewed the salty beef slowly, working up enough saliva to keep him from thinking too much about the water he was growing short on.

      The arroyo broadened gradually until it was a vast river bottom stretching between low banks peppered with the lime colors of desert shrubs, including mesquites, creosote, and paloverde. The ancient barranca, as such winding river courses were called down here, was peppered with boulders and cactus.

      It appeared to lead into jagged-crested mountains humping darkly on the distant horizon, straight ahead of the Cajun. Very gradually as he rode, the mountains grew taller and broader. The black color of the massive ramparts turned furry green, which later in the afternoon became streaked with peach.

      The green had not been from foliage, but only a trick of the light for an hour or two. The closer the Cajun got to the sierra, the more clearly he saw that there didn’t appear to be any green on them whatever. They looked nothing more than massive, inhospitable humps of bald rock.

      A massive clump of forbidding stone ramparts that the barranca, the floor of which rose gradually, appeared to cleave right down their middle.

      The Shadow Mountains, most likely. Sartain knew they were the only range out here.

      The tracks he followed had spread out across the barranca and, judging by the stride they depicted, the riders had slowed down considerably from the gallop they’d started out in. As he rode, the Cajun noted where they had paused to water their horses, where they’d walked them, and where they’d increased their speed.

      They were obviously following the ancient watercourse into the mountains.

      Just as obviously, they hadn’t been in the all-fired hurry The Revenger had thought. He continued to ride cautiously, however. He also scoured the terrain for the woman’s clothes, and possibly for her body. Most likely they’d kill her after they’d sated their hunger. Once she’d satisfied a man’s desires, a woman wasn’t much good out here.

      The sun sank behind Sartain. The air chilled as the night came down.
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      The Revenger followed the barranca as it rose steadily into the mountains, continuing to curve between the steep, dark mountain walls. The wide course narrowed dramatically, and it became littered with driftwood, and, in some cases, entire trees and cracked boulders, probably washed down from the higher reaches during the monsoon rains.

      The moon rose, shedding ethereal light into the chasm. If not for the light, the Cajun would have had to stop or risk serious injury to the stallion. But the moon lit his winding way into the sierra.

      Finally, he came to a plateau where the mountain wall on his left dropped gradually away to little more than a slope. The ambushers’ trail swerved out of the barranca, which was a narrow wash hugging the base of the right-hand ridge at this point, and rose up through a jog of low, dark hills in the northeast.

      Widely scattered pines and stunted aspens thrust their branches toward the lilac sky in which the stars glittered dully.

      Ten minutes after he’d ridden up out of the barranca, The Revenger jerked back on the stallion’s reins and slipped the LeMat from its holster. He clicked the hammer back as he scowled into the moon-relieved darkness off the trail’s right side.

      A chilly mountain wind had picked up. It was blowing several dark shapes hanging from a large deciduous tree around. Large shapes. Not the sort of thing you’d normally see hanging from a tree.

      Man-shaped figures...

      Sartain looked around. Spying no movement, he clucked to the stallion and rode toward the tree. The branches creaked in the cold wind. There was the whining sound of stretched and straining hemp as well.

      Sartain checked Boss near one of the shapes. The moonlight angling over the canyon’s southern ridge pooled in the eyes staring down at him and he flinched. Sensing his rider’s unease, Boss jerked beneath him.

      The boots of the man hung down to the level of The Revenger’s hat crown. They were soft and brown, so worn in one place that Sartain could make out the dead man’s stocking-clad foot.

      Sartain appraised the long figure attired in worn Mexican-style trail clothes. He wore a short vest and a red neckerchief. His hair was black, his face long and angular, and he had a black mustache mantling his small mouth. He’d been hanging here awhile, since his clothes had been badly pecked and torn by birds. Part of one eyeball had been chewed out of the socket.

      The wind jostled the body, making the branch and the rope creak.

      Sartain kept a firm hand on Boss’s reins so the stallion, unsettled by the sour stench of death heavy in The Revenger’s own nostrils, wouldn’t bolt as he circled the tree. He counted five dead men hanging from three separate branches. Four appeared Mex. One looked like a sandy-haired gringo, with one eye hanging by a bloody thread down his badly bird-pecked cheek, his swollen tongue poking out a corner of his mouth.

      The five bodies pitched and swayed in the wind.

      They didn’t call this part of Mexican Las Tierras Baldias for nothing.

      The Wastelands...

      These men were likely bandidos who’d run afoul of some other band of desperadoes. Or maybe they’d double-crossed their own. For such a breed of men, revenge was swift. Even swifter than it was for Sartain’s breed, which was saying something.

      The Revenger looked around and then rode on, following the ambushers’ trail up a gradual rise. As he rode, he smelled wood smoke on the wind. Wood smoke laced with the aroma of roasting meat. It grew stronger as he rode. Ahead, another odd silhouette revealed itself off the trail’s left side this time and up a rocky knoll.

      It wasn’t a tree but was more the shape of a cross.

      Sartain dismounted, ground-reined Boss, and slipped the LeMat from its holster. Holding the big pistol low by his side, he pushed through short, gnarled cedars and climbed the knoll. A minute later he found himself staring up in awe at the naked body of a man who appeared to have been crucified on a stout cross made of unpeeled pine poles. The moonlight revealed a thick gray beard and tufts of curly gray hair running around the edges of an otherwise bald pate.

      In the pearly light, the man’s body was the color of bleached bones. Bleached bones liberally stained with the darkness of dried blood.

      His lower jaw hung slack, chin almost resting on his bony chest. Around his neck hung a wooden crucifix—the kind Sartain had seen Catholic priests wear. His eyes were gone, and birds had torn away a good bit of his flesh. Judging by the stench, he’d been there a good four or five days.

      Sartain backed away from the crucifixion, giving a shudder and looking around cautiously. Crucifixion was a nasty way to die. Maybe not as creative as Apache methods, but nasty just the same.

      Sartain made his way back down to Boss and heaved himself back into the saddle. Apprehension was a handful of caterpillars crawling along his spine as he continued up the rise. As he rode, he watched what appeared to be firelight growing before him. He was nearing the ambushers’ camp. About ten feet from the crest of the rise, he slipped off the trail and tied Boss to a stout cedar.

      Shucking his Henry repeater, he climbed to the top of the rise at the right side of the trail, and in a nest of small boulders and shrubs, dropped to a knee.

      A broad fold in some pale bluffs lay below. The white objects scattered willy-nilly about the fold like dice on black velvet were most likely the small adobe casas of an ancient pueblito. They were strewn around a bluff rising just ahead of Sartain, maybe a quarter-mile away.

      A large building topped the rise. It was so well lit by torches and the two small fires that had been built near it, Sartain could see it was an old adobe church—a simple, crude affair in the shape of a large block, its broad doors thrown wide to reveal flickering umber lamplight within. A two-story adobe casa sat about fifty feet to the left. The casa had a crude stone wall around it and stone pens to the left, some with small woven-ocotillo corrals attached.

      No sounds, light, or movement issued from the dark folds between the rolling buttes in which the old pueblito lay. Either the town had been abandoned, or the townsfolk were lying low.

      The top of the bluff was a noisy fire- and moon-lit contrast to the darkness surrounding it. A few men were moving around atop the bluff, about the churchyard, silhouetted by the dancing firelight. Between wind gusts, Sartain could hear them talking and laughing.

      They sounded drunk. Their horses milled in one of the corrals, though the Cajun could only make out their silhouettes. Some of the men were sitting on the stoop of the casa, others lounged around the two fires fronting it. They were too far away for Sartain to be sure, but they appeared to be passing a bottle.

      Sartain raked a thumb through his several-day growth of beard.

      Where was the girl?

      Only one way to find out.

      He retreated several yards back down the hill and then swung to the south. He ran, crouching, over the shoulder of the hill, worried the moonlight might reveal him to the men by the church. He dropped down into the dark fold encompassing the adobes. He could see only the very top of the church from this vantage, which meant the men probably couldn’t see him unless they’d posted a lookout.

      He moved carefully through the broad crease between the buttes, weaving around the adobes, which, were likely abandoned. They were old ruins, possibly damaged in an earthquake or one of the many Apache and Yaqui battles that had ravaged this part of northern Mexico, just as they’d been a blight for so many years on the American Southwest. The adobes were cracked and crumbling vestiges of former homes, some with attached stone corrals now grown up with briars, piñons, and cedars.

      The wind swept through the crease from the south, sawing and moaning through the hollow caverns, whistling through windows that gaped like the empty sockets of bleached skulls, and caused the brush to dance eerily in the moonlight.

      As Sartain moved across the floor of the crease and started up the hill atop which the church loomed, he heard the whine of a cat among the ruins. Judging by the pitch, it was either a small bobcat or a wild domestic cat, nothing to be worried about. As he kept moving, he could hear other beasts running through the brush away from him. They left their wild, sour stench on the moaning wind.

      They were coyotes or foxes, most likely, keeping an eye on the churchyard in which the desperadoes were roasting meat. Later, when the men had gone to bed and the fires had died, the carrion eaters would move in to carry off the leavings.

      The ruined casas thinned out about halfway up the steep hill. There was little cover here. Sartain crouched low and doffed his hat as he moved slowly, quietly, though the wind would likely cover his approach. When he reached the top of the hill, breathing hard, he crouched behind one of the few boulders at the edge of the yard and peered out around its right side.

      The church was about a hundred yards away across the relatively flat top of the hill, the casa to the left. The men were no longer strolling around between the church and the two-story, brush-roofed hovel. They were all gathered around between one of the two fires, some eating and drinking, a couple standing and facing the casa from which firelight or lamplight spilled from deep-set windows.

      One of the men facing the church, holding a carbine in one hand, appeared to grab his crotch with his other hand as he said in unaccented English, “Hurry it up in there. Give the rest of us a turn!”

      “Sí,” said one of the others, laughing. He continued half in English and half in Spanish with, “I have gone to church and said my prayers, jefe, and the great Jesus has vowed to forgive me for my forthcoming sins!”

      One of the men threw something—maybe a bone—at the man who’d last spoken, hissing, “Stop taking the name of Jesus in vain, fool, or he will laugh in your face and send you packing to El Diablo!”

      The gringo yelled toward the house, “For Christ’s sake, if you can’t—”

      He was cut off by a Spanish-accented voice yelling from somewhere on the second story, “Come in, gentleman! The lady yearns for a party!”

      The voice had sounded raspy, stilted, and distant.

      The others looked around at each other, stunned. Then one of the Mexicans laughed, whooped, and bolted for the front door.

      The gringo grabbed his arm and jerked him back, growling, “Hold on. I’m next in line, dammit. We flipped for it!”

      “Diddle yourself, Decker!” said the Mexican, swinging around and bringing up a right-handed roundhouse, slamming his fist into the gringo’s face.

      The gringo hit the ground with a shrill curse. The other seven or so dashed past him and into the house.

      Sartain gave a curse of his own as he stepped out from behind the boulder and began making his way toward the casa. The wind lifted dust around him and blew the flames of the two fires, sending cinders showering over the gringo called Decker, who gained his feet heavily and stumbled into the casa.

      Sartain could hear the men’s running footsteps, their eager shouts and yowls. The Cajun broke into a run, gritting his teeth and racking a cartridge into the Henry’s breech. Amidst the din inside the casa, a gun barked.

      It barked again.

      A man screamed.

      Sartain stopped, frowning through the casa’s door, which had been propped open with a chair from the back of which a black shirt and bolo tie hung.

      The shouting had stopped for about three seconds. Now it resumed louder than before. Above it, the gun barked again...again...and again.

      There was the thunder of bodies falling. Through the open door, Sartain saw several men tumbling down a crude stone staircase that rose beyond a small monkey stove and a round wooden eating table. They hit the floor hard at the bottom of the stairs, a couple piling up together while a third one bounced off the two-man pile and rolled toward Sartain, blood gushing from a hole in one man’s red-shirted chest.

      The gun’s barking continued, as did the men’s screaming and the thunder of the dead and dying tumbling down the stairs until all seven who’d run into the house lay in a ragged semicircle around the bottom of the stairs.

      The gun or guns fell silent.

      Two of the desperadoes were still moving, writhing.

      As Sartain stared incredulously into the casa, lit by a fire in a beehive hearth and a lamp hanging over the table, the spindly wooden stair rail sagged out away from the stairs. There was a snapping sound, and then the rail fell to the short, dim hall running along the outside of the stairs.

      Silence.

      Fog-like gun smoke rolled down the stairs, growing brighter as it reached the rusty lamp hanging from a wire over the table. The rotten-egg odor of the smoke pushed through the open door to tickle The Revenger’s nostrils.

      “Puta bitch!” a man shouted on the casa’s second story. “Oh, you are a she-devil for sure!”

      Sartain climbed the three steps to the galleria and stopped again as a pair of slender legs clad in tight slacks appeared at the top of the stairs. The black boots descended until Sartain could see a cotton blouse and doeskin vest, and then twin cascades of dark-brown hair dropping down over her shoulders.

      Halfway down the stairs, Jasmine Gallant stopped and lifted her chin, the brim of her cream Stetson rising to reveal her pearl eyes glistening in the lamplight. The eyes narrowed, and one of the two pistols she was holding came up, smoke curling from the barrel.

      “Sartain?” she called.

      He moved into the casa and stopped near the loose pile of bloody bodies. Only one man—the lone gringo in the bunch, a tall man with a hangdog look and buckteeth—was moving. Decker had a black eye from the earlier punch. He rolled from side to side, clamping both hands over the hole in the lower middle of his chest.

      “No, no, no!” he wailed. “No, no, no! Ohhhh, you miserable woman!”

      “What’d you expect?” Sartain asked him mildly. “When you tangle with a she-lion, you’re bound to get bit.”

      Jasmine continued down the stairs. She stopped near the bottom, aimed one of her Colts at the howling gringo, and fired. The bullet slammed into the side of his head, causing the entire top of his head to explode like a ripe cantaloupe.

      Lowering the pistol, the Pinkerton looked at Sartain.

      “What kept you?”

      “I had some errands to run.” The Cajun shrugged as he looked at the bloody carcasses slumped in one widening pool of dark-red blood. “I see I could have run a couple more.”

      “Come upstairs,” she said, heading back up the steps.

      “Need comforting, do you? It’ll cost you twenty bucks.”

      “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”
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      Sartain followed the woman up the stairs, which literally dripped blood.

      The second story had such a low ceiling, the Cajun had to remove his hat and crouch as he moved down a short hall. He followed Jasmine into a small room with a brass-framed bed on which a big Mexican, who, naked as the day he was born but a whole lot hairier, lay spread-eagled on his back.

      The man’s wrists and ankles had been tied with strips of rawhide to the bedframe. He was in his late middle age. His large, olive-skinned, fleshy body nearly covered the entire bed. The top of his head was almost bald, with long salt-and-pepper hair falling from the sides onto his shoulders. His cheekbones were high, but his face was just about perfectly round.

      He sported long mare’s tail mustaches. The rest of his fleshy, pitted face with its close-set, fear-bright, chocolate-brown eyes was carpeted in three-day stubble of beard.

      His clothes were strewn around the room. There was a bottle on a small dresser by the bed. It was Jasmine’s Sam Clay. Over the bed, nailed to the adobe-brick whitewashed wall hung an oil painting of the Virgin Mary with a halo over her head. It was a crude painting even to Sartain’s untrained eyes.

      Obviously, the room had been the priest’s quarters, though his new quarters were with the saints.

      Sartain ducked into the room and said, “You two been bein’ bad together?”

      “Mr. Sartain,” Jasmine said, “meet Uncle Hector San Xavier de Tejada. He has a couple of other names in front of ‘Tejada,’ but suffice it to say, he’s Maximilian’s bad uncle.”

      Tejada pulled at the straps tying his wrists to the brass frame and gritted his teeth. “Oh, you are a devil! Release me! I demand you release me! You may know my name, but you do not know who I am!” He cast a wary look past his chest and soft, bulging belly. His voice rose several octaves as he said, “Oh, you are a miserable beast to do such an indignity to a man of my position...” His watery eyes found Sartain. “Por favor, señor. One man to another. Please remove the knife!”

      Sartain had followed the man’s eyes to the knife whose handle had been embedded in the tightly woven corn-shuck mattress between the man’s spread thighs. The blade was pointed up, the curved tip snugged firmly against the man’s wrinkled brown scrotum. Blood was smeared on the leathery sack.

      Sartain scowled, impressed and repelled. “That’s gotta hurt, señor.”

      “It does, señor. Please, one man to another...”

      “What’s this gent done to deserve such an indignity, Miss Gallant?”

      “He brought me up here to rape me. Then he was going to throw me to his savages. Only the fool left his knife and guns lying around. He didn’t have enough respect for me to think I might fight back.”

      Sartain turned to the man on the bed. “Guess you been taken to the woodshed, Uncle Hector.”

      Jasmine narrowed her eyes threateningly at Sartain. “Let that be a lesson to you, too.”

      “One I’ve already learned,” the Cajun told her, grinning. Then he frowned curiously. “Say, where’s Maximilian been keeping himself these days?”

      “Oh, go to hell, both of you!”

      “I had a hunch I’d learn something from this bunch of morons. That’s why I didn’t try to get away...until this old bastard dragged me up here to, uh, entertain me, as he called it. He is—was, I should say—their fearless leader.”

      “Where’s Maximilian?” The Revenger repeated.

      “We haven’t gotten that far yet. I wanted some peace and quiet, so I threatened to geld him unless he called his men up here.”

      Sartain winced again as the tip of the knife nipped the underside of Uncle Hector’s scrotum. Blood beaded on the razor-sharp tip of the blade. The Cajun spoke in a hushed voice. “Old son, I wouldn’t move around too much if I was you.”

      Sweat dribbled down Hector’s pocked and pitted cheeks. “Señor, please...one man to another.”

      “One man to another, you’ve tangled with the wrong wildcat.” He moved to the side of the bed and crouched over the sweating Mexican, his hat in his hand. He said conspiratorially, “I might be able to see about making you a little more comfortable if, one man to another, you tell me where your nephew, Maximilian, is keeping himself these days. Himself and his half-sister, Miss Priscilla McDougal.”

      “Ha! Your guess is as good as mine, señor.”

      “That’s not a very good answer. That knife isn’t going anywhere until you’ve given one that’s more to our satisfaction.”

      Jasmine looked at Sartain. “Shall we go downstairs and have a drink while Señor Tejada thinks about your proposal? This squirrel rummaged around in my saddlebags until he found my bourbon.”

      “Señorita, por favor, I beg you to release me!” Uncle Hector jerked his wrists again violently. As the tip of the blade disappeared into his scrotum, he threw his head back on the pillow and screamed. “This is no way to treat a man. Especially a man who is telling the truth!”

      Suddenly, the painting hanging above the bed swung sharply to the left, where it dangled by that corner before falling down the wall. It smacked the top of the headboard, then tumbled forward onto the howling Hector.

      The canvas was large enough that it covered him from his neck to below his knees.

      He stopped howling and stared up at the ceiling, mouth, drawn wide in shock.

      Sartain felt his own lower jaw hang as he stared up at the wall from which the painting had fallen. The painting had covered an arched, recessed area in the whitewashed stone wall—the sort of niche that normally held a shrine in a Mexican church or casa.

      Only this niche did not hold a shrine. It held a cache of what appeared to be two solid-gold candleholders with several small gold statues surrounding it and three or four gold crucifixes hanging from the candleholders by gold chains with links as large as the tips of the Cajun’s little fingers.

      “Well, I’ll be,” Jasmine said breathlessly as she moved slowly toward the niche.

      Sartain was moving toward the display, as well. But it was no display. It had been covered by the painting to hide the secret cache of valuables.

      Sartain peered into the niche from the right side while Jasmine peered in from the left side. The cavity was about a foot deep. Beside the candleholders were two gold vases, each standing about a foot tall. In each vase was a gold flower molded into the shape of a rose.

      Solid-gold vases outfitted with solid-gold roses.

      At the base of each vase was a gold apple a little smaller than Sartain’s clenched fist. Gold snakes were wrapped around each apple, the heads of the vipers rising above the fruit with what appeared enticing expressions in their flat golden eyes. Near the snake-wrapped apples were two small statues of Adam and Eve, both holding leaves over their private parts.

      Eve held a small gold apple a little larger than a pebble up to her expressionless face as though about to take a bite.

      “Mierda. Maximilian, el bastardo pequeño,” said Uncle Hector in a hushed voice, turning his head awkwardly to stare up at the cache. “For the love of all the saints in Heaven, it’s true! Dios mio!”

      Sartain picked up one of the apples and glanced at Jasmine. “Has to weigh a good six, seven pounds.” He hefted it again, his mind swirling, his head feeling light. “Solid gold. Good grade of gold too, I’ll bet.”

      Jasmine picked up a candleholder, pulled it out of the niche, and nodded. “My God,” she whispered, hefting the solid-gold object in her hand. Her face was flushed.

      “Por el amor de todos los santos en el cielo!” raked out Uncle Hector. “Es verdad!” His eyes fairly glowed in the light flickering from the room’s single lamp. “It’s true! It’s true! No es sólo una leyenda, después de todo!”

      Jasmine frowned at him, then flung the canvas onto the floor. “What did you say, you depraved old fool?”

      Sartain said, “He’s saying it’s not just a legend after all.” He looked at Hector Tejada. “What’s not a legend?”

      The older man studied him warily, then shrewdly. “Nothing, señor. My, uh, discomfort has clouded my brain. What is that up there, anyway? Gold? Imagine that. The old priest must have been squirreling it away for years. Where do you suppose he came upon it, huh?”

      Sartain sat down on the edge of the bed, causing the bed to lurch and the knife to prick the older man’s balls. Uncle Hector sucked a sharp breath through his teeth.

      “What does it have to do with Maximilian?” The Revenger asked him.

      “Huh?” Uncle Hector said. “No lo se, señor.”

      Jasmine dropped down on her side of the bed, shaking it. Uncle Hector screamed.

      “Does that make it clearer?” asked the Cajun.

      “Por favor,” Uncle Hector pleaded, glancing miserably, at each of his tormentors in turn. “Señorita, señor, I know not what you are talking about.”

      Sartain grinned devilishly as he shook the bed.

      Uncle Hector screamed more shrilly than before, squeezing his eyes closed. More sweat trickled down the sides of his face. It glistened in his mustache and ragged goatee.

      “What does the gold have to do with Maximilian?” The Revenger asked him.

      “Por que?” Uncle Hector squeezed his eyes closed again and bit his lower lip, knowing what was coming.

      He screamed as Jasmine shook the bed.

      “Enough!” the older man yelled. “You are an insult to both Mother Mary and her beloved Jesus. You are depraved to treat one of God’s children so poorly!”

      Sartain shook the bed. Again, Uncle Hector squeezed his eyes shut and screamed.

      “I don’t know what you’re trying to buy time for since your gang is dead. Every one of ’em. They’re all lyin’ piled up at the foot of the stairs. Miss Gallant here made sure of that.” The Revenger chuckled. “Me an’ her—we got all the time in the world to sit here and shake this bed until you got nothin’ left between your legs but cherry jam.”

      “No!” Uncle Hector shouted, eyes now wide with horror. “Not again! Por favor! Maximilian is after the gold. He brings it here from time to time, and the old priest was hiding it for him. I knew that much. I just didn’t know where the old devil was squirreling it away.”

      “That why you crucified him?” Sartain sneered.

      “Sí. I mean no! Señor, por favor, I would never do such a thing to a man of the church. Oh, Dios mio. What a sacrilege. My men committed that atrocity. They are...were...animals. Common border bandidos—vile, mean as bobcats, but with brains the size of raisins. They shot more of each other at the barranca than...well...than you.”

      “Quit stallin’!” Sartain warned.

      “No! Please! Don’t shake the bed again, señor. Sí, that is why they crucified the old priest. He would not tell us where he was hiding the gold for Maximilian. For some reason, old Padre Sandia threw in with my evil nephew, Maximilian Alfredo San Javier de Tejada. Probably out of greed. Maximilian probably promised the priest a cut of the gold. A stubborn devil, that old fool.

      “He would not tell even those demon men of my gang. A nasty bunch if I ever saw one, and I never would have ridden with them if I could have found others who would ride with me and take my orders. But me, an old man who has fallen so far from grace and privilege—what honorable, self-respecting band of desperadoes would ride with me?

      “They crucified him, thinking the agony would be so terrible that he would tell them where the gold was and where Maximilian was finding it on the Tejada family’s grant, but the old man outsmarted them. I think he was ready to die. Truly. He was very old. Long ago, the Apaches had burned out one of his eyes and cut off one of his testicles merely for entertainment, —the red devils! No, he was ready to go.”

      Jasmine glanced at Sartain.

      Then she shuttled her glance back to Uncle Hector. “But Maximilian rides with you, no? What kind of bullcrap are you shoveling us, old man?” She nudged the bed slightly.

      “No!” the old man blubbered. “What I have told you is the truth. What man would lie in such a situation, with his cojones half cut off at their roots?”

      “That’s right,” Sartain said. “What do you have to lose?”

      “No! Por favor, señor, I am telling the truth. Maximilian does not ride with me. He is a bad one, that one. I don’t know where he is. Most likely, he is out looking for more of the gold you see there in the wall.” He frowned at Sartain. “Say, why are you two looking for him, anyway?”

      “We have our reasons,” Jasmine said.

      Sartain narrowed a suspicious eye at Uncle Hector. “You sure you and your nephew aren’t riding together? That you both don’t have Priscilla McDougal stowed away out here somewhere?”

      “Maybe you’re attempting to reclaim your family’s hacienda from McDougal,” Jasmine added. “Since after your sister’s death, it went to him, though you’d been kicked off the place long before because of your bandido ways.”

      “No, no, señorita.” Uncle Hector shook his head. “You have it all wrong. I know nothing about Señorita McDougal. I am a desperado, that is true. I am an old outlaw. But one who cannot even put together an honorable gang anymore, but only a cavvy of bone-headed cutthroats who shoot each other in a crossfire and crucify old priests! Oh, the sacrilege!”

      He sobbed loudly, closing his mouth, lips quivering while tears ran down his cheeks.

      Jasmine said tightly, her nostrils flared, “You forgot about your old man’s penchant for rape. Or at least, for attempted rape.”

      “Sí,” said Uncle Hector, nodding again. “I am even a failure at that. You got the upper hand easily enough.” Again, he howled a sob. “Why don’t you just finish me? Go ahead—put an old desperado out of his misery!”

      Jasmine gritted her teeth.

      “Sure, why not?” Raising her pistols and clicking their hammers back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can understand why you’d want to send this useless slob to El Diablo, but it might be counterproductive,” Sartain said mildly.

      Jasmine held her pistols on the old Mexican, who lay with his eyes squeezed shut. “It wasn’t you he tried to shove his leathery old noddle into, was it?”

      “No, it wasn’t. And I see your point. You go ahead and do what you want.”

      Uncle Hector moved his lips, praying quietly and quickly in Spanish.

      Jasmine glanced at the Cajun, who was standing on the other side of the bed from her. “What’re you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking he knows this country better than we do. Hell, even with McDougal’s maps, we don’t know it at all.”

      “Go on.”

      “If Maximilian is somewhere in these mountains looking for more gold like that there in the niche, Uncle Hector could probably lead us to him. And hopefully, to Priscilla. Or at least guide us in the right direction.”

      “I think we’re close enough, we can sniff out his trail on our own. You’re not much for sniffing out an ambush, Sartain, but I know you can track.”

      The Revenger’s ears warmed a little with embarrassment. “Yeah, well, I can usually stay ahead of ambushes...when I’m not riding with a pretty señorita in the wilds of Old Mexico.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to insult you.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “Okay, I—”

      Uncle Hector broke in with, “Señor, señorita, por favor. I think I can lead you to Maximilian.”

      “How come you didn’t just go root him out of these mountains yourself, then?” Jasmine wanted to know.

      “I didn’t think I would need to. You see, I know an old desert rat, Tio, who has been prowling these mountains for the past thirty years or more. Tio has been looking for the same hidden treasure as Maximilian, which I thought until now was mere legend. I ran into Tio a month ago in a little watering hole and learned from him while he was drunk—sober, he is as silent as stone, drunk, he blabbers like a schoolgirl—that he believed someone was hauling treasure out of the mountains. He had seen the signs: overlaid tracks, meaning several trips had been made, and concealed campfires. But no one can conceal anything from old Tio. The tracks lead in the direction in which Tio believes can be found the Catedral de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe de las Montañas de Sombra.”

      “The Cathedral of Our Lady of Guadalupe in the Shadow Mountains,” Sartain translated thoughtfully. “Never heard of it.”

      “That’s because it has been lost for over two hundred years. People think an earthquake destroyed it. It is believed to be somewhere on the Tejada family’s old Spanish grant, although for generations, our people looked for it without success. It was built by the Indio slaves of the Franciscan monks, who, so the legends say, decorated the cathedral in gold from their own mines. Millions and millions of pesos worth!

      “Old Tio is the bastard son of my grandfather, although he was never considered part of the family. He’s one-quarter Yaqui, which means to most Mejicanos he is part devil.”

      He chuckled. “Old Tio likes that about himself. Not being accepted by others, and for others to see him as a devil. That is Tio. But he knows this country better than most. And he has always believed in the lost cathedral, always believed that one day he, a devil banished from the Tejada family, would be richer than all of us put together. Than all of the Tejada generations put together! And he would lord it over us from a casa grande on a high hill!”

      “Did he tell you where the trail was?” Jasmine asked. “The one he thinks leads to the cathedral?”

      Uncle Hector made an incredulous face. “Of course not, señorita. Even drunk, Tio is not in the business of giving away any secrets at all, much less the route that might lead to Guadalupe!”

      “How does he know the trail he stumbled on was blazed by Maximilian?” Sartain questioned.

      “Because he saw Maximilian out there in that area from a distance earlier that same week he found the trail.”

      “How many were with the kid?” Sartain asked.

      “Only one other.”

      Sartain and Jasmine shared a look.

      Sartain turned back to the older man. “If you don’t know where the trail is, why shouldn’t I let the señorita blow you to El Diablo?”

      Uncle Hector glanced at Jasmine, who was scowling down at him.

      He smiled, lips twitching nervously. “I may not know where to find the trail, but I know where in these mountains you are most likely to find Tio if he is not out scouting the trail for the treasure himself. When I saw him last, he was suffering from la gota, so he might be holing up until the illness passes. His big toe”—the old Mexican shook his head slowly—“was swollen up to the size of a pistol handle!”

      “Ouch,” Sartain said.

      “Sí. He was in much pain. He said only mescal helped.”

      Jasmine looked at the Cajun. “Even if this old pervert is telling the truth about any of this, and not just making up stories to save his life, or at least prolong it, I doubt that a man like old Tio would give away the trail to the treasure he’s spent most of his life searching for.”

      “No, señorita,” Uncle Hector answered for Sartain. “But Tio is as deaf as a post and as blind as a deer. You could easily follow him from his little stone shack to the trail made by Maximilian.” He added in a whisper, as though the old desert rat were right outside the door, “He wouldn’t even know you were there.”

      He smiled with satisfaction, pressing his thick lips together beneath his mustache.

      Jasmine arched a brow at Sartain.

      He leveled a threatening look at Uncle Hector. “All right, first thing tomorrow, we’ll start out for old Tio’s camp. If you try anything, old man, or if I get the fantods over your story, suspecting you might be leading us into another trap of some kind, I’m turning you back over to Señorita Gallant for swift and decisive punishment.”

      “Sí, señor.” Uncle Hector gave another brittle half-smile. “I would never lie to such a man...with such a weapon. Now, if you will be so kind, would you mind please removing the knife from...down there? I am most, uh, uncomfortable.”

      “No,” Jasmine said resolutely. “The knife stays right where it is.” She headed for the door.

      Sartain followed her, glancing over his shoulder at Uncle Hector. “Sleep tight.”

      He pulled the door closed and followed Jasmine downstairs.
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      While the lady Pinkerton admired her handiwork at the bottom of the stairs, Sartain stepped over and around the bodies as well as the blood and went outside into the cool mountain night. His breath frosted in the thin air.

      Both fires were nearly out. A pot of what appeared bean stew was still smoking on the fire nearest the priest’s shack, which had suddenly been turned into a morgue as well as a torture chamber. Two rabbits had been roasting over the fire several yards from the church, but they’d turned to black ashes on the sticks upon which they’d been roasting.

      Sartain looked around carefully. He didn’t think there was anyone else around, but it never hurt to play it cautious, which was what he should have been doing in the arroyo just before they’d been ambushed and Jasmine had been kidnapped.

      Never travel in Mexico with a pretty girl...

      He scouted the area carefully and then returned to the front of the shack. Jasmine sat on its front step. She placed a long, black cigarillo between her full lips and scratched a match to life on a roof support post.

      “Didn’t know you smoked,” Sartain remarked as she touched the flame to the long cheroot, which she must have found on one of the dead men.

      She inhaled deeply, blew out the smoke, and stared at the coal. “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me, Mr. Sartain.”

      “I’ll say.” Her efficient, cold-blooded killing of her would-be rapists, as well as her handling of Uncle Hector, had made him more curious about the woman than ever.

      Sartain placed two fingers in his mouth and whistled. He stared toward the northwest where, beyond the hill on which the church and casa perched, about all he could see were the silhouettes of low hills in the winking starlight.

      The moon had angled off behind a western ridge.

      Presently, the thuds of galloping hooves rose. They continued to grow louder, as did the bellow-like chuffing of the horse’s lungs. Finally, a shadow materialized at the edge of the bluff, and Boss leaped off the incline and stood at the edge of the yard, shaking his head and blowing.

      He whickered softly, likely smelling the blood on the night breeze.

      Sartain whistled again, softly. “Come on, boy. It’s all right.”

      When Boss had made his way over to Sartain, the Cajun began to unsaddle the mount.

      “You’ve trained your horse well, Mr. Sartain.” She blew out another plume of smoke. “I bet you’d like to have a woman who’d come when you whistled.”

      As he set his saddle on the ground near the fire, Sartain glanced at her. He could see only her dark silhouette against the flickering light of the open doorway behind her. “Miss Gallant, are you proposing to me?”

      “Hardly!” she declared, turning her head away. “I just know the kind of man you are, that’s all.” Her voice was, as usual, disdainful.

      Sartain set the rest of his gear, including his rifle and bedroll, near his saddle, and began wiping Boss down with a swatch of old burlap. “I’m sorry about the ambush,” he said after a while. “I should have been more careful.”

      “The ambush was my fault, remember? It happened because I’m a beautiful woman, and beautiful women just naturally attract trouble in Mexico.”

      “I’m glad you said it this time.”

      “I could have gotten away from those fools, you know.”

      Sartain looked at her. Her head was turned toward him now. She lifted the cheroot to her lips. The coal glowed as she inhaled.

      “Why didn’t you do it? I mean, earlier than you did?”

      “Because I sensed I’d learn something when we got to where we were going. And I was right. We have learned something.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Do you think he was lying?”

      “I reckon we’ll find out.”

      When he finished rubbing the horse down thoroughly, Sartain led the stallion over to the corral in which the dead men’s horses milled, most regarding the new horse and the man warily. A few nickered, and one broke into a contentious run around the corral, the rising dust catching the starlight. Boss whinnied as though to alert the others he wasn’t to be trifled with. Another horse whinnied in kind and ran to the far side of the corral, then ran back to stand about six feet away from Boss.

      It was Jasmine’s thoroughbred recognizing an old friend. The fine horse stretched his head out, sniffing the air between him and Boss.

      Boss whickered and turned away proudly but gave his tail a single affable switch.

      Sartain retrieved a couple of buckets of water from the well behind the casa, and set both inside the corral, near another that had been placed there by the men who were now dead. That one was empty. He carried it back to the well, refilled it, and hauled it over to the fire, which Jasmine was building up with mesquite sticks from a nearby pile of wood and brush.

      Sartain filled his coffee pot and set it on the fire to boil. Then he knelt beside the water bucket, doffed his hat, and dunked his head. The water had come from a deep well, and it was so cold, it made his jaws tighten and his ears ring. It dribbled into his ears, feeling like little spikes penetrating his brain plate.

      He pulled his head out of the bucket and gave a whoop.

      “That’s cold!”

      “Well, it’s a cold night, you fool,” Jasmine said, stirring her kidnappers’ stew with a stick. “You’re likely to catch your death of cold and die in Mexico.”

      “Would that bother you?” he inquired, squeezing the excess water from his thick, curly hair. His heart was fluttering from the chill bath. He felt as though he’d left five pounds of trail grit in the bucket. Refreshed.

      “It will bother me if you’re unable to fulfill your duties.”

      “Duty. I just have one, right? Kill Maximilian.” Sartain scowled at the woman speculatively. “But hell, you could do that yourself. In fact, I’m not sure why McDougal didn’t just send you. Or...maybe he doesn’t know how handy you are with a pair of pistols.”

      Until tonight, he hadn’t seen her brandish a weapon. She’d worn her two .38-caliber, five-shot Smith & Wessons with polished rosewood grips wedged behind the belt on her slender waist, but so far she hadn’t used the fancy weapons.

      They had fluted cylinders and sleek bird-head profiles. He’d begun to think they were just for show, but he saw now he was wrong.

      The two pistols she’d taken from Uncle Hector sat on the same gallery step on which she rested her feet, one pistol to each side of her spurred boots, barrels pointing straight into the yard.

      She didn’t respond to his comment about her shooting but only continued to sit back, knees drawn to her chest, smoking and waiting for the coffee and stew to boil.

      When the coffee water finally began to bubble, she said, “According to the pervert upstairs, Maximilian has someone with him. I guess we should assume that person is Miss Priscilla.”

      “I guess we should hope so, anyway. If he’s as poison-mean as everyone’s been telling us, he might have had his fill of the girl and killed her. If so, I don’t envy you relaying that bit of news to McDougal.”

      Jasmine murmured, “Chicken.”

      Sartain frowned as he tossed a handful of Arbuckle’s into his coffee pot and set the pot back on the coals. He kept the puzzled scowl on his face as he cast another look at the woman. “Where did you learn to shoot like that, Jasmine? Where did you learn to kill like that?”

      She drew another lungful of smoke and blew it toward the stars. “Maybe I came from the same school you did, Mr. Sartain.”

      That was all she said. Sartain could only study her, baffled.

      She tossed the cheroot into the fire and pulled the stewpot off the tripod.
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      As usual, Sartain was up at first cockcrow, though if there was a cock crowing anywhere in the Montañas de Sombra, he didn’t hear it. What he did hear was the morning breeze nudging the clapper against the bell in the tower looming atop the church.

      It sounded like a wind chime, though one with very deep and sonorous notes.

      He sat up and listened to the quiet sounds as the cool breeze ushered leaves across the yard around him and the curled-up figure of his comely partner. The sounds reminded him of the padre. He should probably take the time to bury the man, but what was the point? The Revenger was not, nor had he ever been, a religious man. Still, he would have taken the time if he’d had it, but he didn’t.

      He had a job to do, and while it was one he hadn’t chosen, he’d see it to its end and get the hell out from under the shadow of the federal government. Not only that, but he’d resume mocking it by doing what he did best—breaking the law for his own good reasons.

      He rose, dressed, took a drink of water, and, as he usually did before he did much of anything else as he started his day—checked on his horse. He was happy that despite yesterday’s ambush, Boss looked fit as a fiddle and ready to hit the trail. To prove it, as Sartain slipped through the corral fence fashioned from woven coachwhip and ocotillo branches, the horse plopped down and rolled, kicking up a large cloud of dust that smelled like horse and manure, which the breeze blew against the Cajun.

      The thoroughbred watched Boss dubiously.

      “Thanks, Boss,” the Cajun choked as the other horses stared in fascination at the stallion’s antics. “’Preciate that.”

      He fed and watered all the horses with fresh water from the padre’s well, and grained them from his own and the dead outlaws’ stores. That first major task accomplished, he returned to the front of the shack where Jasmine was rebuilding the fire in moody silence, her hair tangled, her blankets draped around her shoulders.

      She didn’t seem like a morning person and she didn’t much care for him anyway, so he didn’t bother speaking. He just went on into the casa, stepped over the dead men, who appeared as rigid shadows in the house’s dimness, and climbed the stairs to where Uncle Hector remained spread-eagle on the bed.

      “La alabanza a Maria!” the Mexican intoned raspily as Sartain entered the room. “That was the worst night’s sleep I have ever endured, señor. Please tell me you are here to free me. Free me from that nasty blade!”

      “Shut up, you old rapist.” Sartain snarled and dug the knife out of the mattress. He used the blade to free the man from his rawhide ties.

      Later, after he, Uncle Hector, and Jasmine had eaten a quick breakfast of biscuits, leftover stew, and coffee, they went over to the corral to saddle their horses. Once they’d led their mounts out of the corral, Sartain opened the creaky gate so the other horses could leave when they felt the urge. They all appeared desert-bred so they would be able to survive on the mountains’ slim pickings, although naturally, mountain lions would probably get a few.

      For the time being, however, the lions and any other carrion eaters in the area would have enough to dine on inside the casa.

      Sartain ordered Uncle Hector onto his horse, a skewbald paint with a white ring around its right eye. An odd-looking mustang, it was a sinewy, wild-eyed beast with one ragged ear and short, muscular legs made for fast travel over rugged terrain. Jasmine used her handcuffs to secure Uncle Hector’s ankles to his stirrups. As another precaution against his attempting to flee, Sartain had made him remove his boots and socks and didn’t allow any gear on his horse but his saddle and bridle.

      No saddlebags or bedroll, and of course, no weapons of any kind. Nothing he could even use in place of a weapon. He could steer his horse with its reins, but if he knew what was good for him, he wouldn’t try to flee.

      “Perhaps a-a cushion, señor?” Uncle Hector implored, staring down at Sartain from beneath the brim of his wagon-wheel sombrero.

      “A cushion?” Jasmine replied with a caustic chuff.

      Uncle Hector kept his eyes on Sartain. Knowing the woman had no reason to go easy on him, the Mexican spoke only to the Cajun. “Por favor?” He stretched his lips back from his large yellow teeth, wincing and rising slightly in the stirrups to ease the pressure on his backside. “I am, as you could understand, a little sore in my unmentionable regions.”

      “That’s just too bad,” Jasmine said. “You’re damn lucky I didn’t cut anything off, Tejada. Now just shut up and ride. If you lead us to anywhere but this fellow Tio, I’m going to be very quick to finish the job I only started last night. Let’s call you a work in progress, shall we?”

      With that, she swung up onto her gelding’s back and shook her hair back from her pretty face with its hard, pearl eyes.

      “Sí, sí,” the old man said melodramatically. “Whatever you wish, señorita. I deserve nothing better, I know.”

      “Good,” Jasmine said firmly, adjusting her pistols behind her belt. To Sartain, she said, “Let’s get a move on. Sun’s on the rise.”

      “Sí, sí,” said The Revenger, grabbing Boss’s reins. “Whatever you wish, señorita.”
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        * * *

      

      They followed an old horse trail back to the barranca, which Uncle Hector told Sartain and Jasmine was called Barranca Salvaje, Savage Barranca, for good reason. When he didn’t bother explaining, Jasmine prodded him with, “Why?”

      His only response as they headed on up the Barranca Salvaje was a headshake and a sigh.

      The ancient watercourse followed the steep southern ridge, which turned colors almost by the minute as the sun slid across its face, for many miles. The ridge was still on their right by the late afternoon, when they stopped to wash some jerky and biscuits down with water. They were in a deep canyon formed by another tall outcropping high in the southeast, beyond another brush- and boulder-choked wash.

      The shade was deep and cool.

      Sartain walked down into the wash with three preset rope snares and triggers made of carved cottonwood spikes. He used the snares when he needed food but didn’t want to give his position away with a rifle shot. When the snares were set in brush that looked like good rabbit graze, he returned to the wash.

      Tejada sat on the ground with his back to a boulder, cuffed hands resting in his lap. Jasmine had hobbled his ankles with a two-foot length of rope. He was barefoot. He wore a filthy chambray shirt with a torn pocket and worn buckskins with whang strings down the outsides of the legs.

      A wide black belt with a sheath for holding a knife was wrapped around his thick waist. Sartain had confiscated his knife. The man’s two pistols—conversion Remington .44s—had been stowed in Jasmine’s saddlebags.

      Tejada was snoring softly behind his sombrero, which he’d pulled down over his face and long, broad nose. Jasmine sat on the other side of the wash from him, against the base of the towering southern ridge. She was also sleeping behind her hat, hands resting on her lap below her fancy twin pistols. Her long legs, clad in black denim, were crossed at the ankles.

      Sartain squatted over the fire to pour himself a cup of the coffee simmering on a rock near the short, wavering flames that wrinkled the air above them. He’d built it with the nearly smokeless wood of the catclaw shrub.

      Tejada raised his cuffed hands and poked the brim of his sombrero off his forehead with both thumbs. “Señor,” he whispered.

      “What is it?”

      Uncle Hector glanced at the pot.

      Sartain gave a quiet chuff of disgust but poured the older man a cup of coffee. He took it over to him and sat down beside him, leaning his back against the same large rock. He set the coffee down beside him to cool and then reached into his shirt pocket for his makings sack.

      “She makes a good cup of coffee,” Uncle Hector said, keeping his voice low, after he’d sipped the potent brew. “It is good to have a woman around who can make a good cup of coffee.”

      “Yeah, she’s right handy.”

      “Beautiful, isn’t she?”

      “Pretty as a speckled pup.”

      Uncle Hector chuckled deep in his chest as he smiled admiringly at Jasmine, still sleeping under her hat. “Pretty as a coral snake would be a more appropriate description,” he said with cunning. He glanced at Sartain. “I would tread carefully around her.”

      “You would, would you?” Sartain snorted ruefully as he sprinkled chopped tobacco onto the wheat paper he troughed between his fingers. “I guess you learned your lesson then, didn’t you, you old pervert?”

      “Sí, I have learned.”

      “Not to resort to rape?”

      “Rape can be fun in its way. To take a beautiful woman by force is one of the pleasures of a man. It has been done for thousands of years. Quite intoxicating. There is sex, and there is rape.” He slowly shook his head, grinning lasciviously, sweat dribbling down his cheeks as he stared at Jasmine’s rising and falling chest. “Fornication is meat and potatoes, but rape is a delicacy.”

      “We should have left it in the caves.”

      Uncle Hector glanced at Sartain again, narrowing an eye. “You might want to take a turn. You are much stronger than I, an old man. But you are a large, vigorous hombre. You could manage it. I would like to see that.”

      He made a groan-like grunting sound in his chest, narrowing his eyes slightly.

      Sartain scowled at the depraved old Mexican. “Hard to believe you were ever a man of honor, Uncle Hector. From a supposedly good family.”

      “Oh, my family was always half-savage, señor. Just because we had money didn’t mean we weren’t depraved.” Uncle Hector grinned, chuckling. “Ask the campesinos who worked for us.”

      Sartain regarded him askance as he snapped a match to life on his thumbnail. “Mister, I’m almost hoping you’re leading us on a wild goose chase so I can put a bullet in you.”

      “To have one such as that moaning and writhing beneath you.” Uncle Hector continued as though he hadn’t heard The Revenger’s threat. “Now, that would be something, would it not?”

      He let his voice trail off when Jasmine grunted and turned onto her side, curling her legs under her right hip and snugging her shoulder up tight against the stone wall, facing down the ravine. Her hat tumbled off and onto the ground. She didn’t retrieve it. Her thick hair hung in a pretty mess down her back and shoulders.

      “Ahh,” Tejada said luxuriously.

      Sartain found himself regarding the woman with male admiration akin to the depraved Mexican’s, his heart thudding, loins heavy. Annoyed, he said, “Do me a favor and hobble your lips from now on, Uncle Hector, or I’ll hobble them for you. With the butt of my pistol.”

      Tejada only chuckled as he kept his slitted eyes on the woman.

      “Be careful of her, señor,” he warned in a soft, lilting singsong. “Tread very carefully. That one there—she is up to no good. I guarantee you that.”

      The Revenger didn’t want to encourage conversation, but he couldn’t help asking, “What makes you say so?”

      Uncle Hector hiked a shoulder. “The way she looks at you at times. You haven’t noticed because she makes sure you aren’t looking at her before she looks at you. It is a strange, dark look. Sí, Señor. I don’t know what darkness women carry in their hearts—no man can ever know for sure—but I assure you from my old man’s experience it is a darkness very much like that we carry in our own. It just plays out a little differently, that is all.”

      He grinned with menace and enunciated the rest very precisely, “Hard-edged.”

      There was the crunching whip of a snare being sprung. A rabbit gave a high, clipped shriek.

      Uncle Hector stretched his lips back from his teeth in a grin. “And almost always more surprising.”

      He lifted his coffee in both cuffed hands and sipped.
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      They camped that night along the base of the same southern ridge, about five miles as the crow flies from where Sartain had set his traps. They roasted the two large jacks he’d taken and drank coffee spiced with whiskey, then Jasmine and their captive turned in while there was still a little spruce-green light left in the sky beyond the jutting black ridge.

      Sartain took the first watch from the top of a near outcropping.

      The next day, they rode through spectacular red country that was a tormented landscape of jutting mesas, fluted pinnacles, wind-blasted pediments, and distant sierras that seemed to float above a gauzy, dark-blue horizon. They skirted the edges of several canyons. The only sign they saw of other humans were the remains of old fires, probably Indian fires, and a single rusted food tin lying near a seep from which they filled their canteens, a process that took nearly an hour due to the slowness of the trickle.

      That night they camped in higher country, where a smattering of pines grew here and there against crumbling escarpments. There was more grass too, which meant feed for the horses.

      That night they dined on a wild turkey Jasmine took down with a slingshot, further fueling Sartain’s admiration of the woman and wondering where in hell she came from. But she was as tight-lipped about her past—and pretty much everything else—as ever. The only complete sentence she’d uttered all day was to Uncle Hector. “If you keep ogling me, you old bastard, you’re going to be dancing in hell.”

      “I will be dancing in hell soon anyway, Chiquita. Forgive an old man his wanting to wring out all of life’s sweet juice.”

      Sartain again took the first watch. He sat on the rocky crest of an ancient volcano under a sky awash with stars. A large sycamore stood behind him, growing crookedly from a wide crack in the upper wall of the cone—a massive, beautiful ruin of a tree that had probably lived for a hundred years or more. In its top, an owl hooted from time to time before taking flight with a great rush of its wings, probably sweeping the lower slope for mice or rabbits.

      There would be another such rush of wings and feathered body again in a few minutes, and then the hoots would recommence from the top branches of the ancient tree.

      Wolves gave their mournful cries from distant ridges. Coyotes yammered maniacally in surrounding canyons.

      Around midnight, Sartain heard the crunch of boots climbing the mountain. “It’s me,” Jasmine said in her customary toneless voice, subtly announcing her disdain as if The Revenger might have forgotten how she felt about him.

      “Did you bring the bottle?” he asked as her silhouette took shape before him against the dark backdrop of the canyon in which the coals of their fire glowed umber.

      “Why would I bring a bottle?”

      “So, you and me could have a few drinks and bury the hatchet, though why we need to is beyond me,” groused Sartain.

      “It likely always will be.”

      She stood facing him, hands on her hips, her left foot planted out to the side and a little forward. Her hair blew in the night wind. The stars shone in it. Her shoulders were back, bosoms forward.

      She scowled down at him with an almost feral look on her face.

      Sartain’s blood ran hot. He’d never felt so challenged by any woman. He gained his feet, leaving the Henry leaning against the tree. He stared into her eyes. She didn’t blink. He stepped forward.

      She took one step backward, smiling mockingly, shaking her head.

      “Yes,” he asserted and took another quick step forward.

      He wrapped his right hand around the back of her head and kissed her. She did not respond at first. Neither did she fight.

      Gradually, she opened her lips. Her saliva was warm against his lips and tongue. She reached down between them, and then he felt something small, round, and hard press against his ribs. He pulled his mouth off of hers and looked down between them to see her right hand holding one of her fancy pistols against him. She broke free of his grip and stepped back from him.

      She clicked the pistol’s hammer back and smiled devilishly, her hair and her eyes shimmering like those of some black-hearted succubus in the starlight.

      She waved the pistol toward the canyon in which the fire glowed. “Get the hell out of here.”

      Sartain stood staring at her, wide-eyed, heart thudding.

      Running the back of her hand across her mouth, she declared, “You heard me, get out of here. And if you ever try that again, I’ll put one in you.”

      Sartain turned and picked up his Henry. “All right.”

      He stepped toward her. She stepped back and to his right, raising the cocked pistol higher.

      He chuckled as he set the rifle on his shoulder.

      “Whatever you wish, señorita,” he said as he started down the slope, cold sweat trickling down his back.
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        * * *

      

      Mid-afternoon of the next day, Sartain swung down from his saddle. He moved off the trail and knelt beside a mesquite.

      “What is it?” Jasmine urged as she rode up behind him, beside Uncle Hector, who still rode barefoot, ankles handcuffed to his stirrups.

      Sartain picked up the horse apple he’d spied as his gaze had raked the terrain around the ancient horse trail they’d been following along the barranca, which was once again flanked by steep red cliffs. He sniffed, then crumbled the manure between his gloved fingers, letting it dribble to the ground.

      “Fresh. Sort of, anyways. Not more than a day old.”

      He studied the barranca, whose north ridge was shoving out purple shadows that angled eastward. Cactus wrens and finches peeped in the sparse mesquites and paloverdes. Scanning the ground around him, he frowned, straightened, and walked over to run his gloved finger along the outline of an unshod horse hoof. He’d done enough tracking both during and after the war to glean several bits of information from the single horse print.

      The unshod mount that had made this print was light but probably not young, because the hoof had a slight crack in it. Probably a middle-aged, desert-bred mustang carrying a relatively light rider and little gear, for the impression was not overly deep. Sniffing the apple had told him the horse had not been grained recently, only grass-fed, and he’d recognized several half-digested mesquite beans.

      Taken together, those details told him the horse most likely belonged to a desert native. Most likely a Yaqui or an Apache.

      “What is it?” Jasmine urged again, rising up slightly in her stirrups and leaning forward.

      “Unshod hoofprint.”

      “So?”

      Uncle Hector, sitting his horse to her left, frowned at her. His cheeks had turned pasty beneath the brim of his sombrero. “Señorita, I believe you do not understand the significance of such a thing. What Señor Sartain has likely found is the print of an Indio horse. And if there is one Indio, there are most likely more. I, for one, would like to hold onto what little hair I have left.”

      The old Mexican shook his head. “No, this is bad. Very bad.”

      “What?” Sartain answered. “You actually thought we’d travel through these mountains in the heart of Apacheria and not run into Apaches?”

      “No, no, no. I warned you of this, Señor Sartain. I knew we would. I hoped we wouldn’t, but I knew there was a very good chance we would enter these mountains and fall prey to one of the many things that haunt them—wild animals of particularly bellicose dispositions, for instance. Rattlesnakes of similar ill temperaments. Spiders, scorpions, gila monsters, bandidos, revolucionarios, rurales, federales, thirst, the possibility of being stranded on foot by a dead or injured horse. Rock slides, volcanoes—oh, yes, these mountains have been known to blow their tops like angry wives from time to time!—and, of course, the ever-present and always blood-thirsty Apaches.”

      “When I was learning all I could about this part of Chihuahua, I believe I read that the Yaqui also call this part of Mexico home. From here to the Yaqui River, I believe,” Jasmine said.

      Uncle Hector sighed deeply, wagged his head fatefully, and shuddered. “Sí, señorita. Thank you for amending my list. The Yaqui dwell in this sierra as well. And they are no spring maidens either, I assure you. That is why I warned you that rational men not on the run from something do not venture into these mountains. Las Montañas de Sombra are known for swallowing men—and women, forgive me, señorita—and leaving their bones to the javelinas.”

      Uncle Hector gave another sigh. This one was not as throaty as the one that had preceded it. It was mostly air. Looking down, Tejada opened his mouth wide. His eyes sharpened with shock. Sartain followed the man’s gaze to the arrow bristling from Tejada’s left calf.

      “Oh!” Jasmine cried.

      “Go!” Sartain shouted, spying movement on a knoll behind Uncle Hector. “Get outta here!”

      He waved his left arm furiously and raised the Henry. The Apache stood about halfway down the knoll, beyond a paloverde and several ragged mesquites. He was pulling another arrow from the quiver hanging down his back.

      Jasmine reached over and grabbed Uncle Hector’s reins out of the shocked man’s hands. She ground her spurs into her horse’s flanks and shot off up the trail, jerking Tejada’s horse along behind her. Sartain began pumping lead at the Apache, a stocky youngster wearing only the traditional red felt bandanna, a deerskin breechclout, and moccasins. His skin was as dark as worn saddle leather.

      Two of The Revenger’s bullets plumed dust around the brave, who shot another arrow wide and then wheeled and dashed back up the knoll.

      Sartain’s third bullet punched into the kid’s left shoulder blade, flinging him violently forward with a clipped, animal-like wail. He dropped his bow. As he rolled down the side of the knoll, his deerskin quiver spilled arrows.

      Sartain lowered the Henry and reached for Boss’s reins, the big stallion backing away from him, his eyes looking wild. When the Cajun got the reins, he saw several horseback riders plunging down the steep side of the ridge beyond the knoll from which the brave had flung his arrow into Uncle Hector’s leg.

      They were too far away to see clearly—a couple of hundred yards—but Sartain didn’t bother to scrutinize the riders. Only Apaches could put their horses down a cliff that steep and not break their own and their horses’ necks.

      The Revenger swung up into the saddle and whipped his rein ends against Boss’s left hip, yelling, “Hi-yahhh! Hi-yahhh, boy—let’s go!”

      Without further encouragement, Boss chewed up the ground in front of him. Jasmine and Uncle Hector were about sixty yards away and riding hard, the Mexican slumped in his saddle, sombrero-clad head bobbing and wobbling from side to side. Behind Sartain, rifles belched. The Indians raised the ululating cries that never failed to turn his spine to cold jelly.
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      Glancing back over his left shoulder, the Cajun could not see the warriors, but judging by the loudening of their rifle shots and coyote-like yells, they were galloping toward him. As he started to turn his head forward, he glimpsed movement out of the corner of his left eye and turned back.

      Sure enough, they were coming hard and fast. Several paint ponies showed themselves galloping through the chaparral, white spots glowing in the sunshine. There were flashes of red or green bandannas and the riders’ leathery brown skin. Dust rose from the chaparral.

      Ahead, the barranca’s walls began dropping in places, so that the ridge crest appeared to be a sawblade with teeth of vastly different lengths. The ridges also began leaning away, the barranca floor widening. Sartain saw little cover straight ahead. He glanced behind once more.

      The Indians had broken out of the brush and were riding hell for leather, yammering and hunkering low in their saddles, a couple triggering carbines.

      There were a half-dozen. That wasn’t so many. But then The Revenger cursed again when he saw that he’d made a hasty count. There’d been a gap between the first six and the others that were just now galloping out of the brush. Six more, at least. No, ten. Twelve, maybe fifteen to twenty!

      No point in keeping track. Sartain, Jasmine, and their prisoner were in trouble. That was all they needed to know.

      He whipped his rein ends against Boss’s hip again and dropped his head low over the galloping mount’s neck. The stallion was blowing hard, lungs sounding like a bellows, pinning his ears back against his head. Jasmine was slowing her mount, looking back at Sartain and the Apaches thundering down the barranca behind him, quickly closing the gap with the fittest ponies anywhere on the continent.

      As The Revenger closed on the woman and their prisoner, he saw she had a question in her eyes. He knew what she was wondering.

      What in hell were they going to do?

      He looked ahead and right, where the ridge on that side of the barranca, now a good hundred yards away, had lowered appreciably. It looked downright surmountable in one place that was maybe fifty yards wide—an inclining stretch of boulders and open ground between two steeper monoliths of solid sandstone. It probably rose a hundred and fifty yards to its crest, leaning away from the broad canyon.

      Sartain pointed to the gap in the ridge wall. “There! Go there!”

      Jasmine swung her horse to the right, angling toward the sloping belly of the ridge, tugging Uncle Hector’s mount along behind her.

      The yowling of the Apaches grew louder behind Sartain. So did the cracks of their carbines. He could hear the thudding of their horses’ hoofs now as well. They sounded like an earth tremor. Several bullets landed close, whining shrilly off rocks to each side of the Cajun, who steered his own mount toward the ridge.

      Ahead of him, Jasmine gained the base of the ridge and put her mount up the slope, which was partly shaded by the steeper ridge to the right of it. Shade also bled out from the large and small boulders peppering it. Jasmine’s thoroughbred zigzagged around the rocks, the woman glancing back at Tejada’s horse, tugging its bridle reins.

      The Mexican slumped miserably in his saddle, the arrow protruding from his left calf.

      Sartain got to the base of the ridge and began climbing. The horse’s breathing grew harsher, deeper, the bit rattling in its teeth. As Boss turned sharply left to steer around a cabin-sized boulder throwing out a trapezoid of purple shade around its base, Sartain glanced behind. The Apaches were less than fifty yards from the base of the slope and galloping hard, like a herd of wildcats smelling blood.

      Sartain slipped his Henry from its sheath and swung down from Boss’s back. He slapped the horse’s rump, shouting, “Go on, boy!” He wanted the horse to continue up the slope. If the mount caught a bullet or an arrow, the Cajun’s goose would be cooked, not to mention he was rather fond of the surly buckskin.

      As he stepped behind the huge boulder, Sartain pumped a cartridge into the rifle’s action and glanced upslope. Jasmine had reached a talus slide and was swinging down from her mount to lead him as well as the Mexican’s skewbald across the loose patch of sharp-edged gravel. Her right boot slipped and she dropped to a knee, but quickly gained both feet again and resumed tramping on up the slope, pulling on the reins of both horses.

      A bullet slammed against the side of the boulder near Sartain, flecking his cheeks with rock shards and dust. He glanced out from behind the boulder to see the Apaches now approaching the base of the slope, not slowing their mounts a bit.

      Sartain stepped out from behind the boulder and commenced firing the Henry from his hip. He unseated one rider with his first shot. He thought he winged another with the second. After he’d fired two more rounds, he’d accomplished his task of slowing the braves’ pursuit. Several dismounted and started up the slope on foot with either a rifle or a bow and arrow in their hands. Some had steel-bladed war hatchets wedged behind red sashes.

      As one brave ran out from behind a flat boulder near the base of the slope, Sartain raised his Henry, carefully drew a bead on the brave’s chest, and squeezed the trigger. The Indian jerked back, screaming. The Cajun stepped back behind the boulder and then started running up the slope directly behind it, using the large obelisk for cover.

      His shots had been like beating a hornet’s nest with a broom. They had really piss-burned the Apaches. Their yips and howls rose to a cacophony. The rifle fire picked up, and several arrows whistled through the air around Sartain, one glancing off a rock as he dashed up the slope. A bullet blew up the talus just as he hit the slide-rock. Breathing hard, pumping his arms and legs, he increased his pace, silently chastising himself for overindulging in cheroots.

      He was low on wind, his lungs straining.

      Another bullet sizzled across the right side of his neck. It was like being raked by the frigid tip of a witch’s finger. He winced and kept running as more bullets and arrows ricocheted off the rocks around him.

      As he ran, he allowed himself another backward glance.

      Most of the Apaches were on foot now, running up the slope behind him, weaving around boulders and scattered cedars and piñons. One of the braves jerked back and sideways, wincing and slapping a hand to his bloody left shoulder. He sagged back against the flat boulder from which Sartain had flung lead.

      Upslope, a rifle cracked.

      A bullet blew a dark hole in the Apache’s forehead just above his right eye. The Indian’s head whipped back, bouncing off the boulder. Blood bubbled up out of the hole as the Apache dropped to his knees, twisting around and rolling back down the slope, another brave leaping over him and then howling and clutching his left knee a half-second after the rifle cracked again on the upslope.

      Hunkered down in a gap between two rocks at the crest of the ridge, Jasmine pumped another cartridge into the action of her Winchester and pressed her cheek against the neck of the stock.

      “What’s taking you?” she yelled a half-second before smoke and flames lapped from the Winchester’s barrel.

      Sartain bounded up the last several yards and hunkered down behind a rock to her left.

      He took a few seconds to catch his breath, then, still raking deep draughts of air into his burning lungs, he said, “Didn’t know you were handy with a long gun.”

      “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me, Mr. Sartain.” Jasmine triggered another shot, then levered another round into the Winchester’s chamber.

      “Yes, there are, Miss...” Sartain let his voice trail off as he racked a round into the Henry’s action and rested the barrel of the rifle on the lip of the ridge before him. “...Gallant,” he continued, picking out a weaving long-haired target and taking the shot.

      The Apache he’d hit dropped his bow and arrow, grabbed his belly, and howled. He flopped backward and rolled.

      “Gallant,” Sartain said, picking out another target and firing. “It just now occurred to me that I’ve heard that name before.” Again, he racked a fresh round into the Henry’s breech. He glanced toward where he couldn’t see Jasmine but only the smoke and flames stabbing from her Winchester’s barrel.

      “Have you?” Thumbing fresh cartridges from Tejada’s belt into the Winchester.

      “I’m sure I have.” Sartain ducked when a bullet blew up dust and gravel about three feet in front of him. “But I’ll be damned if I can remember where.”

      He picked out another target and fired, evoking a muffled grunt and sending another Apache rolling down the rocky decline.

      He cursed and was forced to focus all his attention on the Apaches when it became clear they were going to keep coming despite the half-dozen or so he and Jasmine had sent to the Happy Hunting Ground. When he’d snapped off all sixteen of the Henry’s rounds, he slid the loading tube out from beneath the main barrel and refilled it with fresh brass from his cartridge belt.

      In ten minutes, he’d spent all that ammo as well, with little to show for it.

      The Indians were still coming but more cautiously now, holing up behind covering rocks and clumps of brush before bounding, fleet as wildcats, to another rock or brush clump. They howled and hooted, jeering at Sartain’s and Jasmine’s missed shots.

      “Crap,” Jasmine yelled from the other side of her covering rock. “This isn’t looking so good.”

      Sartain didn’t say anything, but his throat was dry. That meant he was thinking the same thing she was. They were badly outnumbered, and they were low on ammunition.

      “Help me!” Uncle Hector said from a fringe of mesquites down the slope behind Sartain. Jasmine had cut him free of his saddle, allowing him to dismount. He lay folded up on the ground, clutching his bloody calf. “I need some assistance here, amigos. I’m bleeding quite profusely!”

      “Shut up,” Sartain raked out, planting his LeMat’s sights on the dark-brown blur of a dashing Apache and squeezing the trigger. He couldn’t tell for sure, but he thought it was another miss.

      Again, he cursed.

      Then the LeMat’s hammer clicked on an empty chamber.

      He swore again and reached for the Henry, forgetting in the direness of the situation that it was empty. He set it down and pulled the loading tube from beneath the barrel. To his right he heard one of Jasmine’s own guns, probably one of her pistols, clapping benignly down its firing pin.

      “I’m out!” she yelled. “All three guns!”

      “Dammit!” Sartain grumbled. “Don’t tell ’em that!”

      He hadn’t gotten the admonishment entirely out when a wiry young Apache came storming up the ten-foot gap between Sartain and the boulder the brave had been hunkered behind. Another was close on his heels, both holding only war hatchets. They were whooping wildly, grinning, their sense of honor and challenge making them resort to the oldest tools of their trade. They must have known enough of the white man’s tongue to understand the Pinkerton’s pronouncement.

      The first brave bounded toward Jasmine while the second one came running up the slope toward Sartain, who set his Henry aside and rose from behind his rock, sliding his Bowie knife from its belt sheath. He crouched as the Apache approached, whooping and hollering so loudly, Sartain’s eardrums rattled.

      The brave swung the war hatchet down at an arc toward The Revenger’s head. Sartain jerked his head back. As he heard Jasmine scream, he gritted his teeth and sliced the blade of the Bowie across the Apache’s belly, opening him up like a field-dressed deer.

      The brave screamed shrilly, digging his hands into the blood pudding spilling from his belly and dropping to his knees. Jasmine groaned. Sartain turned to see the other Apache holding her taut against him on the other side of her rock. The grinning brave started to swing the war hatchet toward her head.

      Sartain sent the Bowie careening through the air end over end until its wickedly hooked tip crunched into the brave’s left eye. The war hatchet dealt Jasmine’s left shoulder a glancing blow as she twisted around and away from the brave, who staggered backward, howling and swatting both hands at the knife handle as though it were a pesky fly.

      His arms dropped, and he fell straight back without trying to break his fall. He lay silently jerking as though the ground were bounding around beneath him, the hide-wrapped handle of the Bowie quivering as well.

      Jasmine dropped to a knee, clamping her right hand to her left shoulder.

      She gasped and widened her eyes as two more braves came charging up the slope, howling and slicing the air with war hatchets and knives.
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      Sartain bolted off his heels, slamming his head and shoulders into the chest of the first Apache. He bulled the howling brave over onto his back so hard that the brave’s eyes rolled back in his head. The Cajun jerked the war hatchet from the Apache’s slack hand, smashing it across the brave’s head.

      There was the sound of cracking bone, and one of the brave’s eyes popped out of its socket to hang by a ragged thread.

      The other brave kicked Sartain in the ribs, throwing The Revenger onto his back. His side screamed in misery. He felt as though he’d been impaled with a dull sword. Gasping for air, he looked up and saw the brave diving toward him, clenching the Bowie in his right fist, the curved tip of the rusty brown blade arcing down toward the Cajun’s throat.

      Sartain reached up and grabbed the brave’s wrist, stopping the blade six inches from his jugular and slowly driving the squirming brave, whose sweat and raw-meat stench almost made The Revenger’s eyes water, onto his back. When Sartain had gained a knee over the brave, he smashed his left fist hard against the Indian’s right cheek.

      The brave stiffened, brown eyes glazing. The Bowie clattered onto the rocks.

      Sartain delivered three more punishing blows and the brave’s body fell slack. He looked downslope. The bottom dropped out of his belly as he saw more braves lunging up the incline toward him, howling, all dropping carbines and bows and arrows and unsheathing knives and hatchets to cut the Cajun to bloody ribbons.

      Sartain glanced at Jasmine. She knelt ten feet to his right, holding the Bowie down low by her right thigh, blood dripping from the blade onto the rocks beneath her.

      She stared in slack-jawed shock at the Indians storming up the slope, the first three within thirty yards and closing fast, eyes bright with the promise of a satisfying kill. They were racing, shoving each other as they ran, laughing.

      Back when he was soldiering in Arizona, Sartain had come to learn how Apache warriors thought. These young men had seen him kill three of their own virtually bare-handed, so each was eager to win the honor of having killed such a formidable warrior.

      Not only would such a feat garner them esteem from their compadres but also the veneration of the prettiest girls in the band, who would vie to be the one or ones to bear his children.

      “Run!” he shouted to Jasmine, throwing an arm out to indicate the backside of the ridge. “Get your horse and ride the hell out of here! I’ll distract them for as long as I can!”

      He squared his shoulders and balled his fists, ready to challenge the Indians’ assault. He had enough ammo on his cartridge belt to reload the Henry and he had two more boxes of shells in his saddlebags, but not enough time to put any of it to use.

      He glanced again at Jasmine. She just knelt there as if frozen, staring in shock at the braves charging toward her.

      “I said run, dammit!” he bellowed.

      That caused the young Pinkerton to jerk with a start. She’d just begun to straighten when what sounded like a cannon blast rose somewhere above and to Sartain’s left. The echo of the heavy explosion danced around the slope, dwindling.

      Sartain blinked, his mind slow to comprehend what his eyes had just told him.

      The head of one of the charging braves had exploded. White bone and brain and red blood and black hair sprayed in all directions. The braves looked around, shocked. Another head exploded, and the Indians wheeled and scattered across the slope, diving for cover.

      Again, the heavy gun’s explosion-like report vaulted across the ridge.

      Sartain didn’t see where this slug landed.

      “Take cover!” he roared at Jasmine.

      He grabbed his Henry and dropped down on the other side of the ridge crest, pulling out the loading tube to begin reloading.

      Soon there was another rocketing blast. Again, The Revenger didn’t see where the bullet had gone.

      The Indians had fallen eerily silent.

      When Sartain had reloaded the Henry, he rested it on the gravelly crest of the ridge and gazed down the slope toward where the Indians had been dashing toward him only a minute before. Now he saw only swatches of black hair and the occasional glimpse of a dark-brown face as the Indians sheltered behind boulders, brush clumps, and low hummocks of rock and cactus, looking around, trying to discern the shooter’s location.

      Sartain looked up hard on his left. Smoke puffed from a niche of high rocks maybe fifty yards away. As the dark smoke ribboned on the breeze, another heavy blast flatted off across the slope. There was the crashing whunk of the large-caliber bullet smashing rock.

      Sartain scowled up at the shooter. He had no idea who the man was. He was wielding what sounded like a Sharps “Big Fifty,” as the .50-caliber buffalo-hunting rifle was known, and he no longer seemed to be shooting at the Apaches. He was shooting at the higher ridge on the slope’s north side, where there appeared an outcropping of loose rock.

      Sure enough, on the heels of the next blast, rock dust puffed from near the top of the outcropping.

      After the shot’s last echo, silence.

      A low rumbling started, building.

      Sartain frowned, staring up at the outcropping. Then he grinned as the large thumb of rock set against the north ridge wall began shaking. He grinned wider when the highest rocks, roughly the size of small farm wagons, began tilting toward the slope across which the Indians were hunkered.

      They tilted farther and farther. Several began to fall. They appeared to spend a long time in the air, turning slowly end over end. When they landed, Sartain felt the ground lurch beneath him.

      Then more rocks fell.

      More and more, cracking together as they plunged to explode on the slope like the rounds of mountain howitzers, the ground now moving beneath The Revenger as the rocks hammered the slope as though to crush it into submission. The rocks and boulders bounced, dancing across the slope. Now the Indians were lighting out down the incline, back in the direction from which they’d come.

      They resembled black-tailed deer, leaping rocks and cacti and weaving around boulders, the rocks from the outcropping giving chase with a vengeance. One Apache screamed and disappeared as a large, pale boulder crushed him. Two more screamed and fell.

      Then there were so many rocks and so much dust that Sartain’s view of the declivity was nearly totally blocked. Beneath the explosions of the rocks on the slope, he occasionally made out the muted screams of another soon-to-be-crushed Apache.

      After several minutes, the rocks stopped falling. A couple shifted position and tumbled a few times, but the brunt of the slide was finished. Dust roiled up from the slope like smoke from a hard-fought battle.

      The Cajun coughed, blinking dust from his eyes, “There, that’ll teach ya.”

      He could hear Jasmine coughing too. Then she rose from the far side of her boulder, blinking and batting her hat against her thigh.

      “What...was...that...” she asked, turning her incredulous gaze to Sartain.

      The Revenger had straightened, as well, coughing and running his shirt sleeve over his eyes. “Your guess is as good as mine, my dear.”

      He gazed up the southern ridge from which the shots had been fired, seeing nothing. Then he heard the crunch of gravel and saw an old Mexican man, skin as dark or darker than any Apache’s, step around a pinnacle of rock about three-quarters of the way down from where the big rifle’s smoke had been puffing a few moments earlier.

      A straw sombrero hung down his back, flopping to and fro as the oldster moved carefully down the rocks. He wore high-topped, mule-eared boots and baggy deerskin breeches. A tobacco pouch hung down his spindly chest, which was clad in a grimy red-and-black calico shirt. A Schofield revolver sagged in a worn leather holster on his left thigh. Attached to the same belt was a leather-cap box for holding the Sharps’ long brass cartridges. A hide-wrapped waterskin dangled from his right shoulder.

      His face was long and bony, upturned nose cleaving it in two. His rheumy brown eyes regarded Sartain curiously as he kept coming down the rocks, moving purposefully, one step at a time. He held a Sharps rifle in his right hand. As he approached, the Cajun could see a thin ribbon of smoke skeining from the barrel.

      He dropped off the last rock and came along the lip of the ridge, swerving from Sartain to walk down the back slope where Uncle Hector was still down and crouched over his arrow-pierced calf. The old reprobate was smiling in spite of the pain blanching his cheeks and watering his eyes.

      “Tio,” Uncle Hector crowed. “Old Tio. Still handy with a buffalo rifle, I see.”

      The old Mexican’s face turned into a mask of badly cracked leather as he grinned, stretching his lips back far enough that Sartain could see he had no front teeth. In Spanish almost too fast for The Revenger to keep up with, old Tio said, “Those Chiricahuas have been hound-dogging my trail for days. I am much grateful and amused that you led them into my trap!”

      He stood smiling proudly, cradling the rifle, which appeared to weigh more than he did, in his sinewy arms. He canted his head toward Sartain and Jasmine. “Who are the norteamericanos?”

      “Friends of Señor Tejada,” said Sartain.

      Old Tio scowled at The Revenger. “No friend of Señor Tejada is a friend of mine!”

      “Well, hell, then,” the Cajun said.

      “I thought you two were related?” Jasmine inquired.

      “We are, we are!” Uncle Hector said ingratiatingly in Spanish. “Family means much to the Tejadas, does it not, Tio?”

      “I should finish what the Apaches started,” old Tio said, grinning devilishly down at the wounded Tejada. Anger turned his near-black face even darker. “Why do you bring them here? Did I not tell you that I would kill you if I ever saw you in these mountains again?”

      “Perhaps...” Uncle Hector glanced down at the arrow bristling from his calf, “we could continue the conversation after this arrow has been removed from my flesh. It is gravely uncomfortable, I assure you.”

      “Yours is the devil’s flesh.” Old Tio glanced at Jasmine and then at Sartain. His shrewd, washed-out eyes returned to the young Pinkerton, his gaze flicking down slightly to admire the woman’s well-filled blouse. “That, however, is the flesh of an angel.”

      Jasmine flushed slightly.

      Old Tio grinned, then narrowed one eye suspiciously at the female Pinkerton. “Are you really a friend of this thief and killer?”

      Despite his ragged, soiled attire and small stature, the old man had a regal air about him. He’d lived the life of an outcast, but there was something in his eyes and his bearing that reminded The Revenger of a hacendado—a man of wealth and respect who had been badly defeated but had still retained his dignity and formal bearing.

      “When you put it that way, no. No, we’re not friends at all. Let’s just say, business associates. We’re here looking for you, Señor Tio. We were hoping you could help us find someone,” Jasmine said, cutting her eyes at Sartain.

      “And who might that someone be?” asked another voice from somewhere behind the wizened Tio.

      Sartain winced when he saw a young Mexican man step out from behind a rock flanking old Tio. He was dressed nearly all in leather, a knotted red neckerchief fluttering in the wind. He wore a broad-brimmed black sombrero low over his eyes. A dust-smudge mustache trimmed his upper lip. He was maybe twenty, with long, straight, dark-brown hair hanging to his shoulders.

      “Maximilian San Javier de Tejada?” The young man hardened his voice and pulled a Colt from its holster positioned for a cross draw on his left hip. “If so, you’ve come to the right place. The right place to die, my friend!”

      “Stop!” said another voice, this one a girl’s. A petite hazel-eyed blonde moved out from behind a rock to place a hand on the young man’s cocked revolver. “Let’s find out what they want first, mi amor.”
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      Sartain stared down at the fire over which a haunch of javelina roasted on an iron spit. Uncle Hector turned the spit slowly, wincing against the pain in his calf, which old Tio had wrapped in a whiskey-soaked cloth after breaking and pulling out the Apache shaft.

      “Turn it, old man,” growled the young outlaw, Maximilian San Javier de Tejada, as he basted the meat with grease, tequila, and wild onions and herbs sautéed in a cast-iron skillet over low coals. “Turn it, fool!”

      “I am turning it! I am turning it, Maximilian! I apologize if I am not turning it fast enough for you on your order, but in case you have forgotten, my health has been compromised by an arrow of the devilish Apache! A Chiricahua Apache!”

      Maximilian tossed a spoon into the cup of seasoned liquid and cursed in Spanish. “I don’t know why he shot you.” He turned to old Tio, sitting back in the shadows of their camp among dark rocks, roughly a mile from the scene of the Indian attack, smoking his pipe. Only the upper right third of his Indian-dark face was lit by the dancing, umber firelight. The rest of its pits and crags were in watery shadow.

      The cold of night had fallen quickly. Stars shimmered across the arching vault of the velvet sky.

      “He is family,” old Tio said with a bored, tired air, staring at the roasting meat. Maximilian was following Tio’s directions for roasting and basting. “If one Tejada kills another, a hundred years of bad luck will come to the rest of the living family. I learned this not from my father, a Tejada, but from my mother, an India. A very wise India.”

      Maximilian stared at the wizened old-timer incredulously. Sartain knew he was wondering how Tio could care about killing a Tejada when none of the Tejadas except Maximilian had ever accepted him as one of their own.

      “Well, this big hombre isn’t family.” Priscilla McDougal came around from the far side of the fire to aim a pistol at Sartain, clicking back the hammer and scrunching up her pretty, fire-lit face distastefully. “Let’s get down to business. Who are you? Who sent you? To do what? Hurry, or I’ll kill you now”—she canted her head at Jasmine—“and then her.”

      Sartain stared up at her. He’d been trying to free his hands, tied behind his back with rawhide, but he wasn’t having much luck. He stopped the attempt now with the girl’s flashing eyes on him.

      “I will repeat the questions only one more time,” she said.

      “Don’t get your panties in a twist. The name’s Sartain,” the Cajun drawled, crestfallen. He hadn’t bothered to come up with a fake name, as it was doubtful many in Mexico had heard of him. Especially anyone in this remote Mexican backwater.

      “Ah, The Revenger.” Maximilian snickered girlishly. “Your father sends only the best, Priss.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at the boy, who was sitting by the fire now, legs crossed Indian-style. Maximilian looked up at her. “The Revenger’s reputation is known down here. We Mejicanos respect a man who exacts revenge for those who can’t do it themselves.” He lowered his smoldering, threatening gaze to Sartain. “Only, my respect for such a man will not prevent me from killing him, since he was sent here to kill me.”

      He snickered, again girlishly, which was a habit with him. He had several feminine traits, including a higher voice than was usual for a young man.

      “Nah, the governor only wants his daughter back, that’s all.”

      “Hah!” mocked Maximilian.

      Priscilla still aimed the gun at Sartain, bunching her lips malignantly.

      Sartain canted his head toward Jasmine, tied up to his right. “Let her go. I’m the one he sent to kill you, Maximilian. She’s just a tagalong sent to keep me from whoring and drinking when I have more pressing matters to attend to.”

      He thought he heard Jasmine draw a deep breath of bridled anger.

      “Who’re you?” Priscilla asked the woman.

      “Pinkerton agent.”

      “Is what he said true?”

      “Sure.” Jasmine offered The Revenger a wan smile.

      He returned it.

      “What are you after out here, Maximilian?” he asked the boy.

      Maximilian studied Sartain sidelong and then glanced at old Tio, who merely continued to puff his pipe pensively while Tejada turned the pig every minute or two, desperately trying to keep it from burning, as were his orders. Maximilian glanced at his wayward uncle, who looked quickly down, sheepish.

      “Treasure,” Maximilian said.

      “Hush!” admonished Priscilla angrily.

      “What difference does it make if he knows?” Maximilian glanced at his impoverished bandido uncle. “If they all know. They all must die, even the Pinkerton.” Then the boy turned to Jasmine and added sincerely, “I’m sorry.”

      Indignant, Hector said, “You would not kill your blood uncle!”

      “You have been no uncle to me!” Maximilian scolded the older man. “Gold! It’s always been the gold you have been after, ever since my mother, your sister, married Priscilla’s father and ruined us. Only the gold.”

      “How did the governor ruin the Tejada family?” Sartain was curious to know.

      “Our land was a grant from the King of Spain. There was what had always been considered a legend of treasure on it—gold milled by priests and their Indio slaves. Generations of Tejadas looked for the gold but no one ever found it, so it was believed to be a fable. One of many these mountains are known for. When my father died and my mother married our family friend Governor McDougal”—he smiled icily—“she turned the grant over to him, although he assured us the land would remain part of the Tejada domain.

      “But when mother died after losing her memory and her wits, McDougal moved in with his own men, rushing the Tejada vaqueros and campesinos off the land some had worked for generations. Now the Tejada hacienda is owned by McDougal, and run by McDougal’s men, all gringos.”

      “That won’t be for much longer,” Priscilla said tightly. She’d lowered the gun and gone over and taken a seat beside her stepbrother, throwing one arm around his neck and kissing his cheek. “We found the gold, thanks to Padre Sandia, who put us on the right track after reading some of his old church documents. He’d never been able to explore this deep in the mountains himself...and saw little need, him being a pious man of the cloth and this being part of the old Tejada grant.”

      “I knew you found it!” wheezed Uncle Hector as he gave the javelina another turn. He was nearly breathless, eyes gleaming, voice wheedling. “Where? You must share a little bit, if only a tiny bit, with your uncle, whom you must not kill and thus save the family from the wretched curse!”

      “We are already cursed, you old fool,” snarled Maximilian, curling his lip.

      Sartain gathered that Maximilian knew nothing of Uncle Hector’s men having crucified the priest back at the little cathedral. He decided to keep the nasty news under his hat for now. No need to set off any explosions just yet, when he and the lady Pinkerton might get caught in the blast.

      “What’re you going to do with the gold?” Jasmine asked.

      Maximilian reached toward the fire and daintily pulled bits of meat from the succulent golden-brown carcass. He blew on the chunks and handed them chivalrously to Priss before tearing some of the meat off for himself, and blowing on it. “We are going to hire a gang of the best pistoleros in Mexico—an entire army—and run McDougal’s men off of the Tejada grant, or kill them all.”

      “And ruin the governor,” Priss said, sucking grease from her thumb. “Most of his money is now tied up in the hacienda.” She let a satisfied smile tug at her mouth-corners.

      Sartain gave her an ironic smile. “Not a very nice thing to do to your father.”

      “My father is a guttersnipe,” Priss said matter-of-factly. “He was never a father to me, only a politician. He killed my mother. Maybe not outright, but with all his orders and restrictions about how a politician’s wife should behave. All the formalities about how to keep a house, throw parties, and be seen in public—they drove her to suicide. She ate a handful of wild mushrooms and died on our dining room table.” She glanced at her young lover. “Pretty much the same thing happened to Max’s mother. He drove her quite mad, though a vein of madness runs through the Tejada family.”

      She smiled again, this time with faint irony at her lover, who gave a vague, devilish grin.

      “So you ran off together,” Jasmine said. “After falling in love.”

      “That’s right,” Priscilla said saucily, keeping her arm around Maximilian. “We fell madly in love, utterly in love, and journeyed down here to find the treasure with help from Uncle Tio and Padre Sandia. Pure luck helped us find it after an earthquake exposed part of it.”

      There was a hoarse wheezing sound. Old Tio removed his pipe from between his leathery lips and said, “I searched for that treasure for thirty years—me and the padre—and these two lovebirds found it within two months after coming down here.” He chuckled again ruefully and tapped the dottle from his pipe into his hand. “It was practically right under my nose all those years...”

      He sighed.

      Maximilian reached over and squeezed the old man’s forearm. “You’ll be rich now, Tio. Richer than your wildest dreams.”

      Even with his missing teeth, the old man’s smile was beatific.

      “And I will get the hacienda back,” Maximilian said, looking at Priscilla. “And we will raise our family on it.”

      Priscilla pecked his cheek and ran her hand through his hair. She turned toward Sartain and Jasmine. “What about them?”

      Maximilian regarded them dubiously. “Sí,” he said, nodding. “What about them?” He turned to Tio. “Kill them?”

      Old Tio regarded the pair with faint, ironic humor in his old eyes, in which the firelight flickered dully. He hiked a bony shoulder.

      “And him?” Maximilian said, turning toward Uncle Hector.

      Tejada smiled deviously, wincing as he gave the pig another turn. “You cannot kill one of your own, my nephew.” He clucked. “You must not kill one of your own. Listen to Tio!”

      “I told you, you old killer, you are not one of my own. You are a filthy, cowardly killer and rapist. If you had found the treasure first, you would not have hesitated to kill us so that it all could be yours.”

      “Enough talking. I say we kill them all now.” Priscilla turned her determined gaze to her young lover. “Why wait?”

      Maximilian gazed at Sartain, at Jasmine, and then at his outlaw uncle, who returned his gaze with a fearful one of his own. Maximilian’s throat worked as he swallowed. He rubbed his hands on his leather pants and turned to Priscilla.

      “Would you like the honor, mi amor?”

      Priscilla smiled. “Sure.” She stood and held her hand out. Maximilian set his Colt pistol in it.

      She closed her hand around the gun and turned toward Sartain. She looked at the other two prisoners, brow beetling. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Even in the dim light, Sartain could see some of the color leech out of her cheeks.

      She turned to Maximilian. “Maybe tomorrow. Shots tonight might draw trouble.”

      “All right, tomorrow.” Maximilian sighed, looking relieved.

      Priscilla gave the pistol back to him.

      Tejada gave a long sigh. “Por favor, if you must kill me, you must. But first, you must show me the treasure. I want to see it with my own eyes before I die.”

      Maximilian looked at old Tio, who said nothing but just kept staring into the fire with that beguiling, sage-like smile lifting his mouth corners.

      “We will see,” said Maximilian. “It is more than you deserve, you old bastardo. We will talk about it tomorrow.”

      Sartain glanced at Jasmine, who returned the look. She was nervous. He had to admit he was relieved to hear that his demise would be postponed for a few more hours.

      He also had to admit that he felt sorry about the quandary the young lovers were in. He had been sent down here to kill Maximilian, after all. Of course, he’d been told the situation was much different than it had turned out to be.

      Still, he’d been sent down here to kill the boy…

      He wasn’t sure if it was just wishful thinking, but something told him Maximilian didn’t have cold-blooded murder in his blood. Priscilla acted tough, likely knowing it was the best way to live in such a tough land, but Sartain didn’t think she had it in her either.

      Nevertheless, he wasn’t going to tempt fate. Somehow, he had to get himself and Jasmine out of here. He had no intention of killing Maximilian now, even if he got the chance. All he wanted now was to get him and Jasmine back across the border. They’d been sent on a wild goose chase, and McDougal could go to hell.

      Learning he wouldn’t be meeting his Maker in the next couple of hours caused him to remember his hollow belly.

      “Kind of hard to sit here and look at all that meat without eating some of it. How ’bout you untie me and my colleague here and throw us a bite or two?”

      Priscilla wrinkled her nose at him. “The dead don’t need to eat.”
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      Sartain didn’t fall asleep after the fire had been kicked out and the others had rolled up in their blankets. He pretended to sleep, but instead, he lay on his side on the blanket Priscilla had grudgingly allowed him—he’d thought she was going to tell him that “dead men don’t need blankets”—and worked on trying to loosen the rawhide strips binding his wrists together behind his back.

      He was glad for the loud, semi-measured snores of the two older Mexicans drowning out any sounds he might be making.

      He worked quietly but with grim, desperate determination. The bindings were tight. As he twisted his wrists against them, he felt the chill wetness of blood. That was all right. If the rawhide got wet, it was more liable to stretch.

      He’d been working on stretching the bindings for a good two hours when he heard the young lovers whispering on the other side of the cold fire from where he and Jasmine lay. He stopped working and lay still, tense.

      Had they seen him?

      There was more low talking. He heard the faint, furtive rustling of blankets. There was the clink of a belt buckle. A muffled girl’s laugh.

      “Shhh!” whispered Maximilian.

      The old men’s snores continued.

      “They can’t hear us, Max,” said Priscilla in a voice just barely audible above the snores and the crickets and the occasional scratching of creosote branches in the breeze. “They’re all asleep. Come on—hurry!”

      Maximilian grunted. More rustling of cloth.

      Silence.

      Priscilla gave a faint groan.

      Facing away from the fire, Sartain slowly lifted his head and turned to gaze over his right shoulder. The two lovers lay together about five feet on the other side of the fire, old Tio about ten feet away on their left, the bandido uncle ten feet on their right, tied to a tree.

      A blanket half-covered Maximilian and Priscilla. They both lay on their sides, spooned against each other. The blanket had fallen to the girl’s waist, exposing her upper body.

      The pale orbs sloped toward the ground, jostling as Maximilian took the girl from behind, thrusting his hips ever so slowly and quietly against her rump.

      Maximilian grunted softly as he worked, holding her right hip with his hand. Priscilla breathed raspily. Her blonde hair quivered as she rocked forward and back.

      “Oh.” Priscilla moaned, placing both hands on the ground and thrusting her rump higher to receive her lover’s mast. “Oh, oh, oh...”

      “Shh!”

      “I am!”

      “Shhh!”

      Priscilla giggled, showing her teeth in the darkness, squeezing her eyes closed as Maximilian continued to thrust against her.

      “Oh.” Priscilla moaned throatily again after a time. She dropped her head forward, hair spilling toward the ground.

      Maximilian levered himself up higher with his left knee, pushing against her more forcefully, his long, dark-brown hair tumbling down his right shoulder. Priscilla turned her head to one side and Maximilian kissed her. They kissed for a long time as the boy continued to thrash against her. Priscilla pulled her lips from his and reached back to place her right hand against his cheek, a celestial smile of carnal pleasure showing on her face in the starlight.

      Then she jerked her head forward and placed both hands on the ground, whispering, “Oh, Lord!”

      Maximilian grunted, thrusting himself against her hard, and held her fast against him by both her hips. He quivered. Priscilla had fallen silent as the boy spent his seed and she quietly enjoyed her pleasure.

      Maximilian sighed throatily. He kissed the girl’s right shoulder and sank down to the ground. Sartain laid his head back down on his saddle, ashamed of himself for having watched and noting a frustrating tightness in his own trousers.

      He glanced at where Jasmine lay five feet away from him, facing him. Her eyes were open. He thought he could see her chest rising and falling sharply as she breathed. As though suddenly realizing he was watching her, she closed her eyes and rolled abruptly away from him.

      Sartain grinned.

      Then he went back to work on the rawhide.
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      Old Tio sniffed the wind and then lifted his head abruptly from the underside of his saddle. He turned toward Sartain and widened his eyes in shock. Sartain had the morning fire going, smoke skeining into the air over this niche in the rocky hills.

      “Ay, caramba, I’m an old fool!” intoned the Mexican. “No wonder I never found the treasure. My senses are as dull as my prick.”

      Both exhausted lovers, Maximilian and Priscilla, lifted their heads from their saddles. When they saw Sartain sitting on a rock and poking a stick into the fire, Jasmine sitting beside him and pouring water from a canteen into a speckled blue coffee pot, they both cursed—one in Spanish, the other in English.

      Automatically, Maximilian reached for his Winchester ’73.

      “Don’t be an idiot,” Sartain warned him through a growl. He raised his hands to reveal the bloody swatches of skin below his sleeve cuffs. “Rope works better.”

      “No!” Priscilla cried, throwing herself into her lover’s arms as though to shield him from a bullet. “If you kill Max, you’ll have to kill me, too!”

      “Don’t be so damned dramatic.” Sartain scoffed, poking the fire again with his stick.

      “He’s not going to shoot Max,” Jasmine insisted. “When we were sent down here, we didn’t realize the situation. Apparently, you hid your love for each other very well from your father.”

      “Oh, he knows,” Priscilla retorted, pulling away from Maximilian. “That’s why we ran away—Max and me. When my father caught us together, he had Max horsewhipped and threatened to kill him if he ever saw us so much as looking at each other. And he told me next time I would get the whip, too...after I was forced to watch my lover die!”

      “Figures,” the Cajun grouched. “I had a real bad feeling about that coot. Now I know why.” He sighed and tossed his stick into the fire. The coffee pot had started whooshing on the glowing coals. “As soon as we’ve had a cup of coffee, maybe a few bites of your javelina, if you don’t mind sharing, we’ll be saying vaya con Dios.”

      “You’re just going to ride out of here?” Maximilian asked with a skeptical frown.

      “That’s right,” said The Revenger.

      “Without fulfilling your job?”

      “It’ll be a first for me, but I’ll get over it.”

      He glanced at Jasmine, who turned her mouth-corners down at him as she continued to clean her rifle.

      “Pssst!” It was the old reprobate, Uncle Hector, sitting up and holding his arms out toward Sartain, as though beseeching the Cajun to cut his ties. He chuckled through his teeth.

      Sartain gave a mirthless chuff. “You’re their problem now, Hector.”

      “Please, señor,” Hector urged, canting his head toward his shoulder. “They’ll kill me.”

      “And that’ll be too good for you,” Jasmine told him, removing the pot from the flames and tossing a couple of handfuls of coffee into the water.

      “Do not worry, you cur,” said old Tio. “We’ll make sure you get a good, long look at the treasure before we kill you. We might even allow you to assist us in hauling a wagonload back to the church.”

      Sartain felt it was time to break the news. He couldn’t very well not tell them that their friend the padre was dead.

      “About the church,” he said, speaking in low, dark tones. “If you head back there, you’re not going to like what you find.”

      Priscilla gasped.

      “What?” Maximilian’s eyes wide and horror-stricken.

      “That’s where we met up with Uncle Hector,” Jasmine declared, scowling at the old killer.

      Slowly, Maximilian, Priscilla, and old Tio turned their heads toward Uncle Hector as well. Hector grimaced, sweat trickling down his cheeks.

      Old Tio bellowed Spanish epithets as he pulled his pistol and pumped three rounds into Uncle Hector’s chest.
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        * * *

      

      After two weeks of hard, hot, dusty riding, Sartain and Jasmine crossed the Rio Grande and rode into the little village of San Rafael, which was shaded by poplars and tamarisks. They checked into the only hotel in town.

      Each ordered a bath sent to their rooms.

      They met down in the hotel’s brush-covered galleria in time to enjoy the cooling night breeze scratching in off the desert.

      They hadn’t spoken much about what had happened down in Mexico, but now Jasmine sipped her tequila and turned to The Revenger. “Where will you go now?”

      Sartain sipped his own shot and chuckled, running his hands through his still damp hair. “Good question. Here’s a better one. What’re you going to tell the governor?”

      Jasmine held her shot glass up close to her cheek. Pooching her ripe lips out pensively, she turned the glass slowly in her hand. “The truth.” She turned to Sartain. “That’s best, don’t you think?”

      “Might get you fired.”

      She regarded him strangely, wrinkling the skin above the bridge of her fine nose.

      “You were supposed to kill me down there,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “After I’d killed Maximilian.”

      He waited.

      She continued to gaze at him strangely.

      “Am I right?”

      Jasmine took another sip of the tequila and set the glass on the table. “How did you know?”

      “Why else would he have sent you? Just to confirm that his stepson was dead?” The Cajun shook his head. “Nah. He wouldn’t have sent a beautiful woman for that menial task. He sent a beautiful woman to kill me, knowing I have a powerful weakness for beautiful women. I’d give you my back sooner than I would some dude from McDougal’s office. He sure as hell wouldn’t have sent a soldier. That’s why you’ve been so cold, this entire ride. You knew you were going to have to shoot me.”

      “All right,” she said mildly. “There you have it. I was going to kill you.”

      “But you didn’t. Why not?”

      Her gaze wavered. She looked across the town’s little cobbled square, where an old lady in a black dress and rebozo was filling a clay pot from the stone fountain fronting the obligatory copper-colored adobe church. A brown mongrel pup was rising onto its back legs to sniff the pot.

      A brown-robed priest came out of the church, smiling and gesturing to the old woman to let him help her with such a heavy pot. The pup barked at the man and backed off warily.

      The priest laughed.

      Jasmine smiled at the scene in the square, then she turned her head back quickly to The Revenger, tossing her hair as she did and resting her chin on the heel of her hand. She looked fresh and rosy after her bath. Her thick hair was only slightly damp, so she must have brushed it dry on her room’s small balcony.

      “I don’t do everything a man asks of me, Mr. Sartain.”

      “Even the governor of New Mexico Territory?”

      “Not when it goes against my conscience. The governor overestimated me, I’m afraid. It will all be in my report. If Mr. Pinkerton doesn’t like what he reads, then he and I will fork paths. I’ve been considering going into business for myself anyway.” She narrowed her eyes, causing them to crease at the corners. Both pearl orbs fairly smoldered. “Know this, Mr. Sartain. I didn’t not shoot you because I thought you didn’t deserve a bullet. While I discovered down in Mexico that you are human after all, you’re still a killer.”

      “I didn’t kill your father, Jasmine.”

      She snapped a surprised look at him.

      “Jasmine Gallant. Daughter of Jim Gallant, United States Marshal out of Denver.” Sartain nodded slowly. “I finally remembered where I’d heard the name before. Jim Gallant was shot down coming out of the Denver Federal Building with his young daughter. The man’s wife, the girl’s mother, had died earlier that winter, and he took his daughter out for lunch nearly every day. Three men seeking revenge on the marshal because he’d tracked down one of the men’s brothers—”

      “Cousins,” she corrected.

      “Because he’d tracked down one of the men’s cousins and brought him to trial, after which he was promptly and rightfully hanged.”

      Jasmine sighed as she sat back in her chair. “My, you have a good memory.”

      “Wasn’t all that long ago. It was a big story. Ran in all the papers.” Sartain dug a half-smoked cheroot from his shirt pocket. “I wasn’t one of them, Jasmine.”

      “No,” she whimpered, shaking her head and staring down at the table, tears glazing her eyes. “No, you weren’t one of them. But you are of their sort.”

      Sartain scratched a match to life on the table. Again, he shook his head. “Not even close. You learned that down in Mexico. That’s why you didn’t turn one of your pretty little pistols on me.” He lit the cheroot, blowing smoke and tossing the match out into the courtyard. “And killing me won’t bring him back.”

      “Killing doesn’t bring anyone back, does it, Mike?” Tears rolling down her cheeks. She sniffed, brushed her hand across her face, and gave him a pointed look.

      She sobbed and turned away as though ashamed of the emotion.

      “No.” Taking a long drag on the cheroot, feeling a dull knife of old misery prick his heart. “No, it don’t.”

      She hung her head, weeping. Sartain scraped his chair back, rose, and knelt beside her. He wrapped his arm around her and held her as she cried.

      Later, after a few more drinks and tacos carnitas for supper, they went upstairs. Sartain turned to his door, expecting to see her turn to her own room across the hall. Instead, she sidled up to him and placed her hand in his. Her eyes sparkled in the light from a single candle.

      He felt something cold in the palm of his hand. He opened it.

      A twenty-dollar gold piece glinted up at him.
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      Mike Sartain, The Revenger, heard the clipped screech of the bullet half a blink before the shot tore into the roof of the well from which he’d been winching up a bucket of fresh water. It hammered the moldering wood only six inches from his head.

      As the bark of the bushwhacker’s bullet reached his ears and bits of wood from the well’s roof flew in all directions, the big Cajun released the winch handle.

      He threw himself hard right to hit the ground behind the well’s stone coping. The filled bucket hit the water with a hollow thud and a splash. Behind Sartain, his big buckskin stallion, Boss, whinnied his disdain for the rifle’s bark.

      The Revenger knew how he felt.

      The buckskin wheeled and ran, trailing his bridle reins, kicking up dust in the street of this remote and somewhat eerie mountain ghost town somewhere on the southwestern flank of Colorado’s San Juan mountains.

      Another bullet smashed the far side of the well, followed close on its heels by the rifle’s echoing blast.

      Sartain rose to a knee, flicking the keeper thong free from over the hammer of his big LeMat revolver outfitted with a twelve-gauge shotgun shell in a stout barrel beneath the main .44-caliber barrel, and took hasty aim at the first man-shape he saw. He triggered three quick rounds, the heavy pistol leaping and roaring in his hand, smoke billowing over the top of the well to be trapped by the remnants of the pitched roof, peppering the Cajun’s nose.

      Between Sartain’s second and third shots, he’d heard a muffled grunt. As he’d triggered his third shot, he saw the man facing him from a gap between two weathered log buildings. The shooter twisted around and stumbled sideways into the gap. The rifle in the man’s hands sagged and finally dropped as the son of a buck turned full around and stumbled away from the man he’d tried to beef from bushwhack.

      Sartain considered a fourth round, then thought better of it.

      Holding the smoking LeMat in front of him, he straightened and walked out from behind the well. He strode quickly across the street, keeping the big popper aimed at the man who continued stumbling down the ten-foot gap between the two buildings, both of which sagged on their short stone pylons with forlorn abandonment.

      The man was dragging his boot toes. As he stumbled out of the gap, the watery sunlight revealed the bloodstains on the back of his tan leather vest. He took two more halting steps, gave a groan, and dropped to his knees.

      Sartain stepped over the ambusher’s rifle, a .38-40 Winchester, and walked down through the gap littered with bits of ancient trash. He moved around the bushwhacker to face him. The man, still on his knees, stared straight ahead, lower jaw sagging. His black, low-crowned Stetson lay on the ground beside him. A pair of steel-framed spectacles with one cracked lens drooped from one ear.

      The man’s eyes were light blue. He had a ginger soup-strainer mustache and thick muttonchops. His thin hair of the same color was carefully trimmed. His skin was soft and on the pale side, though his nose was sunburned. A gold watch chain sagged from a vest pocket. He had something of the dude about him, the Cajun silently opined.

      He might have been thirty-five, maybe forty. He wasn’t going to see fifty.

      “Why?” Sartain asked, keeping the LeMat aimed at the man’s head, though he’d obviously taken the venom out of him.

      The man continued to stare straight ahead, as though he didn’t know Sartain was standing nearly in front of him. Blood issued from the two rounds in his chest, soaking the ends of his string tie and the pinstriped cotton pullover shirt he wore beneath the vest. Two cartridge belts were cinched around his waist, two holsters bristled with Remington revolvers.

      “Why?” Sartain asked again, louder this time, gritting his teeth.

      He felt an odd amalgam of fury at nearly having gotten his head blown off, and sympathy for a dying man. A man who was likely just then sifting through all the meaningful moments in his fast-fading life, taking one more look before the long night closed over him.

      The man turned to Sartain. He gritted his teeth, flared his nostrils, enraged. He had a chipped eyetooth.

      He appeared to try to say something, stretching his lips back, trying to get his vocal cords to work. But then his eyelids fluttered closed. He dropped straight forward, not breaking his fall in the least. He hit the ground with a resolute thud and sighed out his last breath, jerking slightly.

      He lay flat against the ground, arms close against his sides.

      Sartain stared down at him. “Come on, you son of Satan. Why’d you try to grease me?” He kicked the dead man’s side. “Who are you?”

      The man lay inert. His head was turned toward Sartain, his eyes half-open and glassy. A blood pool grew beneath him.

      The Revenger looked around. If there was one bushwhacker, there could be more, though he thought he’d probably know by now if this man had been riding with anyone. Then he had a strange sensation, his spine turning chill, as though someone was watching him, maybe planting a pair of rifle sights on him.

      Presently, hooves thudded somewhere to his left. He jogged through a stand of dusty pines and cedars, crossed a wash and then ran through more pines and cedars, and stopped. A horse was just then cresting a rocky ridge about two hundred yards away, heading northeast.

      The rider was a blur from this distance. All Sartain could see of the horse was a black patch on its left flank, which glinted briefly in the high-altitude sunlight just before horse and rider plunged down the opposite side of the ridge.

      Sartain raised his hand holding the LeMat and ran his blue chambray shirtsleeve across his forehead. Still staring after the rider, he cursed, “Now...who in the hell are you?”
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        * * *

      

      Sartain found his would-be killer’s horse in a corral with a lean-to stable a short walk from where the man lay dead.

      The horse was a sleek sorrel gelding, well cared for and both saddled and bridled, though its bit had been slipped and its saddle cinch had been loosened. The horse didn’t seem overly spooked to see someone other than its own rider entering the corral, which flanked what had once been a three-story mud-brick hotel. The corral was a bit tumbledown, and brush had grown against its weathered rails.

      The horse whickered a few times as the Cajun went through the dead man’s saddlebags and blanket roll, looking for anything that identified the rider. He’d already gone through the dead man’s pockets and found nothing more than a few coins, a single playing card with the name Elvira Houston penciled on one corner, and a broken comb.

      There wasn’t much more in the saddlebags but cooking gear and some coffee, flour, and fatback. There was nothing in the man’s possibles that identified him. Not even a bill of sale for the groceries. All he could find that might remotely hint at his identity was a spare, holstered revolver wrapped in his bedroll.

      The initials J.L.F. had been scratched into the worn walnut grip. The initials probably didn’t mean much. The gun looked old, and the initials could have been scratched there by a previous owner.

      Still, the initials gave The Revenger something to go on.

      And then there was the woman’s name—Elvira Houston. Like the initials on the gun, the name might or might not mean anything, but it was all the Cajun had. What he’d do with the bits of information, he had no idea.

      He wasn’t sure what to do with the horse, either. No point in leaving it alone here in this ghost town. Deciding he’d take it with him and turn the sorrel over to the first livery he came to, he led the mount out of the stable and onto the deserted main street, tying it to a worn hitching post near the well. The horse blew and switched its tail, now a little uneasy about the turn of events.

      It seemed a trusting beast, however, and took the stranger in stride.

      The Cajun patted the horse’s neck and talked to it a little, letting it get used to him. He had no grudge against the horse, only its rider. He walked back out to the well and stared in the direction his own mount had run after the first rifle shot.

      He placed two fingers between his lips and whistled. After about thirty seconds, hoof thuds rose. Then Boss appeared, moving tentatively around a dogleg in the deserted street, head down, ears twitching, occasionally stepping on his drooping reins.

      The big buckskin wasn’t taking any chances.

      “Come on, you old cayuse,” Sartain urged, beckoning. “It’s all clear.” He glanced around at the abandoned buildings nearly surrounding him, narrowing one dubious eye. “I think...”

      As the horse continued forward, taking its time, a cautious cast to its copper eyes, Sartain returned to the job he’d started when he’d been so rudely interrupted. He winched up a bucket of water, set it on the ground by the well, and cupped several dripping handfuls of the cold, refreshing liquid to his lips.

      When he’d slaked his thirst, he plunged his head into the water, corkscrewing it, giving his face and scalp and the back of his neck a good scrubbing with his fingers, ridding himself of three days’ worth of trail grime.

      He’d ridden down from Deadwood in the Black Hills, where he’d been sent to kill a man for an older gent out of Denver whom the other man had shot and paralyzed. The older gent, Mike McCarthy, was a liveryman, and he’d been innocently waiting in line at the bank when the owlhoot Bob Norman Thomas, an outlaw out of the Dakota Territory, had held up the teller and shot him dead.

      Mike McCarthy, raising his hands above his head along with the bank’s half-dozen other customers, had simply queried, “Now, what’d you have to go and do that for?”

      It had been an automatic response to the pointless killing of a young man whom McCarthy had known. Bob Norman Thomas’s response had been to turn around, laughing, and shoot McCarthy from nearly point-blank range, shredding his guts and severely injuring his spine.

      For that, Mike Sartain had ridden up to Deadwood on the trail of Thomas and shot not only Thomas but the brother he’d been riding with. He’d left their bodies to cool near their coffee fire in a fringe of Douglas firs not far from Pheeter’s Station, just south of the diggings and hurdy-gurdy houses of Deadwood.

      Then he rode away, satisfied with another job well done.

      Because that’s who he was—Mike Sartain, the man who exacted revenge for those who could not.

      The newspaper scribblers called him The Revenger.

      Scribblers with a sense of humor had dubbed him “the Ragin’ Cajun.”

      Now the big, handsome, curly-headed man from New Orleans slipped Boss’s bit from his mouth. He intended to bury the man he’d shot, so he’d likely be here a while. Since the sun was edging behind the high, fir-clad western ridges, he might have to spend the night, though he didn’t relish the idea.

      He wasn’t too proud to admit that the old ghost town, an abandoned mining camp whose heyday had long since come and gone, gave him the fantods. There was an unsettling sound to the wind blowing through the town, raking across empty window frames and fluttering over loose roofing shakes, occasionally giving a rusty shingle chain a chilling squawk.

      Dust rose now and then, and an ancient, yellowed newspaper fluttered just above the ground to paste itself to the stone pylons of a small cabin that boasted a sign over its porch announcing in badly faded letters: AUNT JENNY’S HOUSE OF FORBIDDEN DELIGHTS.

      Aunt Jenny’s empty windows stared blackly out at Sartain, like the empty eye sockets of a dead man’s skull. Tattered, filthy curtains jostled in the rising breeze, casting shadows, some of which almost looked like phantoms skulking around the windows to peer out at the stranger by the well.

      In the darkening mountains around the town, a coyote lifted a long, mournful wail.

      Sartain shuddered as he winched up another bucket of water. He wasn’t usually the spooky sort, but this town had hiked his short hairs even as he’d first ridden into it. Hard Winter, a beaten-up sign had pronounced it. Likely a right fitting handle. Maybe the hard winters were why it was dead.

      But the hard winters weren’t why the place made him shiver. There was something sinister about the defunct settlement. Sartain wasn’t normally the superstitious sort, though he was from a superstitious place—the whores who’d raised him in the New Orleans French Quarter were some of the most superstitious folks he’d ever run in to, and he’d been all over Appalachia during the war—but he could feel a foreboding deep in his Cajun bones.

      There was something off-kilter about this place. He’d be glad to get shed of it. He would have hightailed it straightaway if he hadn’t felt compelled to dig the dead bushwhacker a shallow grave. The man sure as hell didn’t deserve it, and Sartain wasn’t one to shed any tears or even bury men who came that close to trimming his wick. But there’d been something about this gent that had compelled him to give him at least a slightly better send-off than he deserved.

      He wasn’t sure what that was.

      Maybe it was just the fact that he hadn’t looked like a cold-blooded killer. Maybe he thought it was possible the man had made an honest mistake, though plenty of men had come gunning for The Revenger in the past. He’d had a bounty on his head after he’d killed the soldiers who’d raped and murdered his pregnant girl and her grandfather.

      Sartain filled his canteen from the bucket and watered both horses. He unstrapped his folding shovel from his saddle, walked back to where he’d left the dead man...and stopped dead in his tracks.

      The expired bushwhacker was not where he’d left him.
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      Under his breath, Sartain said, “Holy moly.”

      He looked around. He must have made a mistake, become disoriented by the moving of the late-day shadows. But then he saw the blood pool in the sand and gravel where the body had obviously been.

      The Cajun’s heart raced, skipping beats.

      He dropped the shovel and palmed his LeMat, clicking back the trigger. He turned,  slowly probing every nook and cranny around him for another would-be ambusher. Seeing nothing out of sorts—except for a missing body, that was—he moved slowly toward the bloodstain that had turned brown now as the blood had soaked into the ground and semi-dried.

      The blood was there, but the body was not.

      Someone had carted it off.

      Sartain inspected the ground around the stain. He couldn’t find the direction in which the man had been dragged. The ground was broken up around the stain, so it didn’t leave much of a sign. He thought he saw what could have been scuff marks possibly made by the heels and spurs of the dead man’s boots.

      On the other hand, those marks could have been natural or made a long time ago. This back alley had been worn hard by the folks who’d once populated the boomtown.

      One thing was for sure—the dead man was gone. Someone had carted him off.

      Who? And was the man or men still around?

      Could it have been the man he’d seen fleeing on horseback?

      Just then, the sun slipped down behind the western peaks. Instant dusk, thick, purple shadows stretching flat and wrapping around The Revenger like a gloved hand. He holstered the LeMat but did not secure the keeper thong over the hammer.

      He picked up the shovel and returned to where the horses milled by the well, facing each other over the empty water bucket. They could have been having a stare-down.

      Sartain took a careful look around once more. The town was small, maybe three city blocks long with shacks, stock pens, and privies forming the ragged edges in all directions. There were eight- to twenty-foot gaps between most of the buildings.

      Breaks where a man or men could be lurking, waiting for a clear shot.

      The Cajun dropped the bucket back into the well and took stock. It was getting too dark to ride far, but he’d rather ride a ways into the mountains before setting up camp for the night. The pines and firs beckoned. These empty buildings seemed to be chuckling silently, malevolently at him.

      Besides, there were too many places where more bushwhackers could lurk out of sight here. He’d feel safer among the forested slopes beyond.

      He walked over to shove the sorrel’s bit back into its mouth and stopped.

      Frowning, he turned to stare east down the vacant street that had turned vanilla now as the buildings had turned the color of old saddle leather to either side of it. He spied movement out there, just beyond the town.

      Then he heard again what he’d heard a moment ago, the faint clink of a bridle chain.

      A horse and rider were approaching the town. They were a dark-brown blur until a fleeting ray of last light touched the crown of the rider’s hat with gauzy salmon. The rider appeared to be slumped forward in his saddle. The horse loped with its head raised tensely, and half-turned to one side. As it approached the well, Sartain could hear the thudding of its hooves growing louder.

      “Now what in the hell...” the Cajun heard himself mutter, his stomach beginning to churn, adding to his overall unease about this ghostly place.

      Horse and rider rode on into the town, almost disappearing in the thick shadows pushing into the street. They emerged again when the horse came to within fifty yards and slowed. The horse gave a nervous whinny. Boss returned the cry, rippling his withers. The sorrel turned toward the newcomer, gave its tail a single, incredulous switch, and whickered.

      Sartain placed his right hand on his LeMat but left the gun in its holster. As the horse and rider continued toward him, walking now, he looked around. This newcomer could be trying to distract him so another bushwhacker could take a shot at him.

      Or maybe, slumped forward like he was, he was playing possum. Feigning injury.

      Sartain went ahead and slid the LeMat from its holster, clicking the hammer back. He looked around again and then faced the newcomer as the horse drew to a stop about twenty feet away, lowering its head and blowing. Tan dust sifted around it.

      It was a broad-chested, short-legged skewbald paint—a fine-looking animal, mostly pale dun lightly sprinkled with white. Likely not the horse he’d seen fleeing earlier. The rider was young and thin. He was slumped entirely forward against the paint’s neck, his hat mashed against his forehead. Sartain could smell sweat lather on the horse. It had come far at a hard pace.

      The rider’s narrow shoulders rose and fell sharply. The young man was grunting and groaning softly, miserably.

      “Who’re you, kid?” the Cajun asked, stepping wide around the horse and casting another quick glance to his flank, half-expecting another would-be bushwhacker to step out from a break between buildings and throw down on him.

      From the side, he could see blood trickling down from the kid’s upper chest to form a narrow stream across the paint’s wither. He was wounded, all right. Not faking it.

      “What happened, kid?” Sartain asked, stepping forward and reluctantly sliding the LeMat back into its holster. Again, he wouldn’t secure the keeper thong over the hammer. He wanted the gun free for a quick, easy draw if needed.

      The kid’s face was turned toward Sartain. He had his eyes squeezed shut in misery. Now, as he lifted his head slightly from the pole of his horse, his hat tumbled to the ground. He was sandy-haired, sharp-chinned, with a lean, narrow face turned copper by the sun. He had a thumb-sized birthmark on his left cheek, slightly darker than the rest of his face.

      A Schofield .44 rode in a soft leather holster up high on his left hip, on a cartridge belt half-filled with brass. Hide had been wrapped around the handle. An old-model Winchester carbine was sheathed on the left side of his horse.

      “Help me, mister,” the kid said. “Too…took a bullet about two miles back.”

      Sartain looked at the young man’s bloody blue work shirt. He’d taken a bullet through his right suspender, it appeared, up high on his chest. Probably not a lung or heart shot, unless the bullet had danced around inside him after entering.

      “Who shot you?”

      The kid swallowed, grunted, and shook his head. “I don’t know. Didn’t see the bastard...uh...pardon my French. I don’t usually cuss, but, holy cow, I sure didn’t deserve that bullet! I’m just passin’ through!”

      He opened his watery light-blue eyes to regard The Revenger pleadingly. “Can you help me down from my horse? I’m miserable hurt, and if I’m gonna die, I’d just as soon do it on the ground as up here on ole Taz.”

      Sartain took another careful look around. Not seeing anyone bearing down on him, though it was getting harder and harder to see anything out here now, he reached up and wrapped a hand around the young man’s left forearm. The kid swung his right boot over the paint’s rump. Sartain wrapped his hands around the kid’s lean waist, easing him down to the ground.

      The kid slumped against his horse, breathing hard.

      Sartain kept a hand on the boy’s shoulder, wondering what in hell he was going to do about this undesirable change of situation. He couldn’t very well ride off and leave a wounded, possibly dying, young man behind to expire alone. Not without trying to lend a hand in some way. What he could do for the lad, however, he had no idea.

      He supposed he could at least try to make him comfortable and see how bad the wound was, maybe give him a shot or two of whiskey to help ease the pain.

      “Got a handle?”

      “Dewey,” the kid said, resting his arm on his saddle and leaning his forehead against his arm. “Dewy Dade from Alamogordo.” He hadn’t quite gotten that last out before his knees buckled. As he dropped, his horse sidestepped away from him, and Sartain had to grab him around the waist to keep him from falling belly down in the street.

      He picked the kid up in his arms. The Cajun didn’t figure he weighed over a hundred and forty. He looked around for somewhere to take him.

      He considered the stable in which he’d found the bushwhacker’s horse. Then he remembered seeing an old saloon and hotel that was two or three stories and looked reasonably intact, or at least, intact relative to the rest of the town.

      There might still be a bed in the place.

      He peered to the east and saw the building on the street’s north side roughly a block away. Starting to walk toward it with the kid in his arms, he whistled for Boss. The horse came trotting up behind him, following like a loyal dog. He wanted to keep near the horse and the Henry repeater sheathed on his saddle, in case he needed both.

      He mounted the saloon’s porch steps. It was too dark to read the large wooden sign stretched across the second story just above the broad front gallery, but he remembered that it read MELVIN PEPPER’S KICKING HORSE SALOON & HOTEL in letters that probably could have been seen from a quarter-mile away in the saloon’s and the town’s prime.

      Now, however, the letters were ghostly representations of their former selves, barely discernible against the rotting, sun-blistered wood.

      Sartain wasn’t surprised to find the front door boarded over—several planks nailed at angles across it. Several more were stretched over the front window. The gallery itself was in poor shape, missing several boards in the floor so that the Cajun had to watch his step if he didn’t want to fall through to the ground beneath it.

      Tumbleweeds, dust, sand, and old trash littered the place.

      Not seeing an easy way in the front door, and figuring he’d probably end up taking the kid to the stable after all, he dropped down off the gallery and walked around to the saloon’s rear.

      There was a small door back there, atop a few stone steps. He gave the metal and leather latch a half-hearted nudge and was surprised to hear it click.

      The hinges groaned as the door gave a shudder and swung inward.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      Sartain moved into the earthen-floored room before him. It must have been a storeroom. There was enough light pushing through a dusty, cobwebbed window to his right to show him the way to another door on the other side of the room.

      This one opened, as well. Now he found himself at the rear of what appeared the main saloon, with stairs angling up over his left shoulder.

      He walked haltingly down the short, narrow hall abutted by the stairs on one side and a wall on his right from which a moose head stared dubiously down at him through the misty shadows. He stopped near the newel post at the bottom of the stairs and stared into the room before him.

      From what he could see in the dusky light, the saloon was still outfitted with a fancy bar, back bar, and a half-dozen or so tables onto which chairs were still overturned. So far, so good, The Revenger thought, starting up the stairs with the groaning kid in his arms. If the downstairs was still reasonably intact, there was a good chance the upstairs would be as well.

      It was.

      At least, as far as the Cajun could tell. He stopped at the first door he came to, turned the knob, and nudged the door with his boot toe. It groaned open. Sartain saw the outline of a bed before him. He gentled the kid onto it and then stepped back, looking around the room.

      Surprisingly well appointed for a ghost town, he thought.

      He dug a match out of his shirt pocket, scraped it to life on his thumbnail, and held it high. The watery light revealed a bracket lamp near the door. He lit the lamp and looked around again. He’d be damned if the room didn’t look lived in. There was a dresser, a green-painted armoire, a room divider, and a washstand complete with a porcelain bowl and water pitcher. A towel even hung from a rail, and there was a good-sized mirror above the towel.

      He turned to the bed. It looked not only well-kempt but freshly made.

      Either the ghosts in this town were damned neat and tidy and preferred all the comforts of home or someone living and breathing was haunting Hard Winter.

      On the bed, the kid groaned.

      Sartain turned to him. The kid writhed from side to side, moaning.

      “Kid, you hang tough,” the Cajun said. “I’m gonna go out and fetch my bottle. I’ll be right back.”

      “Mister?” the kid said as Sartain started for the door.

      The Revenger turned back to him.

      “You ain’t gonna go off and leave me to die here alone, are ya?”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “I’m awful scared. I’m hurtin’ bad, and I’m just plain scared. I don’t wanna die!”

      “Don’t blame you a bit, son,” Sartain said. “I’ll be right back.”

      He started again toward the room’s open door but stopped when Boss lifted a long, warning whinny from the street fronting the place.

      “Ah, hell,” Sartain groused. “Now what?”
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      Sartain went back downstairs, the LeMat again in his hand.

      Strange sounds were coming from the front of the saloon. Thudding and squawking sounds. As he walked through the saloon, the bar on his left, the tables on his right, he could tell someone was on the front gallery. They were removing the planks from over the front door—which was two doors with beveled and colored glass still in their top panels.

      The squawking and thudding continued. The Cajun stood near the doors, waiting, the LeMat in his hand, an incredulous scowl on his face. He could feel the reverberations of the toil of the man or men through the floorboards.

      Finally, the last board was removed from over the door and tossed onto the gallery floor.

      “Ouch!” said a voice.

      The Revenger’s scowl deepened. Had that been a young woman’s voice?

      “Damn!” she said as though to herself. She must have injured herself on a nail.

      Sartain could see her silhouette through the colored glass, the top glass squares showing the single word Saloon from the back. One of the doors opened halfway, and the girl’s shadow moved toward Sartain. She wore a hat and a coat, and he could see long hair hanging down past her shoulders. She half-turned as she closed the door.

      As she started to turn toward the drinking hall, Sartain scratched another match to life on his thumbnail and held it high.

      The girl screamed and stumbled back against the doors, stretching her arms out to both sides, then fell to her rump on the floor.

      Sartain stepped forward, the match sputtering between his thumb and index finger.

      The young woman’s battered Stetson tumbled off her left shoulder to reveal a rich, messy spill of chocolate-colored curls framing a clean-lined face with a straight nose and resolute jaw.

      “Who’re you?” Sartain asked.

      “Who’m I?” she said, dark eyes sparking in the match light. “Who’re you, you son of a buck?”

      “Sartain.”

      Just then, the match burned down to his fingers. He dropped it. Darkness closed over him and the girl once more. He heard her give an angry grunt. There was the scuffing of boots and then she was on him in two-fisted fury, bulling into him while smashing her fists against his face.

      “Hold on!” he said, dropping the LeMat to get hold of her.

      Before he could grab her flailing arms, which he could barely make out in the darkness before him, she’d shoved him back onto a table. Her supple body pressed against his. Her coat fell open, and he could feel the yielding curves of her body loosely restrained behind a blouse.

      Sartain got hold of her right hand and was surprised to feel the cold, hard, irregular bulk of a pistol in it.

      “No!” she cried through gritted teeth.

      Sartain jerked the pistol free of the girl’s surprisingly strong grip. As he did, he fell back and sideways, rolled off the table, and hit the floor with a bang! The girl came with him, landing on top of him, getting to her knees, straddling him, and going back to work on his face with her fists.

      Sartain tossed her gun away and heard it hit the floor and slide.

      “I wasn’t open, you son of a buck!” she railed. “No one comes in here when I’m not open! I saw the horses, but I didn’t think whoever belonged to ’em would be ill-mannered enough to break into my place!”

      Sartain cursed when one of her fists split his upper lip and the coppery taste of blood touched his tongue. Her silky hair raked him as her fists battered him. None of the punches did any real damage. She was a small girl, as tough and as resolute as her jawline. His biggest problem was trying to restrain her without hurting her.

      If this place belonged to her, he was the interloper here, after all.

      Finally, he managed to grab both her wrists again, instantly stopping the onslaught. He pushed up to a half-sitting position and rolled the girl onto her back. He straddled her, holding her wrists taut against the floor above her head.

      “Now, hold on!” He grunted, pressing her down hard. “I’m not your enemy, miss. I just needed a bed for a younker who rode into your fair town with a bullet in his shoulder. He’s upstairs. He needs tendin’ by someone who knows what they’re doin’, which I don’t. My name is Mike Sartain, and I was just passin’ through.”

      When he felt her go somewhat slack beneath him, he climbed off her and lit a lamp bracketed to a ceiling support post. Turning up the wick and spreading a dull, yellow glow around the room, he glanced at her. She’d pushed up onto her elbows. Her hair was in her face. She shook it back.

      “Why didn’t you say so?”

      The Cajun chuckled.

      She started climbing to her feet. He went over and gave her his hand, which she accepted. “How did you get in here?” she said when she was standing before him, looking him up and down critically as though seeing him for the first time.

      “Back door.”

      She turned her mouth-corners down. “Yeah, it doesn’t lock. Last time I left for the week, I must’ve forgot to slide the sideboard in front of it. I only open up on weekends.”

      “I’m glad you forgot about the sideboard. Like I said Miss...”

      “McKee. Dixie McKee.”

      “Like I said, Miss McKee, I got a young man upstairs with a bullet in his shoulder.”

      She tucked her hair behind one ear and narrowed a suspicious eye at him. “He ride with you?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Because you got trouble written all over you.”

      “You’re not the first to tell me that.”

      “Are you?”

      Sartain poked his hat up off his forehead. “Not tonight. Not here. Unless somebody tries to bushwhack me again.”

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind.” Sartain shook his head. “Is there a sawbones around, Miss McKee?”

      “Does this place look like it still has a sawbones, Mr. Sartain?” She had a salty, frank air about her. It mixed well with her feminine attractiveness.

      “Well, it doesn’t look from outside like it still has a saloon and a hotel. You do a damn good job of disguising that fact.”

      “Best way to keep scavengers out.”

      Dixie McKee wrinkled her nose at him snidely. It had a few small freckles on it that stood out against her tan in the lamplight.

      “Let me get a pan of water and some cloths and some whiskey,” she said. “I’ll go up and take a look at him. I was raised with two brothers twelve miles from here. There weren’t any sawbones close around. Leastways, no good ones, so Ma and I did all the doctoring in the family. I keep a kit up in my room.”

      She followed The Revenger’s gaze and then turned away, pulling the top of her blue blouse closed and reprimanding him with a stern look.

      “You said you weren’t trouble,” she said as she headed for the bar.

      “I said I wasn’t trouble here tonight, Miss McKee, I didn’t say I wasn’t a man.” The Cajun smiled, giving her a wink.

      She gave him another critical up-and-down, as though she were appraising a dangerous animal. “Yes, I know what men are all about.” She’d said it like she knew, all right, and didn’t like it.

      She walked around behind the bar, reached down, and then set a rusty porcelain pan atop the varnished oak. “How about if you go out back and fill this pan with water from the rain barrel? I’m going to need plenty of water to clean that wound. You can bring in some wood, too, and get that potbelly stove fired up good and hot. Gonna be a cold night, and I’m gonna need some hot water.”

      Sartain grabbed the pan off the bar. “You got it.”

      “Then you can get those chairs down off those tables and light my lamps down here. I have a handful of regular weekend customers. More on Saturdays than Fridays, but there’ll be a few in tonight, most likely. There’s a few prospectors and ten-cow cattlemen around here, and they like to come in and have a few drinks on the weekends. Mine is the only place around.”

      “Whatever I can do to help out.”

      “That’s good enough for starters,” Dixie said, heading upstairs with a bottle and a couple of rags. “Now, let’s go see how bad off your friend is.”

      Sartain didn’t see the point in reminding her that the wounded younker was not his friend. Dixie McKee was a headstrong girl. Once she got something in her head, you’d need a crowbar to lever it back out again.

      And that might not even work.
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        * * *

      

      Sartain fetched water from the well and brought a pan up to Dixie, who was busily tending the boy. The kid was out of his head now with shock, warning someone named Roamer that lightning struck in high places, “and they best get these beeves to lower ground or get lit up like firecrackers!”

      “Why, he’s just a boy. Nothing but a child,” Dixie scolded as she mopped up the blood around the young man’s wound.

      The implication was that Sartain had corrupted him, somehow caused him to take that bullet.

      “I know that, Miss McKee, but like I said...” He let his voice trail off. She wasn’t listening, and he didn’t have a crowbar near big enough. “Never mind.”

      He went back downstairs, brought in several washtubs full of split aspen and pine, and started a roaring fire in the potbelly stove, which sat in the dead center of the saloon’s main drinking hall. He filled a couple of iron kettles from the rain barrel and set them on the stove. When he’d pulled all the chairs down off the tables, he went around the room to make sure all the lamps were lit.

      Because the stove was heating the place up like a washhouse in mid-July, he opened the front door.

      That was when he saw Boss, the kid’s paint, and the dead bushwhacker’s sorrel. All three horses were limned by the lamplight spilling out of the saloon behind him. They stood in the street, still saddled and in need of tending.

      Sartain led the trio over to the stable in which he’d found the bushwhacker’s mount. What he took to be the girl’s mount was there, a handsome cream touched with dun speckles across its hindquarters. He saw no black on this horse either, which made it unlikely that Dixie McKee had been the fleeing rider he’d seen earlier.

      He also found a bin filled with oats and another rain barrel.

      He rubbed all three horses down carefully, then fed and watered them and shut them up in the stable. When he got back to the saloon, the water in both pots was boiling, and two men were sitting at one of the tables, regarding the big Cajun incredulously.

      “Who’re you?” one of them asked—a tall, hawk-nosed, horse-faced man in dusty trail garb. He wore a bowler hat. A red bandanna was knotted around his scrawny neck. Apparently, he couldn’t find pants long enough to fit him, so he’d sewn otter skin to the cuffs.

      “Sartain.”

      “Where’s Dixie, Sartain?”

      “Upstairs.”

      “What the hell’s she doing upstairs?” asked the other man, a beefy, red-faced, middle-aged gent in dusty trail garb similar to the string bean’s. He had silver hair beneath his sweat-stained Stetson, and he wore a red and white checked shirt under a brown leather vest.

      He grinned lasciviously. “She tryin’ to earn a few more pesos on her back up there, is she?”

      He slapped his thigh.

      The string bean clouded up, rose tensely from his chair, and turned his fiery eyes on the beefy gent. “Don’t you talk about Dixie like that, Slater! You hear me?” He slammed his fist on the table. “Or you’ll have me to answer to!”

      Just then, the wounded younker screamed in the room above Sartain’s head, “Don’t kill me! Oh, God—please don’t kill me!” The plea was followed by a strangled, “Noooooooooooo!”
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      “Holy Christ—what’s happenin’ up there?” Slater asked as Sartain wheeled and ran to the stairs at the back of the room.

      He took the steps three at a time. As he gained the second floor, he pulled the LeMat, cocked it, and thrust the kid’s door open.

      He stopped in the doorway, peering into the room lit by two lamps—one on the wall, another on a small table near the kid’s bed. The kid lay back on his pillow, eyes shut, mouth half-open. Dixie McKee was crouched over him, half-sitting on a chair beside the bed, probing the kid’s wound with long, bone-handled tweezers.

      She glanced at Sartain, lowering her eyes to the LeMat in his hand. “Holster that hogleg and give me a hand here.” She made a face as she continued probing the wound. “I’ve almost got it.”

      As he moved slowly into the room, the Cajun said, “I thought...heard him cry out...”

      “He’s out of his head. He woke up to find me about to probe around in his shoulder and he went loco on me. He’s out now.” She glanced testily at The Revenger again, and he holstered the revolver as he approached the bed. “Hurry—I need you to hold the wound open while I reach inside. I just about had the bullet, but it slipped away.”

      Sartain crouched over the bed and took the handle of the tweezers in his right hand.

      “Hold it tight. Good and tight, maybe use both hands. Pull down on the wound to give me some room to get my finger in there.”

      “What the hell’s goin’ on in here?” the thick man, Slater, asked over Sartain’s right shoulder. The Revenger had been vaguely aware of Slater and the string bean following him up the stairs. Now they were both in the room, gazing inquisitively at the doings.

      “Shut up,” Dixie said. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      “Yeah, shut up, Slater, or I’ll clean your clock, you cork-headed fool,” admonished the tall string bean. “Can’t you see Dixie’s busy?”

      Sartain did as the girl told him. She poked an already bloody finger into the wound, leaning far forward and turning her head to stare at the big Cajun with grave concentration, wincing and chewing her rich bottom lip.

      She toiled, moving her finger around in the wound for nearly a half a minute before, keeping that finger about halfway in the wound, she took the tweezers back from Sartain and used it to help her finger guide the bullet to the opening.

      “Got it!” she said, holding the bloody chunk of lead up between her thumb and index finger. “Told you I could doctor a wound.”

      Sartain sighed with relief. “That you did, miss.”

      She grabbed an uncorked bottle off the table by the lamp and splashed whiskey over the wound. The kid gave a long, ragged sigh, his eyelids fluttering as the busthead turned the wound to fire.

      “That’s about all I can do.” Dixie turned to the string bean. “Lonnie, run downstairs and stick the stove’s poker into the flames. Get it good and hot. Glowing. Then fetch it back here pronto.”

      “You got it, Miss Dixie,” said Lonnie, wheeling.

      He was a good head taller than the doorway, and he didn’t duck enough. He smacked the top of his head hard, grunted, slapped a hand to his forehead, and continued running with a little less vigor than before.

      “Who’s he?” asked Slater, nodding at the wounded kid.

      Dixie was dabbing up some of the blood around the wound with a whiskey-soaked cloth.

      “Said his name’s Dewey Dade from Alamogordo,” Sartain said. “You ever see him in these parts?”

      “Can’t say as I have,” Slater said. “Who shot him?”

      “That was my next question for you,” Sartain said.

      Slater chuffed. “What—you think I shot him?”

      “All I know is I was just passin’ through here a few hours ago, and someone bushwhacked me. Damn near hit his target. And then this kid here rode into town with that chunk of lead in his shoulder.”

      “Who bushwhacked you?” Dixie McKee wanted to know, looking up at him from her work on the kid.

      “I don’t know. But he’ll never bushwhack me or anyone else again.”

      “You shoot him?” asked Slater, closing one eye.

      “Yes, I did. Dudish sort of gent in trail garb. Didn’t look like your regular cowpuncher. Had a trimmed beard and spectacles. Rode the sorrel I stabled with mine and the kid’s horse out back.”

      Slater rubbed his jaw. “Dudish sort, huh? With glasses?” He and the girl shared a fleeting glance.

      Sartain frowned. “You think you know him?”

      Slater colored slightly. “Nah.”

      Sartain looked at Dixie. She turned her head away sharply and resumed mopping blood from around the kid’s wound.

      “What about you, Miss McKee?”

      “I wouldn’t know your dude from Adam’s off ox, Mr. Sartain,” Dixie said crisply but none too convincingly.

      Lonnie returned with the glowing poker, interrupting the conversation. Sartain left the room and headed downstairs, scowling his consternation at the recent turn of events that had made his life a whole lot more complicated than it had been when he’d ridden into Hard Winter a few hours ago, merely wanting a cold drink of water for himself and his horse.

      “If you had the sense of a stupid mule,” he told himself, “you’d ride hell for leather out of here right now.” He knew what trouble smelled like and he smelled it here.

      But it wouldn’t be wise to ride out in the mountain dark, which was the darkest kind of dark. Besides, he thought he’d heard distant thunder a while ago when he’d been fetching wood for the stove.

      He wasn’t sure that he’d have ridden out of here even if there’d been a few hours of good light left and no storm on the way. He smelled trouble, all right. And he was curious about where it was coming from.

      Who was the man who’d bushwhacked him and died for his sins? Who’d carted his body away? Who’d bushwhacked the kid, Dewy Dade from Alamogordo?

      A new customer had entered Dixie’s place while he’d been upstairs, a small Mexican man with thick, salt-and-pepper hair in elkskin leggings and a short, wool vest over a yellow and green plaid shirt. He’d draped a quilted elkskin mackinaw over his chair back.

      Like the other two customers, Slater and Lonnie, the Mexican had served himself. He was sitting alone at a table near the front door, against the far-right wall, facing Sartain but not making eye contact. He sat hunched over a tin cup. A brown paper cigarette smoldered in his right hand, which he lifted now to take a deep drag from the quirley, narrowing his eyes and gazing out the window beside him.

      Sartain could do with a drink and a smoke himself.

      Again hearing thunder rumbling, but from much closer this time, he went over to the woodstove and gave it a good stoking. Dixie had been right. The night had turned cold. He added several chunks of pine and then fetched more from outside, where it was beginning to rain—large, quarter-sized raindrops falling at an angle. He was good and damp by the time he got back inside.

      When he’d filled the wood box near the stove, the little Mexican was helping himself from a bottle on the bar. The Mexican tossed a dime onto the counter, near where several others lay around the bottle, turned to Sartain, grinned broadly, and raised his tin cup in salute.

      Wiry and bandy-legged from a life on horseback, he had large, vanilla-colored teeth edged with brown. Limping slightly, as though he had one bad knee—as did most cowpunchers his age—he returned to his chair and began building another cigarette from a small burlap makings sack.

      He seemed almost mesmerized by the rote endeavor.

      Sartain walked around the bar, hearing the rain hammer the front of the saloon. Through the open window, it looked like a gauzy curtain had been thrown over the front door just beyond the gallery. Thunder pealed, and the floor leaped beneath the Cajun’s boots. Dust sifted from cracks in the ceiling.

      As Sartain poured himself a glass of whiskey, he noticed that neither the stout Slater nor the tall, horse-faced Lonnie had returned from the kid’s room upstairs. He could understand why Dixie would still be up there tending the kid but why the other two? They must have had something private to talk about.

      Something private regarding the bushwhacker whom Sartain had beefed?

      As if reading his thoughts, they appeared on the stairs, Lonnie ahead of Slater. They were both cutting dubious looks toward the Cajun but otherwise doing their best, which wasn’t very good, at looking nonchalant. When they’d retaken their seats at their table, Slater hauled a deck of playing cards from his shirt pocket and started laying out a hand.

      The Mexican smoked his new quirley as though it were the best tobacco he’d ever tasted and he wouldn’t likely taste it again.

      Sartain took his drink over to a table by the bar. He’d just started building his own quirley, hoping he’d enjoy his as much as the Mexican was enjoying his own, when Dixie came down the stairs, carrying the basin of bloody water. She walked over to the front door and threw the bloody water out into the storm. She stood there, staring out for a time, shoulders tense.

      She stepped backward as a man mounted the gallery deliberately, not like a man in a hurry to get out of the rain. He stepped into the saloon, and two more men came in behind him.

      Dixie stood before them, eyeing the men skeptically, as the man who’d first entered, a tall man with a handlebar mustache clad in a yellow rain slicker, doffed his gray sombrero and batted it against his thigh.

      “I’ll be damned if it don’t pour in these mountains like someone up there’s working up a sweat on the ole pump handle!” he intoned, adding a jovial whoop as though he enjoyed nothing more than a good storm.

      The other two were similarly dressed. They were all close to the same height—lean, tall, hard-faced men. They all had considerable hair on their faces. They were each holding a rifle. Sartain could see holsters bulging under their dripping rain slickers. When they unbuttoned the slickers, he could see well-filled cartridge belts cinched around their waists.

      “Look at you, ain’t you a sight for sore eyes!” the first man said, grinning at Dixie, who stood regarding him and the others testily. She had her arms crossed over her breasts and one boot cocked forward. She was tapping the toe of that boot on the floor.

      “What’re you doing here, Chick?” she asked the man.

      He’d moved toward her, spreading one arm out as though to give her a hug. Now he frowned and let the arm drop to his side. “What’re you talking about, honey? What am I doing here? What’re you doing here?”

      “I own this place,” Dixie said. “Paid the back taxes on it, so I own it. You might have owned it once with Melvin Pepper, but Pepper’s dead and you let it go under.”

      “That’s fine, that’s fine,” Chick said, grinning and spreading his arms out again. “That ain’t what I meant. I just meant that ain’t no way to greet your best pal Chick Beacham, sugar-bunny! Come here and give me a hug! Boy, do I need a hug!”

      “Don’t call me that,” Dixie said, swinging away from the man—who had outlaw written in every line carving the hard planes of his face—and walked toward the bar, setting the pan on top of it as she strode past.

      She walked behind the bar, flushed with anger. She took the pan down the bar and tossed it onto the floor with a clang.

      Outside, the rain continued hammering. Thunder peeled. Slater and Lonnie held their cards in their hands, but they weren’t playing. They had their eyes on the three rain-soaked newcomers.

      The Mexican didn’t seem interested, however. He sat at his table, his eyes glazed with contemplation, staring straight ahead, slowly smoking his quirley and drinking his whiskey. He might have been in a different place altogether.

      “Is that any way to treat your best pal?” Chick asked Dixie, who crossed her arms on her chest and did not return his gaze. She stared straight across the room.

      “I for one would like a drink,” said one of Chick’s partners, shrugging out of his rain slicker. He tossed the slicker onto the bar and leaned forward. “Set me up—will you, Dix?”

      “Tell him to get out of here first,” Dixie said tightly.

      “Ah, hell,” said Chick. “Is that how it’s gonna be?”

      “Get him out of here, Earl,” Dixie told the man leaning against the bar, “and I’ll set you and Johnny both up. You’ll be drinking on the house tonight, but you have to get him out of my place. I told him I’d never let him set foot in here again after what he did to the Pierson boy and I meant it.”

      Chick strode angrily up to the bar and slammed his fist on it. “You shut up about that!” He pointed an angry finger across the bar at Dixie, who backed up a step and crossed her arms over her chest once more. “I told you to never mention it again, or you knew what I’d do to you!”

      “Get out of my place, Chick!” Dixie screamed, clamping her hands over her ears and wildly shaking her head.

      “Dammit!” Chick turned and began striding past Sartain, heading for the end of the bar with the intention of getting behind it.

      Sartain put his left boot out. Chick’s left boot snagged it, and Sartain whipped the man’s foot up high. Chick dropped face-first on the floor with a loud, indignant grunt and a boom!
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      Save for the storm outside, the room fell silent.

      Chick lay belly-down on the floor. He stared up at Sartain, wide-eyed, his ruddy, scarred face flushed with exasperation. It took him a few seconds to understand what had just happened. He’d probably never been treated so poorly, and he was having trouble comprehending someone interfering in his nefarious affairs.

      The other two outlaws, Earl and Johnny, stared at The Revenger with similar expressions. Johnny, slightly shorter than the other two, was still standing near the open door. He laughed once, suddenly, incredulously, girlishly.

      Then his eyes widened as he stared down at Chick.

      “I’ll be damned!” He glanced at Earl standing by the bar, now facing Sartain. “Did he just do what I think he done?”

      Earl didn’t say anything. His lower jaw hung loose.

      Chick continued to glare up at Sartain, who gazed mildly back at him. Slowly, his cheeks blazing red with humiliation, Chick gained his feet to stand over the Cajun, his broad chest rising and falling slowly as he breathed through flared nostrils.

      “Mister,” he said with mock concern, wrinkling the skin above the bridge of his nose, several veins showing in his leathery forehead, “you just made one terrible mistake.”

      Sartain said, “Nope. You did.”

      The LeMat was almost instantly in his hand. The others in the room probably only saw him twitch slightly and then a blur of motion before the big popper was in his right hand and leveled at Chick Beacham. He clicked the hammer back.

      “You see,” Sartain said, “telling me I made a big mistake was your big mistake. I took it as a threat. Whether or not you aimed to follow up on said threat don’t matter.” He lowered the LeMat’s barrel slightly.

      Boom!

      The LeMat hurled a .44 caliber bullet into the top of Chick Beacham’s left boot, curling back the shredded leather around the hole. Smoke wafted. The loud report was absorbed by the building’s stout walls, and Beacham’s shrill scream was nearly drowned by the storm.

      He rose up off that foot so high that his head hit the ceiling, squashing the crown of his sombrero against the top of his head. He fell back against the bar, lost his footing, and again hit the floor with another loud bang!

      “Damn!” yelped Earl.

      He automatically reached for one of the two long-barreled pistols holstered on his hips. He didn’t have it even half-raised before the LeMat spoke again.

      “Oh!” the outlaw cried, dropping the pistol and looking down at his belly.

      Sartain had got to his feet and now he swung the smoking LeMat toward the outlaw standing by the door. Johnny had grabbed the handle of one of his own pistols, but now he released the weapon as though it were too hot to handle and thrust both arms in the air.

      “Okay!” he shouted. “Okay, okay...ohh-kayyy!”

      He reached so high that his fingers brushed the underside of the ceiling beam above his head.

      Dixie stared slack-jawed at Sartain. She moved slowly forward to peer over the bar at Chick Beacham, who lay on one side holding his bullet-torn right foot in both hands. Blood bubbled out of the hole in the boot. Beacham writhed and cursed through gritted teeth, the veins in his forehead now appearing as though they were about to burst.

      “You son of a buck,” he said tightly, with menacing softness. He rocked on his right hip. “Oh, you son of a buck!”

      Dixie closed her hand over her mouth in shock at what she was seeing. She laughed and lowered her hand. “Careful he don’t take that as a threat, Chick.” She laughed again and looked at Sartain, her eyes bright with astonishment and humor. “Whether you mean to try and follow up on it or not.”

      Earl had now dropped to his knees. He was holding both hands over the hole in his belly, from which blood oozed like oil from a fresh well. “Oh, no,” he said in a strained, uncomprehending voice. “Oh, no. I don’t...I don’t think I’m gonna make it, Chick.”

      He lowered his head and fell face forward to the floor and lay still.

      Sartain stood over Beacham. He held the big, smoking LeMat low by his side. It was about even with Beacham’s head. The outlaw glanced at the impressive, deadly weapon and then glared darkly up at the man holding it.

      Sartain asked, “Who are you, Beacham?”

      “I don’t know,” Beacham said tightly, through gritted teeth. “Who’re you?”

      “I’m a fella who was bushwhacked out by the well earlier. One of your boys wouldn’t have done that, would they?” Sartain didn’t think so. The bushwhacker hadn’t looked like a man who’d ride with a rawhider like Beacham. But Sartain had nothing else to go on.

      “My boys don’t need to bushwhack nobody. Here, you got the drop on us, understand? If you’d fight fair, ’stead of trippin’ folks like a girl, then you’d see just how much we don’t need to bushwhack nobody!”

      Sartain glanced at Johnny, still holding his hands above his head. “Best fetch your pard here, amigo. Get him on his horse and ride out. Leave your other friend. I’ll tend to him when the storm dies. If I see either one of you ever again in this life, I’m going to do more than shoot Chick here in the foot, though I might go ahead and shoot the other one to amuse myself.” He glared hard at the outlaw writhing before him. “But you won’t feel the pain long, Chick—if you get my drift.”

      Chick shook his head. “This ain’t over.”

      “You’d better hope it is.”

      “Oh, it’s not!” Beacham laughed caustically.

      “Come on, Chick,” Johnny said, helping Chick to his one good foot.

      As Chick hobbled out with the help of his friend, Chick swung another searing glare over his shoulder at Sartain, “Oh, this is far from over!”

      As he hopped, he accidentally rammed his injured foot against a chair. He stopped, stood balanced on one foot, and stared straight down at the floor, shoulders taut. His friend looked at him.

      “You all right, Chick?”

      Beacham drew a breath. His voice was pitched high as he said, “Dammit, will you look where you’re goin’, Johnny?”

      “Sorry, Chick.”

      Beacham shook his head and then continued hopping until he and Johnny were outside in the rain and Sartain could hear the regular thumps of Chick Beacham hopping across the gallery on one foot. He stared at the open doorway until he saw the silhouettes of both men riding off to the west in the silvery rain.

      Sartain looked around the room. The Mexican was gone. He must have slipped out sometime during the dustup. The other two card-players, Slater and Lonnie, just then rose from their chairs. Slater was tucking his pasteboards back into a vest pocket and straightening his hat on his gray head.

      “Reckon we’ll be pullin’ foot,” he said.

      “You ain’t gonna stay the night?” Dixie asked. “Wet night, Slater. And it’s a long ride back to your sawmill.”

      As he and Lonnie made for the door, Slater winked at Dixie and said, “That ride just seemed a whole lot drier and shorter. Much obliged, though, Miss Dixie. And good luck to you.”

      He glanced darkly at Sartain and gave his head a quick shake. “Good luck to you too, mister. I sure hope you got someone around who’ll toss some daisies on your grave. Hell, every man deserves that.”

      And then he was out the door and crossing the gallery toward wherever he’d stowed his horse.

      Lonnie stopped just inside the door and held his hat in his hands, looking sheepish, frustrated. “Good night, Miss Dixie.”

      “Good night, Lonnie.”

      “Maybe see you next weekend.”

      “All right. Thanks for comin’ in.”

      Lonnie smiled bashfully, set his hat on his head, and ducked through the doorway, knocking his hat askew as he did.

      Sartain turned to Dixie. She was staring at him pensively.

      “Sorry about business,” he said.

      She frowned, canting her head slightly to one side. “Who are you, Mr. Sartain?”

      Sartain sighed and looked at the dead man lying belly down on the floor before him. “I reckon I’m the man who went and bloodied up your nice place. Let me get him out of here, and then I’ll buy you a drink.” He smiled. “By way of apology.”

      She just stared at him dubiously, as though she thought she might know him from somewhere but was having trouble recollecting his name.

      “I reckon I’d best go check on your friend,” she said quietly.

      She turned slowly, still frowning thoughtfully, and headed for the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Sartain dragged the dead man out into the rain and left him in a break between the saloon and the next building, an old barbershop, to the west. The rain had let up, but the ground was too wet to dig a grave. He’d bury the body when he could. If the coyotes got to him first—well, they had to eat, too.

      Or maybe whoever had taken the first body would take this one, too...

      He checked on the horses, making sure they had plenty of water and that the stable roof wasn’t leaking overmuch, and then returned to the saloon. Dixie McKee stood in the open doorway, smoking a long, thin cigar and sipping tequila from a shot glass.

      “How’s the younker?” Sartain asked as he climbed up onto the gallery.

      “Hard to tell. He might make it if I can keep his fever down. I’ve placed cold cloths on his forehead. This cold spell helps.” She stepped back and indicated a table on which an open bottle stood. “Drink?”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” Sartain slacked into a chair at the table. “Join me? I’m buyin’.”

      She straddled a chair across from him, crossing her arms on the chair back and regarding him with that same wistful look as before. He splashed tequila into her glass and lifted it, turning the glass between her fingers.

      “I got no complaints about what you did to Chick Beacham, but you’ve piled up some trouble for yourself, Mr. Sartain.”

      “I tend to do that.” Sartain threw back the shot and then refilled his glass.

      She threw back hers as well, and he refilled her glass too. She had a smoky look in her eyes. Her hair was slightly disheveled, hanging along the sides of her face. One lock was curled up against her left cheek.

      “He’d been a friend of yours, I take it?” he prodded her.

      “At one time. Not much of one. But it’s hard to find good friends around here.”

      “Who’d you say he killed? A Pierson boy?”

      “He was hired to kill the Pierson boy’s father. That’s what Chick does when he doesn’t have anything else going. He hires out his guns. The Pierson boy got in the way of the bullet. It was the boy he killed. An eleven-year-old boy. Chick won’t own up to it, but everyone knows he did it. I think it unnerved him. That’s why he took to bank robbing instead.”

      “What do you think he has to do with me or the kid upstairs getting ambushed?”

      Dixie sighed as she leveled an inscrutable gaze on the Cajun, turning her mouth corners down. She let the question hang in the air a long time, staring at the man who’d asked it. Then she threw her tequila back, took a deep drag off her cigarillo, and blew the smoke at the rafters.

      “I’m going to bed.”

      “Is that how you’re gonna answer that question?”

      “I don’t know who you are.”

      “Just a drifter who rode into town looking for water and almost got a bullet for my trouble. The kid got one for his too, and that’s why I’m here. The only reason why I’m here.”

      “That’s not good enough.”

      “You’re saying I should leave?”

      “That’s what I’m saying.” Dixie rose from her chair and stood staring down at him with that smoky look in her eyes again. Her cheeks were slightly flushed. “But you can spend the night upstairs if you’ve a mind.” She blinked. “Third door down the hall on the right.”

      “What do I owe you for the drinks and the room?”

      She’d started walking to the stairs. Now she stopped and glanced over her left shoulder at him. Her hair partly shaded her face. “Not a damn thing. In fact, I’m the one owes you.”

      She continued walking toward the stairs. She had a proud, languid, lovely walk. The seat of her jeans was like two hands caressing her. Her hair jostled down her back as she gained the stairs and started up the steps.

      “Lock up before you come to bed, will you?” she said and disappeared up to the second story.

      Sartain poured himself another drink and started building a quirley. His fingers stopped working. He glanced up thoughtfully from the wheat paper troughed between his fingers.

      The third door on the right was her room.
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      Sartain stopped at the third door on the right. He canted his head toward the panel, pricking his ears to listen.

      Nothing.

      He turned the knob. The latch clicked. He pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      She sat in a brocade-upholstered armchair with her back to him, one long bare leg crossed on the other. Her bare foot was nearly buried in a thick wine-red Oriental rug trimmed with long gilt wheat stems. A fire snapped in a small hearth to Sartain’s left, pushing a soothing heat into the room, pressing back the chill of the dark mountain night.

      Dixie sat facing an oval-shaped floor mirror in a swivel frame. She was brushing her hair, which she’d pulled over her left shoulder. It shimmered in the light from the fire and from several candles guttering around the crudely but comfortably furnished room.

      Her back was long and slender, tapering to broadening pale hips and long, creamy legs.

      Her eyes found him in the mirror. She smiled coyly. As he closed the door and turned the key in the lock, she said, “I know who you are. It just came to me a moment ago.”

      She’d paused in brushing her hair, but now she resumed the slow, even strokes, the soft raking sounds mixing with the hissing of candles whose flames were licking wax.

      The room was touched with a light, subtle female musk—a cross between cherry blossoms and sage on a damp, late-summer breeze. The aroma nibbled at the edges of Sartain’s consciousness, increasing his desire for the erotic creature in the mirror.

      “All right,” was all he said, hanging his hat on a peg.

      He ran his hands through his thick, curly hair and moved forward. She stopped brushing her hair to look up at him in the mirror. He stopped just behind her, leaned forward, wrapped his arms around her.

      He nuzzled her neck, then nibbled her right ear.

      In the mirror, she closed her eyes and leaned her head to one side, groaning softly.

      Into her ear, he whispered, “Want me to go bed down with the horses?”

      Keeping her eyes closed, head canted to one side, she said in a soft singsong, “Don’t...you...dare...”
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        * * *

      

      “Just what I needed. I’m obliged, Miss Dixie,” he said after he’d caught his breath, leaning his back against the tarnished brass frame of the bed.

      She rolled toward him, hooked a leg over his, and pressed her lips to his belly.

      “The least I could do for a dying man,” she said, kissing him.

      The Cajun ran a big hand through his hair, luxuriously scrubbing his scalp. “I feel just fine.”

      She kissed him again, her hair fluttering around her face pressed to his belly, caressing him softly. “You should have killed him, Mike.”

      “I thought I got the point across.”

      “There’s no getting your point across to a man like Chick Beacham. He thinks he owns these mountains. He’ll be back.”

      Sartain slid her hair back from her face. “I dig you a deeper hole, did I?”

      “No deeper than before.” Dixie looked up at him, stretching her lips back as she laughed huskily. “Besides, I doubt he’ll be feelin’ plucky enough to come back here any time soon, strutting around demanding free drinks and hugs from the proprietor.”

      “That’s kind of what I was thinking,” Sartain said. “Thought the bed rest might give him time to ruminate, maybe make some adjustments to the path he’s on.”

      “Where did you learn how to do that, Mike?”

      “Hmm?”

      She looked up at him again. Her cheeks were beautifully flushed, eyelids heavy. “To do the things you did to me just now?” She frowned as though deeply befuddled. “To make me feel the way I just did...so many times...”

      Sartain reached for his makings sack, which, during a breather, he’d fetched from his pants pocket. He’d also draped his cartridge belt over a front bedpost so his LeMat and Bowie knife were within easy reach.

      “I was taught by the best pleasure girls in the country, maybe in the world.” Sartain troughed a wheat paper between his index finger and thumb and slowly dribbled the chopped tobacco into the fold. “French Quarter, New Orleans. Those ladies not only raised me—I was an orphan, alone on the streets and docks—but they raised me to appreciate the finer things in life.”

      “I’m mighty beholdin’ to those ladies.” She shaped a sad expression. “Only problem is, who’s going to take your place when you’re gone, one way or another?”

      Sartain poked the quirley into his mouth and rolled it, sealing it. “How come you’re alone out here, Dixie? Where’s that family you mentioned?”

      “I was the youngest. Ma and Pa are dead. The boys long ago ran away from Pa’s diggings, never to be seen or heard from again. I doctored Pa until just last year. He was out of his head, turned back into a child. I even had to put rubber pants on him. Had to tie a rope around him to keep him around the cabin while I did chores or he’d wander off.

      “I made enough sewing for folks and digging up good color from an old creek bed to pay the taxes on this place. The town died, but there’s still enough folks around who require a shot of whiskey now and then. Drifters like yourself pull through, needin’ a pillow to rest their heads on for a night or two, a stable for their horses. I get by.”

      “But you don’t have a man. A girl like you, hot-blooded and alive in all the best ways, needs a man. Same as a man needs a woman.” Sartain always drifted back into his slow, Cajun drawl at such slow, luxurious times, and he did so now.

      “Don’t I know it!”

      She snapped her head up suddenly. “Good heavens. I’d best check on your partner!”

      “Uh, he’s not my partner,” Sartain said half-heartedly, not really caring about correcting her when he saw the comely figure she made dashing out of bed naked as a jaybird and fumbling around in an armoire for a night wrap.

      She paused at the door, blew him a kiss, and went out.

      Sartain lay back on the bed. He sighed. He was exhausted. A hell of a lot had happened in one day. And he’d only stopped here for water.

      He’d been pondering the missing bushwhacker for a good twenty minutes when he heard voices through the wall to his left. Dixie was speaking quietly but urgently. Sometimes her voice rose sharply and then, as though catching herself, she lowered it but resumed speaking.

      Who was she speaking to so covertly?

      The boy?

      Suspicion edged away the tendrils of sleep that had started to nibble at the edges of The Revenger’s consciousness. He rose from the bed. Not bothering with clothes but sliding the LeMat from its holster, he moved to the door, opened it quietly, and stepped down the hall on the balls of his bare feet.

      He stopped at the boy’s door and shoved an ear up close until he could hear the young man moaning. His bed squawked as he thrashed.

      “Told ya,” the kid said. “Told ya...I’d be rich someday...sure enough. You never believed me, Homer...”

      “Where?” Dixie said in a low, urgent tone. “Where is it, Dewey?”

      “That whiskey...I never tasted such as that. I’d best go easy, or my pa...he’ll strap me good if he smells it on my breath.”

      “Dewey,” Dixie said, “the gold. Where is the gold, Dewey?” She pitched her voice with sweetness. “I’ll help you find it, Dewey. And then we can be friends.”

      “You’ll know I found it when I come back wearin’ a new pair of boots an’...an’ one of them beaver hats!” The kid chuckled through a groan as he continued to thrash around on the bed.

      “Dammit!” Dixie said.

      Bare footsteps sounded on the other side of the door from Sartain. She was moving toward him. He started to turn away and retreated to Dixie’s room when Dixie said, “What was that, Dewey?”

      A floorboard squawked. She must have been returning to the bed.

      “Dewey, honey?” she said sweetly. Sartain imagined her caressing the hair back from the young man’s forehead, and he stifled the urge to chuckle. “What did you just say?”

      More thrashing.

      “The Mexican,” the kid said.

      “What Mexican, honey?” Dixie asked.

      Silence save for the light squawking of the leather springs on the kid’s bed.

      “Oh, lordy, look at the lightnin’! We’d best get these beeves to lower pastures, Homer, or we’re gonna be poppin’ like Mexican firecrackers!”

      Dixie cursed under her breath.

      A floorboard squawked again as she padded toward the door.

      Sartain cursed under his breath and, gritting his teeth, retreated to her room. He managed to get her door closed and latched as he heard the kid’s door groan open and then click shut. When she came into the room, the Cajun was lying on his back under the bedcovers, eyes closed, hands folded on his belly.

      “Mike?” she called to him quietly from the door.

      He opened his eyes, blinking as though he’d been asleep. He raked a hand down his face and feigned a yawn. “How’s the kid?”

      She stared at him, one eyebrow arched suspiciously.

      “You all right?” he asked her, smacking his lips.

      Finally, she smiled and shrugged out of her wrap. She crawled into the bed and spooned her cool, supple body against his, pressing her lips to his shoulder.

      “He’ll be fine,” she said. “I’ll see to that.”
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      Dixie was up at first light, wanting another go-round.

      Sartain could have slept a little longer, but he felt obliged to the gal. She’d given him a room and a corral for his horse, and she was doctoring the younker on his behalf, though after last night, he suspected it was more on her own behalf.

      On behalf of whatever gold the kid had been talking about in his fever dream. Likely, there wasn’t any gold except in said dream, but Dixie was a lonely girl, and likely as desperate for wealth as she was for human affection.

      The affection the big Cajun could give her.

      Gold was another thing altogether.

      When they were through with another bout of gentle, soothing, early-morning coupling, Dixie kissed Sartain tenderly, tugged his ears, and gave herself a quick sponge bath while the Cajun watched. He’d always enjoyed watching a woman bathe. It reminded him of his not-so-innocent childhood when his foster “mothers” had bathed casually before him, sometimes two or three together.

      He supposed that until the day he left this Earth, there would always be something special and homey and nostalgic about the sound of dripping water accompanied by a woman’s soft humming.

      When Dixie went out to check on the kid and then start her day, preparing for Saturday night, the saloon’s busiest night of the few nights it was open, Sartain took a quick sponge bath of his own using her water. That was another thing that made him nostalgic—bathing in a woman’s used bathwater. There was something profoundly intimate about that, and somehow reassuring, although he supposed his brain wasn’t quite glued together the way most men were—most men with traditional upbringings, that was.

      He dressed leisurely, taking his time knotting his neckerchief, brushing the dust from his pinto vest before shrugging into it. He checked his weapons—the pearl-gripped, gold-plated over-and-under derringer, his Bowie knife, and the big LeMat—making sure all were sound and clean and loaded and ready for action. If he’d learned one thing after riding into Hard Winter, he’d learned he needed to be ready for action as long as he cared to stay.

      He thought he’d stay at least the weekend. There were a few things he felt he needed to get to the bottom of before leaving.

      By way of doing that, he thought he’d saddle Boss and take a ride around the outlying countryside. He knew from having ridden through this neck of the San Juans in the past that these mountains were rich in history. He was curious about their recent history. Namely, recent trouble that might have compelled a total stranger to try to blow his head off with a .38-40 Winchester while he’d innocently winched water up from a well.

      Maybe while riding through these forested slopes, he’d kick something up. Possibly lure out whoever had dragged the dead bushwhacker’s body away.

      When he went downstairs, lighting a half-smoked cheroot, Dixie offered to cook him breakfast, but he declined. He thought that while riding through the mountains, where the creeks teemed with trout, he’d take a break, drown a few worms, and maybe, if he was lucky, fry himself a couple of Rocky Mountain cutthroat he’d wash down with Arbuckle’s.

      He hadn’t had a fresh pan-fried trout in a month of Sundays, and that was one of his favorite meals. Also, the smell of wood smoke and food had been known to lure in answers to pressing questions.

      It was still dawn when he walked outside, leisurely smoking the cheroot, enjoying the peppery smoke in his lungs and the lightness in his head. Like a cup of coffee, there was nothing like that first cheroot of the day. The coffee would have to wait until he’d gotten some riding in, but by damn, he was enjoying his cigar.

      He’d spent a night with a comely lass in a comfortable bed, and he was enjoying a Mexican cigar. Despite nearly meeting his maker yesterday afternoon, life was good.

      But then he remembered the dead man he’d cached between the hotel and the barbershop. He was half-hoping Earl would be gone and thus save him some digging.

      Nope.

      He was there, all right, just as Sartain had left him, pudgy hands crossed on his bulging belly. He was grinning as though in mockery of the work he would cause the man who’d shot him.

      Sartain had a mind to drag Earl into the nearest ravine. He would have if it were later or earlier in the year. Earlier, the carcass would have decomposed quickly in the summer heat. Later, it would have frozen up solid, giving off little stench while the carrion eaters picked at it. This time of the year, late September, it wasn’t hot or cold enough to do either job. It would likely molder slowly and send the stench back to town and pester Dixie for the next several weekends.

      Of course, he could drag it a good long ways into the mountains, but it was easier to dig a shallow grave and throw some dirt and rocks over it. So that’s what the Cajun did, making short work of the job among the pines flanking the hotel, where several ancient trash heaps were gradually being overgrown with brush and saplings.

      As he worked, he thought that the fact this gent had been left in town probably meant that whoever had bushwhacked him yesterday hadn’t been one of the outlaws riding with Beacham. At least he’d learned that one thing. It wasn’t much, but it was something, though it still left the nagging question of the bushwhacker’s identity and the identity of the man or men who’d dragged him off.

      As Sartain strapped his folding shovel to his saddle and mounted up, he looked around carefully. Since the bushwhacker had had a friend or friends loyal enough to haul off his body, ostensibly for proper burial, that same friend might want to avenge his killing.

      The Cajun slid his Henry repeater from his saddle sheath, racked a round into the action, off-cocked the hammer, and rested the barrel across the pommel of his saddle. His breath frosted in the chill air. He touched spurs to Boss’s flanks, and rode off through the pines, heading straight up the gradual slope northeast of Hard Winter, where the pines, firs, and aspens gradually grew taller and thicker, the slope steeper.

      The sun took a long time to climb above the steep eastern ridges. When it did, steam rose from the cool ground still wet from last night’s rain. After another half-hour, the Cajun stopped to remove his mackinaw, which he’d donned before heading out, as he’d judged the temperature around freezing when he’d first lit out of Hard Winter.

      He bundled the coat in his hot roll and lashed it behind his saddle, then continued riding along a valley floor just over the northern ridge from the ghost town.

      It was higher here, the air thinner, the sun brighter.

      To each side, timbered slopes rolled up to high, steep, stony ridges dusted with snow that had likely fallen yesterday, when it had only rained in Hard Winter. The gauzy greens of the conifer forest were spotted here and there with the golden hues of occasional changing aspens.

      He followed a creek through a beaver meadow, the creek snaking and glinting through stirrup-high grama grass and mountain sage. He left the beaver meadow for a thick forest and then out again into rocky country, generally following the creek and continuing to climb toward a bulwark of gray granite looming high ahead. So high, in fact, that he was beginning to get a knot in his neck when he stared at the impressive formation mantled in bright, clean snow.

      The Cajun wasn’t sure where he was going. He wasn’t sure why he turned away from the main creek and followed a feeder creek up a narrower valley than the last. But that’s what he did, and found himself at a place so pretty, he decided to stop and hunt for grubs with which to bait a line.

      The creek threading this canyon was virtually a falls. It was a falls in many places, the roar of the plunging water echoing off the steep, rocky ridges spiked with hardy pines, spruce, birch, Douglas firs, and tamaracks. At the bottom of a particularly steep, narrow falls was a swirling pool with a back eddy bridged by a blowdown pine and ringed with overhanging granite outcroppings.

      Prime water for mountain cutthroat.

      Sartain tied Boss to another blowdown spiked with broken branches and then, wielding his Henry, climbed the rocks to where the heavy forest began. He took a careful look down his back trail, which he’d occasionally been doing since leaving Hard Winter. He hadn’t spied any telltale shadows on his trail so far, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been followed.

      In fact, something—maybe a special sense hunted men acquired—told him he had been shadowed. That was all right. Maybe soon he’d get some answers to a few nagging questions.

      He found some grubs under a moldering log and threaded a couple of fat ones onto a hook he carried in a leather case along with some fishing line. He tied the line to a six-foot-long aspen branch and tossed the bait into the pool.

      He rested the pole against a rock and fetched a fresh long-nine cigar from his store, recently replenished in a Denver tobacco shop, and smoked while he built a small fire. He kept an eye on his line, which didn’t move much for nearly a half-hour.

      He had a few strikes, got his grubs stolen twice by his cunning quarry, and then, just when he was beginning to think luck was not with him, he answered a quick, hard jerk on the line by pulling a fat, glistening trout out of the pool and onto the uneven surface of the mossy outcrop he’d made noon camp on.

      He fried the fish gently in lard in his cast-iron fry pan and ate it out of the pan with some wild mint he found growing around the rocks. He hadn’t tasted anything so delicate, sweet, and delicious since the last time he’d pulled a fat trout out of a near-freezing mountain stream.

      It didn’t take him long to eat the fish. He followed it up with a cup of hot coffee to which he added a shot of his favored Sam Clay bourbon and sat on a thumb of rock fifty feet above his camp, looking around. Again, he had the feeling someone had shadowed him from Hard Winter.

      He drank some more of the spiked coffee, enjoying the heat and headiness it touched him with here in the thin, cool mountain air rife with the tang of pine resin and loam and the steely smell of the cascading water.

      He stared down along the twisting canyon, back in the direction of the main valley he could not see from here because of the high, rocky, pine-studded ridges. He sipped the coffee, sliding his gaze slowly across the canyon. He sipped again and slid his gaze back to the other side of the canyon.

      Then he saw it.

      A brief flicker of movement along the canyon floor, little more than a smudge of light brown moving out from trees on his right to an escarpment on his left. The movement had covered no more than a thumbnail from this distance, but it was a rider all right. Heading slowly toward Sartain along the trail he’d taken into the canyon.

      He looked down at his camp at the rocky lip of the stream. Boss stood staring into the creek as though he were looking for fish, reins drooping toward the dead tree he was tied to. The Cajun had chosen the camp because it was pretty, but also because it offered good cover from the trail snaking up from below and beyond.

      “All right, then,” he said and threw back the last of his mud.

      He rose and made his way back down the rocks to his breakfast camp. He built up his fire, gave Boss a reassuring pat on the rump, and then crossed the roiling creek on the makeshift bridge of a fallen pine. He climbed an angling crevice up the opposite side, having to climb with one hand while holding the Henry with the other.

      It wasn’t a hard climb. There were plenty of hand- and footholds.

      When he gained the edge of the forest above the creek, he slipped in among the trees and dropped to one knee behind a wedge-shaped chunk of rock sitting precariously over the canyon, nestled in firs.

      He waited, catching glimpses of the horse and rider coming up the canyon, the man wending his way between the cliffs.

      Behind Sartain, a throaty voice pitched low with menace said, “Hold it right where you are, you son of a buck, or I’ll blast you to Kingdom Come!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Sartain cursed as he held himself still, as he’d been warned to do.

      The only problem with his choice of bivouac was that, while it was indeed well concealed, the creek was loud enough to cover anyone else’s stealthy advancement. That was why the man coming up behind him—he could see his shadow in the periphery of his vision—had been able to come up on him unheard.

      Only now, when the shadow was nearly merging with his own, did he hear a branch snap under the bastard’s boot.

      The cold, round maw of a pistol was pressed against his spine. The man’s voice said, “Hand me back that purty Henry of yours real slow, and butt first.”

      Sartain reached back with the Henry. The man took it.

      Keeping his pistol pressed taut to The Revenger’s back, the man behind him said, “Now the purty LeMat, real slow and butt first.”

      Sartain slid the LeMat from its holster and handed it back.

      His assailant took that too. Then the man snatched the Bowie knife from his belt sheath.

      “Purty knife. You got all kinds of purty weapons. You got any more purty weapons?”

      “That’s it.”

      The man patted him down. When he patted the right flap of his vest, the man said, “Let’s have it.”

      Sartain removed the derringer from his watch chain and handed it over his shoulder.

      “All right, you can turn around.”

      Sartain turned around to see one of the men, Johnny, who’d been with Beacham—the only one who’d walked out of the saloon unmarred—standing before him, aiming a horn-gripped Bisley .44 at him from six feet back. He was a stocky gent with a full cinnamon beard speckled with gray and a mustache with upturned ragged ends. His face was rife with freckles, and he had a mole at the corner of his chapped mouth.

      His light-brown eyes were set too close together, and they were slightly slanted. They gave him a stupid, devilish look, but maybe he had that look because he was genuinely stupid and devilish.

      Yesterday, he’d mostly looked cowed and sheepish.

      Now he was grinning like the cat that ate the canary, showing his large, yellow-edged teeth.

      “You ain’t so tough now, are ya?” he said. “Now that I took your guns away.”

      “You just took my guns away.”

      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means, you simple fool, that if you put your guns down and fought me with your fists, I’d still be tough enough to smash your teeth down your throat and have you whimpering like a gutshot coyote.”

      Johnny scowled and chewed his lip, his freckled cheeks turning deep pink. Taking a halting step back, he said, “You think so, do you?”

      “I think so.”

      “Well, we might just see about that. Right now, however, there’s an hombre who wants to have a talk with you.”

      Sartain chuckled. “Oh? What hombre would that be? One with a sore foot, maybe?”

      “Hah! You can laugh now, but in a few minutes, you ain’t gonna be doin’ no laughin’. Only howlin’.”

      “I reckon we’ll see about that. If you’re done blowin’ steam, you simple, ugly bastard, why don’t we go visit this poor fella with the injured foot?”

      He knew he was taking a risk by trying to get Johnny’s dander up. Johnny might just go ahead and gut-shoot him. But Johnny looked stupid enough that if he got mad enough, he might make a mistake and give Sartain an opening for making a move on him.

      Johnny lowered his head and flared his nostrils. “You got a mighty big mouth on you for a man who could die right here and now. Mighty big!”

      “Same to you, you simple fool.”

      A voice shouted from down in the canyon behind Sartain, “Johnny, what the hell you two doin’ over there? Discussin’ the price of chaw? Get him over here!”

      Sartain glanced behind him into the canyon. Two riders sat their horses near Boss, who faced them with his tail arched angrily. They were both hard-faced men like Johnny, likely two more of Beacham’s bunch assigned to bringing Sartain to the outlaw leader with the bloody boot. One was leading a riderless horse. That was likely Johnny’s mount. He must have slipped across the canyon on foot to circle around Sartain.

      “You heard him.” Johnny wagged the Bisley at the Cajun. “Get a move on, nice and slow. You try any tricks, you’ll pay hard.”

      Sartain started down the slope. When he glanced behind to see if Johnny was close enough for him to try jumping him, he gave a silent curse. Johnny stood at the lip of the canyon, aiming his pistol threateningly at Sartain.

      “Just keep goin’, mister. You head anywhere but the bottom of the canyon, I’ll drill ya, an’ so will my pards over there.” When Sartain was nearly to the floor of the canyon, Johnny started down.

      The other two were covering Sartain with their carbines.

      “Howdy fellas,” the Cajun said, grinning affably as he approached his horse.

      The man riding a claybank gelding narrowed his eyes beneath the brim of his black hat, and snarled, “Shut up and mount, you Cajun son of Satan! You killed my cousin yesterday. What Beacham don’t do to you to get even for a ruined foot, I will!”

      Sartain gave a weary sigh as he swung up into the leather. “You ain’t friendly at all.”
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        * * *

      

      Well, he’d outsmarted himself here, the Cajun thought as he rode back down the canyon in the direction from which he’d come. He was fourth in a group of three now. His hands were tied to his saddle horn, and Johnny was leading Boss by the reins.

      Johnny had The Revenger’s LeMat and Bowie, while the man called Dominguez had cadged his Henry repeater. The third gent, Hagan, had so admired the Cajun’s gold-plated derringer that he’d slipped the little popper into the pocket of his long spruce-green duster, which he wore over deerskin breeches.

      Dominguez looked part-Mexican, while Hagan was an outlaw from Nebraska Territory. Sartain had heard his name before and had seen his visage on wanted posters a few years back after the man had killed two deputy sheriffs while escaping a county jail in Wichita.

      Of course, the three hadn’t shaken hands and introduced themselves to Sartain. The Revenger had picked up their names from general conversation, most of which hadn’t even been directed at him. Hagan was a long-nosed killer with what appeared a perpetual purple beard shadow on his fair-skinned face that didn’t take the sun well. His nose was as red as a Rocky Mountain sunset and badly peeling. As they rode, he kept looking grimly over his shoulder at Sartain, narrowing his dark eyes at the prisoner and then spitting chaw on rocks or plants along the trail. He’d look back again as he ran a grimy checked sleeve across his mouth and then turn his head forward.

      Obviously, he was in love with his reputation and aimed to prove he was worth every penny of the thousand-dollar bounty on his head. Sartain had been more impressed by dancing bears in opera houses. He was going to enjoy killing Hagan.

      If he ever got the opportunity, that was, and he hadn’t outsmarted himself into an early grave. He’d already decided these bad boys had had nothing to do with his bushwhacking, so here he was among them and likely with no better result than that he’d be eating lead for his efforts.

      To pass the time and lighten his mood, he whistled an old tune he’d learned long ago in the French Quarter, a Cajun tune about a happy young whore who became an old and lonely whore feeding her alligator friends out on the bayou...until she fell into the bayou one cold winter morn...

      “Shut up,” said Hagan.

      “You boys ain’t gonna shoot me for whistlin’,” the Cajun said and continued whistling.

      It turned out that Sartain had passed Beacham’s camp when he’d ridden up the main canyon. He hadn’t seen it because it looked like an old prospector’s or fur trapper’s shack tucked away in a fringe of yellow-leafed aspens poking out from the northern ridge.

      As they followed a well-worn path through the trees, their horses’ hooves crunching the leaves that skittered across the trail, Sartain sniffed pine smoke. Then he saw the smoke lifting from the sloping pole roof of the low-slung stone cabin that boasted two deep-set windows in the front wall and an opening for a door, although there appeared to be no actual door, just as there were no shutters on the windows. The shutters and door had likely rotted away long ago.

      Sartain stopped whistling.

      Hagan glanced back and chuckled darkly as he said, “End of the trail, amigo.”

      “Jump yourself, amigo.”

      As Dominguez, Hagan, and Johnny pulled their horses up to a large aspen fronting the shack, where one other horse was tied, a figure moved inside the dark shack. Chick Beacham limped up to the open doorway, using an aspen branch for a cane, and leaned against the casing. He wore a wool coat and a blanket over the coat, hanging off his shoulders.

      His left foot was wrapped in a thick makeshift bandage of old rags.

      He wasn’t wearing his hat. His dark hair stood up in spikes around his head as though he’d been lying down, which he probably had been. The bandages on his bullet-torn foot were bloody. He probably wasn’t feeling very well.

      “I’ll be damned if you didn’t find him,” Beacham said as his three partners swung down from their saddles. In his free hand, he held a bottle. He lifted the bottle and took a long pull, several bubbles plunging to the bottom.

      He lowered the bottle and smacked his lips.

      Johnny replied, “We rode into town to fetch him like you said, Chick, but then we saw him pullin’ out of town. Figured we’d follow him. You know, in case he led us to the cache. Instead, he found himself a little trout pool up Old Grand Dad Canyon and fished!”

      Johnny wagged his head and chuckled, glancing at Sartain as though they’d caught him playing with himself. He reached up and cut the ropes binding Sartain’s wrists to his saddle horn, then stepped back quickly as though he’d just opened a wildcat’s cage.

      “Caught a nice one,” Sartain said. “If you fellas would have showed up a little sooner, I’d have shared.”

      “Shut the hell up and come down off there,” Hagan said, dramatically cocking his carbine one-handed.

      “Why didn’t you say so?” Sartain swung down from the saddle.

      Beacham smiled without humor, turned sideways, and beckoned. Then he drifted off into the shack’s thick shadows.

      While the taciturn Dominguez tied the horses, Hagan and Johnny held their carbines on Sartain, keeping themselves clear of a quick, slashing assault, which is exactly what The Revenger had in mind.

      “You heard the man,” Johnny said, wagging his rifle barrel.

      “You fellas just move in? I feel like I should have brought a bottle of wine or something,” Sartain said, striding toward the door, wishing like hell Johnny hadn’t found the hideout gun in his vest pocket.

      Sartain stepped into the doorway, and stopped, looking around. He couldn’t see much, for his eyes were accustomed to the bright mountain light outdoors.

      “Get in there!” Hagan snarled, ramming his rifle’s butt against Sartain’s back.

      The Cajun went stumbling into the shack, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the dingy shadows. Beacham lay on a lone cot against the far wall, back propped against his saddle. His good foot was on the floor. The one Sartain had pumped a round through rested on a pillow at the end of the cot.

      Several empty bottles were strewn around the cot, along with some odds and ends of gear. Otherwise, the shack was empty save for a dilapidated eating table and a sheet-iron stove that ticked and let blue smoke escape through cracks around its doors.

      “Did you diddle that bitch?” Beacham wanted to know, poking an angry finger at his visitor.

      Sartain laughed silently to himself. He’d blown a hole through the man’s foot, but what Beacham seemed the most concerned about was whether he’d been cuckolded—if you could call cuckolding making love to a woman who considered herself unattached.

      Sartain doffed his hat, then twirled it on his finger. “Out of respect for the lady’s honor, that ain’t a question I feel at liberty to answer.”

      “You did, didn’t you?”

      “My answer stands.”

      Beacham’s face darkened in the shadows as he leaned forward, jerking his arm and extended finger furiously at the big man before him. “I’m gonna blow both your feet off, you son of a buck! I’m gonna blow both of ’em off so’s you know how it feels. And when your screams start dyin’, I’m gonna pump one through your belly and leave you to die slow and hard!”
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      The Cajun felt the burn of fury spread up from his bowels. “You just gonna whistle Dixie or dance? I can’t stand a man who’s all talk!”

      Flanking Sartain on his left, Hagan shook his head. “Boy, he’s really got it comin’, Chick.”

      Beacham sank back against his saddle. “Yeah, he does. And he’ll get it, just as soon as we get our loot back.” He glowered at Sartain. “You know where it’s at, don’t you?”

      The Cajun didn’t say anything. That was the second or third time since he’d ridden into Hard Winter that someone had alluded to hidden treasure.

      “He does,” Chick said. “I know he does. Hadley told you, didn’t he? That’s why you’re here. You musta been out after it this mornin’ but seen us trailing you, so you decided to do some fishin’ instead.” Beacham slapped his thigh and winced slightly at the pain it evoked in his tender foot. “I knew it! You got a look about you. Owlhoot. Somehow, you’ve done thrown in with Hadley, and he sent you out here to get the loot for a cut of it!”

      “Where is it?” That was the first time Sartain had heard the Mexican, Dominguez, speak. He was crouched in the doorway behind the Cajun, Johnny, and Hagan. “Maybe if we gut-shoot him, he’ll spill it.”

      “Where is it?” Beacham demanded. “That money belongs to us. Where is it, dammit?”

      Sartain turned his mouth-corners down, feigning chagrin. “You fellas done put me in a bad spot.”

      Johnny stomped up beside Sartain and thrust his broad, freckled face at the Cajun. “You’re gonna be in a hell of a worse spot if you don’t tell us where the loot’s at!”

      “I can’t tell you,” Sartain said. “I can only show you.”

      “He didn’t draw you a map?” asked Hagan skeptically.

      “No, he didn’t draw no map. He didn’t want it fallin’ into the wrong hands.”

      Beacham drew the Colt on his hip, aimed, and cocked it. “You tell us or I’ll gut-shoot you right here and now!”

      “You’re not gonna get your loot back that way.”

      “Damn,” Hagan snarled. “He ain’t gonna tell us. He ain’t gonna show us neither. He knows what Hadley’ll do to him if he lets us get the loot back.”

      “He’ll show us,” Beacham said. “He’ll show us, or he’ll die slow.” He jerked his chin toward the door. “Get him out of here. You fellas ride with him. If you don’t have the loot in the next couple of hours, if he sends you off on a wild goose chase, bring him back here so I can blow holes in his feet and pop one in his belly.”

      “You ain’t comin’?” Johnny asked the outlaw leader.

      Beacham blinked slowly, then pointed at his foot wrapped in blood-speckled bandages. “Do I look like I’m comin’? Do I look like I can ride?”

      “Sorry, Chick,” Johnny said.

      “You’re always sorry.”

      “You feel better, now, ya hear?” Johnny said, truckling.

      “I’ll feel a whole lot better once I got my hands on that loot again.”

      “Out!” Hagan bellowed at Sartain, pointing toward the doorway.

      The Revenger swung around . “I ain’t deaf,” he said as he ducked through the door. “You don’t have to yell.”
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      “He’s leadin’ us on a wild goose chase,” Hagen said to Johnny and Dominguez. “Hell, we’re ridin’ in circles!”

      “Don’t get your neck in a hump,” Sartain said. “We’re not riding in circles.”

      No, they weren’t riding in circles, but for the past hour, they had been riding aimlessly. Of course, the Cajun had no idea where the loot was. He was just trying to buy himself time.

      For what, he had no idea. While his hands were no longer tied to his saddle horn, and he had command of his own horse, the three men flanking him all held their carbines on him. If he tried to make a break for it, they’d gun him down before he’d ridden more than twenty yards.

      Tension was drawing the muscles between his shoulder blades taut as piano wire.

      “By God, he’s hornswogglin’ us,” Hagan said as they followed a winding horse trail along the crest of a windy ridge. “That’s what he’s doin’, boys. He’s hornswogglin’ us!”

      “Yeah, I agree,” Johnny said. “I say we take him back to Beacham, let Chick get his satisfaction.”

      Dominguez said. “I say we hang the son of Satan right here. No point in takin’ him all the way back to—”

      “Fellas, it’s right over this ridge,” Sartain said, nerve sweat trickling down his back. “We got about a hundred yards more, so hold your water, and you’ll all be richer than your wildest dreams.”

      The Cajun reined Boss up and over the crest of the ridge. The cool wind blew against him, whipping the ends of his neckerchief. He placed a hand on his hat to keep it from blowing off and then released it as he rode down into the shelter below the ridge.

      There were rocks and fire-charred pines all around, as well as the thin, wiry grass that grew at higher elevations. Picas peeped and darted among the rocks and charred, fallen timber. He rode to the base of a granite outcropping protruding from the mountain slope and jutting two hundred feet in the air. There appeared to be a hollow area inside the outcropping, which probably made some wildcat a home.

      “Well?” Hagan asked doubtfully. “Where is it?”

      “See that little cave in the rock up there?”

      “I see it,” Johnny said.

      “It’s in there.”

      Dominguez rode his dappled gray up close to Sartain and grinned with menace, showing his yellow teeth beneath his black mustache. He aimed the carbine at the Cajun’s heart. “Fetch it.”

      Sartain glanced at each man in turn. They were boring holes in him with their stares as well as with the barrels of their rifles, all of which were aimed at The Revenger’s heart.

      “All right,” Sartain said, swinging down from the saddle. “Hadley sure ain’t gonna like this, and I reckon I’m not gonna get the cut he promised me, neither, for fetching it.”

      The Cajun walked slowly up the steep slope, his boots slipping on the short grass. He glanced behind him. The three men remained on their horses, rifles trained on his back.

      He glanced around, looking for possible escape routes. There were none. He was boxed in against the outcropping. Of course, he could try to run, but it wouldn’t do him much good. There was nowhere to go where the outlaws’ bullets wouldn’t shred him before he got there.

      He was sweating hard by the time he reached the cavern that had been carved into the outcrop. It was about two feet wide and five feet deep. Its sandy floor was littered with rabbit bones to which a few tufts of bloody fur clung. Sure enough, a wildcat called the place home.

      That was all that was in there.

      Just the rabbit bones.

      Heart thudding heavily, Sartain grinned sheepishly as he turned back to the three mounted gunmen. Dominguez’s head exploded like a ripe melon, blood and brains spraying across his dappled gray’s mane. A quarter-second later, the rifle report flatted out across the hollow.

      Sartain saw smoke billow from atop the ridge behind the three outlaws.

      Another gun flashed from near the same spot. Johnny screamed and grabbed his shoulder. As his horse reared and half-turned, loosing a shrill whinny, another bullet plunged into Johnny’s chest. Johnny screamed again and flew off his horse’s right hip, the horse kicking his head before he landed.

      Sartain had been so taken aback by the sudden gunfire, he’d stumbled back against the outcropping, watching in shock as all three outlaws were blown out of their saddles.

      As Hagan flew ass over teakettle off his lunging grullo’s rump, Sartain regained his wits and bounded down the slope. He saw his Henry repeater lying on the ground between the nearly headless Dominguez and Johnny. He grabbed the rifle and then ran toward Boss.

      Too late.

      The screaming stallion galloped off down the slope toward a fringe of pines at the bottom, shaking his head in disdain at the flying lead.

      Sartain cursed sharply though he couldn’t really blame the horse. He’d have done the same thing if he could.

      Two bullets blew up dirt and grass around him. Another barked off the escarpment behind him.

      Confused by the ambuscade, Dominguez’s dappled gray was wheeling right and left as though trying to find a safe direction to flee. Fortunately, it then bounded straight toward Sartain, who managed to grab the reins with one hand. Unfortunately, while reaching for the apple, he dropped the Henry.

      Before he was fully mounted, the dappled gray took off at a dead run up the slope along the left side of the outcropping. Sartain hadn’t been prepared for the uphill lunge. That was likely just as well. Because as he fell back down the side of the horse, he heard the tooth-gnashing zing of a bullet slicing the air where his head had been a moment before.

      “Get him!” someone shouted from the opposite ridge, the voice not completely drowned by the gunfire. “For Christ’s sakes, get that son of Lucifer!”

      The Revenger cursed loudly as his left boot got hung up in the stirrup and the dapple dragged him up the slope. The Cajun’s head and shoulders bounced over the uneven ground, each blow feeling as though he were being slammed with an anvil covered in sandpaper.

      More shouts from the ridge where the shooters were desperately trying to beef him. Several bullets plumed dust around him, but then the horse crested the ridge above the escarpment and bounded down the other side, Sartain’s boot wedged so firmly in the stirrup that he couldn’t jerk it free even though he wasn’t in the best position to do so.

      At least he now had the outcropping between him and the shooters, which meant they, at least, wouldn’t kill him. But the wildly fleeing gray seemed bound and determined to finish the job they’d started.

      Halfway down the slope, Sartain felt the back of his shirt rip.

      He struggled to free his boot.

      The ground kept hammering him, although the decline was relatively grassy and not as gravelly as the slope around the escarpment. Gritting his teeth against his misery, he glanced up and around the stirrup that held his foot like a bear trap to see the forest at the bottom of the gulch growing closer.

      The horse would likely kill him when it hit the trees. It would bash his head against a bole...

      He gritted his teeth and thought momentarily of his dead lover, Jewel.

      “Here I come, honey!” he bellowed.

      There was a sharp pain in his left ankle.

      Then he was in the timber and rolling, and darkness snatched him from the jaws of agony.
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      “Mike?”

      It was Jewel’s voice. She was calling to him from far away.

      “Honey?” he called back to her. “I’m here. Can you see me?”

      “Mike?” Someone was shaking him.

      “Jewel, honey, I’m here.” Oh, God, what if we couldn’t recognize each other in Heaven because we were just spirits? He heard his voice pitched with hysteria. “Can’t you see me?”

      He’d been waiting for this day. He’d been anticipating their reunion for so long, but what if he couldn’t see her or hold her?

      His heart lurched in horror at such a vile cosmic joke. He opened his eyes to find himself staring up at Dixie McKee. She stared down at him, frowning, puzzled. She wore a red bandanna around the top of her head, beneath her Stetson, and a red and white checked shirt under a black vest. Her wavy, chocolate hair was splayed across her shoulders.

      Sartain’s head was propped on her thigh. She had one arm wrapped around him. In the other, gloved hand she held a canteen.

      Sartain blinked. Tears oozed out of his eyes to dribble down his cheeks.

      “It’s Dixie,” she said. “Here—take a drink, Mike.”

      She shook the canteen, causing water to slosh over the rim.

      He looked around, his heart slowing. His dream about Jewel, about possibly not being able to see her and hold her, had been so real and horrifying that he thought he could smell her remembered aroma. Fear had been a wild animal in him, only now taking its leave. He looked around again, half-expecting to see her pushing through the pines surrounding him.

      But she wasn’t here, of course. As the cobwebs cleared from his aching head, he realized that judging by the play of the light and the shadows, not much time had passed since the horse had dragged him into the gulch. Maybe a half-hour at the most.

      He heard what sounded like a switching tail and he could smell horse. He glanced over his shoulder.

      Boss stood at the edge of the trees, maybe ten feet away, with Dixie’s cream. Both horses stared toward the pair in the woods as though wondering what in hell they were doing in there.

      “Mike?” Dixie said softly but firmly. “You’d best take a drink. Looks like you could use it.”

      “I could use somethin’ stronger than water, but it’ll do for now.” Sartain took the canteen. His arm felt heavy. The back of it was burning. Then it occurred to him that his back, especially up around his shoulders, was burning, as well. He could feel blood oozing from scrapes and abrasions. He felt as though his left hip had been pulled out of its socket.

      Maybe it had.

      He winced at his various burning, throbbing pains and took a long drink. The water was cold. Almost too cold—it aggravated the throbbing in his head.

      “What the hell happened, Mike? I thought you’d been shot, but I couldn’t find any bullet wounds.” She looked down his back. “It looks like you were dragged.”

      Dixie added, “I heard the shooting. From the ridge yonder, I saw Chick’s three boys lying dead.”

      “You got any idea who them ambushers were?”

      “I didn’t see ’em, just heard ‘em. By the time I got to the ridge, they were gone.”

      “How’d you find me?”

      “I started kicking around up there looking for you, and then I saw Boss standing right where he is now.”

      Sartain glanced again at the stallion and drawled, “Better late than never, old son.”

      The horse shook his head, rattling the bit.

      “Anything broke?” Dixie asked.

      “Feels like everything,” he said with a grunt, sitting up.

      Dixie sucked air through her teeth. “Your back looks like freshly ground beef, Mike. At least, the upper half does.”

      “Feels like it.”

      “Looks like I have another patient. You think you can ride?”

      Sartain turned to her, frowning. “What’re you doing here, anyway?”

      “I saw those three come into town earlier, just after you left. They saw you riding to the north and headed in the same direction. I decided to try to warn you, but I lost your trail. I can pan for gold with the best prospectors in the business, but I’m not much for tracking, I’m afraid.”

      “Takes practice,” he said, heaving himself to his feet.

      He felt his bones grinding and barking, as were the muscles in his left leg, but he didn’t think he’d broken anything.

      “Let me take a look.”

      Dixie walked up behind him. “Well, you’re missing most of your shirt, and those cuts need a good cleaning, but I reckon that can wait till we get back to the saloon.”

      “Sorry to be a bother. I know you got a busy night ahead.”

      “After last night, Mike,” she said, wrapping an arm around his waist and rising on the toes of her boots to peck his cheek, “you could never be a bother. But I might require payment of more of the same.” She winked. “Just so you know.”

      “Just what the doctor ordered,” the Cajun said, walking stiffly toward his horse. “I need to make a side trip to fetch my guns. Those bastards sure aren’t going to be needing them.”

      As he climbed heavily onto Boss’s back, Dixie stepped up onto her own horse. “Where’s Chick?”

      “His foot was hurting,” Sartain said when he’d gotten seated and was rolling his shoulders around, trying to ease the kinks in his sinews. “So he sat this one out.”
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      Sartain and Dixie got back to town about an hour after setting out from the gulch. As he rode, the Cajun realized he’d gotten off lucky. A Dutch ride over rocks, as cowpunchers called being dragged, could easily kill a man or stove him up for life.

      He was a tough bastard, he’d give himself that.

      He might have been a fool to let Johnny get the drop on him, but he was tough. And, fortunately, he was a quick mender.

      As he and Dixie rode side by side, taking it slow, he considered who the other three bushwhackers were. At least, he thought there’d been three. Maybe four. Anyway, the San Juans seemed to have a whole lot of bushwhackers.

      Dixie didn’t say much as they rode back toward Hard Winter. Sartain wondered why. She didn’t seem curious about the bushwhackers, and she didn’t seem to think that it was damned curious how the Cajun, a stranger to this country, had been bushwhacked and hound-dogged like a Smoky Mountain coon ever since he’d gotten here.

      He glanced at her several times, puzzled. He wanted to ask her the questions weighing on him, but he decided to wait her out. Maybe she’d show her hand on her own if she didn’t think he was suspicious of her.

      If she had a hand to show, that was. After hearing her probing Dewey Dade, the night before about the gold, he believed she did.

      The gold...

      What gold?

      And why had Beacham’s boys thought he knew where it was?

      And who on God’s green earth was Hadley?

      When he was back on his feet, which would likely be tomorrow, he’d track Beacham down and get some answers straight from the horse’s mouth, if from nobody else.

      They rode into Hard Winter as the afternoon shadows were growing long and velvety. Sartain didn’t bother with his horse, Dixie said she’d see to his care. Instead, the Cajun dismounted and went on inside. He was mildly surprised to see the Mexican who’d been smoking his quirleys the night before as though he’d been making love to them running the place for Dixie.

      There wasn’t much work to do since the only customer was a grizzled, gray-bearded old mountain man nursing a whiskey and nibbling a cheese sandwich at the same table the Mexican had been sitting at the night before.

      But at least he’d been able to keep the place open while Dixie scrounged the mountains for Sartain’s battered hide.

      “Miguel, would you set some water on the stove for me, please?” Dixie asked the short Mexican, who had a quirley drooping from a corner of his mouth.

      He seemed a strange, quiet little man. He only nodded and hustled out the back door to fetch a bucket of water from the rain barrel.

      As Sartain climbed the stairs, he remembered that last night the kid, Dewey Dade, had mentioned something about “the Mexican.” But there was probably more than one Mexican in the San Juans.

      Sartain’s head was thoroughly spinning by the time he reached Dixie’s room and collapsed belly down on her bed. It wasn’t spinning from the Dutch ride. It was spinning from all the questions swirling around in it.

      He reached over to the table by the bed and poured himself a tall drink of Sam Clay. He downed half in a single swallow and then lay belly-down again, holding the glass beside him in his right hand. Instantly, the tangle-leg doused some of the fire licking up from between his shoulder blades into the crown of his skull.

      He heard Dixie on the stairs.

      She came in carrying a basin of steaming water, a tin of salve, and some bandages.

      “Gonna get you all fixed up, Mike. You just relax, and I’ll get those cuts all cleaned up and bandaged. Make you good as new.”

      “How’s the kid?” Sartain asked.

      “He’s on the mend. I just looked in on him. He’s getting restless, but I told him to stay in bed. Rest will help him get his strength back up.” She grabbed what was left of Sartain’s shirt and ripped it off him. She pulled it out from under him, tossing it onto the floor. Then she cut away what remained of his long-handle top, exposing his back.

      “I just bought those long-handles in Denver, too,” Sartain grunted.

      Dixie chuckled. “You’re lucky the shirt and the long-handles are all you lost.”

      “You’re a damn fine sawbones, Dixie,” Sartain said, taking another sip of the whiskey as she went to work, cleaning the burning cuts.

      “Why, thank you, sir.”

      She gently cleaned his wounds.

      Sartain took another sip of the bourbon. “Dixie?”

      “Yes, Mike?”

      “I don’t know where it is.”

      She frowned. “Where what is?”

      “The loot. The stolen money or gold or whatever in hell it is. I have no idea.”

      He felt her pause in her work. Glancing up over his left shoulder, he saw her frowning down at him. “What stolen money?” She gave a weak chuckle. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do, honey. I’m just giving it to you honestly. I don’t know where it is. I just happened into this town for water for me an’ my horse. I was going to ride on toward Durango before that bushwhacker tore down on me, and then the kid came riding into town with a bullet in his shoulder. That’s what held me up. Not the loot or whatever in hell it is that’s got everybody’s drawers in a twist around here.”

      Dixie tucked her hair behind her ear and studied him, befuddled. “You’re not working for Hadley?”

      “Who’s Hadley?”

      Her gaze wavered and she glanced around the room as though to reorganize her thoughts. Then she went to work again, cleaning the cuts on his back. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      “Dixie, I think after all I been through, I deserve to know what in hell is going on here, don’t you?”

      She lifted the bloody cloth from his back and gazed down at him again, worriedly this time.

      “Mike, if you’ve got no part in the loot, you’d best light a shuck just as soon as I get these wounds cleaned and bandaged. I mean right now—tonight!”
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      “I’m not goin’ anywhere,” Sartain said and drained his glass.

      Dixie leaned close to him and ran a hand through his curly hair. “Mike, someone’s gonna kill you. Word’s gotten out that you’re here for the loot. Everyone thinks Hadley sent you. They assume that’s why you shot Beacham. They think—and I thought—you wanted him out of the way so you could get the loot back to Hadley, and you’d split it up. Everyone knows who you are. You get revenge on folks. Well, everyone thinks Hadley sent you here to get revenge on Beacham for double-crossing him.”

      Dixie kissed his cheek. “I know you’re tough. I know about your girl. The one them soldiers killed. I heard the story told around. But, Mike, there’s lots of men in these mountains looking for that gold. If it’s not found soon, there’s gonna be more bloodshed.”

      “Dixie, tell me who Hadley is. Tell me about the gold.”

      She sighed as though frustrated by a stubborn child and returned to doctoring his back. “Pour me a drink. My nerves are all jangled. Dang it, I like you, you big ole Brahma bull. And I’ll admit I liked you some better when I thought you knew where the gold was, but I like you too much to want to see you turned into a human sieve by the rannies honeycombing these mountains. Word is spreading about the gold. More and more men will be coming to look for it.”

      Sartain refilled his glass, then handed it up over his shoulder. Dixie took a long drink and handed it back to him. “Oh, Beacham thought he was in good when he threw in with Rench Hadley. Hadley’s a big hombre in these parts. Big physically and by reputation. The law’s even afraid of him. He rode with some of the meanest dozen or so killers you’d ever like to meet.

      “Somehow, Beacham and his small, raggedy-heeled bunch threw in with Hadley—probably because Hadley got short-handed when his group was bushwhacked by the army down in Arizona. Anyway, Hadley decided to rob the San Juan Mining Company payroll last month, as it rolled down out of Denver. Close to a hundred thousand dollars in gold coins. Just after they did, Beacham decided to double-cross the biggest, meanest owlhoot in all of Colorado Territory. You see, Chick’s been known to get too big for his britches.

      “Only, it didn’t work the way he planned. His men ambushed Hadley and his men. Terrible firefight. Chick lost three men. Hadley lost most of his. A few rode away with him wounded. Hadley himself took a bullet. He managed to hold onto the loot. But since he and his wounded riders were in no condition to ride far with a strongbox that heavy, and there was a chance Chick would catch up to ’em again, they buried it in these mountains somewhere. Then Hadley rode on up to Salida, where last I heard he’s in jail.”

      “Jail?”

      “Sure. As soon as he started askin’ around for a sawbones, everyone in town recognized him. A sawbones came for him, all right, and so did the town marshal, the county sheriff, and three deputies. So he’s in jail, and only he knows where the loot is buried. Apparently, he’s not sharing that news with the law. Stubborn hombre, Rench Hadley. But everyone around here figured that if he survived his bullet wound, he’d bust out of that hoosegow and come looking for the gold. Or he’d send someone to look for it.”

      Sartain took another sip of the bourbon and handed the glass to Dixie, smacking his lips. “Well, I’ll be damned. Who’d I shoot yesterday? The hombre with the spectacles.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Probably someone who figured you were here to crowd the search for the gold.”

      “What about the kid?”

      “Who?”

      “Come on, Dixie. I heard you talking to Dewey Dade last night. When he was out of his head and talkin’ out of school, so to speak.”

      “Ah, hell.”

      “Yeah, well, I got big ears to go along with the rest of me.”

      “Well, someone shot him for a reason. I got to wondering if he somehow got word about where the loot was, and when I walked into his room last night as he was muttering about the loot...well, I thought maybe Hadley had sent him, too. Or maybe he’d found out somehow and came to dig it up.”

      Dixie sighed as she started rubbing arnica on The Revenger’s back. “It is not to my credit that I’ve joined the quest for stolen gold—money that is far from rightly mine—but there it is.”

      “Ah, hell—I don’t blame you for that, Dixie. You’re a beautiful girl living alone out here, working like a dog.” Sartain splashed another couple of fingers of bourbon into his glass. “Hell, I’d even hope you’re the one who finds it if I didn’t think it would get you killed.”

      Sartain handed the glass back to Dixie. She waved it off. “I best stay clear. I’ll have business tonight. Quite a few come in out of the mountains on a Saturday, and there’s even more now.” She sighed darkly. “You stay up here and keep the door locked. If anyone asks, Mike, I’ll tell ’em you rode on.”

      “Is Miguel gonna help you down there?”

      “Miguel’s old. I’ll give him a bottle, some food, and a room soon, and he can come up here and kick his boots up. He just likes to get away from his ranch every now and then. Give his daughter some peace and quiet out there.”

      “Yeah, you’d best be good to him. Since the kid might’ve mentioned him last night.”

      “Boy, you do have big ears!”

      “What do you suppose his part in this is?”

      “Who knows?” Dixie said with a sigh. “But Miguel has spent all his life in these mountains. There isn’t much that happens in ’em he doesn’t know about.”

      When she’d thoroughly bandaged the cuts on his back, Sartain warned, “You keep your head down, Dixie. This neck of the San Juans is a powder keg primed to explode.”

      She smiled and touched her nose to his. “If I find it, I’ll share it with you. I might not be Jewel, but I’ll make you happy, Mike.” She lightly pressed her lips to his. “I’ll make you happy for the rest of your life.”

      “I promise I will,” she said in a hushed, sexy singsong.

      “Oh, I know you would, darlin’.” Sartain sighed.
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      In more ways than one, Sartain felt far better after Dixie had left him than before she’d come to him.

      He was tired and sore, but the girl’s ministrations, as well as the whiskey, had him feeling like he could go downstairs and hold his own in a poker game. He thought better of it, however. He didn’t want to stir up any trouble. If the men after the gold thought he was gone, all the better.

      He’d be gone first thing tomorrow. He had to admit Dixie’s offer had been tempting. At least the part about him staying with her for a while. No one could replace his beloved Jewel, of course, but it would be nice to settle down with a woman. It wasn’t in the cards for him, though. However attractive such a life appeared to him now, there was just too much water under the bridge for him to ever settle down and live a peaceful life.

      He was convinced he hadn’t been fated to live out a peaceful existence.

      Besides, he wanted nothing to do with stolen gold.

      He lay back on the bed, built a quirley, refilled his whiskey glass, and fished an old Rocky Mountain News he’d picked up in Denver from his saddlebags. He could tell a small crowd was growing down in the main drinking hall because the din grew gradually louder. It also grew more raucous as the spirits flowed and the poker stakes climbed.

      Around ten thirty, when the whiskey was causing his eyes to grow heavy and he was pondering crawling under the covers, a couple of men’s voices rose higher than the others. They were also angry. Dixie responded in kind, although because of the generalized din, Sartain couldn’t tell exactly what she said to her disgruntled clientele.

      But the next voice was loud enough that The Revenger could hear exactly what the man said. “Come on, Dixie, we know he’s up there! We seen his horse out in the corral!”

      “Stand down or I’ll get my shotgun, Slater!”

      Sartain cursed and rose from the bed. Admonishing himself for not hiding his stallion, he dressed quickly, hearing to the argument between Dixie, Slater, and what sounded like a few others grow in volume.

      He strapped his LeMat around his waist and left the room.

      He was halfway downstairs when the din dwindled. Faces turned toward him. Men’s faces. Dixie stood with her back to the staircase, facing the group of a dozen or so of all shapes and sizes and manner of garb.

      The stocky gray-headed Slater stood before Dixie, red-faced with anger. Three others, including the stupid-looking string bean, Lonnie, flanked him with their arms crossed belligerently. Now, however, as they turned toward Sartain, they slowly lowered their arms, hands moving toward their guns.

      “I knew she had him up there.” Lonnie turned enraged eyes on Dixie. “I knew you had him up there!”

      “Of course we knew,” said Slater. “We seen his horse in the corral!”

      “Shame on you, Miss Dixie!” said Lonnie, hardening his jaws. “It is beneath you, cavortin’ with a known killer such as him! If your pa only knew what you’ve become!”

      Dixie said, “Oh, shut the hell up, Lonnie, you cork-headed fool! So we been makin’ time together. Finally, I found a man around here with some balls!”

      Ah, hell, Sartain thought. This was going even farther south than before he’d shown himself.

      He moved slowly and unthreateningly down to stand one step up from Dixie, holding up his arms to quiet the eruption on the heels of the girl’s last proclamation.

      “Hold on! Hold on!” he yelled.

      When the men had piped down again, Sartain said, “I know you all know who I am, so there’s no point in making introductions. I’m here by chance. I am not here because I was sent here by Rench Hadley or anyone else. I rode into Hard Winter looking for water. That’s all. I know nothing about the consarned gold. And what’s more, I don’t care about it. It’s all yours.”

      He placed his hands on Dixie’s shoulders.

      “But if one thing happens to this young lady, and if everyone ain’t on their best behavior while you’re enjoying her whiskey, you’ll have me to answer to.”

      A man at the back of the room shouted, “Maybe you can’t count, Sartain, but you’re a little outnumbered here!”

      Sartain’s gaze found the man sitting near the back of the room with two others, far from the crowd gathered near the stairs. They were the only ones sitting. Playing cards, coins, and silver certificates lay strewn around their table, which was spiked with bottles and glasses.

      They were dressed better than most of the others in the room, with some city style. One wore a bowler hat. They were attired similarly to the man whom Sartain had beefed when he’d first ridden into town. Though they were sitting down, he could see well-oiled revolvers strapped to their thighs.

      Behind Sartain rose the ratcheting scrape of a rifle being cocked. “Now there’s two, and I’m ready to cut loose with this carbine here,” yelled Dewey Dade from the top of the stairs, extending a Spencer repeater straight out from his left hip. “So go ahead and start fiddlin’, boys, and we’ll dance!”

      The kid wore only his long-handles and socks. His coarse, wavy blond hair, shaved above the ears, was badly mussed. His right arm hung down by his side.

      “Thanks, kid,” Sartain said. “But there’s no need.”

      “I’ll back anything you do, Mr. Sartain.” Dewey kept his bright, angry eyes on the room. “You saved my bacon yesterday. If it hadn’t been for you, I'd like to have bled to death.”

      Sartain turned back to the room. “No one’s gonna make any trouble here tonight—are you, fellas?”

      The man who’d made the last threat cursed in disgust, and he and his friends resumed their card game.

      The others in the room backed off, muttering.

      Sartain turned and winked at Dewey Dade. The kid smiled, depressed his rifle’s hammer, and walked back off down the second-floor hall.

      “I could have handled it, Mike,” Dixie said.

      “I didn’t want you to have to handle it by yourself.”

      “They probably don’t believe you anyway.”

      “No, but they’re not as sure as they were. And they know I’m not afraid of ’em.” Sartain squeezed the back of her neck reassuringly. “If you need anything, give a yell. I’m gonna go check on my horse, make sure he’s ready to ride first thing in the morning.”

      Dixie turned her mouth corners down in a pout. “Goshdarnit, Mike. Did you even consider my offer?”

      “More than I’ve ever considered any other but one.”

      The Cajun kissed her cheek and headed for the rear door.

      The three well-dressed card players all turned their heads to watch him leave. They rose from their chairs, hitched their pistols higher on their hips, shared conspiratorial glances, and sauntered out the front door.
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      Sartain removed the feedbag from Boss’s nose.

      “That’s enough oats, old son,” he told the horse, folding the bag and laying it over his saddle in the lean-to stable. “Don’t want you getting the green heaves. We’ll be pullin’ out tomorrow.”

      He’d already checked the stallion’s hooves, making sure all the shoes were set right and the frogs hadn’t picked up any burrs. Now he gave the horse one more pat. As he turned away, the stallion brushed his head against the Cajun’s shoulder.

      Sartain chuckled. “You like that idea, do you?” He scratched the underside of Boss’s snout. “Get some sleep. Mornin’ will be here before...”

      He let his voice trail off. He’d heard something. The crunch of gravel beneath a boot. It seemed to originate from behind the stable.

      Scowling, he moved to the stable door that led out behind the corral. As he flicked the door latch, he released the keeper thong from over the hammer of his pistol. He stepped outside, scanning the darkness relieved by starlight and a moon rising over the Sangre de Cristos in the east.

      He smelled the alcohol stench just before he saw a shadow move on his left. Something glinted brassily in the darkness, and then a long object slashed down toward his head. He smelled the lurker in time and managed to raise his arm and duck his head so that the shell belt filled with brass gave his forehead only a glancing blow.

      A stinging blow, but a full-on blow likely would have laid him out.

      Fury threatened to blow the top of his head off. He lashed out at the shadow before him first with his left fist and then with his right. The left landed solidly on a jaw. The right caught the nub of the man’s chin.

      His attacker grunted and stumbled backward. Another figure moved up behind him—The Revenger could hear the footsteps—and wrapped two arms around his neck. He was dragged backward, the man’s arms pinching off his wind.

      “Hold him, Ray,” said a third man tightly, coming in from Sartain’s right.

      In the moonlight, he recognized the face of one of the three card players. The man bolted toward him, throwing a haymaker toward The Revenger’s face.

      Sartain stomped down on the toe of the boot of the man holding him. Ray instantly released him. Sartain leaned right, and the haymaker skinned off the side of his face to catch the man behind him in the throat.

      Ray made a gurgling strangled sound.

      Sartain head-butted the man who’d thrown the haymaker, knocking his hat off. The man grunted as he rocked back on the heels of his boots, legs wobbling. Sartain punched him twice quickly, stepping into him as he stumbled backward.

      The man who’d swung the cartridge belt came up on his left, cussing. His teeth flashed white in the purple darkness. The moonlight skimmed off the bald dome of his head. He buried his right fist in Sartain’s belly, then jabbed his left into the Cajun’s jaw.

      Sartain stumbled backward, fury dancing a jig in him now.

      When the man came at him again, bringing up his fist from his heels, Sartain ducked. The man’s fist whistled through the air over his head. The man grunted. Sartain straightened and slammed his attacker’s left jaw with his right fist.

      He slammed him again and again in the same place until he had him on the ground.

      He punched him two more times in the nose.

      With the second punch, the man’s nose exploded like a ripe tomato. The blood was warm on the Cajun’s fist.

      A shadow moved to his left. Something glinted in the moonlight.

      “No guns, Clement!” Ray yelled hoarsely. “Keep it quiet.”

      “I ain’t gonna shoot him. I’m just gonna—ach!”

      As Clement whipped the pearl handle of the pistol toward Sartain’s head, the Cajun bounded off his heels and thrust his head into the man’s belly. The pistol slammed against Sartain’s back without heat. The man’s feet left the ground. The Cajun bulled him to the ground so hard, he heard what sounded like every bone in the man’s back crack.

      The Revenger gained his feet and whipped around, crouching, ready for another onslaught. Ray came at him again, weakly swinging his right fist. It was an ill-considered, half-hearted move. Again, the Cajun ducked the blow, and he buried his fist twice into Ray’s solar plexus. The man’s lungs almost literally exploded as he jackknifed.

      As his head went down, Sartain brought his knee up to meet Ray’s head with a solid blow.

      That finished him. He lay still.

      Sartain wheeled, ready for yet another assault. None came. The other two men were down where they’d last fallen, writhing and groaning.

      Something silvery lay on the ground, catching the moonlight. Sartain walked over and picked up the badge and tipped it to the light, brushing his finger across the letters engraved in the nickel-plated star and moon badge.

      DEPUTY U.S. MARSHAL.

      He chuckled caustically, tossing the badge into the darkness.

      Then he drew his LeMat and ratcheted back the hammer.

      “Which one of you lame-brained badge-totin’ sonso’bitches wants it first?”

      “Don’t shoot,” said the one lying straight out from Sartain, pushing up heavily onto his elbows. It was dark where his nose should have been in the center of his otherwise pale face. He clamped a hand over the appendage in question. “Don’t shoot us. For Christ’s sake, Sartain.”

      “Give me a reason. Better be a good one.”

      “We’re after the gold, same as you,” said Clement, sitting up and flexing his right arm. “We ain’t here on business.”

      “Oh? Then what was this all about?”

      Dixie’s voice rose from the shadows at the rear of the saloon. “Mike?” The back door was open, spilling wan light from inside. Running footsteps sounded. Her shadow was limned by the moonlight. “What the hell is going on out here?”

      “Hoedown,” Sartain said. “Kind of unexpected, but the best ones always are.”

      Dixie slowed as she stepped around the three men on the ground. The third, Ray, was groaning now. Damn. Sartain had hoped he’d killed him. He had no use for federal badge-toters. He saw them as little better than the federal soldiers who’d raped and murdered a pregnant Jewel and shot her grandfather out in the desert south of Benson.

      Not that he’d known any marshals who’d done anything like that, but they were out to stop him from performing what he considered his destiny to further avenge Jewel, his child, and the old man. To avenge those who were unable to avenge themselves.

      “What’s this all about?” Dixie wanted to know, her voice brittle with anger.

      “Very same question I just posed,” Sartain said.

      The man with the broken nose spat blood and said in a comically nasal voice, “That was our man you shot yesterday, you son of a buck.”

      “The bastard who bushwhacked me?”

      They didn’t respond to that.

      Clement rolled over onto his side and tried to get up but fell back. “Oh, mercy, I think my back is broken.”

      “Shut up, or I’ll give you more of the same,” the Cajun warned him. He turned to the other two. “I didn’t see no badge on him.”

      “You blew his badge off when you shot him!” Ray intoned.

      “Why’d he bushwhack me?”

      Clement got to a knee, breathing hard and grunting. “I don’t know.” He gained his feet, limped over, and scooped his hat up off the ground. He batted it against his leg, which was so covered in dirt it looked brown. “We’d split up. He was alone. Maybe he recognized you. There’s a kill order out on you, Sartain. Shoot first and ask questions later. Unofficial, but there it is.”

      “Jesus Christ!” said Dixie.

      The information didn’t surprise The Revenger.

      “Who rode out of here like a bat out of hell, just after I shot your pal?”

      “Didn’t see him,” Clement said, shrugging. “Lots of folks been keeping an eye on the town of late. Thinkin’ the gold’s around here somewhere.”

      “We heard the shooting,” said Ray. “I rode over and dragged Gleason off. We weren’t sure what it was all about till we glassed you over at the well.”

      Sartain stepped back, wagging his gun at the man who’d risen to his feet behind him. “What’re you doing around here?”

      “Federal business.” The lawman with the broken nose, whose name Sartain had not caught, stumbled slowly over to join the others brushing off dust and working the knots out of their muscles, easing bones back into place. “And it don’t involve you.”

      “This did.”

      “This was unofficial,” said the broken-nosed man, tenderly touching his nose, blood dribbling over his lips. His voice was nasal, almost inaudible. “This was for Gleason.”

      “Way to go!” Dixie laughed.

      Broken Nose glowered at her. “Miss, if you’d kindly shut the hell up, I’d really—”

      “Uh-uh,” Sartain said, wagging the LeMat once more. “You talk nice to the lady. I’m still debating whether I want to plug you three uglies right here and be done with you.”

      “No need,” said Ray, holding his hands out in supplication. “We’re out of here.”

      “Yes, you are,” Dixie said.

      “One more question,” Sartain said, narrowing an eye. “Was that you three who bushwhacked me and Beacham’s men yesterday?”

      The three looked at each other, frowning. “Hell, no!” said Clement.

      Sartain was skeptical, but he let it go.

      When they’d mounted up and ridden out, Dixie turned to Sartain. “You’ve had quite a time in my fair city, haven’t you, Mike?”

      “It’s a red-letter kind of place.”

      “You sure you’re all right?”

      “Fine as frog hair.”

      “The night’s windin’ down. Come on inside. We’ll go up and curl each other’s toes after I check to make sure you haven’t opened your back up again.” Dixie hiked a shoulder. “I guess this will be our last night.”

      Sartain kissed her cheek. “You go on inside. I’ll be a minute. I’m gonna stay out here and have a smoke and make sure those three federals don’t swing back in this direction. I don’t trust any of ’em farther than I could throw all three uphill against a Dakota cyclone.”

      “Don’t blame you.”

      Dixie walked off toward the saloon’s open rear door. Sartain climbed the corral fence, sat on the top rail, and hooked his boot heels over the bottom rail. Deep in thought, he built a smoke and touched a match to it.

      Just after he’d fired the quirley, another match scratched to life nearby. He looked to his right to see the slender, short shadow of a man in a sombrero cupping a lucifer to the cigarette drooping from his mouth. Sartain’s right hand had started to slide toward the LeMat, but he stayed the movement when he recognized the Mexican, who walked toward him slowly.

      The little man’s quirley glowed in the darkness. Smoke billowed around his head, turning pearl in the moonlight.

      “There is much trouble here now.” Those were the first words he’d heard Miguel Otero speak. He’d started to think maybe he was mute or didn’t have a handle on English.

      “You can say that again, señor.”

      Otero leaned back against the corral to Sartain’s right. He stretched one arm out atop the rail and lifted his round face to the moonlight. “Sí, much trouble. Gold trouble. The only other trouble similar to it is woman trouble. ‘Gold and love affairs are difficult to hide.’ It is an old Spanish saying. Very old, and very true.”

      Sartain drew a lungful of smoke and blew it at the moon growing smaller as it rose, touching the velvety darkness around it with lilac. Somewhere, a night bird screeched.

      Sartain turned to the little man. “Señor, I got a feeling you know all about this gold trouble, don’t you?”

      Otero lifted a shoulder and looked away. When he turned his head forward again, he took another draw from his quirley and tapped ashes into the dust.

      After he expelled the smoke from his lungs, he said, “Sí.”
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      “You gonna tell me about it?” Sartain asked Miguel Otero.

      Otero had a long pocket sewn into his elkskin breeches. From the pocket, he extracted a clear, unlabeled bottle. “First a drink, señor?”

      “Don’t mind if I do, señor.” The Revenger accepted the bottle, pried out the cork, and tipped it back.

      The mescal burned going down, but chilled his belly, leaving a pleasant aftertaste akin to grapefruit. Suddenly, the night had softer edges, and the moonlight was pretty. The fire in his back had kicked up during the skirmish with the three lawmen. Now, it was nearly doused.

      “Gracias,” he rasped, his vocal cords momentarily paralyzed.

      “De nada.” The Mexican tipped the bottle back and then set it down on the ground between them. “I will leave it here. Por favor, help yourself.”

      “All right, I will.”

      Otero took a long drag off his quirley and held it up close to his face as he studied the moon for a time. Exhaling the smoke through his nostrils, he said, “I know where the gold is hidden, Señor Sartain. I also know that you, being who you are, have little use for it. Your life is about other things, no?”

      He didn’t wait for a reply. “I would request that you take it and return it to its rightful owners. It is a sacrilege and a curse. It has brought evil to these mountains. Men have died looking for it. Many more will die until it is far away from here.”

      “How do you know where it is?”

      “Señor Hadley rode wounded out to my rancho. He had the strongbox on a pack mule. He told me to hide the gold and hide it well, that he would be back for it. He told me that if it was not with me when he came for it, that if any of it was missing, he would cut my throat and the throat of my daughter, Celina. She lives with me. She is my only family since her mother passed.”

      “Hadley’s in jail, Señor Ortega. That gold could all be yours if you wanted it to be.”

      “Sí. I am aware of that. But like you, my life is about other things than getting rich. Besides, I have a penance to pay. The boy upstairs, Dewey Dade, worked for me last summer, cutting and chopping wood, wrangling my cattle—work that has become very difficult for me.”

      The wiry Mexican held up a brown hand gnarled with arthritis and shaking slightly. “He became my friend. A good boy, but a boy with little luck. A boy with a difficult past. When I ran out of work for him, he rode on to Taos. I sent word to him there about the gold. I thought that if anyone should have it, he should, and then it would be gone from these mountains. He rode back here, heading for my rancho. He was shot because of the gold.”

      “Who shot him?”

      “I don’t know. One of the men whose horns you filed here tonight, maybe.”

      “The lawmen?”

      “Sí. But they are not here as lawmen.” Otero reached down for the bottle and handed it to Sartain. “They are here for the gold. One of them keeps an eye on the town constantly, knowing that anyone looking for it will be drawn here to the well and to Señorita Dixie’s saloon. I think they will kill anyone they think might be closer to it than they are.”

      “How do you know?”

      “They have been too long in these mountains, riding and riding, searching and searching.” Otero shook his head. “Like everyone else here now, they are here for the gold.”

      Sartain took another pull of the raw mescal.

      More sharp edges were filed off the night, despite his consternation about the gold.

      “If anyone can get the gold out of here before it can cause more bad things to happen, it is you, Señor Sartain. Will you do this for me? I know I am not a friend. But we have shared a bottle here tonight, and we both live for something besides wealth.”

      “What do you live for, Señor Otero?”

      “My daughter, Celina. You see, she is blind from birth.” Otero shrugged. “She has only me. All the gold in the world will not fix her eyes. It would only destroy her soul...and mine.”

      Sartain held out his hand. Otero gave a half-smile as he shook it.

      “Just tell me where and when and I’ll come for it, Señor Otero.” Sartain handed the bottle back to the Mexican. “And I’ll make sure it’s taken back to its rightful owners. Then, maybe, peace will return to your mountains. And to you and Celina.”

      Otero squeezed The Revenger’s hand hard, his smile brightening. “Gracias, Señor.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, Mike,” she said, running a hand through his hair. “I wish you didn’t have to leave.”

      “Me, too, darlin’. It’s time, though.”

      “You feel so good.”

      “You, too.”

      They were sitting on the edge of her bed. It was around midnight, and the Cajun had helped her clean up around the saloon after the last customers had left or drifted off to their rooms on the second floor.

      Sartain wrapped his arms around her tenderly and kissed her. She returned the kiss with a tender one of her own.

      “Where will you go?” she asked.

      “I think I’m just gonna give ole Boss his head and see where he takes me.”

      “I thought you were heading for Durango.”

      “Was I? Well, hell, then. Maybe I’ll head to Durango. If I give old Boss his head, he’s liable to ride me right into a whole stable full of fillies.”

      Dixie tugged on his ears as she kissed him. “You’d both enjoy that, you cad.”

      “Got me there, gal.” Sartain caressed her cheek with his thumb, brushing away a tear that had dribbled down from her eye. “But you ain’t gonna be one I’ll ever forget, Dixie.”

      “I’m not going to forget you, either, Mike.”

      She lay back on the bed. Sartain followed her down, planting kisses on her bare belly. She ran both hands through his hair. Her belly rose and fell as she breathed and writhed luxuriously beneath his ministrations.

      Dixie looked down at him. “Was that Miguel Otero you were talking with outside?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I thought he’d taken his bottle and a bowl of beans up to bed. He comes in once every few weekends, gives Celina a little time by herself, which she enjoys despite being blind. What were you two talking about?”

      “Just them three suits I was dancin’ with out by the corral. They’re lawmen, but Otero thinks they’re here looking for the gold along with everybody else.”

      “Miguel would know. He knows pretty much everything that goes on in these mountains.”

      Sartain had drifted lower on her body.

      Dixie squirmed.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Sartain stopped Boss in an aspen copse and shucked his Henry from its saddle sheath. He led the horse deeper into the trees, tied him to a branch, and then drifted back out to the edge of the copse.

      Now he saw the riders on the other side of the deep, narrow valley following the same trail he’d followed down from the northern ridge. One, two, and then three of them appeared, riding single-file down the fir-carpeted slope and spilling down onto the canyon floor. The autumn-cured brome grass was high enough to brush their stirrups.

      The Revenger could tell by the way they were dressed—wool coats, well-shaped Stetsons, and in one case, a brown bowler hat—that they were the three lawmen from the night before. That they were following him, there was no doubt. Why, he had no idea.

      Maybe they had circled back last night after all and heard him and Otero talking.

      If they had, they’d made a big mistake. A bigger mistake than the one they’d made last night. He would not, could not, allow them to follow him to Otero’s rancho.

      The Cajun stepped back farther into the trees before swinging around and returning to his horse. He slid the rifle into its sheath, mounted up, and rode on through the copse, the new-fallen leaves crunching under the horse’s hooves. Leaves danced in the air around Sartain, bouncing off his hat brim, sparkling in the sunshine like large burning cinders.

      At the far end of the copse, a creek chuckled along the base of the ridge, over a stony bed that was also littered with fallen aspen leaves. Beyond the creek, a trail wound up the bank and into the pines, probably an old Indian trail later used by prospectors crisscrossing these mountains looking for their El Dorados.

      Sartain splashed across the creek and followed the trail, knowing his wet hoof prints were leaving a hell of a mark. Soon the pines shaded him as Boss lurched up the steep incline, and the heady pine resin filled his nostrils. He continued to follow the meandering trail, noting occasional old campsites here and there marked by scorched stones and rusty airtight tins.

      Soon the trail crested the ridge and dropped down the other side where few trees grew. At the bottom of the next valley, the trail hooked around an old prospector’s cabin.

      The place didn’t appear to be in current use. Weeds, brush, and pine saplings had grown up around it, and no smoke issued from the chimney. It was a cool day, and anyone living there would likely have a fire going if only to keep a pot of coffee warm.

      Sartain pulled Boss off the trail and around behind the cabin. He tied the horse to an aspen near a small creek gurgling between muddy banks over mossy stones. He unbuckled the horse’s latigo, slipped his bit, and walked around to the front of the cabin.

      There was a small, rotting boardwalk fronting the door. The door itself was gray with age but otherwise in good shape. It sagged open when The Revenger tripped the latch.

      The cabin was a humble abode with an earthen floor, a sheet-iron stove, and a simple pine table. Split logs were stacked neatly by the stove, with a small tomato crate containing pine cones and needles and feather sticks for kindling. Apparently, the place was a common stopover for travelers; as was the custom of the country, wood was always left in good supply. There were even some airtight tins of canned vegetables stacked on a shelf over a small food preparation table.

      Sartain opened the cabin’s four shutters to let in some light and fresh air, then made a fire in the stove, hoping no birds had built a nest in the pipe since the last traveler had stopped here, and set a pot of coffee to boil. He went outside and looked at the stovepipe slanting up out of the moss-spotted shake roof. Smoke appeared to be issuing freely.

      He looked toward the trail snaking through the columnar pines, firs, and spruces.

      So far, he couldn’t see the lawmen. That was good. Maybe they weren’t following him. Maybe they were smarter than he’d given them credit for. No. Fools they were, all three. Sartain was convinced it had been they who’d ambushed Beacham’s bunch. If not them, then three or four others looking for the gold and hound-dogging anyone they thought might know where it was.

      It was hard to tell just whom the rumors of hidden gold had lured to this neck of the San Juans.

      He had to make damned sure he wasn’t trailed to the Otero rancho.

      He’d know soon if they were coming since they’d likely smell the wood smoke from a hundred, maybe two hundred yards away.

      When the water came to a boil, he dumped in a handful of Arbuckle’s. When it boiled again, he poured in some cold water from his canteen to settle the grounds and filled his tin coffee cup, dented and pitted and scorched by the flames of many fires.

      He sat at the table, gazing through the open window before him, one boot hiked on a knee. He built a quirley and smoked and sipped the coffee, filling the cabin with tobacco smoke that mingled with the smoke from the leaky stove door.

      Outside, chickadees cheeped in the pines. Nearby, he could see a nuthatch scuttling along the underside of a dead aspen branch, probing for aphids. There were all kinds of sounds in the forest around the cabin: the scuttling of rabbits and squirrels, the quiet chuckling of the creek, the scratching of branches stirred by a breeze.

      He picked through the sounds, searching for the thud of a horse hoof or the squawk of saddle leather. Maybe the muffled scrape of a rifle being cocked somewhere.

      So far, nothing.

      Then a shadow moved in the forest beyond the open door, maybe fifty yards away. The shadow had slipped behind a red pine trunk. Now an arm reached out from the left side of the pine. It rose and fell slowly.

      A signal.

      Above Sartain, the ceiling creaked ever so gently.

      He glanced up, frowning. Then he realized that his eyes were burning. There was more smoke in the cabin than he’d realized. It was boiling, thick and white, from around the stove door.

      They were trying to smoke him out.
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      The Revenger grabbed his rifle from the table and pumped a round into the chamber.

      Rising from the chair so suddenly that it flew back behind him and hit the floor, he aimed at the ceiling and pumped three rounds through the gray herringbone-patterned wood around where he’d glimpsed dust sifting toward the floor.

      There was a shrill scream and a loud thump on the roof. More dust sifted.

      Behind the cabin, Boss whinnied.

      Something buzzed in the air around Sartain’s head and clanged off the chimney pipe. It was followed a quarter-second later by the hiccupping blast of a rifle in front of the cabin.

      The smoke was still issuing from the stove door, but it had thinned considerably. Apparently, whatever the man on the ceiling had placed over the chimney pipe had fallen off when Sartain had fired up through the ceiling.

      Now more rifles barked from what seemed to be three directions around the cabin. The Cajun pumped another round into the Henry’s breach and threw himself to the floor as more lead stitched the air around him, blowing chunks of wood from the table and the fallen chair and pluming ancient dust from the log walls. Smoke from the stove was ripped and torn by the careening lead.

      There was a dull clank as a bullet clipped his coffee cup and set it bounding across the cabin, spewing what remained of his coffee.

      He crawled across the floor beneath the swarm of bullets buzzing above his head and wedged himself into a corner between the front window and the side window facing northeast. He’d counted three rifles hammering away at the cabin. Counting the man who’d been on the roof and whom he was relatively certain he’d put out of commission, the number was puzzling.

      There were only three lawmen.

      The Cajun doffed his hat, ran his sleeve over his eyes burning from the smoke, and edged a quick look out the side window. A rifle was lapping flames from some brush about forty feet from the cabin. When the shooter raised the barrel to lever another cartridge into the action, Sartain slid the Henry over the window ledge and triggered three shots as fast as he could, hearing a howl from the shrubs.

      He pumped another round into the breach.

      The man who’d been shooting from the shrubs was up and staggering away from the brush, sort of stumbling to his left. He glanced over his shoulder and Sartain saw the soft, round, red face and paunch of Slater. The gray-haired gent bellowed a curse as he levered his rifle, then swung around to face Sartain, who triggered two more rounds into the man’s gut, which bulged his canvas coat and sagged over his belt buckle.

      Slater fell straight back, dropping his rifle and throwing his arms out from his sides.

      “Gone to hell, you bushwhackin’ bastard,” The Revenger grated out, racking another round.

      “Slater?” called a familiar voice. “Slater, you hit?”

      Sartain shouted, “He’s gone to meet his Maker, Lonnie, you stupid bastard!” Quickly, he whipped around toward the front window, aimed, and fired four rounds in quick succession.

      After the second round, he’d heard a yelp and saw a hat fly as bark spewed from the bole of the tree the string bean hunkered behind.

      “You’re gonna die, you son of a buck!” Lonnie bellowed.

      Sartain pulled his head below the window as the horse-faced string bean cut loose with a Spencer repeating rifle, chewing up wood from the window casing. Spying a shadow flick across the floor on his far right, Sartain whipped his head in that direction. A man was running toward the cabin from the west—an old gray-bearded man in a wool coat and a battered wool hat.

      The man raised a rifle and aimed through the window, but not before Sartain flung a .44-caliber chunk of lead into his chest.

      The oldster screamed, showing his teeth as he twisted around and backward.

      Sartain remembered the old man from the saloon, although he’d not learned his name. Most likely a local prospector. One who was tired of prospecting and had turned his prospecting sites on minted gold instead of the stuff you broke your back for.

      The Revenger raked out a curse. He didn’t like killing old men, but this dunderhead had given him no choice.

      Only one rifle was barking now. The string bean had fallen nearly silent, flinging only the occasional shot through the window.

      “You can’t hole up in there forever, Sartain!” the kid shouted now in his grating, wheedling tone.

      “It’s just you and me, kid,” the Cajun shouted. “Those are long odds for you! Why not give it up and go on back to the hole you crawled out of?”

      “I didn’t crawl out of no hole!” The kid sounded miffed. “You did!”

      Sartain chuckled.

      “You were keepin’ time with my girl! You’re gonna pay for that, too! I don’t cotton to folks encroachin’ on my territory, and Miss Dixie is my territory!”

      The string bean’s rifle belched again.

      The bullet screeched through the window and thudded into the opposite wall.

      Sartain chuckled again, snaked his Henry over the window, and fired five, then six, rounds at where he’d seen the kid poking his head out from behind the tree. He fired once more, but the hammer pinged, empty.

      The kid’s rifle dropped straight down onto the end of its barrel, flipped, and lay flat on the ground. Sartain couldn’t see the kid, only the rifle.

      He frowned. He hadn’t thought he’d hit him. Maybe he had. Unless he was playing possum. The string bean probably wasn’t bright or bold enough for that ploy, but there was only one way to find out.

      Sartain quickly reloaded the Henry, racked a round into the chamber, and moved slowly out of the shack. The thinning smoke billowed around him like fog. He wiped his eyes with his neckerchief and, holding the rifle straight out from his right hip, he strode out toward the tree.

      From ten feet away, he could see the kid’s arms flung around the sides of the tree as though he were hugging it. Sartain walked slowly around the tree. The kid was slumped against it, pressing his left cheek against the bark. Blood trickled out a corner of his half-open mouth. His eyes were open and staring groundward.

      Blood also oozed from the hole in nearly the middle of his back.

      Sartain frowned, puzzled. That must be the exit wound.

      The Cajun kicked the kid out away from the tree and inspected the front of his body. There was one more wound low down on his right side near his rib cage. It was a large, ugly hole issuing blood and viscera.

      That was the exit wound.

      But Sartain had shot him from the front.

      A grasshopper of dread leaped up his spine. From the corner of his right eye, he watched three men walk toward him. He turned his head slowly.

      The newcomers were the three lawmen whose clocks he’d cleaned last night. Two were grinning. The one with the busted nose wasn’t grinning. His nose was three times its normal size. The nose and his eyes were blue, the edges of the blue touched with copper. Understandably, he looked jaundiced and sullen.

      All three lawmen were aiming rifles at him.

      They hadn’t learned a thing from last night.

      “Throw it down, Sartain,” Ray ordered, looking especially self-satisfied. A yellow aspen leaf was pasted to the crown of his bowler hat. “Then you and me and my compatriots are gonna have us a little talk.”

      “Well, I’ll be…” said the Cajun.

      He turned his mouth-corners down and began to lower the Henry.

      He didn’t lower it far before he whipped it back up, swung around to square his shoulders and hips at the three lawmen, and commenced firing the repeater from his side.

      The rifle roared, flames and smoke lapping from the barrel.

      Brass cartridge casings winked in vagrant rays of sunlight angling through the forest canopy. They arced over the Cajun’s right shoulder to clink to the ground behind him.

      The sudden move had taken the three badge-toters by surprise. None got off a single shot.

      They screamed as they danced wildly, and they died bloody.

      Sartain set the Henry on his shoulder. He sighed.

      “All I wanted was some water for me an’ my horse,” he said. “Was that too damn much to ask?”
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        * * *

      

      Sartain dragged the bodies off away from the cabin, so the stench of rot wouldn’t pester future sojourners. The first four attackers had all been men whom Sartain had seen in the saloon. Regulars. He didn’t feel bad about turning them toe-down, except for the fact that he was also whittling down Dixie McKee’s clientele.

      He set the cabin back the way he’d found it—aside from the bullet holes, that was—then swung up onto Boss’s back and continued his journey toward Miguel Otero’s rancho. He followed the old Mexican’s direction along the floor of the main canyon and then started climbing through sparse forest toward a stony pass that was already showing a thin mantling of snow.

      As he climbed, following a two-track wagon trail up the steady rise peppered with pines, birches, and aspens. Clouds the color of dirty wool moved in over the peaks and dropped. A chill wind kicked up.

      The clouds dropped lower, gauzy and gray. Snow began falling, hard, little flakes at first, before they grew larger and softer.

      “Oh, hell,” the Cajun drawled as he paused to shrug into his mackinaw.

      A late summer snow was all he needed. This high in the mountains, at least ten thousand feet, he should have expected it.

      He continued riding. The sparse forest grew sparser near the base of the bald, craggy ridge jutting two thousand feet into the sky, though the low clouds and blowing snow had now-obliterated the crest. He’d caught glimpses of what he assumed was the Otero rancho, a brown smudge near the ridge base, although now the snow now obliterated that too.

      Hunched low in the saddle, he followed the trail through a portal with the name Otero blazed into the crossbar and into the ranch yard. It was now as dark as dusk. The two-story stone- and wood-frame cabin sat hunched on the far side of a hard-packed yard, several log buildings including a large hay barn and several corrals outlying it.

      A large cottonwood stood on the cabin’s east side, shedding its leaves onto the roof.

      A rifle barked.

      Sartain drew back sharply on Boss’s reins. He leaned forward to place his hand on the Henry’s stock and peered straight ahead toward the cabin. A slender, black-haired young woman in a red wool shirt and denim trousers stood on the wooden gallery that ran along the front of the lodge.

      The rifle flashed and barked in the young woman’s hands. The bullet plumed mud and snow about twenty feet to Sartain’s right. Boss lurched and sidestepped, whickering uneasily.

      “Hold on, Señorita Otero!” the Cajun shouted. “It’s Mike Sartain!”

      The woman cocked the rifle and aimed it from her right shoulder.

      “Ride in slow!” she shouted angrily in a Spanish accent.

      He raised his hand from the Henry’s stock, leaving the long gun in its sheath, and clucked Boss ahead through the slanting snow falling and melting, looking like thin slush in the dirt of the yard. Dirt that was fast turning to mud.

      The Cajun kept his cautious gaze on the slender long-haired figure aiming the rifle at him, as he put Boss up to the cabin and halted about ten feet away. She was her father’s size but better filled out, and she appeared in her mid to late twenties. Round-faced. Good-looking but not pretty, although few girls looked pretty when they were aiming a rifle at you. The tails of her red wool shirt hung out of her jeans. Her long, straight black hair blew around in the chill wind.

      “Better not try anything, amigo!” the girl said in a low voice pitched with menace. “You understand? I got the sights right on your heart, and I’ll blow you in two if you try anything!”

      But she didn’t appear to have her sights lined up on the Cajun’s heart. The gun was aimed more at his right knee.

      He remembered that Otero’s daughter was blind.

      “I’m not going to try anything, Miss. I’m Mike Sartain. I’m here to see your father. I was invited.”

      She must have used Sartain’s voice to recalculate the location of his heart because she put her rifle’s sights on it now. Sartain winced slightly. He felt Boss tense his back through the saddle.

      “I’m here to see your father, Miss Otero,” the Cajun repeated. “Is he around? Like I said, he’s expect—”

      She lowered the rifle and, sobbing, pressed a hand to her forehead and yelled, “He’s not here! Somebody came for him earlier today and took him away!”
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      Sartain swung down from Boss’s back. He quickly tossed the reins over the hitchrack fronting the ranch house and mounted the gallery.

      As he did, the young woman sank into a chair of woven aspen branches. She too hastily leaned the rifle against the shack’s stone front wall, and it slid across the stones and clattered to the floor.

      She kept a hand over her forehead as she bawled.

      Sartain dropped to a knee beside her. “Who took your father, Miss Otero?”

      She shook her head, sniffing and sobbing. “He didn’t say his name. He rode into the rancho this morning. Papa was in the breaking corral working with a colt. I heard them arguing. I ran out to the corral to see what the trouble was about, and Papa told me he had to leave with that man.”

      She hardened her voice, flaring her nostrils and curling her upper lip angrily. “The man said, ‘Don’t worry, sweetie, I’ll send this old chili-chomper back to you just as soon as he gives me what I want.’”

      “You didn’t catch his name? Anything about him that might identify him?”

      “Not his name, but he smelled like blood, and I heard him dragging one foot.”

      Sartain said half to himself, “Beacham. I knew I should have gone back to that cabin and finished that simple bastard.”

      “Who is Beacham?” Celina wanted to know. Reaching tentatively for Sartain, she placed her small brown hand around Sartain’s left wrist and squeezed it tightly. “What does he want with my father? What does he want Papa to give him?”

      Sartain studied the young woman, hesitating. Obviously, Otero had told her nothing about the gold. He probably hadn’t wanted to worry her. She was no child, but a full-grown woman. Still, there was a childlike innocence and vulnerability about her, likely due to the fact she’d been blind since birth.

      The Cajun wasn’t about to keep the old man’s secret. Celina was worried sick about him, and not knowing why Beacham had come for him would only worry her more. Sartain wrapped an arm around the sobbing woman’s shoulders. She felt so slender and delicate as he drew her against him that his heart ached for her.

      Blind and terrified that she would end up alone out here without the father she obviously loved more than anything, not to mention depended on...

      “It’s about loot stolen from a mine. One of the robbers had your father hide it for him. One of the other robbers is Beacham. He came for it.”

      Celina gasped and pulled away from Sartain. “Robbers?” She placed a hand on his face. It was not an intimate gesture, he instantly realized. It was her way of communicating with him more deeply than words because she couldn’t read with her eyes the expression on his face.

      Her hand was small and warm as she slid her fingertips across his cheek as though she were reading an inscription in stone.

      “He’ll be all right, Celina,” Sartain said, taking the girl’s hand in his own, and squeezing it. “Your father will give the man what he wants, and he’ll be fine. Beacham won’t hurt him.”

      He hoped his voice hadn’t betrayed any of the doubt in his mind. Maybe it had. The childlike young woman’s smooth, brown, round face looked even more frightened than before. “Dios mio!” she cried. “Papa!”

      “Where did they go, Celina? Do you have any idea?”

      She held her face in her hands, shoulders quivering as she cried. She shook her head.

      “Do you have any idea where your father would hide something important in these mountains? It’s probably not far away.”

      Celina lifted her head and turned her flat, sightless eyes to Sartain. “There is an old stone sheepherders’ shack in High Canyon. That is the only place I can think of. There are plenty of places to hide among the rocks in that canyon. Papa and I used to play there together when I was just a child, and he still takes me walking up there.”

      “Up there?” Sartain glanced out at the yard. The snow was falling harder, blocking out the forest beyond the ranch portal. Boss wore a furry ermine mantle of the stuff, and the ground was now covered. “How high is High Canyon?”

      “It’s high. Another thousand feet.” She flung an arm out, pointing across the yard. “To the east.”

      Slowly, she lowered her arm. Rising from her chair with a look of dire consternation on her face, she walked out to the edge of the gallery and held her hand out to let the snowflakes flutter into her palm.

      “Consarnit,” she bit out, hardening her jaws and shaking her head. The curse word sounded especially hard, spoken by a woman-child who on first impression had seemed so fragile. “Consarnit it to hell. The gods are against us. There is a wide creek between here and the shack, and it’s been raining all day up there. I’ve heard it and smelled it.”

      She cursed loudly.

      She turned to Sartain. “There will be no way across it until the snow quits.”

      Suddenly, she seemed less fragile but no less frightened.

      “You sure?” Sartain asked her.

      “Sí. I am sure.” She stomped her foot clad in a riding boot. “Mierda de cabra!”

      “Goat dung,” was how Sartain roughly and silently translated the epithet.

      He straightened and walked over to Celina Otero, placing a hand on her slender back. “The snow will likely quit by morning. I’ll ride up there then. They’ll have to stay put, too. Don’t worry, Celina. I’ll find them and make sure Beacham doesn’t lay one hand on your father.”

      “Sí. Gracias. Thank you, Mr. Sartain. You can put your horse up in the barn. There is fresh hay and corn.”

      “I’ll hole up out there myself.”

      “Don’t be silly. It is cold, and will only get colder. You’ll stay inside.”

      “Would that be proper?”

      “Who would know, way out here?” It seemed to be a genuine question. Celina hugged herself tightly, shivering. “I’ll build a fire and make some coffee. It is cold out here. Inside, we will be warm.”

      She didn’t wait for a response, just stooped to retrieve her rifle, then went inside and closed the door.
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        * * *

      

      The Revenger finished tending his horse and stabling him and started back to the Otero cabin. He drew his coat collar up high against the chill breeze and the icy fingers of the snow seeking his bare flesh. It was probably only around four o’clock in the afternoon, but it was nearly dark.

      The snow fell steadily. Half an inch already lay on the ground, covering the leaves that had fallen from the cottonwood just off the lodge’s east wall. Dim light flickered softly in a couple of the first-story windows.

      He tapped on the door.

      “Come.”

      He moved inside, stamping snow from his boots on the hemp rug fronting the door. Celina sat at a table to his right. The range was behind her, and steam ribboned from the spout of the large black coffee pot gurgling softly on a stove lid.

      “Take your coat off, Mr. Sartain. I will get you some coffee. Are you hungry? I can warm some beans. I will make supper soon. Papa shot an elk earlier in the week. It is hanging in the keeper shed out back.”

      Sartain shrugged out of his coat and opened the door to shake the snow outside. The cabin was neat and tidy and warmly furnished with hand-hewn furniture, bright rugs, and striped-blanket room dividers. Tintypes and game trophies decorated the walls.

      A fire popped in the fieldstone hearth to Sartain’s left. Above it hung a wooden crucifix and an oil painting of the Virgin Mary.

      “You don’t need to tend me, Celina. I can pour my own coffee.”

      She was already filling a heavy white mug.

      “I am blind, Mr. Sartain. I am not helpless. Papa did not raise me to be helpless. I can do everything everyone else does within reason, except see. I’ve worked with our horses every day since I was six years old, and in the summer, I raise chickens and goats. We butchered two weeks ago. Papa goes to town now and then to make me feel more independent. But also because he likes to drink in a saloon now and then,” she added with a fond smile.

      She set the mug on the halved-log table and glanced out the window behind Sartain. “Winter is on its way.” She wrung her hands together. “And Papa is out in the first storm of the season with a man who might kill him.”

      “He’ll be all right. Beacham just wants the gold.”

      Celina reached behind her to adjust her chair and then sank slowly into it. “He did not tell me about any gold. Why didn’t he tell me?”

      “Didn’t want to worry you, I suppose.”

      Sartain didn’t tell her that the renegade, Rench Hadley, had threatened to cut her throat if her father did not adequately protect the gold, which was likely another good reason her father hadn’t told her about it. He picked up the mug and blew ripples on the coffee. The aroma was intoxicating after the long day he’d had, killing seven men and enduring the start of a mountain snowstorm.

      The cabin felt good and warm after the damp chill of outside.

      They sat as the night slowly closed down just beyond the windows and the snow began piling up on the windowsills. Sartain and Celina Otero sat quietly at the table, drinking coffee and staying warm.

      Celina was nervous. She sat with her head cocked slightly, as though listening intently. For what, the Cajun didn’t know.

      A distant rifle shot?

      Finally, she rose from her chair and said, “How about some brandy, Mr. Sartain?”

      Again, she’d surprised him. First, the cursing and now the tangle-leg. He knew he was foolish to be surprised that a blind woman would have a proclivity for either.

      “Why not?”

      She retrieved a bottle and two cut-glass goblets from a cabinet near a ticking cabinet clock. She set the glasses on the table and stuck a finger into each glass as she filled it as high as her finger. She set the glasses on the table and set the bottle there, as well.

      “I’ll start supper,” she said after she’d taken a sip of her brandy.

      As she prepared the meal, moving with surprising ease about the large, well-appointed kitchen, she asked him to tell her about himself.

      They had some time to kill and she seemed to need to be distracted from the peril her father was in, so he told her about his life, starting with his orphaned childhood roaming New Orleans’ French Quarter. He told her about being raised by whores and mucking out saloons, whorehouses, stables, and jails for pennies and nickels, and then heading off to war on the side of the Confederacy.

      He told her about rising to the rank of lieutenant, as surprised as his fellow Rebel soldiers by his fighting prowess.

      He told her about leading guerrilla raids behind enemy lines, killing Union officers and couriers and sabotaging munitions dumps and railroads. He told it all flatly, without bragging, because he didn’t think it was anything to brag about. It was something he’d been ordered to do so he’d done it, and that was that.

      In fact, he was a little ashamed to have found himself—an orphan without a real home to speak of—so at home in the war and in the shoes of an efficient warrior.

      Finally, while Celina stood rapt at the range, her back to him, making gravy from the elk loin she was roasting, he told her about joining the frontier cavalry after the travesty of Appomattox, about nearly being killed by Apaches, and about being discovered badly wounded and having had the good fortune of getting nursed back to health by an old Arizona desert rat and his beautiful granddaughter, Jewel.

      Then he told her about the drunken soldiers who’d come into the old prospector’s camp when Sartain, well on his way back to health, had been off buying supplies in Benson. The soldiers had been part of a larger contingent who’d been scouring the desert for the missing soldier.

      Instead, these men, who’d gotten drunk earlier in Benson, had found the beautiful Jewel. They’d raped and murdered her after they’d murdered her defenseless old grandfather, then stole his gold cache.

      Sartain left out the part about finding his and Jewel’s miscarried child lying dead beside Jewel’s body. He hadn’t withheld that part because he thought Celina might be too sensitive to hear about it. He’d withheld it because he hadn’t wanted to evoke that image in his head again.

      It evoked itself enough times without his conscious help.

      “And now what do you do, Mr. Sartain?” Celina asked as she set the bowls and platters of food—way too much food for two people—on the table. Like the coffee earlier, the aromas were intoxicating. The steam fogged the windows, which were turning whiter and whiter.

      Sartain hesitated.

      She looked at him almost as though she could see him, though, like most blind people he’d known, she appeared to be staring right through him. Then she chuckled and wiped her hands on her apron.

      “Come on, Mr. Sartain. After all you’ve already told me, do you expect me to be shocked that you didn’t enter the priesthood?”

      Sartain laughed.

      Then he told her that he killed people who needed killing for those who couldn’t kill such folks themselves.

      She stared at him from across the table. It was the first time she’d really seemed to be looking at him instead of through him. Her cheeks were flushed slightly, her lips parted.

      Then she smiled, removed the apron she’d been wearing over her jeans and belt buckle, and hung it on a hook. “Well, then, señor,” she said as she moved carefully around the table and sat in her chair, “I am most fortunate to have a man such as yourself show up at my casa at such an opportune time.”

      She smiled. It was almost a beatific smile.

      She rested her hands in her lap and bowed her head. “Shall I say grace?”
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      After the delicious and filling supper, Sartain went outside to look around. The snow fell steadily, whipped by a light wind, but it didn’t seem to be getting any heavier. Several inches lay on the ground, but he could make out the moon’s glow through a thin patch of clouds.

      The squall would likely blow on out by morning.

      He checked on Boss, who appeared content, then kicked his way back through the fresh snow to the house.

      “How does it look out there?” Celina asked. She was standing with her back to the fire, staring in his general direction. She’d pinned her hair into a loose chignon behind her head, with several strands fluttering along her cheeks.

      She’d also exchanged her red shirt for a light cotton blouse. She had a round, curvy, alluring figure.

      “I think the storm will be gone by morning. Not much of a storm, really.”

      “At least, not down here. I bet Papa and that outlaw, Beacham, are pinned down pretty good on the other side of High Canyon.” She rubbed her arms and shook her head. “So frustrating. He’s not ten miles away, but he might as well be a hundred. He took his coat and wool hat and gloves, thank God. And he strapped his blanket roll to his saddle before he rode out with...that man.”

      She wrinkled her nose in disgust.

      Sartain hung his coat on a peg by the door. “He’ll be all right. It’s not that cold.” He kicked out of his snowy boots and walked over to her. “I’ll head out after him at first light tomorrow.”

      “I’m going with you.”

      “No, you’re...” He let his voice trail off. Had he underestimated her again? “How?”

      “Their sign will be wiped out by the snow, but I know the trail. I’ve been on it many times, and Papa has described it to me. You can call out the landmarks, and I’ll point out the direction you need to take. I want to be there when you find them, Mike. Papa might need me.”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea, Celina. I’m going to be worried about you. I know you’re stronger than I first thought you were, but you’re still blind. My concern for you could distract me when the chips are down.”

      She turned down her mouth-corners and nodded. “All right, Mike. I see your point.”

      They’d agreed over supper to start using each other’s first names.

      “Good.” Sartain smiled as he gazed down at her. “Say, you’re a right special gal, Celina.”

      “And you’re a special man, Mike.”

      He yawned. “This warm fire is makin’ me tired. I reckon I’ll turn in. Can I throw down right here on the floor?”

      “Only if I can throw down with you.”

      Sartain studied her skeptically. Had he heard her right?

      She stepped up close to him and placed her hands on his face. She started reading him again with her fingers. “What’s the matter? Does my blindness repel you?”

      Sartain glanced down at her bosom, which was rising and falling slowly beneath the tight blouse.

      “Not at all. It’s just that...”

      “Am I being too forward?” Celina’s hands continued to move on his face, her fingers occasionally pressing deeper as though to more easily read the lines forming his expression.

      She smiled. “You’re blushing, Mike.”

      She leaned forward to kiss his chin. “I’ve found that if I do not make the first move, no move will be made. Men seem hesitant to try to seduce me. Oh, there was one—a neighbor boy, a Basque shepherd named Rico—but that was a long time ago. I have made love since, mostly with men who worked for Papa, but there have not been many in recent years. I am lonely, Mike. I want to lie with you on the floor here by the fire.”

      “I’m sorry if it sounds impersonal, but I don’t want to let this opportunity slip through my fingers.” She smiled coquettishly, appearing to stare at his chin, and tucked her lower lip under her two small front teeth. “And I am beginning to sense—or to feel—that you might not want to let this opportunity slip through my fingers, either.”

      “Nah,” Sartain grunted. “No, I don’t.”
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        * * *

      

      As Sartain had suspected it would, the snow stopped sometime during the night.

      The next day dawned bright, clear, and cold, although it warmed up fast as the sun rose. He had breakfast with Celina and then kissed her goodbye, slid his Henry into his saddle scabbard, and rode off along the base of the ridge flanking the Otero ranch yard.

      Celina had told him he’d find High Canyon out this way. Once he crossed it, he climbed another ridge via a switchback trail and then dropped down into a little high-mountain park in which the old Basque shepherds’ cabin supposedly sat.

      Sartain just hoped it was there that Miguel Otero had stowed the loot. Otherwise, he was on a wild goose chase, and who knew what would become of the old Mexican rancher? The Revenger had promised Celina he’d bring her father back safely. He didn’t want to disappoint her.

      The creek came storming down from the northern ridge about two miles away from the ranch. The snow was melting fast. In fact, the ground was already bare in places, snake-like tendrils of fog replacing the snow that had recently melted. The creek, roughly a hundred feet wide, was flanked by pines and aspens, and its bed was lined with boulders.

      Sartain cursed as he watched the whitewater thunder down from the higher reaches. Though the rain and snow of the day before had stopped, the snow was melting and filling the cavity through which the creek flowed. Sartain probably should have waited a couple more hours, giving the snow time to melt and run off down the creek bed, but he’d thought there was a chance he could cross by midmorning, which it now was.

      He looked around.

      Maybe there still was a chance.

      He turned Boss off the main trail and into the aspens, riding along the raging water until he dipped down a steep slope and came to a relatively flat area. Here the water wasn’t running as violently as it had been up above. There was only one small rapid. It still slid over its gravelly bed at a fast clip, but the Cajun decided to try it.

      He urged the sure-footed horse forward. Boss lowered his head to sniff the water as though he was gauging its speed and force. He rippled his withers, shook his head, and plunged into the creek.

      The water rose a little higher than Boss’s knees as he high-stepped through it. When he was about ten yards from the opposite bank, his right hoof slipped on a stone, and the horse lunged to that side.

      Sartain’s left leg dropped into the icy water, soaking his pants to the knee. His calf went numb. He grabbed the saddle horn, leaned hard to his right, and held on for dear life. If he plunged into the frigid snowmelt, he’d be a goner before he could thaw himself out.

      With a shrill, angry whinny, Boss heaved himself back to all four hooves, lunged forward, and stormed out of the creek and up the opposite bank like a grizzly with a buckshot-peppered ass. His hooves clattered on the stones. When he got to the edge of the forest, he shook so hard that he nearly threw his saddle and rider.

      “Ah, quit actin’ like a sissy!” the Cajun admonished the mount. “You oughta be able to ford a creek twice that gnarly.”

      He grinned, relieved they’d made it, and patted the horse’s damp neck.

      He put Boss up the switchback that rose through the forest, on which tufts of melting snow occasionally rained down from overburdened branches, thudding on the damp ground. Birds sang, and squirrels chittered angrily at the interloper. Fog snaked up from the warming ground. The smell of mushrooms and pine was so strong, rising from the spongy forest duff, that it nearly took the Cajun’s breath away.

      He crested the ridge in a windy pass so bright it stung his eyes. There were larger patches of snow up here where it was cooler, but the sun was fast melting those, as well.

      He stared down into the park Celina had described via her father’s eyes. It was a heavenly place ringed with low, rocky ridges. Granite boulders were strewn about like the toys of a giant child. The park slanted off to Sartain’s left, where a pond of flawless turquoise ringed with spindly, bare aspens flashed in the sun.

      Sartain looked around for the Basque shepherds’ shack. Celina had told him it would be in the park. Where, exactly, she hadn’t indicated. Not having seen it, maybe she hadn’t known. Sartain thought he’d find it easily enough.

      He started down the slope, meandering around boulders.

      From somewhere in the park below, a pistol cracked, echoing flatly.

      So much for the serenity of the view...
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      Sartain drew sharply back on Boss’s reins and automatically reached for his rifle.

      As he shucked the Henry from the scabbard and cocked it, another shot flatted out, its echo dwindling quickly. A man shouted something from too far away to be clearly heard.

      The shout was followed by another pistol shot.

      The shooter couldn’t have been shooting at Sartain, not with a pistol from so far away. Still, the Cajun swung down from the saddle, ground-reined Boss, and strode down the slope, continuing to weave around the boulders that had obviously tumbled from the far ridge, which was a massive chunk of jutting granite.

      As he stepped around another boulder, he stopped and dropped to a knee.

      On the far side of the park, roughly a hundred yards away, lay the remains of the shepherds’ hut. It could have been mistaken for just another pile of rocks that had fallen from the crag, but this pile was roughly the shape of a small house.

      Most of the rear wall still stood, although the other three walls had badly disintegrated. But what caught the brunt of the Cajun’s attention were the two men standing in front of the place. Miguel Otero was farther away from the cabin than Chick Beacham. The men were separated by about twenty feet. They faced each other. Beacham was staggering around with a bottle in one hand and a pistol in the other. His left foot was still wrapped.

      “Dance, I told you. Consarnit, you chili-chompin’ old bastard!”

      Beacham leveled the pistol and flames lapped from the barrel. The bullet plumed dust around Otero’s mule-eared boots. The pistol’s crack reached the Cajun’s ears a wink after he’d seen the gun’s orange blossom.

      Otero stood still, stoically facing Beacham.

      “Damn!” The Revenger raked out.

      He looked around carefully, then moved to his right, circling around behind the old stone house and Beacham. When he’d gone about fifty yards to his right, he dropped down the slope. There were no covering boulders near the house so he had to crouch, keeping the ruin between him and the obviously drunk outlaw.

      Otero probably had him in sight by now. If so, the Cajun hoped the old man wouldn’t inadvertently give away his position.

      As he worked his way toward the stone shack’s nearest rear corner, Sartain saw a box on the ground to the left of the shack, near the front and where Beacham was trying to get Otero to dance.

      The strongbox. The lid was open. The pale shapes of coin sacks shone, humping up above the box. One sack lay on the ground, the sunlight glinting on the gold spilling from the sack’s open mouth.

      When Sartain had reached the shack’s rear wall, Beacham laughed loudly and then stifled his laughter to shout, “Come on, you damn greaser son of a buck. I’m celebratin’! I’m a rich man, and as a rich man, I order you to dance, peon!”

      The pistol barked again and the bullet spanged shrilly off a rock.

      “Please, Señor Beacham,” implored Otero, holding his hands out palms up, “I beseech you to stop this. There is your gold. You promised that when I took you to the gold, you would let me return to my ranch and my daughter. She needs me badly, señor. I’m sure she is very worried.”

      “I’m gonna let you go, I’m gonna let you go,” Beacham said as Sartain moved slowly, keeping his head low, along the shack’s left wall. “Just as soon as you dance a little Mescin jig for me.”

      He took another swig from the bottle and stumbled around drunkenly on his bad foot. Then his voice rose with rage. “If you don’t dance for me, I’m gonna blow your consarned head off!”

      Sartain stopped at the shack’s front corner and loudly racked a cartridge into the Henry’s breach. Standing straight and tall, he leveled the rifle at Beacham, who stood twenty feet away from him and slightly to his right.

      “Hold it, Beacham! Drop that pistol, or I’ll blow one through your ear!”

      Beacham had frozen, pistol aimed at Otero. He glanced at Sartain and started to lower the pistol, but then raised it again, again taking aim at the Mexican as he said, “No, no. You drop that Henry, Mr. Revenger, sir, or you’re gonna have an awful time scoopin’ this bean-eater’s brains out of the grass.”

      Sartain cursed himself for not shooting the man in the back before Beacham knew he was here. Live and learn. He just hoped he hadn’t learned that lesson at Otero’s expense.

      Beacham shook his head with mock sadness. “Sure would be a shame, me havin’ to kill that poor blind girl’s old man. Who’d take care of her then?”

      “Señor, please!” said Otero in frustration, stomping one foot.

      “What led you here, Beacham?” Sartain wanted to know.

      Beacham chuckled, easing his weight off his bad foot. “Process of elimination, mostly. Besides, the Mex here seemed to be the only one not looking for the gold, which meant he must have knowed where it was. You gonna make me shoot him?”

      “All right,” Sartain said, depressing the Henry’s hammer. “I’m gonna set it down.”

      Beacham glanced over his shoulder at Sartain, who leaned forward to set the rifle on the ground.

      “Look!” screamed Otero suddenly. “I am going to dance a jig for you now, Señor Beacham!”

      Laughing and whooping as though he’d gone insane, Otero jumped up and down, stomping his feet and waving his arms. It was the distraction Sartain needed. He raised the Henry once more, racked a shell into the chamber again, and fired three times quickly from his hip.

      Beacham had turned his head forward again. As the bullets punched into his back and his left side under his arm, he triggered his revolver wildly and stumbled forward and sideways, cursing. He got his bad foot tangled up with the good one and hit the ground in a patch of melting snow.

      The outlaw cursed, writhing on his back. “I just knew I was never gonna live to spend that gold.” He looked up at Sartain. He was dying fast, blood turning the snow to pink slush. “How do you suppose I knew that?”

      Sartain lowered the Henry and stared down at the outlaw. “I don’t know, Chick. Maybe you’re smarter than you look.”

      Beacham almost smiled at that. Then he grunted, and his head sank back against the snow. He lay still, staring up at the cerulean sky between half-closed lids.

      Sartain looked at Otero.

      “Let’s get you back to your ranch, señor. Your daughter is worried sick about you.”
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        * * *

      

      Otero’s and Beacham’s horses were tied in a natural rock shelter behind the shack, where they’d been tucked away from last night’s snowstorm. There was a mule there, too—the big Missouri mule the outlaws had originally used to haul the gold.

      Sartain and Otero rigged up all three mounts, then wrestled the heavy strongbox onto the mule’s back and into the wooden cradle-like packsaddle. They strapped it fast with rawhide and rope.

      When they reached the creek, it was still rushing and roaring down its steep bed but not with as much violence as before. Still, they forded the stream where Sartain had crossed earlier, having an easier time of it now that much of the snow had melted in the higher reaches, and headed on back to the ranch.

      The Cajun led the big, lumbering mule by its lead rope.

      They rode into the yard from the backside, angling away from the flanking ridge. The mule brayed, probably smelling the hay and oats in the barn. Boss whinnied his own anticipation of a hearty meal. The calls echoed in the thin high-altitude air.

      It was late in the afternoon, the long shadows angling out from the stone and wood cabin and outbuildings turning velvet. There was a wintery bite to the fresh, clean mountain air.

      As they rode around to the front of the cabin, Sartain saw several horses in the corral. They hadn’t been there when he’d ridden out earlier. He didn’t recognize the mounts from Otero’s cavvy—a steel dust, a skewbald paint, and a sleek cream.

      Wait a minute, he did recognize the cream. That was Dixie’s horse. And the paint belonged to Dewey Dade.

      Before he could fully wrap his mind around the thought, Otero said sharply, “Mierda!”

      Sartain followed the Mexican’s horrified gaze toward the cabin. The Cajun’s heart lurched and hammered.

      Celina stood on a chair on the gallery. There was a rope around her neck, which was tied to a beam about a foot above her head. A red bandanna had been tied over her mouth. Her sightless eyes stared into the yard, lines of terror cutting across her forehead.

      Raucous laughter bellowed from the big bear of a man standing beside her, in front of the cabin’s open door. He must have stood a good six and a half feet tall. He wore a long bear robe and had a long, tangled salt-and-pepper beard. He had two big Colt pistols holstered around his waist, and the flaps of his heavy coat had been tucked back behind them.

      On his head was a ragged fur muskrat hat. He had a pipe wedged in the corner of his mouth and a Henry rifle much like Sartain’s own in his big, gloved hands.

      He threw his head back, laughing. It was a deep-throated, hearty explosion that echoed loudly around the yard.

      “You two done look like you come home to find the three bears in your beds!”

      The man laughed even louder.

      Then the laughter was cut off abruptly and his face, with its hard, gray eyes, clouded up and appeared about to storm, his rugged cheeks above the beard turning dark red. “If you don’t throw down your guns, I’m gonna give this chair here a little nudge with my foot.”

      He stepped sideways and kicked a leg of the chair, causing it to bark as it scraped a few inches sideways. Celina cried out behind the bandanna as she desperately repositioned her feet.

      “Like that, see?” said the big man, laughing again.

      “Please, Señor Hadley!” cried Otero, quickly shucking his pistol and tossing it to the ground. “Do not hurt her! I beseech you!”

      “Hadley,” Sartain muttered. “Rench Hadley...”

      “Before your eyes, Sartain.” Hadley hardened his eyes again. “Your turn. Step down from your horse and very slowly toss all your guns on the ground, then my assistants will gather them up and put them somewhere they can’t cause any trouble.”

      A figure materialized in the doorway behind Hadley—a female shape. Then Dixie McKee stepped out of the cabin, holding a carbine in her gloved hands. Dewey Dade walked out behind her, his right arm in a sling. He held his Spencer in his right hand.

      Dixie did not meet Sartain’s gaze. The kid did, although his eyes owned a sheepish cast.

      “Figures,” Sartain said as he lightened himself of his LeMat and Henry.

      Dixie came down the steps, picked up the rifle and the big pistol, and stepped back. She looked at Sartain but did not say anything.

      “You disappoint me, girl,” The Revenger said.

      She drew a breath, then let it out slowly. “Gold makes a person do crazy things, Mike.”

      She glanced at Miguel Otero, who had swung down from his horse to stand looking worriedly at his daughter and holding his horse’s reins. “I’m sorry, Miguel. I saw you and Mike talking, and something told me you’d told him about the gold. Since you know everything that goes on in this neck of these mountains, I figured you probably knew about the gold too.”

      Sartain said, “How did you come to throw in with Hadley?”

      “He rode into Hard Winter yesterday. Wanted me to show him the way out here. Promised me and Dewey here a cut of the gold if we helped him.”

      “You see,” Hadley said, “when I was last here, I was in no condition to pay close attention to where I was. All I knew was that I’d left the gold with the bean-eater.”

      “You break out of jail?” Sartain asked.

      “Ain’t never been a jail could hold Rench Hadley.” The big outlaw looked at Otero. “We’ll be enjoyin’ your hospitality tonight, señor. Tomorrow, we’ll be pullin’ out. The girl an’ me, anyways.” He glanced at Dewey Dade. “There’s no room on my trail for a snot-nosed kid. Dixie...well, she’s another story.”

      Dixie lowered her eyes, cheeks coloring slightly with shame.

      “You do disappoint me, girl,” Sartain said slowly, meaning it, feeling the disenchantment in every bone.

      Otero strode forward. “Please, señor, my daughter!”

      “Go ahead and cut her down,” Hadley said. “She’s got work to do. Kitchen work. I’m so hungry, my belly’s thinkin’ my throat’s been cut.”

      As Otero cut Celina down from the roof beam, Dewey Dade came up behind Dixie and stood before Sartain. “I do apologize, Mr. Sartain. You saved my life. But that doesn’t give you the right to take all that gold for yourself.”

      Hadley laughed. “Sartain, you have gone from a very rich man to a very poor one very quickly. How do you like that?”

      “He was not taking the gold for himself, señor,” Otero told the big bear-like outlaw as he removed the rope from around Celina’s neck. “He was taking it back to its rightful owners. You must let him do this. The gold is evil! Everyone who becomes involved with it dies. It is a curse on these mountains!”

      “Ah, shut up with your bean-eater superstitions,” Hadley snarled. “Get on inside here, Sartain. I promised Dixie I wouldn’t kill you. That’s why you ain’t dead. But you try anything, all bets are off. We’re gonna tie you and Otero up so we can all dine comfortably this evenin’.”

      He glanced at Dewey. “Kid, get that gold over to the barn. Unsaddle these horses and tend ’em. A man’s gotta tend to horses, even the horses of his enemies.”

      He smiled at that and stepped aside, wagging his rifle toward the open doorway. Sartain glanced once more at Dixie, then started forward. When he’d reached the bottom of the gallery steps, Dixie said, “Wait, Mike.”

      Sartain stopped and tensed. He knew what was coming.

      Dixie pressed the barrel of her rifle against his back. “The derringer, too.”

      Sartain sighed and shook his head. He reached into his vest pockets, pulling out the watch and then the derringer. He removed the pearl-gripped hideout pistol from its chain and handed it back to the girl.

      Hadley slapped his thigh, laughing. “You’re damn lucky you’re still alive, Sartain. The only reason you are is because of her. I promised, and I’ll be damned if this old outlaw don’t keep his promises.”

      He shook his head as though it were a severe inner weakness.

      “Go on inside, Mike,” Dixie said, giving him a shove with her rifle.
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      Sartain stepped through the cabin door, where Celina was making coffee in her steady, methodical way.

      “You all right, sweetheart?” the Cajun asked her.

      She turned her face slightly toward him and feigned a reassuring smile. “I am all right, Mike. I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you.”

      “Ain’t that all just sweet?” said Hadley, moving around Dixie and shoving Sartain farther into the cabin. “Sweetheart, eh? You two musta got to know each other real well. Don’t mind ’em blind, eh, Sartain? Well, maybe later I’ll give her a try myself!”

      Sartain turned to him, bunching his lips and clenching his fists at his sides. Fury burned behind his eyeballs.

      Hadley stood by the table, staring back at him, sizing him up. “You wanna make a play for me, do you?” He leaned his rifle against the wall. “Well, go ahead.”

      Hope lightened The Revenger’s heart. Had he stumbled upon his chance to get him and the Oteros out of this mess?

      If he could hammer the big outlaw unconscious, he might be able to do just that. The man was a little bigger than he was, but he’d kicked the stuffing out of both ends of men bigger than Hadley, who also appeared at least ten years older and weighed down with extra tallow around his middle.

      “Sure,” Sartain said, curling his upper lip and spreading his feet aggressively. “Why the hell not? You wanna take it outside?”

      “Yeah,” Hadley said, nodding slowly. “Yeah, why don’t we just do that?”

      “Get the humps out of your necks, both of you!” Dixie scolded, standing by the door and holding her carbine across her belly. “There’s no point in doing anything to risk losing that gold, Rench.”

      Hadley scowled at her, deep lines cutting across his forehead. “What, you think I can’t take him?”

      Dixie glared at him in frustration. Then she let the muscles in her face relax, knowing that the way you got a man like Rench Hadley to back down was not by challenging him further.

      “Rench...honey,” she said, though “honey” came out a bit like a prune pit, “let’s not make this any more complicated than it needs to be, all right?” She faced him, smiling winningly, a tad sexily. “All we want is the gold.”

      Sartain laughed. “She doesn’t think you can take me, Hadley, and you know what? I think she’s right.”

      Hadley lurched toward him. Dixie stepped in front of the big man, holding her rifle across his chest. “Rench, no! Don’t fall for it, honey. You’re smarter than—”

      She whipped around as Sartain made his move, bulling toward her and Hadley, hoping to get his hands on her rifle. He stopped dead in his tracks as she faced him now, aiming her carbine at his belly and loudly racking a cartridge into the chamber.

      “I’ll do it, Mike. I’ll shoot you.” Dixie shook her head slowly. “I’ve been dirt-poor all my life. Rench has promised me ten thousand dollars, and more if I ride with him. That’s far from what I was hoping for, but it’s enough for me to start another life.”

      “Whorin’ yourself to him, huh?” Again, the Cajun shook his head.

      “Like I said,” Dixie insisted. “I’ve been dirt poor all my life.” She glanced at Hadley. “See what he’s doing? He’s trying to distract us both from our purpose here, Rench.”

      Hadley stretched his lips back from his broad yellow teeth. “Shoot him, sugar. Just go ahead and shoot him. Then we won’t have to worry about him or listen to him no more.”

      Dixie spoke to Hadley while keeping her gaze and her rifle on Sartain. “No, Rench. You promised. No killing. And you leave Celina alone.”

      Hadley glanced at her, lust causing his eyelids to grow heavy. “I will—as long as I got me another option.”

      “You do. That’s what I promised. If you follow through with your promise, I’ll follow through with mine.”

      “All right,” Hadley said. “Let’s stop all this palaver. You tie him and the bean-eater up good and tight.”

      Otero stood beside Sartain. He and Celina had both frozen in fear to watch as the Cajun and the big outlaw had faced off. Now Sartain thought he could hear them both give a collective albeit silent sigh of relief that the storm had blown over.

      As Hadley sat down at the table and told Celina to get back to work, Dixie ordered Sartain and Otero to sit on the floor with their backs to separate ceiling support posts. She didn’t have her rifle now. She’d wisely leaned it against the wall by the door.

      Sartain looked at Hadley. The outlaw sat in a chair at the table, smiling at The Revenger. Reading his mind. The outlaw held his own Henry barrel-up on his knee, flicking his thumb against the hammer.

      His eyes told Sartain that he wanted him to try something. Anything. So he could justify shooting him to Dixie.

      Sartain returned the outlaw’s grin as Dixie ordered him to snake his hands back around the post. Boots thumped on the gallery, and Dewey Dade came in. He started to doff his hat when Hadley growled, “Get out there!”

      “What for?” the kid asked indignantly. “I done took care of the hosses and mule.”

      “Don’t you challenge me, bucko! I said, get out there! Never know who else might be after my...uh, our gold.” Hadley chuckled. “You’ll spend the night on the porch keepin’ watch.”

      Dewey Dade chuffed his consternation and glanced at Dixie, then turned and stepped back out, closing the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Silently, Celina made a stew from the elk hanging in the keeper shed. She also made a couple of loaves of bread and set them and a bowl of butter on the table.

      She also made coffee. Hadley added a goodly portion of the busthead he hauled out of his saddlebags to the coffee and stirred it with a spoon.

      Dixie brought a plate out to Dewey Dade. When she came back in, she looked down at Sartain and Otero. “Can I feed them?” she asked Hadley.

      “You’d have to untie ’em.”

      “How ’bout if I untie ’em and hold a rifle on ’em while they eat?”

      Hadley was shoveling the stew into his mouth, mindless of the mess he was leaving in his beard. He eyed her, grinning with half his full mouth. “How bad you want ’em to eat?”

      “Rench, they have to eat.”

      Hadley’s lusty grin broadened. “How bad?”

      Dixie only shook her head in disgust and filled two bowls with Celina’s stew. Hadley chuckled again lustily. Dixie set a slice of the steaming bread on the bowls as well, and she and Celina untied Otero and Sartain. Dixie sat in the rocking chair six feet away from the Cajun’s extended legs, holding her carbine across her thighs as she watched him and Otero down their stew.

      Sartain ate in frustration despite the succulence of the stew. He had no idea how he was going to get himself and the Oteros out of this whipsaw. At least, he didn’t know yet. He wasn’t going to give up, though. They still had a long night ahead.

      Something told him that was about all the time he and the Oteros had. He had a feeling Rench Hadley was a man accustomed to getting his way. After he’d satisfied his itch with Dixie upstairs tonight, he might not be so amenable to keeping Sartain alive.

      If he killed Sartain, he’d likely go ahead and kill Celina and her father as well to keep them quiet about his presence here, if for no other reason. He might also kill Dixie and Dewey Dade. There were other nights ahead. Other women. He likely wasn’t a man fond of sharing his plunder when he didn’t have to.

      Rench Hadley wasn’t a man who needed many reasons to kill.

      When Sartain and Otero had finished eating, Dixie retied them while Hadley held his rifle on Sartain with the same challenging grin as before. Then Dixie sat at the table across from the silent Celina and ate a bowl of stew.

      Finished with his own meal, Hadley poured more whiskey into his coffee cup, got up from the table, and sat in the rocking chair parked by the fire. He rocked, holding his rifle across his thighs, and gave Sartain the stink eye.

      He did that for a long time, then took a sip of the whiskey, swallowed, and said, “Big man, ain’t ya, Sartain? Big, tough fellow. ‘The Revenger,’ they call you. Yeah, I’ve heard of you.”

      “You have me at a disadvantage then, Rench. I wouldn’t know you from Adam’s off ox. But, then, you never hear too much about the little men workin’ the wrong side of the law. Little men who swipe old schoolmarm’s beaded reticules an’ such.”

      Dixie shot Rench a warning look. “Don’t listen to him, Rench. He’s at it again.” She turned to Sartain. “Shut up, Mike!”

      “Don’t worry, don’t worry, sugar,” Rench said. “He ain’t gonna crawl my hump. He knows who stole that gold out there in the barn.” He chuckled. “Sure as hell wasn’t no hind-tit calf of no penny-ante outlaw. Hah!”

      “It couldn’t have been all that hard,” said Sartain. “I mean, you had enough men. Until you got ’em all killed, that is. Even with all them boys backin’ your play, you sure have had a damned hard time keeping your hands on the loot.”

      Hadley’s cheeks colored above his beard. “Yeah, well, I was double-crossed.”

      “By Chick Beacham? Pshaw! I left him dead just over the next pass. He wasn’t nothin’ to take down. And anyone—”

      “Don’t listen to him, Rench!”

      “And anyone with half the sense God gave him could see the man wasn’t to be trusted.” Sartain chuckled. “You must be new to the business, Hadley. Hell, I think young Dewey Dade out there could have pulled that job off without getting hornswoggled and whipsawed by the likes of Chick Beacham!”

      Dixie got up and strode over to Sartain, glaring down at him. She held her rifle across her thighs. “Mike, if you don’t shut up, I’m going to let him shoot you.”

      Sartain looked up at her, smiling. “He’s not man enough for you, sugar. Can’t you see that? He’s old and stove up. Why, he’s a fool, to boot. He’ll get himself...and you...killed!”

      “Old and stove up, am I?” Hadley said, gaining his feet. “How ’bout if I come over there and kick you to a bloody pulp? Then you’ll see how old and stove up I am.”

      “Please do not do this!” Celina shrieked, covering her ears with her hands. She was standing near the range. Sartain hated scaring her like this, but he saw few other options to try to save her life.

      Miguel Otero sucked air through his teeth and shook his head in consternation.

      Sartain kept prodding the big outlaw, who  now stood glaring down at The Revenger, big fists balled at his sides. “You’d kick a man when he’s down and tied? Now, you see there, sugar? You really wanna throw in with a yellow mutt like that? Coward is what he is.”

      “Mike, consarnit!” Dixie swung toward Hadley. “Rench, stop listening to him.”

      “I tell you what, Hadley,” Sartain said. “If you can beat me straight up at arm wrestling—no fisticuffs or any of that nonsense, just a good, harmless arm-wrestling match—I’ll shut up.”

      “Arm-wrestlin’?” Hadley asked with a skeptical cast to his gaze.

      “Yeah. Arm-wrestling. But let’s put a little bet on it.”

      “What kind of bet?”

      “Rench, he’s up to somethin’.”

      “I am up to somethin’. I’ll admit it,” Sartain said. “I’m jealous, Dixie. You and I had us a fine time together back in Hard Winter. I just hate to see you throw in with this stove-up old outlaw for a little gold. I say if I can beat him at arm wrestling, he don’t take you upstairs tonight.”

      “And if you can’t?” Hadley said, while Dixie just stared down at Sartain as though trying to figure his angle.

      “If I can’t, well, then, she’s yours. May the stronger man win her body if not her heart.”

      “If you win, you take her upstairs?” Hadley said.

      “You got it. I don’t care nothin’ about no gold. This is just about you an’ me an’ Dixie. I don’t wanna have to sit down here tonight and hear you two goin’ at it like a coupla horny polecats. Not if there’s somethin’ I can do to stop it.”

      “Rench!”

      “What do you say, Rench? Gonna be a long night. Long, borin’ night. Let’s make it interesting, shall we?”

      Hadley’s cheeks and nose were bright red. The Cajun hadn’t accomplished his first task of getting the man’s blood up. Now, he just had to hope he could beat him at arm-wrestling.

      Hadley turned to Dixie. “Untie him.”

      “Rench, you’re walking right into his trap!”

      “Hell, it ain’t no trap. I’ll beat him fair and square and make him sit down here, tied up, listening to me make you groan like a mare in season!” Hadley laughed and slapped his thigh. “By damn, I think it’s a fine idea.”

      He grabbed his Henry off the table, cocked it, and aimed it at Dixie. “Untie him. Now! Do as I say, or you won’t get a lick of that gold!”

      “Rench, honey,” Dixie said with that ingratiating smile again, “let’s leave him tied up, and you an’ me go upstairs right now. Wouldn’t you like that?”

      Hadley grinned, then slid his hard-eyed gaze to Sartain. “I’d love it a whole lot better after I’ve whipped this tough-talkin’ son of a buck at arm wrestlin’ so he can sit down here and chew his arm off. Hah!”

      He scowled at her, hard-jawed. “Untie him!”
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      Dixie untied Sartain, telling him, “You try anything, I’m going to shoot you. I promise I will.”

      “Don’t doubt it a bit,” said the Cajun.

      He was beginning to think she would.

      He glanced at Otero. The Mexican was looking up at him through his customary slit eyelids. Celina had rolled and lit a cigarette for him and he puffed it now, smoke billowing around his head where he sat with his back to the ceiling support post.

      Sartain offered him a reassuring smile. Then he turned to Celina, who sat in the rocking chair near the popping fire gazing at Sartain, head canted slightly to one side, frowning as though she were trying to understand all that was going on around her.

      “Get over here,” Hadley said, pounding the oilcloth-covered table. He sat with his back to the range, facing the front of the cabin. “By God, I’m gonna teach you to mind your manners, Sartain, and then I’m gonna take her upstairs and give her the time of her life!”

      “Talk’s cheap,” Dixie muttered.

      Hadley looked at her sharply, then he looked at Sartain and laughed. “By God, I like her. She’s got pluck. I like that in a girl  when they’re fun to look at. I think I’m gonna keep her. We’ll have a good ole time of it, her an’ me.”

      Dixie didn’t say anything. She just sank into a chair at the end of the table and held her rifle on Sartain, who slacked into a chair across from Hadley, his back to the door.

      The door opened and Dewey Dade poked his head into the cabin, frowning curiously. “What’s goin’ on?”

      “Get back out there and keep an eye on that gold!” Hadley roared at him.

      Dewey cussed as he pulled his head back outside and closed the door.

      Hadley rolled up his right shirtsleeve. “For Dixie.”

      “For Dixie,” The Revenger said, rolling up his own sleeve.

      “How flattering you fellas are,” Dixie said dryly.

      Hadley leaned forward, placing his elbow in the middle of the table. Sartain did the same. They locked hands.

      Hadley glanced at Dixie. “Say go.”

      “Just go for chrissakes!”

      Hadley’s hand tightened around Sartain’s, and he began thrusting The Revenger’s paw toward the table. Sartain tensed his arm and grunted, forcing Hadley’s hand back up.

      The man was strong. Sartain could tell that right away. And he had a powerful grip. He didn’t think he was any stronger than Sartain, but he could tell it was going to be a battle. Sartain’s arm had been angled behind his back for the past hour, wrists tightly tied, impeding his blood flow. He hadn’t yet gotten all the feeling back in his hands.

      Nor the strength.

      As he and Hadley bunched their lips and grunted and shifted around in their creaking chairs, Sartain was vaguely aware of Celina standing and moving slowly, tensely, about the kitchen, tending to her post-supper chores. The girl was frightened, and she was trying to busy herself to keep her mind off the chaos and violence around her.

      Otero smoked on the floor, staring dubiously toward the two arm-wrestlers.

      Sartain was hoping to somehow get his hands on a rifle. He couldn’t have done that with both hands tied, but now he had a chance. Somehow, he either had to take advantage of Hadley’s absorption in the match and pull one of the man’s two pistols from the holsters strapped to his waist or lunge for Dixie’s rifle.

      He thought she’d probably hesitate before shooting him, giving him a chance at the Winchester. He’d hoped she’d stand or sit a little closer to him, but she hadn’t. He had to play with the cards he’d been dealt.

      To snag one of Hadley’s revolvers, he’d first have to pull the big man toward his side of the table, then make a long, fast reach. Long odds, but there they were. Sitting on the floor with his hands tied had been getting him nowhere but closer to the void.

      He looked at his hand wrapped around the outlaw’s. His knuckles were white. He drove Hadley’s hand down to his left a ways. Hadley grunted, gritted his teeth, and smiled at Sartain as he funneled more strength into his arm, shoving The Revenger’s hand back up and over toward the table.

      “Got me a feelin’ we’re almost done here tonight, Sartain,” Hadley spat through gritted teeth. He glanced toward Dixie. “Best start prettyin’ yourself up, sugar.”

      “Like I said,” Dixie said, “talk is cheap.”

      Sartain grunted and heaved his hand back up over the outlaw’s. “You can say that again,” he said, driving Hadley’s hand down toward the table, both hands jerking as they fought.

      Sartain thought that when he had the outlaw’s hand down flat on the table, he’d punch him hard with his left fist, pull him toward him, and reach for his pistol. He could do it now, but his own consarned pride compelled him to beat the man first.

      Hadley would be distracted enough by the loss that Sartain’s plan just might work.

      Might...

      Sartain drove Hadley’s hand farther...and farther...and farther down.

      Hadley’s eyes were blazing and haunted as he stared at the two clenched fists, Sartain’s now shoving his within six inches of the oilcloth.

      Sartain glanced at Dixie. She was smiling at him, her rifle aimed at his head. Hell, he thought. She’d read his mind. She knew what he was going to do, and she was ready for him.

      Hadley cursed loudly. He drove his hand up, forcing Sartain’s back.

      “Oh, hell.” The Cajun grunted, changing his strategy and easing the tension in his arm.

      Hadley laughed and slammed The Revenger’s hand down on the table.

      “There you go, you sonofabitch!”

      Dixie lowered the rifle slightly, frowning, puzzled.

      Sartain cursed sharply, holding onto Hadley’s hand.

      Hadley looked at the two hands still locked together. Then he looked at Sartain.

      Sartain drew Hadley’s hand toward him. The man’s head jerked toward him as well. Sartain slammed his left fist against the man’s nose, feeling the flesh give beneath his knuckles. Dixie had been caught off-guard. As Sartain released Hadley’s hand, he grabbed the table and slid it sideways, slamming it into Dixie as she leveled the rifle at Sartain’s belly.

      The girl screamed. The Winchester roared, the slug plunking into the ceiling over Sartain’s head.

      “Oh, you bastard!” Hadley roared.

      Sartain threw himself across the table, bulling into Hadley and clawing for the pistol holstered on his right hip. He got to it too late. The gun was already in the man’s hand. Hadley was raising it, clicking the hammer back as the two fell together onto the floor by the range.

      Sartain winced, steeling himself for the bullet that would likely blow his guts out.

      But it didn’t come.

      The pistol dropped from Hadley’s hand. Sartain felt a warm substance spurt against him. To his left, he saw Dixie gain her feet, screaming and racking another cartridge into her Winchester’s breach.

      Automatically, Sartain kicked her legs out from under her.

      She drilled another round into the ceiling a quarter-second before she hit the floor with a boom. The rifle clattered to the floor as well. Sartain crawled over to it, shoved the cursing Dixie away from it, grabbed it, and rose to his feet, racking a round into the chamber and turning toward where Hadley lay on the floor by the range.

      Sartain frowned.

      Hadley lay quivering, blood spurting from the paring knife sticking out of the left side of his neck. The outlaw cupped his hands over the wound and stared in shock and horror at the ceiling.

      Celina stood with her back to the range, eyes wide as she gazed blankly toward Sartain, turning her head slightly to listen. Her cheeks were pale, lips trembling.

      Sartain turned to Dixie. She was gaining her feet, looking at him through the mussed hair jostling about her flushed cheeks. She looked at the rifle in his hands but didn’t say anything. She just turned her mouth-corners down and shook her head.

      “So close,” she said. “I was so close.” She looked at Hadley, scowling incredulously. “What the hell? Who…”

      She let her voice trail off as she looked at Celina, on whose lips a slight smile grew.

      Dixie turned to Miguel Otero, who smiled up at Sartain, the butt of his cigarette poking out from between his leathery lips.

      “You were right, weren’t you, Miguel?” Dixie said. “You were right all along. That gold really was a curse.”

      “Oh, it still is,” the Mexican said.

      He drew the cigarette into his mouth, dousing it, and then spat it out onto the floor, still smiling.

      Outside, hooves thundered. A mule brayed. It brayed again as the hoofbeats dwindled into the distance.

      Sartain stepped outside. Dewey Dade was nowhere in sight.

      In the distance, the mule brayed again, and then the hoofbeats fell silent.

      Dixie came out to stand beside Sartain, looking in the direction in which Dewey Dade had ridden off with the gold. Celina came out a minute later, followed by her father. They all stood staring into the distance.

      Sartain sighed as he pulled his makings sack out of his shirt pocket.

      Dixie looked up at Sartain. “Can you forgive me, Mike?”

      Sartain hiked a shoulder as he rolled a quirley in the light angling through the open door. “I reckon. Like you said, gold does strange things to people. I’m just glad we’re rid of it.”

      He looked at Otero and Celina. “You two all right?”

      “Sí,” said Otero, wrapping an arm around Celina’s shoulders, drawing his daughter against him. She turned to her old man and wrapped her arms tightly around him, kissing his cheek.

      “Sí,” said Celina. “I am fine now, too. I am glad to have my papa back.”

      “That was some neat trick,” Sartain told her. “You likely saved us all.”

      Celina shrugged. “I honestly didn’t know I was going to do that until I did it.”

      Otero sighed. “It is the boy I am worried about.”

      Sartain folded his cigarette closed and stared once more into the night, alive now only with twinkling starlight and a single yammering coyote.

      “Go with God, kid,” he said and poked the quirley into his mouth, sealing it. “But I got a strong hunch the devil’s gonna be the one doggin’ your heels.”
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      “I’ve summoned you here to Silver City, Mr. Sartain, because I’d like you to...uh...uh...dispatch a certain...uh...human entity.”

      “You want me to kill a man, Mr. Mangham?”

      “Yes, yes, whatever you’d like to call it. I prefer to think of it as removing a certain scourge from the face of our Earth, thus making this world a much better place for not only myself and my children, but for all of us.”

      Mike Sartain, The Revenger, scratched a match to life on his boot heel. As he touched the flame to the end of the fat rum-infused cigar bestowed upon him by his host, he looked around the office of Mr. Brian Mangham, President of the Mangham Stage Line of southwestern New Mexico Territory.

      He took in the heavy red-velvet drapes trimmed in gold, the Chinese rug beneath his boots, the large maps of the Western frontier, the game trophies, the glass bookcases, and the liquor cabinet upon which several bottles of labeled liquor shone behind two small, neat stacks of cut-glass goblets which also shone in the high-altitude sunlight angling between open curtains.

      The desk that stood between Sartain, who sat in a leather armchair, and the well-attired pasty-faced businessman sitting behind it was nearly as large as the beds of some prairie schooners The Revenger had seen. It was upholstered in leather secured by shiny brass tacks and appointed with a green-shaded Tiffany lamp and a carved cedar humidor. Mangham sat back in his high-backed leather chair, smoking a dynamite-sized Cuban stogie which he held in his beringed right hand, squinting expectantly at his guest through thick, round spectacles.

      His brows resembled two large, gray moths taking wing above his eyes.

      “What are you thinking, Mr. Sartain?” he asked, adjusting the black foulard tie knotted around his red turkey neck.

      “I’m thinking I’m gonna have to turn you down, Mr. Mangham.” Puffing the smoke that tasted like cherries and molasses and that smelled like well-aged cedar, he added, “It looks to me like you have enough money to hire this kind of work done.”

      Mangham scowled. “Mr. Sartain, I’ve been told you exact revenge for others. I summoned you here to Silver City to hire you to exact revenge for me. I don’t expect you to work for free.”

      “I do work for free,” said the tall, broad, curly-haired Cajun, who sat with his knees spread, his sand-colored Stetson with snakeskin band hooked on a knee. His big LeMat revolver was strapped to his right thigh. “That’s what I do. I exact revenge for those who don’t have the means or the ability to exact it for themselves. After I’ve confirmed the bona fide need, of course. I’m not just an attack dog.”

      “I think we’re mincing words and parsing sentences here, Mr. Sartain,” said Mangham, frustration lines cutting deeper across his liver-spotted forehead. “I have a bona fide need to see a man terminated. Or...killed, as you more simply and frankly put it.”

      “Who’s the man?”

      Mangham rolled the stogie between his pink, chapped lips, blowing smoke out the side of his mouth. “I’m not going to tell you that until you agree to take the job.”

      Sartain picked up his glass from the edge of the desk and threw back the last of his bourbon. He rose from his chair and jerked down the bottom of his pinto vest. “I’m sorry I’ve wasted your time, Mr. Mangham. But if you go over to one of Silver City’s rowdier saloons, I’m sure you’ll find just the sort of gunnie you’re looking for.”

      “I need a sure hand, Mr. Sartain. The man I need...killed...is a devil. He recently killed two close friends of mine, both of whom were also station managers for my line. He also killed one of my drivers from a bushwhack. I should say he hired them killed...by men like you. Sure hands. He has many such attack dogs and he’s sicced them on me.”

      “Why did this man have your managers and your driver killed?”

      “He’s trying to force me out of business. He’s opened his own line. He has backing from several gold mines in the Piños Altos Mountains as well as the Organ Range, mines that stopped shipping their gold with me because of several holdups I incurred over the past couple of years. He’s taking full advantage of my misfortune as well as contributing to it.”

      Mangham sank back in his chair. His parchment-like cheeks were sallow, gaunt. “And he’s threatened my life and the lives of my son and daughter.”

      Sartain worked his hands around the brim of his hat, which he held before him, pondering the proposal. He shook his head.

      “Mr. Mangham, what you have here is a business problem. I only deal in personal problems. I don’t get involved in land wars or mine wars or any kind of business war, including wars between railroads or stage lines. I go to work, for free, for little guys...and women...who’ve been kicked when they’re down and have no other recourse except for someone like me.

      “Since you obviously have enough money to hire your killing done for you”—he cast his gaze around the well-appointed office—“and since there is only one Mike Sartain on the frontier, I’ll be moving on until needed by some little guy...or gal...caught in a whipsaw. That likely won’t be long. There are plenty of little guys caught in whipsaws on the frontier, some of them by well-to-do men like you.”

      He donned his hat. “Uh...no offense.”

      “You’re a strange one,” Mangham growled as the big Cajun walked to the door.

      Sartain glanced over his shoulder, lifting a wan smile. “So I’ve been told.”

      “You work for free?”

      “That’s right.”

      Mangham rose from his chair. His black suitcoat hung from his spindly shoulders. His body quivered slightly as though from a palsy. He mashed his, livers-potted, beringed left fist against his desk, scowling at the man who’d turned down his proposition. He obviously wasn’t a man accustomed to being said no to.

      “Why would you do that?” he inquired, squinting his befuddlement behind the thick lenses of his glasses. “How do you make your living? You must have some wealthy family back East...or maybe you’re a remittance man? Plenty of them out here, though most of them talk funny.”

      Sartain chuckled. “I’m not a remittance man. Dirt poor, in fact. But I live simple and travel light. When I need money, I ain’t above taking a few dollars from a man I’ve justifiably killed, since he won’t be needing them anymore. Or I’ll sink a shallow root somewhere and punch cows for a month or two. Or, hell, I’ll even swamp out a saloon or a whorehouse. Such jobs don’t pay much, but whorehouse employment has its perks.”

      Sartain winked, opened the door, and stepped out into the mercantile that housed Mangham’s stage line office. Mangham also owned the mercantile, the shelves of which appeared fully stocked. No, he didn’t need a man like Sartain. He needed a John Wesley Hardin—a man who killed for a living.

      As The Revenger pulled the office door closed behind him, he glanced across the store to see a pretty young woman with dark-blonde hair gazing toward him expectantly from behind the counter. She wore an apron over a gingham dress, and she was counting out change to an old woman in a poke bonnet.

      She’d paused in counting the coins when she’d seen the Cajun. Now, apparently having sized up what had transpired behind the now-closed office door, she returned her attention to the business at hand and resumed counting back the old lady’s change.

      Sartain had read faint caution and befuddlement in that brief glance of the pretty girl’s, who wore a red ribbon in her hair.

      Mangham’s daughter? The one whose life had been threatened along with Mangham’s own as well as the businessman’s son, perhaps.

      No matter. Mangham’s problem was a business problem, not a personal problem. It was personal problems The Revenger specialized in. Mangham was obviously flush enough to tend to such issues by other means than Mike Sartain.

      The Cajun turned away from the girl, stepped around shelves filled with miners’ denims and cork-heeled boots, and headed for the front door. The bell jangled over the door as he stepped outside and stood on the boardwalk fronting Silver City’s bustling main street.

      Horseback riders clomped past, their mounts blowing and shaking the bits in their teeth. Ranch and mine wagons jerked through the mud left by the recent late-summer rain that had rushed in from over the Piños Altos Mountains, making frothing torrents of the creeks threading the hills in and around the town. Planks had been laid across the street to keep folks from drowning in mud, but most had sunk in and all but disappeared.

      Up and down the street, blue wood smoke issued from stone or tin chimneys rising from the roofs of the log and adobe dwellings, some of which were combinations of both wood and adobe or wood and stone or brick. The smoke hung heavy over the street, rife with the aromatic aroma of pinion and cedar, which managed to only partly disguise the stench from privies and trash heaps.

      Sartain cast his gaze around, pondering his next move. He’d ridden down from Albuquerque in response to Mangham’s desperate summons by letter. The Revenger had started keeping a post office box in Albuquerque, where folks who needed him could get ahold of him. He advertised his services every now and then in newspapers.

      GOT AN ITCH YOU CAN’T SCRATCH? SEND YOUR PROBLEM TO THE REVENGER, ALBUQUERQUE, NM.

      Word about his special services had gotten around over the past several years, so that was all he needed to say about what he did. He often found himself with more requests than he could attend to. That’s why he accepted only the direst. He had to hand it to Mangham; the man wrote well. He’d made his problem seem dire indeed. The tone had been desperate.

      Oh, well. Sartain had several more dire-sounding missives stuffed down into his saddlebags, which he’d stowed with his horse in the Piños Altos Livery and Feed barn just down the street to the south.

      As he looked around, his gaze landed on a comely figure standing atop a balcony hanging kitty-corner from a three-story adobe and log-frame whorehouse on the other side of the muddy street. She was the only one out there.

      She was leaning back against the wall near an open, red-painted wooden door. She was dressed—or half-dressed, rather—in a red corset and bustier, with a gauzy black wrap hanging off her shoulders. Her long, thick, dark-brown hair was pulled back and secured with two gold clips.

      From his distance of fifty yards from the girl, Sartain thought her eyes were brown. Her skin was olive-toned, her bosoms secured and pushed up by the corset had a deep, beguiling V between them. She was just now removing a long, brown cheroot from between her wine-red lips to exhale smoke through her mouth and nostrils.

      The chill breeze tore the smoke away to mingle it with the smoke exuding from the chimney on the roof above her head.

      She turned her head slightly toward Sartain. She held it there. She gazed down at him expressionlessly with those dark eyes framed by her dark, pulled-back hair, slightly pooching out her plump, wine red lips.

      The Cajun pinched his hat brim to the girl. She pushed off the wall and came forward.

      Under the balcony’s wrought-iron rail, he saw that her legs were bare. They were firm, beautifully shaped. The long, lacy wrap billowed against them. She stopped at the rail, planted one bare foot straight out in front of the other, and canted her head slightly to one side, critically studying the man staring up at her, as though he were a horse she was pondering buying.

      She stared at him like that for nearly a minute. Sartain frowned, wondering what thoughts were passing behind that smolderingly beautiful, oblique gaze.

      She raised the cheroot to her lips, drew on it, and again let the wind take the smoke.

      She smiled. Sartain could see her white teeth framed by those red lips beneath a button nose.

      Sartain returned the smile. She flicked the cheroot over the rail into the street, then, keeping her eyes on him, turned her body slowly toward the open door. As she began moving toward the door, she turned her head away from him as well and fairly floated through it, drawing it closed behind her without casting the Cajun another glance.

      Sartain felt a hard pull.

      His heart thudded.

      He looked for a makeshift boardwalk, spied one a half a block away on his right, and crossed over, making his way back to the hurdy-gurdy house, which a small red sign over the double doors identified simply as AUNT IRMA’S.

      He stomped the mud off his boots on the boardwalk fronting the place and went in.
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      “Well, look who’s here!” said a chubby middle-aged bottle-blonde woman moving down the stairs fronting the door. She wore a pink nightgown under a cream-colored elkskin robe and fleece-lined moccasins.

      A parlor opened to the right of the door. A kitchen opened to the left. The plank-walled foyer was dingy and narrow. Its only decorations were two oil paintings of nearly naked young women on horseback, the horses wide-eyed with surprise.

      Hurdy-gurdy house humor.

      “Tall drink of water, ain’t ya?” the woman, obviously the madam, said, stopping directly in front of Sartain and planting a resolute fist on her jutting hip as she tipped her head back to stare up the long length of him. “What’s the matter? You got somethin’ caught in your throat? You don’t look well.”

      She reached up and placed her soft, damp hand on his forehead. “Hmm. Don’t seem to have a temperature.”

      “Who is that?” The Revenger croaked out, heart still hammering slowly in his chest. He lifted his chin toward the ceiling.

      “Who’s who?”

      “The girl on the balcony.” Rarely had he been so captivated by a girl seen from that far away. There’d been only one other time, in fact.

      Only one other time...

      The memory of that time was mixing with the present, causing both his heart and his brain to hiccup and sputter.

      “Oh.” The madam smiled. She nodded slowly. “You must’ve seen Emmanuelle. She’s the only one I got who can jerk such a reaction out of a big, brawny hombre like yourself.”

      “How much?” Sartain asked, staring at the stairs as though willing himself toward it, willing himself to climb it to the haunting visage he’d seen on the balcony while his boots remained fixed on the dyed hemp rug on the foyer floor.

      “She ain’t cheap, bucko.”

      “How much.”

      “Emmanuelle is five dollars for the first hour. She’s a dollar for every hour after that. I usually put a lid on how long a gent can stay with her, though. The mayor of our fair town died of a heart attack when the fool was so captivated after the first hour, that he stayed three.” The madam, likely Aunt Irma, shook her head slowly, sadly, widening her eyes in warning. “That was too long. Poor man died of a heart stroke.”

      “Heart stroke?”

      “Isn’t that sad?” She shook her head again. “Just too much for him, Emmanuelle was. You, however, look like you could handle her. Still, you’d best take it easy your first go round. I recommend only two hours the first time. Even for a healthy man like you obviously are.”

      She gave him an admiring up and down. “The second time—if you’re flush enough for a second time, that is—maybe you can go three. I warn you, though, Emmanuelle has been known to make grown men cry, to turn young men into old men, and old men into young men. Too young sometimes for their old tickers, if you get my drift.”

      Sartain flipped the woman a gold eagle he’d taken off his last quarry, a killer named Seth Gather out of Alkali Springs, Wyoming since Gather no longer had any use for it.

      “Which room?”

      “Last door on the left,” the woman said, poking her chin at the ceiling.

      The Revenger stepped around her as he headed for the stairs.

      The woman called behind him, “Cajun, ain’t ya? I can tell by your accent.”

      “French Quarter born and bred!”

      “Oh, lordy!” the woman said in disgust as Sartain climbed the stairs two steps at a time. “You Cajuns with your big grins and syrupy ways o’ talkin’ are dangerous men. You charmin’ that girl off my payroll is also cause for a public hangin’, and I know our town marshal, ‘Dangerous’ Dan Tucker, will back me up on that...along with every other red-blooded man in Grant County!”

      Her cackling laugh dwindled away below Sartain as he gained the cathouse’s second story and made his way along the hall paneled in rough, whipsawed pine. The potpourri of various perfumes mingled with the smell of tobacco and wood smoke. No candles or lanterns were lit. The only light was from a single window.

      The last door on the hall’s left side stood partly open. The Revenger nudged it wider with his boot and stepped inside, squinting into the fragrant shadows.

      An umber fire crackled in a small brick hearth on the room’s far side. Angled near the fire, partly facing the door, was a red velvet couch with scrolled oak arms. She was stretched out on it like food at a smorgasbord, wearing only the lacy black wrap she’d been wearing over the corset and bustier when he’d first seen her.

      No, that wasn’t all she was wearing.

      She also wore several loops of probably fake pearls, the longest loop sagging toward her belly, which was exposed by the wrap. It was open down there, although it was drawn closed across her chest. One knee was partly raised, leaning toward the other one, which was flat on the velvet cushions.

      The brown-eyed succubus was fingering a strand of the pearls, her hair spilling across the blue velvet gilt-tasseled pillow resting against the sofa’s far arm.

      She blinked slowly, her lips spreading a subtle, flirtatious smile. “I knew you would come.”

      “I hate being predictable,” Sartain said, hooking his hat and shell belt on a wall peg near the door.

      He went over and sat down beside her, on the edge of the sofa. He placed his hand on the side of her heart-shaped face, caressed her cheek with his thumb. She had a mole on the side of her neck and another, smaller one just beneath her lower lip. Other than that, her skin was smooth and flawless.

      Her molasses-brown eyes sparkled in the mix of golden sunlight and firelight that relieved the room’s dense shadows.

      “What a delightful creature,” he said. He ran his thumb across her plump lips. “And who are you, mon cher? Where are you from? I don’t have to know this, but I am curious.”

      Her accent bit him deeply, reminding him of the mix of French and Creole accents he’d known growing up. “French?”She smiled.

      “I’m Sartain,” he said, letting his gaze roam across her. “I’m from here and there...everywhere.”

      Her chest rose and fell slowly behind the wrap. “You are Southern.”

      “Cajun from New Orleans.”

      “Ah. Oui.”

      Sartain leaned down and kissed her. She returned the kiss gently at first, playfully, pulling her head back from time to time, teasing him with her eyes. Gradually, she pressed her lips more firmly against his.

      She pushed his head away from her.

      “We must pause.”

      “Why?”

      “There is no hurry.”

      “How do you know I didn’t pay for an hour?”

      Emmanuelle only chuckled throatily as she rose to a sitting position on the sofa and folded the rap over her chest. “Talk to me, mon cher. I like the sound of your voice.”

      “Mon cher,” the Cajun said, sitting beside her and folding his arms behind his head. “I haven’t heard that in a month of Sundays.”

      “Who are you, Sartain? Where are you from? Don’t tell me if you don’t want to. I am always curious. Make something up if you want. Sometimes that is better, depending on how good a storyteller you are.”

      As Emmanuelle turned to him, drawing a pretty leg beneath her and curling a lock of her hair around her finger, Sartain let his mind wander around in his past. He didn’t let it wander around long, however. There was too much pain back there, especially back in Arizona where he’d buried the young woman whom he’d considered his wife. He’d also buried her grandfather and Sartain’s child, which she’d miscarried after the soldiers had savaged her.

      “Me?” the Cajun said, shoving all of that out of his mind with a wince. “I’m was born of a King and a Queen from a foreign country you likely never heard about. A little, tiny country but a happy one.”

      “Oh, you are a prince!”

      “Exactly! That’s what I am. A prince!”

      “I thought you must be born of royalty. You are very handsome.”

      “Ah, hell.”

      “You are very handsome and very big. Big through the shoulders, long in the legs.”

      She leaned toward him and breathed into his ear, “Large in all the places a woman cares about.”

      He chuckled at the tickling sensation and turned to her, placing a peck on her neck. “Your turn, Emmanuelle. Tell me about yourself.”

      The girl arched her brows as though surprised. “Me?”

      Most men she entertained probably didn’t ask such questions. They were probably more interested in getting down to brass tacks with the lovely girl. Sartain had been taught by the ladies of the Quarter who’d raised him to take his time.

      “Me?” she said again. “I was born of gypsies. We traveled the frontier in many wagons, singing and dancing. My mother and father and sisters and brothers were very happy. We earned a living where we could, but we never needed much money. Villagers paid us for repairing their pots and pans with chickens and with vegetables from their gardens.

      “They said our happiness and serenity was a joy to behold. It was a simple life. We followed rivers and streams, spent the summers in the mountains. We lived on the kindness of strangers and on the happiness that love and travel and seeing new things and people brings.”

      “Ah, the life!”

      “Ah, it is true,” said Emmanuelle, twisting her finger in his thick curls now. “It was a beautiful life.”

      “You got a silver tongue.”

      “You liked that one, eh?” She looked up at him from beneath her brows, quirked a sexy smile, and nibbled his ear.

      Waves of pleasure rippled through the Cajun.

      She turned her head to face him and smiled warmly into his eyes, her brown eyes flashing like sunlight off a deep pond. “You know what, Sartain?”

      “No,” Sartain whispered. “What’s that, darlin’?”

      “I think I am going to like you.”

      She sandwiched his big face in her hands and placed her mouth over his.
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      Sarah Mangham said, “Two nickels, one dime, and two pennies...and that makes two bits back to you, Mrs. Farmington.”

      The old woman cleared her throat and wrinkled her brows.

      “Pardon me?” Sarah said.

      The old woman looked down at the coins in her wrinkled palm. Sarah followed her gaze. “Oh, I’m sorry!”

      She fished one more penny out of the cash drawer under the mercantile’s business counter and dropped it with the other coins into Mrs. Farmington’s hand.

      “I never would have expected the daughter of Brian Mangham to cheat an old lady out of a penny!” the old woman intoned, carefully pouring the coins into the open mouth of her beaded reticule.

      “Mrs. Farmington, it was an honest mist—”

      “I guess the rumors going around are true. Your father really is in financial trouble.” Mrs. Farmington gave Sarah the stink-eye. “But that gives you no right to cheat an old woman out of her hard-earned pennies, Miss Mangham. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      “Mrs. Farmington, I assure you, I...”

      Sarah let her voice trail off. The woman had already turned away and was stomping her stout-heeled black shoes off between narrow aisles toward the front door, her chin cleaving the air like a ship’s prow.

      Sarah sighed. Her cheeks were warm with embarrassment. She was chagrined not only for unintentionally shorting the old woman, whose husband had died five years ago and who had been surviving only on the chickens she raised at the edge of Silver City, but because of what the woman had said about the rumors going around about the Mangham family’s business trouble.

      Sarah hadn’t realized that anyone outside of Sarah, her father, and her brother knew about it. The Mangham family had been trying to keep their financial straits under their hats. It was a matter of pride as well as survival.

      Sarah was staring out the front door when the door to her father’s office opened. Her bespectacled father stepped out wearing his bowler hat and carrying his carved oak cane. His gray wool overcoat was buttoned.

      “Sarah, honey, I’m going to go over to the café for my morning coffee. Has everything been going smoothly out here?”

      Sarah saw no reason to mention her gaffe with Mrs. Farmington, nor what the old woman had said about the rumors. That would only worry Brian Mangham more than he already was. He had enough to worry about.

      “Everything’s fine, Poppa. Remember, the stage is due here in another hour or so.”

      “I said I’m going out for coffee, Sarah. I’m not leaving the territory.”

      Sarah winced at the uncustomary sharpness of the retort. Brian Mangham had started walking toward the front of the mercantile, but now he stopped and turned to his daughter with a weary sigh. “I’m sorry, honey. I guess my nerves are a little jangled. I didn’t mean that. I’ll be sure and be back here by the time the stage arrives. I’m sure Scott will be back from his delivery, as well.”

      Scott was Sarah’s brother, two years her senior, who often delivered supplies to area farms, mines, and ranches. At the moment, he was delivering parts for a stamping mill to the Fog Hat Mine up near Rogue Mountain.

      “Poppa?”

      Again, he turned back. “Yes, honey?”

      Sarah walked slowly down the counter toward her father. She didn’t realize that she was wringing her hands. “Who was that man who left here a few minutes ago? The big man in the pinto vest, and...and wearing that rather large revolver.”

      Mangham turned his head to stare out the large windows at the front of the store. “Oh, him. He’s...well, he’s no one important, Sarah. I called him in to...to give me his advice on certain matters. He gave it, and now he’s gone.”

      He said this last with another weary sigh and bestowed upon his daughter a phony reassuring smile. “No one important. And now he’s gone.”

      “Yes, as soon as he left here, he headed right across the street to Aunt Irma’s.”

      “I don’t doubt that,” said Mangham, walking toward the door as though his shoulders weighed an anvil. “I don’t doubt that a bit.”

      “Poppa?”

      “Yes, honey?” Mangham said as he reached the door.

      “What kind of advice did you want from that man?”

      Mangham stared out the door’s glass pane for a time before he glanced over his shoulder at Sarah and offered that chillingly phony attempt at a reassuring smile again. “Please don’t worry about it, Sarah. I’m the only one who needs to worry about it.” He winked, opened the door, jangling the bell over it, and went out.

      Sarah watched him drop slowly, carefully down the mercantile’s front steps. He’d been walking more and more gingerly lately, Sarah had noticed. He had arthritis in his knees and hips, and it had seemed to be progressing more rapidly of late.

      Worry must do that to folks, she speculated. Her father had been plenty worried lately. And he’d been wrong about him being the only one who needed to worry...

      That thought had only begun lashing its familiar whip across Sarah’s mind when she was distracted by three men outside the large window right of the front door. They must have walked down the break between the mercantile and the harness shop to the west because they’d moved into Sarah’s view from the right, mounting the porch from that direction.

      One by one, they stomped along the porch, shoulders brushing the window and leaving sweaty smear lines. They all glanced through the window from beneath the brims of their Stetsons. They were silhouetted against the daylight, so Sarah could see only the sharpest lines of their faces.

      The bell jangled again as the first man opened the door and sauntered inside. The second man followed him, their boots thumping loudly. They were large men in crude trail gear, all wearing pistols on their hips or thonged on their legs.

      When the third man had entered the store, he closed the door and turned the pasteboard sign so that OPEN now faced the inside of the store, which meant CLOSED faced the street. He drew the shade down over the window.

      “What on earth do you think you’re doing?” Sarah asked from behind the mercantile’s business counter, a hard edge in her tone.

      “You’re closin’ up for a while, sweetheart,” said the first man, sauntering toward her along the narrow aisle.

      He was tall and rangy, and he had a battered Stetson pulled low over his eyes. He wore two pistols up high on his right hip, one with its handle jutting forward.

      “How dare you!” Fury burned through Sarah as she flipped back the counter lid and strode down the aisle, intending to turn the sign back around. “I don’t know who you are or what you think you’re doing, but—”

      Her scream cut off her sentence as the cowboy laughed, picked her up in his arms, and threw her over his shoulder.

      “Put me down!” the girl cried, shocked and incensed, punching the man’s back with her fists. “Put me down this instant!”

      “There you go, Drew—you got you a wild one!” yelled the third man coming down the aisle behind the second man.

      “Don’t take all the fight out of her before I get my turn!” ordered the second man as the first man strode through a break in the counter, holding Sarah even more tightly against his shoulder.

      “Forget it, McAllister!” said the third man. “We done drew matchsticks, and I got seconds, remember?”

      “Kiss my behind, Stacy! You rigged it, remember that?”

      Stacy laughed.

      Sarah struggled fiercely, beating Drew’s back hysterically and with shocking futility. He didn’t so much as stagger as he opened the door to the Manghams’ storage rooms and strode on into the makeshift parlor and kitchen where the Manghams often ate their lunches.

      A curtained doorway separated the small, crudely appointed kitchen and parlor from the storage area. It was dark now at midday with no lanterns lit but with only the curtains drawn back from over a couple of small north windows.

      Halfway through the parlor, Drew stopped suddenly. “You want down?”

      He leaned forward and to one side, releasing Sarah.

      “There you go!”

      She rolled off the man’s shoulder. Even though there was a worn braided rug on the parlor floor, the floor came up to slam her hard about the back of her head and her shoulders. Her breath slammed from her lungs.

      The violent landing stunned her. She tried to suck in another breath but felt as though a giant was sitting on her chest.

      Drew stared down at her from beneath the brim of his battered tan hat. His face was gaunt. His lower jaws hung loosely in it, almost as though it were unattached. He had a gold front tooth. Sarah wanted to scramble away from him, but she couldn’t draw a breath. She was helpless, incapacitated.

      She wheezed as she tried in vain to draw a breath.

      “Don’t worry,” Drew said as he unbuckled his cartridge belt and let it drop to the floor behind him with a thud. “You just got the wind knocked out of you. You’ll get it back in a minute.”

      Sarah got some of it back just then. She turned away from the man who was pulling his pants down his legs and tried to crawl away. Her limbs felt heavy, and her ears were ringing. She could feel the reverberations of the other two men’s footsteps in the floor beneath her hands and knees.

      She was crawling away, heading in the general direction of the tiny kitchen and the rear door that opened off it. She didn’t make it six feet before his hands grabbed her feet and jerked her violently back. Drew rolled her over brutally, grinned down at her. The gold tooth winked insinuatingly.

      “You be nice, now,” he said commandingly, “and I’ll be nice. All right?”

      “Let me go!” Sarah said, still having trouble working air over her tangled up vocal cords.

      She was also having trouble believing what was happening.

      Had three men really entered the store and attacked her in broad daylight? Just a few minutes ago, she’d been counting change into Mrs. Farmington’s hand. A minute after that, she’d talked to her father, and then he’d left to have his mid-morning coffee over at the restaurant, probably with Joe Diamond, who ran a freighting business, and Melvin St. John, a mine owner and the president of the Silver City Town Council.

      Now she stared down in shock and disbelief as the gaunt-faced, snake-eyed man called Drew, who still had his hat on, leaned down to kiss her.

      She tried to scuttle back away from him, the rug painfully raking her, but he grabbed her legs and pulled her back toward him again.

      She winced as the rug burned her, a hot, stinging sensation that sent a shudder through every inch of her.

      “No!” she cried, desperately trying to fight him off, flailing her fists at him, the blows merely glancing off his shoulders. She was sobbing now, horrified.

      “I told you, Miss Mangham,” Drew said testily, grabbing her wrists, “you be nice to me, I’ll be nice to you. Okay? Can we do that or are you gonna make me mad?”

      “Let me go!” she cried, then tipped her head back to scream, “Marshal Tuck—”

      Drew slammed the back of his hand across her right cheek, cutting off the scream and throwing her hard against the floor. The room spun.

      She must have partly lost consciousness. Time seemed to have passed unnoticed when she realized what was happening to her.

      “Oh, my God!” she screamed aloud, and bawled, sobs racking her. “Noooooo!”
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      Sartain woke from a nap and rolled over on the canopied bed. The leather springs squawked beneath his weight.

      He turned to see that he was the only one in the bed and that the covers had been thrown back from the other side. He turned his head in the other direction to see the girl, Emmanuelle, sitting at her dressing table, slowly, luxuriously brushing her long, thick brown hair.

      She brushed it from the inside out, sort of flipping it back in the air behind her.

      She sat facing the table and the mirror, legs crossed, the black wrap pulled taut against her chest. She looked at Sartain in the mirror atop the table and smiled. “Bon jour, mon ami endormi.”

      Sartain knew enough French, albeit more Creole than pure, to know that she’d welcomed her “sleepy friend” to the afternoon. He glanced at the room’s single window, over which a gauzy pale curtain was drawn and through which the soft light of afternoon angled.

      Sartain ran a big hand down his face and smacked his lips, then tossed the covers back and dropped his bare feet to the floor. He yawned. “That was a nap. Boy, was it.” He yawned again. “I think you turned every muscle in this big ole body to warm mud, girl.”

      “I missed you,” she said in the mirror as she brushed her hair, tilting her head slightly and smiling one of those subtly radiant smiles of hers that grabbed a man in the nether regions. “I was jealous of any woman who might have visited you in your dreams.”

      “Don’t worry,” the Cajun said, getting to his feet and walking over to her, “I slept so hard I don’t think I dreamed about anything, much less any woman.” He leaned down and wrapped his arms around her. “But if I had dreamt, I would have dreamt of you, Emmanuelle.” He nuzzled her neck. “You’re special.”

      She set the brush down and reached up and behind her to wrap her arms around his neck. He slid his head around in front of her and kissed her. When he pulled away, she regarded him speculatively for a time one brown eye nearly crossing. “You are Mike Sartain, The Revenger,” she said.

      Sartain frowned.

      “Oui,” said Emmanuelle. “I have heard of you. You are in the newspapers sometimes, non? I have heard men speak of you. Especially certain...lawmen...who pass through Silver City from time to time and visit me.”

      “Ah.”

      Sartain straightened. He didn’t like that he’d acquired a reputation because it made it all the harder to follow his calling. But then, it would have been silly to think that after all the soldiers he’d killed—those who’d raped and murdered Jewel and shot her grandfather—and the other men he’d gone on to kill for those unable to do the deed themselves, he wouldn’t have acquired a reputation. He’d considered changing his name but nixed the idea. No hiding behind an alias for him.

      He just had to stay on his toes, which would have been a good idea even had he not become infamous. There were several bounties on his head, as well as an “unofficial” government sanction order, which was nothing more than a death warrant signed by the President of the United States.

      The Cajun walked over to the washstand and dropped the sponge into the water. As he washed, Emmanuelle came over and wrapped her arms around him from behind.

      “I think it is a noble what you do, Mike,” she said and pressed her lips to his back. “I admire you for helping those who can’t help themselves.”

      “Someone’s gotta do it.”

      “Oui,” Emmanuelle said. “Life is unjust at times. The law is often...impuissant. Impotent.”

      “You can say that again.”

      Emmanuelle sat on the bed and crossed her pretty legs as he dressed.

      “Are you here to help someone in Silver City, Mike?”

      “I thought I was,” The Revenger said, stepping into his denims. “Turned out I was wrong. Not everyone understands what I do.” Remembering Brian Mangham soured his mood. For some reason, he felt a pang of guilt for having turned the man down. For a rich man, Mangham had seemed vulnerable and pathetic, somehow.

      “That’s probably for the best. Things are complicated here. They may seem simple, mon cher, but that is the trick. Not everyone is as they seem.”

      “Which means Silver City is no different from any other place with a population of over, say, two.” Sartain kissed her forehead. “Let’s change the subject. It’s been a wonderful day, and I just wanna let my mind linger over it while I fetch me a drink and a big steak dinner then find a nice bed of warm hay near my horse.”

      “You can come back here.” Emmanuelle shook her crossed leg. “It is a slow time of the year, and most men around here can’t afford me.”

      “I’m afraid I fall into that category, darlin’.”

      Sartain checked the double-barreled derringer he always kept in his left vest pocket, attached by a gold chain to the dented Waterbury timepiece stowed in the opposite pocket. He wrapped his shell belt, LeMat, and Bowie knife around his waist.

      “Darn shame, too. I was just startin’ to enjoy myself.”

      “Irma might extend some credit,” she teased in a lilting singsong.

      “Don’t tempt me.” Sartain crouched to peck the girl’s ripe lips. “I’d best be movin’ on, but I’ll be back again sometime. You can count on that.”

      “You’d better!” she called to him as he walked to the door.

      He donned his hat, cast her a parting wink over his shoulder, and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Sartain walked out onto the hurdy-gurdy house’s front porch and fished out of his shirt pocket what he’d saved of the Cuban stogie he’d been given by Brian Mangham. He didn’t like the associations that went along with the expensive cigar, but he wasn’t one to waste a good smoke.

      As he poked the stogie into his mouth, he plucked a lucifer from his vest pocket. He was about to scrape the match to life on the porch rail but stopped when he saw the girl he assumed was Mangham’s daughter wrestling a corrugated tin washtub bristling with mining implements toward the mercantile’s open door.

      She was moving the porch-displayed inventory indoors in preparation for closing the shop for the day.

      A comely young lady, Sartain silently opined. Probably early twenties. She filled out her dress well, but there was a primness to the set of her lips, the soul in revolt against the body. Again, he moved the match toward the porch rail. The girl gave a yowl. It was followed by a dull thud. The Cajun stretched his gaze toward the mercantile once more.

      The girl had fallen, picks, shovels, and rakes tumbling down around her.

      “Crap!” Sartain said, flipping the unlit match away.

      He stuffed the cigar back into his pocket as he ran down the brothel’s steps and across the street, angling toward the mercantile. He dodged a horseback rider, then took the mercantile’s porch steps three at a time, reaching the girl just as Brian Mangham came out of the store in shirtsleeves, frowning curiously, a pencil in one hand and a ledger in the other.

      “Good Lord, Sarah!” the old man said. “I thought I heard a commotion out here. What happened?”

      Sartain dropped down beside her. She lay back on the porch floor, wincing and sort of writhing.

      “Oh, I was just clumsy, Poppa. I didn’t realize how heavy that tub of picks and shovels was.” Her voice was pinched. “I should have left it for Scott.”

      “Sarah!” This from the younger man striding out of the mercantile behind Mangham, wearing a green visor and sleeve garters, a pencil tucked behind his ear. His hands were ink-stained. Sandy-haired and freckle-faced, he appeared to be in his mid to late twenties. A family resemblance to the girl and old Mangham was obvious in the nose and the set of his eyes. “What on earth happened?”

      He squatted on the other side of Sarah from Sartain. She winced again and drew her right knee toward her belly as though she were more seriously injured than she appeared. Sartain was surprised to see that her lower lip was split and that her right eye was slightly discolored. He hadn’t noticed the marks when he’d seen her in the mercantile earlier that day.

      “Oh, I’m fine, Scott. I’m fine. I was just being silly again. I should have called for you to help me with the washtub. I didn’t realize how heavy it was. Got my clumsy feet tangled.”

      Sartain said, “Are you sure you’re all right, Miss Mangham?”

      She glanced at him, flushed briefly, sheepishly, and glanced away. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      Mangham said, “She got that split lip and black eye earlier. Told me she ran into the farm wagon we have hanging from the ceiling inside the mercantile. Hanging too low, obviously. Scott, we’re going to have to take that damn thing down tomorrow so neither your sister nor anyone else runs into it.”

      “Come on, Sarah,” Scott said. He was a clean-shaven young man with sensitive eyes and a refined demeanor. “Let me help you to your feet.”

      As Scott took the young lady’s arm and began helping her off the porch floor, Sarah winced again, her cheeks turning pale. She was definitely in pain.

      “Are you sure you didn’t break an ankle, Miss Mangham? Crack a rib? You don’t look so good. Maybe I should run and fetch a sawbones for you.”

      The girl turned to him, testy-eyed. “Thank you, whoever you are, but I assure you I don’t need a doctor. And I no longer require your assistance either.”

      Laughter sounded from across the street. Sartain turned to see four men standing outside a small log building called Berrigan’s Ale Bucket, gazing toward the mercantile.

      One of the men wore a star on his buckskin shirt. The others were similarly dressed in rough trail gear, complete with six-shooters bristling from holsters. The group was slightly obscured by the late afternoon shadows and wisps of blue smoke billowing down from the brick chimney jutting from the saloon’s ceiling.

      “Who are those men with Marshal Tucker?” Scott asked. “And what are they laughing at?”

      The town marshal turned away with a sheepish air, placing a hand on an arm of one of the other three men, encouraging him to turn him away as well. The man angrily jerked his arm out of the town marshal’s grip but turned and headed into the suds house.

      One by one, the others, still chuckling, turned away from the mercantile and followed the lawman into the saloon, batwings flapping into place behind them.

      Sartain glanced at Sarah Mangham. She was staring toward the saloon. Her eyes were hard, inscrutable. Her cheeks were again flushed, her pink lips pursed. The afternoon breeze brushed her dark-blond hair back from her cheeks as she continued to stare with what Sartain read as raw fury.

      He knew something about that emotion.

      “Do you know those men, Miss Mangham?” Sartain asked, curious.

      That broke her trance-like state. She turned to him with the same annoyed air as before and said sharply, “No, of course, I don’t.”

      “I don’t know what they or the marshal thinks is so funny about a young lady taking a tumble,” Brian Mangham said, “but Dan Tucker has never been known for his manners.” He took his daughter’s arm. “Come on, dear. Let’s get you inside. Scott and I will finish the closing chores for you. I think you’d better go in and lie down.”

      “Yes,” Sarah said, letting the old man lead her into the mercantile. “Perhaps I’d better. I must have hit my head when I fell. I’m a little dizzy.”

      When they were alone on the porch, Scott turned to Sartain with a curious air. “Who are you?”

      “Me?” The Revenger said, shrugging. “Nobody.”

      He drifted down the mercantile’s porch steps and strolled up the street, digging the half-smoked stogie out of his shirt pocket again. As he lit the cigar, he glanced at Berrigan’s Ale Bucket, hearing what sounded like the same four men laughing inside.
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      Sartain checked on his buckskin stallion, Boss, then found an eatery where a loquacious Chinaman fried him a steak that all by itself filled one entire serving platter.

      The big Cajun devoured the steak, a heaping portion of gravy-drenched mashed potatoes, and a sizable portion of green beans. He followed the main meal up with two slices of pumpkin pie buried in freshly whipped buttery cream.

      He left the eatery after shaking the talkative Chinaman’s hand and loosening his belts. A few minutes later, he found himself in the Gila River Saloon & Gambling Parlor sitting alone with a fresh bottle of whiskey. The place didn’t serve his favorite bourbon, Sam Clay, but few out-of-the-way places did. The whiskey wasn’t half-bad. At least it had a label, and that was an oddity this far out in the tall and uncut.

      The Revenger didn’t drink alone long. Several burly miners came in a half-hour after he did and enticed him into a game of stud poker. He hadn’t much liked the way his thoughts had turned while drinking alone, swerving as they had to the feeble and befuddled old Mangham and the man’s daughter, who Sartain could have sworn had run into something more on the order of the back of a man’s hand than any farm supply wagon hanging from the mercantile ceiling.

      Sartain didn’t want to think about the Manghams’ problems tonight. He’d turned down the old man’s request for help and that was that. Besides, Mangham was a man who could pay for help.

      Sartain enjoyed the low-stakes poker. He enjoyed the boisterous banter of his fellow card players even more. Three were Irishmen, and two were Germans, all big, wild-eyed, bearded men who loved to drink and, apparently, love and eat and pan for gold and silver.

      In that order.

      The more they drank, the more they quipped and told long, windy tales that they’d obviously relayed before, judging by the reactions of the other listeners. But Sartain hadn’t heard the stories, and he found them entertaining if not entirely believable, especially the one an Irishman told about getting caught in a cyclone while buffalo hunting along the Republican River in Colorado and waking up the next day in a roofless barn in Nebraska to two pretty blonde-headed barefoot Norwegian immigrant girls nursing him back to health with fresh milk from their cow.

      He’d married one of the girls, but left her after two years, having found out she was nothing more than “a caterwauling harpy just like her mother!”

      Tobacco smoke hung in a thick cloud aglow with lantern light over the gamblers’ table. A pretty full-hipped young brunette in a loose sackcloth blouse removed empty glasses and bottles from the table and replaced them with fresh—when she wasn’t being pinched or nuzzled by one of Sartain’s fellow card players, that was.

      About ten o’clock, the Cajun glanced around the room. He was disappointed to see Brian Mangham sitting at a corner table with two other men. Mangham and the other men—fellow businessmen, judging by their neat, conservative attire—were engaged in a serious conversation, one that apparently didn’t go Mangham’s way. About fifteen minutes after Sartain had first spied the man, the stage line and mercantile proprietor got up heavily from his seat, grabbed his cane and his hat, and yelled, “In that case, I’ll find another place to drink! I won’t drink anywhere near the likes of you two ungrateful sonsofbitches!”

      He stomped his foot, lost his balance, and almost fell before righting himself with his cane. He swung around, red-faced with fury as well as drink, and strode out the doors into the dark mountain night.

      The crowd’s din had lowered during the outburst but rose to its previous pitch after Mangham had left.

      The German sitting beside Sartain wagged his head sadly and said, “Ja, he’s seen better days, old Mangham. Poor scudder was one of the first Anglos to settle here, too.”

      Sartain had been about to ask the man, Gunther Becker, what he’d meant by “seen better days,” but then someone nudged him to raise or call and he got busy trying to fill in a straight. But Mangham’s outburst haunted him for the next hour he remained in the gambling parlor, drinking, smoking, and losing the little bit of money he won until he finally broke even, folded, and excused himself around eleven.

      He walked along a crooked side street that climbed a low hill. The town was spread out across many such cedar-stippled rises. A thick, stooped figure stumbled out of a little dimly-lit saloon just ahead and to Sartain’s left. The man’s spectacles glinted in the watering hole’s lantern light.

      The Cajun slowed, scowling.

      The moonless night was dark, but Sartain thought he recognized the short, thick, lumpy figure of Brian Mangham, complete with cane, bowler hat, and uncertain gait. What made the man’s gait even more uncertain tonight was that he obviously had a few under his belt.

      He limped off ahead of Sartain, heading in the same direction as the Cajun.

      Christ.

      Sartain let the man get a ways ahead of him and then continued walking slower than usual, not wanting to overtake him. Mangham slowed his pace even more as he neared the top of the next hill. Sartain could hear the older man’s ragged breathing.

      “Don’t die here,” Sartain muttered under his breath. “That’s all I need.”

      Sartain stopped suddenly when a shadow lurched out of a break between two buildings. Another shadow followed, both shadows darting toward the wider shadow of Mangham.

      “Grab him,” said one of the shadows quietly but urgently.

      “Hey! Hey!” Mangham said shrilly, throwing up his arms.

      Sartain heard the man’s cane clatter to the ground. The two leaner shadows drew the thick shadow into the break between the two small adobe buildings that shone pale in the wan starlight.

      Mangham screamed, and there was the sharp smack of a fist hitting a cheek.

      Mangham yowled.

      “Hey!” Sartain bounded into a run as he continued to hear the sounds of fists hammering flesh—naked flesh, flesh clad in broadcloth or wool.

      Sartain leaped into the break between the adobes and grabbed the first of the three shadows he saw crouching over the shadow of Mangham. There was the shadow of a battered Stetson on this man’s head.

      “Who the...” cried the gent a half-second before the Cajun swung the man around and hammered his jaw with a hard right cross.

      As that man dropped, Sartain grabbed another one by his shirt collar and pulled him up from where he’d been smashing old Mangham’s face with both fists. He buried his fist in this gent’s belly, then pummeled each temple with right and left crosses. The man jerked to his right, then to his left. Then he stumbled backward, grabbing his head in his hands and mewling.

      The third man jumped on Sartain’s back, whooping wildly, and levering his right arm back hard on The Revenger’s throat. Sartain stumbled back with the man still on his back. The man had a stubborn grip. Sartain couldn’t draw a breath, and the two pale adobes wheeled around him as his brain begged for oxygen.

      Finally, the Cajun wheeled and whipped the man against one of the adobe walls. He heard the cracking thud of the man’s head hitting the wall and the man’s grip gave. Sartain ran him up hard against the wall once more, and the man slipped off The Revenger’s back to the ground.

      He rolled and moaned.

      Sartain slammed his right boot into the man’s ribs. The man yelped and flew onto his back, where he resumed moaning, though not as loudly as before.

      Sartain looked around. The other two were down. It was hard to tell in the darkness between buildings, but they appeared down for the count. Sartain turned to where Mangham was half-sitting up against one of the walls, grunting and groaning as he clutched his arms to his bulging belly.

      “Can you stand?” The Revenger asked him.

      The old man gulped air and said in a raspy, barely audible voice, “I’m...not sure.”

      Sartain crouched, wrapped an arm around the man’s back, and straightened, lifting the oldster as he gained his feet. Mangham sighed and fell back, passing out.

      “Crap,” Sartain said.

      He pulled the old man up by both arms, crouched deeply, and drew Mangham up and over his right shoulder. Stumbling under the old man’s considerable dead weight, he strode out of the alley and looked around. He could see the lights of what appeared a large house at the top of the hill.

      Maybe Mangham’s place.

      Grunting with the effort, he climbed to the top of the hill and swerved onto the circular drive that curved up in front of a two-story adobe house with a broad front gallery. A buggy shed sat off to the left of the house. Most of the first-story windows were lit as was a large glass lamp bracketed to the front wall near the door.

      As Sartain mounted the gallery’s steps, a shadow moved in a nearby window. Curtains jostled, then the front door clicked and squawked open.

      Sarah Mangham stepped out wearing a simple gray skirt and a man’s overlarge plaid shirt with the tails out, the big sleeves rolled up her arms. Her hair was down. “Oh, my God—is...is he...”

      “No,” Sartain said with a grunt as the girl stepped back so he could carry the old man over the threshold and into the house.

      “What happened?”

      “I caught three fellas working him over just down the hill a ways. Where do you want him?”

      Sarah pointed toward a door on the left side of a large, crowded but comfortably appointed parlor with a fire snapping in a brick hearth. Sartain crossed the carpeted room behind Sarah, who pushed the door open and stepped into the room, pointing at a large bed under a gold-framed ambrotype photo of a young man in a neat suit and a young woman in a wedding gown clutching a bouquet of wildflowers.

      Sartain eased Brian Mangham down onto the bed. The man groaned, shook his head and ground the heel of his right shoe into the bedding.

      “Poppa!” Sarah cried, crouching over the bed and brushing the tip of a quivering finger over the gash in the man’s mouth. Both eyes were swelling shut, and he had another cut high on his left cheek. “Oh, dear God! What did they do to you?”

      “Shall I fetch the doctor, Miss Mangham?”

      “No, no. I’ll be all right,” Mangham croaked out, stretching his lips back from his teeth. His glasses were gone. He must have lost them between the adobes. “No sawbones. I’m just sore. Nothing’s broken, I don’t think.”

      He was holding a hand against the ribs on his left side.

      Sarah slid his hand away and probed her father’s side with her fingers. “Is this where it hurts?”

      “Yes!” Mangham intoned, lifting his head up off the pillow. “Please, Sarah, leave me be. I’ll be all right. I just need some rest, is all.”

      Sarah shook her head stubbornly. “You need a doctor, Poppa. You might have broken ribs.”

      “I can’t afford a doct...” Mangham let his voice trail off. The front door had closed and foot thuds sounded, crossing the parlor floor.

      Sartain closed his hand over his LeMat but left the gun in the leather when he saw Sarah’s brother Scott poke his bowler-hatted head into the room, frowning curiously. “What’s going on?”

      He looked at Sartain, and his frown deepened. He saw his father on the bed, and his expression turned to terror. “Poppa! What in the devil...”

      “Scott, fetch Doc Miller. Someone roughed up Poppa!”

      “Oh, my God!”

      “Scott, he’s going to be all right, but I want the doctor to take a look at him. Hurry!”

      The young man, maybe a couple of years older than his sister, hesitated, then retreated haltingly to the door, wheeled, and strode back in the direction from which he’d come. The front door slammed.

      “This is frustrating,” Mangham said. “I don’t need a doctor. I just need a shot of brandy. Sarah, fetch the decanter, please.”

      The young woman left the room, leaving Sartain alone with Mangham.

      “Who were they?” the Cajun wanted to know.

      “Thugs, obviously.”

      “Why were they roughing you up, Mangham?”

      The businessman glared up at The Revenger through pain-wracked eyes. “Look, Mr. Sartain, I appreciate your help tonight, but you made your position clear. So if you’ll excuse me, I’m in no mood or condition for polite conversation.”

      Sarah returned with a cut-glass decanter and a brandy snifter. She splashed liquor into the glass. Mangham took it in a quivering hand, lifted his head off the bed, and threw back the brandy in two deep gulps.

      He gave the glass back to his daughter. “More.”

      Sartain glanced at the girl. When she’d splashed more brandy into the snifter, she turned to the Cajun, studied him skeptically, and said haltingly, “Thank you for your help, Mister...”

      “Sartain.”

      Running his fingers pensively around the brim of his hat, which he held down in front of his belly, he turned away from the Manghams and left the room. He went to the front door, donned his hat, and placed his hand on the doorknob. He thought for a moment as he stared at the door then released the knob and returned to the parlor.

      He slacked down into a rocking chair, hooking his hat on a knee. Sarah stayed with her father until Scott returned with a tall, frumpy-looking, older man wearing a heavy brown sweater and dress slacks and carrying a black leather medical kit. He wore no hat and his thick, gray hair was mussed, as though he’d been lounging comfortably around his home before Scott had summoned him.

      Neither man said anything to Sartain as they crossed the parlor to Mangham’s room.

      Shortly, Sarah came out alone, leaving the sawbones and Scott in the room with her father.

      Looking haunted, Sarah set the brandy decanter and empty snifter down on a low, round table beside an upholstered armchair. She didn’t seem to see Sartain as she walked to a settee and sat down on it, leaning forward and hugging herself as if deeply chilled.

      “What happened?” Sartain asked her.

      While she hadn’t acknowledged his presence in the parlor with so much as a glance, she didn’t seem surprised that he was still in the house. Even now, she didn’t look at him. She lowered her gaze to the floor and said woodenly, “You know what happened. Someone attacked Poppa.”

      “I mean to you.”

      Now she looked at him. She wasn’t a good liar. “What are you talking about?”

      “The black eye, the split lip, the way you move.” Sartain shook his head. “They paid you a visit first, didn’t they, Miss Mangham? Earlier today.”

      She looked at him again, her hazel eyes vaguely incredulous. Her lips parted slightly.

      Then she broke down in tears.
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      A dam had given way in Sarah Mangham.

      She buried her face in her lap and cried, closing her arms over her head as though she wanted to hide from the world. Sartain wasn’t sure what to do. She continued to cry. He sat in the rocking chair regarding her helplessly.

      Finally, he rose stiffly and walked over to her.

      He’d merely placed a hand on her shoulder, however, when she lurched away from him, throwing up an arm and screaming, “No!”

      She leaned far back away from him, eyes wide and horrified as a trapped animal’s.

      The bedroom door opened and Scott Mangham lurched out, looking incredulous. “What’s going on?”

      Sarah stared at Sartain, then blinked and turned to her brother. “Nothing. I’m sorry. Everything’s fine, Scott.” She brushed tears from her cheeks with the backs of her hands.

      Scott said something to the men behind him, then stepped out of the room, closed the door, and moved quickly to his sister, the same incredulous scowl on his harried face. “Sarah?” He looked at The Revenger. “What did you do, Mister?”

      “Nothing,” Sarah said, staring at Sartain. “He didn’t do anything. I was...I was being silly.”

      Sartain stared down at her for a time.

      Scott knelt beside his sister and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “It’s all right, sis. Poppa’s going to be just fine.”

      He looked up at Sartain and said crisply, “We’re much obliged for what you did for our father, sir, but perhaps you’d better go.”

      Sartain stared down at Sarah Mangham. He wasn’t seeing Mangham’s daughter, however. He was seeing his lover lying dead in the rocks and cactus around Jewel’s and her grandfather’s crude stone prospector’s shack in the Arizona desert.

      Jewel had been raped by the soldiers who later paid dearly for their transgressions.

      “Didn’t you hear me?” Scott said. “I asked you to leave, mister. Perhaps I need to fetch Marshal Tucker...”

      “Scott, please,” Sarah said. “He didn’t do anything. I was just...”

      Sartain donned his hat and strode to the door. He glanced back once more at Sarah and her brother. They regarded him curiously. Sartain opened the door and went out.

      He strode back down the trail that led into the heart of Silver City. Stars washed across the firmament. Silhouetted hills bristling with cedars and the bulky shapes of small cabins rose and fell around him. The autumn breeze shepherded fallen leaves around his boots.

      The cool, metallic night air was touched with the mélange of cinnamon, cedar smoke, and sage.

      The Revenger’s brain didn’t register any of this. He saw only Jewel’s face transposed over Sarah Mangham’s.

      Where did battered men go?

      Usually, they slunk off looking for something to dull their pain and a place to lick their wounds.

      A saloon.

      Several were still open. None of the first ones Sartain checked had much for clientele. He saw none of the men he was looking for. He had a general idea of what they looked like. They were probably the same men who’d been laughing with the lawman earlier, standing outside the alehouse. He’d know for sure when he found them; they’d all be sporting the Cajun’s markings.

      When Sartain had peered over the batwings of one more saloon and saw only two bored whores looking all dressed up with no one to entertain and one Mexican snoring with his head on a table, he headed for the alehouse. His journey ended there.

      He peered over the batwings. His heartbeat slowed while the burn inside grew to a white heat just behind his heart. The only customers in the small, crudely appointed watering hole were three men looking worse for the wear and the lawman who’d been laughing with them earlier. The lawman stood at the bar that ran along the room’s left wall. He was laughing now too.

      He held a half-filled shot glass as he stood with his back to the bar. He was facing the three men sitting at a table halfway down the room, tending their cuts and bruises with cloths moistened from a tin wash pan on the table before them. Apparently, they found little to laugh at. They cursed and groaned and flexed their injured limbs as though trying to assess the extent of the damage.

      They were also throwing drinks back as though the stuff would no longer be brewed after midnight.

      “Who was the son of a bitch?” the lawman asked, laughing and tipping his mug to his mouth once more. “You get a look at him before he stomped the crap out of both ends?”

      “His name is Sartain,” said the Cajun as he stepped through the batwings, hooking his thumbs behind his cartridge belt.

      The doors clattered into place behind him.

      The lawman dropped his shot glass, which shattered on the floor near his boots. “Oh, crap.”

      The three men jerked their startled gazes to the big shaggy-headed Cajun standing in the doorway. Two sat facing each other to each side of the table. One sat on the far side of the table, facing Sartain. He was lean and sallow-cheeked, with hard blue eyes set too close together and too deep in their sockets. They gave his head a skull-like look. One gold front tooth shone between his slightly parted lips.

      Both of his temples were badly bruised, and there was a long cut inside the bruise on the left one.

      He was Drew Jurgens from Mandan in the Dakota Territory. The Cajun had run into the outlaw before in Deadwood. They’d played cards with five or six others. There’d been no confrontation then, although something had caused The Revenger to see one in their future.

      Sartain didn’t recognize the men to the left and right of Jurgens.

      The man on the left resembled Jurgens except for a thick red mustache. The one on the right was short and bull-necked, and he’d lost the tip of his right ear. The lawman was maybe thirty, even-featured and brown-haired. He might have been handsome except for the perpetual sneer in his eyes and on his lips. Also, one eye was cast off-center, away from his nose, giving him a dim-witted look.

      He’d closed his hand over the walnut grip of the Bisley revolver thonged low on his right thigh.

      “Go ahead,” Sartain told him mildly, closing his own right hand over the pearl grip of his big silver-plated LeMat. He put some steel into his voice as he added, “Pull it. Pull it fast or pull it slow and set it on the bar behind you. Your choice. You have three seconds.”

      The lawman stared at Sartain, lazy eye twitching nervously.

      “Hold on,” he said, then slowly slid the Bisely from its holster and set it on the bar behind him, beside a small tin beer bucket.

      A swarthy bartender stepped back away from the bar, holding his hands wide as though to indicate he wanted no part of any ugliness.

      “’Dangerous Dan,’ huh?” snarled Jurgens. “You chicken-livered son of a bitch!”

      Dangerous Dan flushed as he kept his gaze on Sartain. “He’s got the drop on you, fellas. I suggest you don’t do nothin’ stupid. I’m dangerous in the right situation. This ain’t that situation.”

      The thick man to the right slid his own chair back abruptly, rose, and faced Sartain. One eye was swollen shut, and he had several deep cuts and bruises on his cheeks. “What the hell’s your cut o’ this, Mister? What difference is it to you if we work over that old scudder?”

      “That’s not the only reason I’m here.”

      They all stared at Sartain, their eyes vaguely sheepish and nervous.

      Jurgens glanced at the other man sitting at the table. “Are you in this, Sugar, or you gonna go yellow like Dangerous Dan there?”

      Sugar looked indecisive. His eyes were like little brown rats jerking around in tiny cages.

      “Sugar doesn’t have any choice,” Sartain said. “He’s in this, all right.”

      Dangerous Dan pointed at him angrily. “Now, that’s against the law! You shoot men who don’t draw on you, that’s murder! That’s an execution!”

      Sartain jerked the LeMat out and up, simultaneously flicking the lever that engaged the twelve-gauge shotgun barrel and aiming the big popper toward Dangerous Dan. The town marshal screamed, threw his hands up as though to shield himself, and hurled himself onto the floor beside the bar.

      Sartain blew Dangerous Dan’s beer bucket to smithereens.

      The blast made the entire room jump.

      It also made the third man, Sugar, leap out of his chair.

      Screaming, he clawed both his Smith & Wesson .44s from their holsters. He didn’t get them half-raised before Sartain’s LeMat leaped and roared again, this time flinging .44-caliber lead from the main barrel. The first bullet punched into Sugar’s brisket, throwing him back into both the table and the chair.

      The second shot thumped into Jurgen’s left shoulder. He gave a shrill oath.

      Simultaneous with the shouted epithet, the third bullet plowed through the bull-necked man’s lower left side, causing his own triggered lead to screech wide of Sartain and plunk through a window with the sound of a single note from a wind chime.

      The bull-necked man stumbled backward, unsheathing another popper.

      Sartain’s LeMat spoke again, and the thick man triggered his second pistol through the toe of his own right boot. Shrieking, he fell over a chair, hit the floor, and rolled.

      Jurgens had fallen, but now he bounded to his feet, firing his second pistol from a crouch, barking curses through gritted teeth. The bullets stitched the air around Sartain before The Revenger calmly aimed and fired, punching two fresh holes in Jurgens’s chest and throwing him straight back into the room’s shadows.

      “Dammit!” Jurgens cried, raising a foot and dropping it to the floor with a boom. “Son of thunder!”

      Sartain turned to where Dangerous Dan lay on the floor, arms crossed over his head. The lawman lay face-down, taut as piano wire. He turned his head and opened one eye. When he saw the Cajun’s smoking LeMat aimed at him, he closed his eye and pointed his nose straight down at the floor again.

      “Good boy,” Sartain said.

      Quickly, he reloaded the LeMat, letting the empty shell casings clink to the floor around his boots.

      Moving forward, he looked at the bull-necked man who, mewling loudly, rolled from side to side, holding his wounded right boot in the air. Blood dribbled from the hole in the toe. Sartain casually extended the LeMat and finished the man with a bullet through the underside of his chin, spewing brains out the top of his head.

      Sartain kicked chairs aside as he made his way back into the shadows and stood over Jurgens, who lay staring straight up at him through pain-wracked eyes. His chest was a bloody mess. Blood dribbled down from the right corner of his mouth.

      Wetly, he said, “What’s...what’s your cut o’ this, you crazy scudder?”

      “You raped her.”

      Jurgens just stared at him. “So what?”

      “That’s why you’re dying. Work it through. You’ll get it.”

      “Ah, go diddle yourself.”

      “Who sicced you on her, you worthless cur? Who sicced you on Mangham?”

      “Go diddle yourself.”

      Sartain crouched and poked the LeMat’s barrel into one of the blood-gushing holes in Jurgen’s chest.

      Jurgens jerked as though he’d been struck by lightning, wailing.

      “How hard you wanna die?” Sartain asked him.

      Bawling like a weak child, Jurgens said, “Creed! Luther Creed sent us! Oh, for mercy sakes, pull it out! Pull it out!”

      Sartain pulled the LeMat out of the hole and blew a finishing hole through Jurgen’s forehead.

      “Who’s Creed?” The Revenger asked, turning toward Dangerous Dan.

      But the town marshal was no longer on the floor. The batwings were flapping in his wake.

      Sartain looked around for the swarthy barman. He’d lit a shuck as well.

      Peppery gun smoke hung like cobwebs in the lantern-lit room, torn by a breeze that blew dead leaves in under the batwings.

      Sartain holstered the LeMat.

      Luther Creed.
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      Dangerous Dan Tucker ran along the dark street, his pistol in his hand.

      At a cross street, he stopped and glanced back over his shoulder. A shadow moved back there along the opposite side of the street maybe fifty or sixty yards away. Light from the rising moon flashed off the big pistol holstered on Sartain’s right thigh.

      At least, Dangerous Dan thought it must have been the moonlight on the pistol. Or maybe his mind was just so fixated on the pistol that he was imagining things.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      Christ, Dangerous Dan had never seen a man fire a weapon so coldly, calmly, quickly, and assuredly. The man hadn’t missed a single shot. Drew Jurgens, J.W. Stacy, and Milo “Sugar” McCallister had gone down like ducks on a millpond.

      They’d been no slouches, either. All three were known as hired guns you did not cross.

      Christ.

      Sartain. The man known as The Revenger.

      Dangerous Dan had read about him in the papers. He’d also seen his likeness on several wanted circulars the feds had sent him. Uncle Sam was offering two thousand dollars for the man’s head.

      Two thousand dollars.

      Dangerous Dan had once hauled in that much cash when he was robbing stagecoaches for a living, but it hadn’t lasted long. He’d been young and foolish. Money had slipped through his fingers like rain from a downpour. Now if he made that much cash, he’d hold onto it. Maybe invest in a business of some kind. A saloon or a livery barn, say. Maybe he’d put it into a mine.

      He had to think about his future.

      Two thousand dollars.

      Working as a lowly town marshal, he’d have to toil for years and years to even come close to bringing in that much dinero, and by then he’d probably end up backshot by some drunk staggering out of a whorehouse high on love and opium, or “midnight oil,” as the drug was more widely known.

      No point in thinking about that now. Not yet. Not tonight. The Revenger had blood on his mind. Besides, Dangerous Dan had other things he needed to do tonight...

      He had to think about his future.

      He turned left down the cross street, running hard, the chill night breeze raking his lungs like sandpaper. A low wood-frame shack sat on the street’s right side, framed by two Ponderosa pines. A neat stack of split stove wood stood along the front wall to the right of the door. Dan had split and stacked the wood himself.

      Mercy Blevins always laid in a good supply of wood to get her through the chilly Silver City winter. Smoke rippled from the chimney pipe rising from the bedroom addition off the shack’s rear.

      Dangerous Dan cast another cautious glance back toward the main street. Spying no movement back there, he ran at a crouch toward the shack’s small front stoop. A long sign stretched over the stoop announced WESTERN UNION TELEGRAPH AND U.S. MAIL. Dangerous Dan flipped the steel and leather latch and shoved the door wide, stepping inside, then quickly closing the door behind him.

      Leaves had scuttled in around his boots.

      He winced at the leaves. Mercy kept a neat place. She’d give him hell for that.

      “Mercy?” he called softly into the shack’s darkness, which was rife with the smell of the telegraph woman’s supper—meat and gravy. He could see no light emanating from her personal quarters toward the rear. It was a cold night. Mercy often turned in early on cold nights.

      Dangerous Dan gave a caustic chuff.

      He strode past a cold potbelly stove, an ancient upholstered armchair with a book propped under one leg, and the telegrapher’s cage. He pushed through the curtain to Mercy’s private quarters and was met by a wave of warm, dry, smoky air.

      “Mercy?”

      He saw the umber glow of a lamp turned low. A gun hammer clicked back. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light embedded in shadows, he saw the gun aimed at him from the bed to the left of the lamp propped on an upended fruit crate.

      A woman’s deep voice, taut with anger, said, “It better be damned good, whoever you are. I was deep asleep and havin’ one o’ the best dreams I’ve had in a month of Sundays!”

      “Mercy, for God sakes, it’s Dan. Put the gun down, you crazy bitch!”

      The gun clicked again as the hammer was depressed. The revolver’s rust-mottled barrel rose and slid sideways to reveal a round, pudgy, blunt-nosed face, ever so vaguely feminine below a red knitted night sock. “Danny?”

      “Put the gun down!”

      Mercy set the old Remington conversion on the crate beside the lamp and sat up straighter on the bed, scowling at the man walking toward her down the short low-ceilinged hall. “What’re you doin’ here so late, Danny boy? You know you’re liable to get beefed, skulkin’ around ole Mercy’s quarters after dark on such a cold damn night.”

      The woman’s voice grew shriller, more grieved. “I was havin’ the best dream I’ve had in years, too!” She punched the mattress beside her.

      “Oh, yeah?” Dangerous Dan stopped at the foot of the wood-frame bed and grinned. “What were you dreamin’ about?”

      Mercy Blevins wrinkled her brows. “Just you never mind!” A seedy smile shone through the admonishing glower. “Suffice it to say the scudder wasn’t no Nancy, I’ll give him that!”

      Dan chuckled. Mindful of why he was here, he glanced behind him as though expecting The Revenger to have followed him into the telegrapher’s shack.

      Turning back to Mercy, he gestured urgently. “Come on! Come on! Get up! I got a message you gotta send down to Socorro, Mercy!”

      Mercy had dropped her heavy legs over the edge of her bed. Clad in a long striped flannel nightshirt, the stout middle-aged woman was blinking and yawning and smacking her lips. “Oh, Christ. I ain’t open for business, Dan. I was havin’ the best dream of the past six lonely years!”

      “I know, I know. You done said he wasn’t no Nancy.” Dan grabbed her arm and began pulling her to her feet. “But I got somethin’ important to send down to Socorro. Way more important than your well-hung soldier!”

      “He was a prince! A tall Russian prince! And he was a gentleman!”

      “All right, more important than your tall, well-hung, gentleman-like Russian prince! Come on, Mercy, dammit! I don’t have all night!”

      “Oh, stop tuggin’ on my arm—you’re gonna pull it right out of its socket, damn you, Danny! I gotta grab my robe and slippers. I’m an old person! Oh, dear, it’s awful cold and late to be roused from such a rare and wonderful dream!” the woman whined.

      Dangerous Dan stepped back, fidgeting impatiently and glancing back toward the front of the place. “You can get back to your prince just as soon as you send the telegram.”

      “If he’s still there!”

      Mercy pushed up from her creaky bed, ambled past a small potbelly stove breathing and creaking in a corner, and grabbed a red velvet gown with a rabbit-fur collar off a wall hook. She slid her pudgy feet into a pair of rabbit-skin slippers and, groaning miserably, followed Dan back through the curtain and into the telegrapher’s main office.

      She pushed through the flimsy wooden door into the cage and turned to place a hand on Dangerous Dan’s chest. “No, just me! It’s against Western Union regulations for anyone to be back here but the operator!”

      “Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Mercy. Do you see any Western Union folks lurkin’ around in here this evening?”

      “Rules are rules!”

      Dan threw his hands up in defeat. “All right, all right!”

      When the old woman had gotten a lamp lit, she slid a manila telegraph request pad through the cage with a pencil. “Fill that out as legibly as you can. The harder you make it for me to read, the harder it will be for me to key, thus the longer it will take for me to send.”

      “Oh, Christ, Mercy, can’t I just tell you what I want you to send? It’s real short!”

      “Western Union needs a written record of every transaction. Rules are rules. If you don’t wanna follow ‘em, I’ll be headin’ back to my prince!”

      Dangerous Dan cursed, picked up the pencil, wet the tip on his tongue, and carefully penciled his missive to Luther Creed, New Mexico Territory.

      JURGENS, STACY, MACALLISTER ALL DEAD

      WARNING!!!!

      REVENGER ON THE WAY

      (Signed)

      DANGEROUS DAN TUCKER, MARSHAL, SILVER CITY, NEW MEX. TERR.

      He tore the page from the book and passed it through the cage to the yawning Mercy, who donned a pair of round wire-rimmed spectacles to read it, running her pudgy index finger under each word as she went along.

      Dan impatiently tapped his pencil on the counter. “Just send it, Mercy. Just send the damn thing!”

      Mercy looked at him through the cage. “Who is this Revenger fella?”

      “Trouble, Mercy,” Dan said. “Trouble!”

      “Oh, Dan,” Mercy said, pursing her thin lips at him sympathetically from the other side of the telegrapher’s cage. “I see now why you’re such a nervous Nelly this evening. Someone’s killed your friends! But what does Creed have to do with this? Danny, I told you to stay clear of that man!”

      “Consarn it, Mercy, that man is rich. I gotta think about my future! Now, will you...”

      Dangerous Dan let his voice trail off as the old woman held up a placating hand and turned to her key. Sitting down before it, she went to work, making it clatter. As she did, Dan walked over to a window and parted the curtains.

      The lawman sucked a sharp breath and pulled his head back away from the window. He slid his Bisley from its holster, and, clicking the hammer back, edged another cautious glance around the window frame, and gazed out into the street.

      A figure stood in front of the old assayer’s building. A big man, judging by his silhouette. He was leaning against an awning support post. The white patches of his pinto vest shone in the shadows. The coal of a cigar shone burnt orange as the man who could only be Sartain raised it to his lips and drew on it.

      Dangerous Dan could see the pale smoke billowing around the man’s head in the darkness. A breeze blew leaves around The Revenger’s feet.

      The key stopped clattering.

      Mercy’s chair barked across the rough wooden floor.

      She looked through her cage and removed her spectacles, frowning. “Dan, what’re you doing over there?”

      “Shh!” Dangerous Dan waved urgently to her. “Step back, Mercy! He’ll see you!”

      “Who’ll see me?” Mercy said, stepping back into the shadows and turning the lamp low.

      Dangerous Dan edged another look out the window. Sartain no longer stood in front of the assayer’s office. The only movement was the leaves blowing this way and that in the chill, chaotic wind.

      “Nobody,” Dangerous Dan said, suddenly feeling smug as he imagined the two-thousand-dollar check he’d soon be cashing. That and likely a sizable reward Luther Creed would bestow upon him as well, along with a great amount of favor. Creed was a powerful man, and Dangerous Dan knew what side his bread was buttered on.

      “Just a man I’m gonna kill. That’s all,” he said.

      He turned to the old woman staring through the cage at him and grinned. “That’s all, Momma.”

      “Oh, son,” Mercy said. “Don’t you go diggin’ a hole you can’t climb out of now, you hear?”

      Dangerous Dan scowled at her. He doffed his hat in frustration and batted it against his thigh. “Do you think that just once you could show just a little confidence in your only child?”

      Mercy clucked and ambled out of the cage.

      She moved over to Dangerous Dan, wrapped her arms around him, and pressed her cheek against his chest. Dan wrapped his arms around Mercy’s thick body and sucked back an anxious sob.

      “You wanna stay here with ole Mercy tonight, Danny?” the woman asked him.

      Dangerous Dan drew a ragged breath. He stared at her pensively. “What about your prince?”

      Mercy looked up at him and smiled. “I got my prince right here.”

      She pinched his cheeks, rose on her tiptoes to peck his lips, then took his hand and led him back through the curtained doorway.
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      The hand-painted sign leaning against the front wall of the undertaker’s adobe-brick shack read:

      
        
        FELLOW CHILDREN OF GOD, WILL YOU PLEESE CONTRIBUTE TO THE PLANTING OF THESE POOR FORESAKEN SOULS? IF NOT THERE GONNA STAY HERE AND ROT!

      

      

      Walking home at noon for lunch and to check on her injured father, Sarah Mangham had stopped to stare at the bodies in the plain pine caskets leaning up against the undertaker’s shack like so many had before. The sign was the same one that Wilbur Sanchez had used to beg money for the tending and burial of other men—and sometimes women—who had no families to provide for them in their final hour of need.

      The undertaker’s shop was on Sarah’s way home, so she often found herself studying the dead men who’d found themselves propped here. She did not think there was anything wrong with ogling dead men...and sometimes dead women. We were all of dust, after all, and who could not be both horrified and fascinated by examples of how we will all end up?

      She’d always rather enjoyed Wilbur Sanchez’s sign as well. It was a half-genuine request for money, half-threat. In the past, dogs had been known to tear off limbs from bodies that had lain there too long and deposit them in the yards or on the doorsteps of their horrified owners or their owners’ equally horrified neighbors.

      The stench from bodies that had putrefied in the summer sunshine could water the eyes of Silver City citizens from blocks away. From a half a mile away when the wind was right.

      A battered Stetson that had belonged to one of the dead men had been nailed crown-down on the deacon’s bench near the sign flanking the caskets. Already in the hat were several coins and one silver certificate.

      Sarah smiled.

      Not at the money in the hat, but at the three dead men displayed here side by side.

      The one in the worst shape was the man who’d forced himself on her first the other day in the storage room behind the mercantile. He’d been badly beaten, and there were several holes in his naked chest. The blood had been washed away, clearly revealing puckered blue wounds the size of nickels. There was another wound beneath his chin.

      His head was canted slightly to one side and down. It looked very light, as though everything inside it had been blown away. His gold tooth shone between his slightly parted lips.

      His eyes were a dull eggshell white behind half-closed lids.

      Sarah felt her burning anger relieved by a hard edge of satisfaction. Her jaw hardened as she clenched her fists at her sides and sneered, “I hope I was worth it, you sorry scudder.”

      She glanced at the other two men, both sightlessly staring into the distance beyond her. One had a look of horror on his stiff, twisted features. Sarah felt her mouth corners quirk with appreciation. She found herself looking around as though for the man responsible for her dead ravagers.

      She’d heard no official word on who’d killed them.

      But she knew.

      She playfully kicked a small rubber ball that some boy had left here on the boardwalk. Boys playing hooky from school especially appreciated Mr. Sanchez’s grisly displays. Sarah sauntered on up the street, feeling light and fresh and...what?

      Avenged.

      The feeling was no less poignant for all the years she’d been told by church ministers to turn the other cheek.

      Let them turn the other cheek after they’d been gang-raped.

      Sarah continued home and upstairs to her father’s room. She tapped lightly on the door. There was a raking sigh, and then Brian Mangham grumbled in a weary, impatient tone, “Come in.”

      “How are you feeling, Poppa?” Sarah frowned and looked around. “Where’s Mrs. Lonetree? She was supposed to be looking after you today.”

      Edna Lonetree was the Mangham’s nearest neighbor. She’d been married to a Ute who’d run away with the family’s cache of gold dust several years ago, leaving Edna alone to raise her goats and two half-breed children in a shack in a little aspen copse about a hundred yards south of the Mangham place.

      The half-breed children were gone. One had been shot robbing a Las Cruces bank. The other was in prison in Arizona. Edna lived alone. Some believed her a witch, for she rarely bathed and wore her grizzled hair clear down past her wide hips that were clad in dyed dresses sewn from animal hides and sackcloth. She often wove small animal bones into her hair.

      She was repeatedly seen dancing alone in her yard around large bonfires.

      “I sent her home.” Mangham peered over the book he was reading. He was propped up by his pillows. “I grew tired of her infernal belching, and that pipe was about to asphyxiate me.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I have three broken ribs.”

      “That’s not surprising,” Sarah said, walking over and placing a hand on her father’s forehead to check for fever. “The doctor said you have three broken ribs.”

      “And that’s how I feel. Loads and loads of work to do, on the verge of bankruptcy, and I’m sitting here, helpless...with three broken ribs.”

      “How’s the book?”

      Mangham slammed the heavy tome. “Too much description of whaling implements. If I wanted to know how to whale, I’d find a manual. I thought I was reading an adventure story!”

      “You’re just foul because you’re hungry. I will remedy that situation straightaway!” Sarah said, heading for the door.

      “Sarah, honey?”

      She stopped at the door, half-turned back toward her father. “Yes, Poppa?”

      “Your mood...it’s changed. Yesterday, you seemed distracted. Depressed. Today you seem light and full of joy...despite what happened to your dear old pa,” Mangham added dryly, regarding his daughter curiously over his sagging spectacles.

      Sarah smiled. “The men who so badly abused you are taking some sun out in front of Sanchez’s shop, Poppa.” She shrugged and frowned. “And...I don’t know. I just feel...optimistic about the future. Don’t ask me why exactly, but I do.”

      She cast her father another smile, blew him a kiss, and went downstairs to prepare a lunch of tomato soup and a grilled cheese sandwich. She delivered it along with his pain medication and waited while he ate. When he finished, she fluffed his pillows, poured him a brandy to help him sleep, and then took his tray downstairs.

      She was about to pump water into the sink and wash the dirty dishes when she glanced out the window and saw the arroyo that curved back behind the Mangham house. It was an inviting place to walk alone and woolgather or merely let her mind empty. The dry watercourse was especially nice this time of the year, with the aspen leaves falling and the tang of piñon smoke on the wind.

      She’d already decided that, since she didn’t want to leave their father alone here, Scott would have to look after the mercantile himself today. She’d send a boy with a note explaining that she was staying home, so she had time for a short, refreshing walk.

      Sarah grabbed her shawl, pinned up her hair, and stepped out the back door.

      Yesterday she had felt so heavy and tormented, not to mention in pain. While she still felt the physical pain, her light feeling had tempered it. Like she’d told her father, she was feeling optimistic about things now, though she couldn’t really put her finger on why.

      The three men who’d raped her and beaten her father were dead, but her family and family business were still under a definite threat.

      Sarah walked along the arroyo between pine-stippled banks. Strands of her hair blew in the wind. The shawl flapped about her shoulders. She pulled it tight across her chest. She drew deep draughts of the tangy, cool air and continued walking, feeling as though she could walk a long ways today.

      She thought about the man who’d saved her father and dispatched the men who’d savaged her. Thinking about him made her feel warm and secure inside. He was a man like any other, of course. Still, he wasn’t.

      She sensed that he was not a man like other men. She sensed that he was a man who could help them. After all, her father must have thought so, or he wouldn’t have brought the man here in the first place though apparently, their first meeting hadn’t been altogether favorable...

      Sarah stopped walking. She stared straight ahead along the curving floor of the arroyo.

      She’d heard something. She heard it again now—the dull thuds of a walking horse. The thuds grew louder, and then she saw the very man she’d been thinking about riding a large buckskin stallion around a near bend, heading toward her. She recognized the sand-colored hat with its snakeskin band.

      She saw the ruddy-skinned man with the thick, dark-brown hair curling down from the hat to frame his broad, ruddy, handsome face with its deep-set cobalt eyes. His pinto vest stretched taut across his broad chest over a blue chambray shirt, and the large, handsome revolver bristled from the holster thonged on his right thigh.

      When he and the horse had cleared the bend in the arroyo, he reined up and sat studying her without expression. The wind chewed at his hair, rustled the red bandanna knotted around his neck.

      An automatic apprehension plucked at Sarah as her mind flicked back to the three strangers striding threateningly into the mercantile the previous morning. But then she also remembered how they’d appeared earlier, laid out against the front wall of Sanchez’s undertaking shack.

      She smiled and stepped forward. “Why, Mr. Sartain.”

      “Hello, Miss Mangham.”

      “Please, call me Sarah.”

      Sartain smiled as he rode toward her. Her own smile, the glow that fairly radiated from deep within her, warmed him. He hadn’t realized it, but he’d been worried about her—this young lady he hardly knew. This young lady who’d been so badly treated by Jurgens and the others, who’d appeared so low and burdened only a few short hours before.

      It warmed his heart to do what he’d done for her. Folks like her were why he was fogging the vengeance trail, after all.

      Sarah asked, “Did the beauty of the arroyo attract you, as well, or do you have other reasons for being out here this afternoon?”

      “I decided to take a ride and burn some of the stable green off of old Boss here,” the Cajun said, patting the neck of his fine, bright-eyed buckskin stallion. “And make my slow way to your house,” he added with a slightly sheepish air, narrowing one eye.

      “Did you want to see Poppa? I could take you to him, but he might be asleep by now. Just before I left the house, I gave him a pill for his pain and poured him a brandy.”

      “I reckon I could talk to you, Miss Mangham...if you’re not too afraid of me.”

      She looked away into a copse of half-naked aspens and then gazed up at him directly, frankly. “I’m not afraid of you, Mr. Sartain. Quite the opposite, in fact. I’m grateful to you.”

      Sartain swung down from the saddle. “Shall we keep walking?”

      “I’d love to.”

      Sartain threw Boss’s reins over a cedar shrub and then, as the horse lowered his head to crop broom grass, he and Sarah Mangham began strolling up the curving arroyo.

      “Poppa brought you here, didn’t he, Mr. Sartain?”

      “Yes, he did.”

      “Can I ask you why?”

      “To...uh...dispatch a man, as your pa would likely prefer to put it.”

      “Uh-huh,” Sarah said, nodding as she strolled. “And who is this man he wanted you to dispatch?”

      “He wouldn’t tell me.”

      Sarah glanced at him skeptically.

      “He wouldn’t tell me because I turned down the job. I don’t work for money, Miss Mangham. I work for free. As long as the job is a justified one and the person I’m sent to kill deserves to die. I thought your pa was well off. I don’t work for people who can afford to pay for their revenge.”

      “Hmmm” was all she said, staring straight ahead.

      “But he is no longer well off, is he?”

      Sarah suddenly stopped walking and turned to Sartain. “My father is a poor man, Mr. Sartain. He’s very proud and often refuses to admit that fact to himself. He’s not only cash-poor, but he’s badly in debt. If he sold the store and our stage company, we’d have just enough to get ourselves out of debt, but then there’s the matter of back taxes. After everything was sold, I’m afraid that Poppa, my brother, and I would be indigent. We’d likely have to move into one of the abandoned mine shacks that pepper the creeks around here. How we’d survive out there, I have no idea.”

      Sartain opened his mouth to ask her a question but closed it when she continued speaking, staring off in the direction they’d been walking, her smooth, pale cheeks flushed now with emotion.

      “He’s been brought to his knees by a Socorro businessman named Lucius Creed. Creed owns several mines in the Piños Altos. He acquired the money to buy those mines through very shady business practices, not to mention outright outlawry, and his so-called success has gone to his head. He’s had it in for my father ever since he moved into these mountains. Creed’s outlaws preyed on our stage line for years, keeping us on the verge of ruin. We’ve lost most of our shipping contracts, not to mention private passengers. Most have gone over to Creed’s line. Only a few weeks ago, in fact, two stage-station managers and one driver were killed from a bushwhack.

      “The mercantile suffers because we had to siphon income from that business to prop up our stage line, which we realize now was a mistake. When Creed had acquired enough plunder to buy several mines, he started his own Piños Altos Stage Line. It parallels ours, and he vowed to ruin my father’s business and run us out of these mountains unless...”

      Sarah let her voice trail off. Holding her skirts up against her ankles, she pensively kicked a stone with a side-button black shoe. She’d tightened her jaws, and her soft hazel eyes were as hard as stones.

      Sartain waited.

      Sarah glanced at him, sliding a stray lock of her dark-blonde hair behind her ear. “Shall we continue walking, Mr. Sartain?”

      “Sure.” The Revenger didn’t press the girl. He knew she’d get around to finishing that sentence.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      After three strides, she kicked another stone and said, “Unless I agree to become Mrs. Lucius Creed.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Miss Mangham, do you mind if I cuss in your presence?”

      Sarah chuckled. “Go right ahead. I might look as pure as fresh-cut parlor roses, but I indulge in a blue-tongued diatribe now and then myself.”

      “Holy crap!”

      “Feel better?”

      “This Creed fella is demanding you marry him?”

      “I think he’s given up on that idea,” Sarah said. “Thus the unspeakable visit from those three men who are now resting in those crude wooden caskets out in front of Sanchez’s undertaking parlor.”

      “Thus the straight-out assault on your pa, too, I reckon.”

      Sarah stopped again, secured the vagrant lock of hair once more, and gazed up at Sartain. “I have no doubt that if you hadn’t been there to stop them last evening, Mr. Sartain, they would have killed Poppa. Eventually, they’d have killed me and my brother Scott too, and likely burned our mercantile to the ground. Probably our stage line barns and relay stations as well. What’s left of them.”

      “And they still will.”

      “Oh, yes, they still will unless Creed is stopped.” Sarah looked incredulously down at the ground, rocking back and forth on her heels. “Unless he is...”

      “Dispatched, as your pa would prefer to call it.”

      Sarah’s gaze climbed the big man’s frame to his eyes. Her gaze was beseeching. “Will you kill him, Mr. Sartain?”

      “Consider him dead, Miss Mangham.”

      “Sarah, please.”

      “And I’m Mike.”

      “Thank you, Mike.”

      “Shall we head back to my horse, Sarah? I believe I have a job to do.”

      “Certainly.”

      She took his arm as they retraced their steps along the arroyo.
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      As the Concord stagecoach, badly in need of repairs, squawked and rocked around him, and dust broiled in through the open windows, Sartain scratched a match to life on his cartridge belt and touched the flame to the long-nine jutting from between his pursed lips.

      “Good Lord, don’t tell me you’re going to add tobacco smoke to all this dust,” intoned the jowly old lady in a gaudy ostrich-plumed picture hat sitting catty-corner across from Sartain. “Tell me you’re not! Why, you’ll suffocate us all, including my darling child!”

      The old woman added this last while wrapping her large, protective arms around the pretty young brunette sitting beside her, directly across from Sartain. While the girl, whom the old woman had called Edina, was young and most definitely “darling,” she was no child.

      At least, Sartain had never seen a “child” with a dark-purple shirtwaist as well-filled as Miss Edina’s. And he’d never been cast by any “child” the furtive, brashly insinuating looks that young Edina had been intermittently shooting him ever since they’d rolled out of the Mangham Company’s Silver City Stagecoach Station either.

      No “child” had ever pressed her knees against his as young Edina had done several times during their hour-long trip so far, and then, dimpling her cheeks, glanced coyly out the window while her old aunt snored like a gandy dancer after a three-day bender.

      Young Edina looked at Sartain now from over her aunt’s thick arms, her lilac-blue eyes sparkling with humor. Sausage curls danced along the girl’s flawless suntanned cheeks. She had a little straw hat trimmed with fake berries pinned to her hair.

      Waifish, she had a pug nose and a dimpled chin. Here lilac eyes were long and almond-shaped, and so coquettishly alluring that Sartain had found himself lighting the cigar automatically without thinking about the prospective discomfort of his fellow travelers. They included a scrawny old bib-bearded man in raggedy prospector’s garb leaning back in the coach’s corner to Sartain’s right, by turns snoozing and ogling the comely lass now being fairly suffocated by the middle-aged woman’s ham-like arms and pillowy bosom.

      Sartain had heard the girl address the matronly lady as “Aunty Flo.”

      “I don’t mind the smell of tobacco smoke, Aunty Flo,” the girl said now, blinking dust from her eyelashes as she slid her gaze toward the sweating prospector. “Indeed, it might help cover the nasty stench of liquor sweat that fairly permeates the carriage.”

      Aunty Flo laughed nervously as she glanced at the indignantly scowling prospector.

      She kissed young Edina’s forehead as she said, “’That fairly permeates the carriage.’ Imagine such a vocabulary from a child born and raised in this savage land, in the rollicking mining camps of the Piños Altos. A voracious reader is my darling child. She taught herself how to read! Books have saved her from the soft-headedness that so infects most who inhabit the farthest reaches of this region. Thank goodness, however, that young Edina, now an orphan, has been rescued by her Aunty Flo. No longer a wild child, she is en route to Philadelphia, where she’ll make a lady at last! And an educated one!”

      The old woman flushed. “I didn’t mean, of course, that it’s fortunate Edina has been orphaned—by the typhoid, don’t you know—but merely that since she has now found herself without benefit of family, she has her aunty to save her from this ghastly place and appoint her with all the benefits of wealth and society! Of course, I’m not bragging. Never cared for a braggart. ‘God gives grace to the proud but opposes the humble.’ St. Peter said that.”

      “Wise man, Saint Pete,” said Sartain, scratching the lit coal from his long-nine on the window ledge and letting it drop over the door. “Let’s hope we all get to shake his humble hand one day. And I do apologize for the cigar, Aunty Flo.” He gave the woman a disarming wink. “My manners seem to have been compromised by...”

      He glanced at young Edina, whose brash eyes were on him again, mouth-corners quirked in an alluring half smile.

      “By distraction.”

      “You are most certainly forgiven, Mister...uh...”

      “Sartain,” the Cajun said, doffing his hat and giving his chin a courtly dip. “Mike Sartain. You and your child here are welcome to call me Mike.”

      Edina gave a snort. Aunty Flo, who’d removed her arms from around her niece’s head, glanced at her skeptically. Edina brushed a fist across her nose and covered the snort with a cough against the dust.

      The graybeard to Sartain’s right wheezed a laugh. The old woman cowed him with a look. He folded his arms across his chest, snuggled back into his corner, and closed his eyes.

      Presently, he was snoring. A minute later, Aunty Flo had her own thick arms crossed on her mountainous breasts and was also snoring.

      Edina turned her suddenly frank but not unironic gaze to Sartain and pressed her left knee against his much larger right one. “Are you from around here, Mike?”

      “No, I’m not, Miss Edina. I’m from New Orleans.”

      “Oh, I’ve read about New Orleans. A most colorful place, populated by races from across the globe!”

      “Boy, you have done some reading.”

      “Mrs. Heywood, our neighbor in the Piños Altos, was once a teacher, and had laid in a whole store of books that she carried out here from Indiana. I read them all, and then ordered some of my own the few rare times I could convince my folks to pay out a few pinches of dust for ‘em.”

      Edina sighed as she squinted out the window. “I’ve read plenty about other places and other experiences. Unfortunately, all those other places are far from here, and all those experiences belonged to others—some real people, some fictional ones. Never mine.”

      “Sounds like you’re about to have your fill of real experiences your own self, Miss Edina,” Sartain told her.

      She wrinkled her nose at Aunty Flo, loudly sawing away, her snores badly out of sync with those of the old prospector. “I reckon.” Her gaze brashly swept the brawny man sitting across from her. The long, sexy, almond-shaped, lilac eyes fairly poked and prodded him like little fingers, causing a stirring in his primitive masculine depths.

      Her eyes snapped wide. “Boy, that is a big gun you got strapped to your leg, Mike!”

      “What, this one here?” Sartain said, closing his hand over the holstered LeMat.

      But when he glanced at her again, her eyes were elsewhere and she was tucking her bottom lip under her upper front teeth, her soft cheeks coloring. Just then the stage began jerking violently to one side—Sartain’s and the girl’s side.

      Edina gasped.

      Aunty Flo snapped her eyes open, sat up straight, and said, “Oh Lord, are we doomed? I’ve heard this line has been plagued by highwaymen of late! I knew we should have taken the Creed line, but I just hated to give that villain my hard-earned—”

      Sartain cut her off by yelling out the window, “Hold up there, jehu—you got a cracked wheel! Either that or the earth is opening up! Either way, you’d better check your team before this crate rattles plum apart!”

      “Whoah, you mangy cayuses!” bellowed the jehu from up in the driver’s boot. “Hold on there, Jasper! Stop pullin’, Geronimo, you stubborn old crow bait. You know what I’m tellin’ you. Don’t let on like you don’t, or I’ll send you to the glue factory myself!”

      When the driver finally got the coach stopped, Aunty Flo said, “Lordy, how close did we come to certain death, Mike? Give it to me straight. I may be from the East, but I can take it!”

      “Ah, it’s nothin’, Aunty Flo,” Sartain said, offering the old bird another disarming grin. “Judging by feel, I’d say we just cracked a wheel, is all. Maybe lost the rim. Either way, it’s all fixable though we might be delayed a bit.”

      He opened the door and offered Edina his hand. “May I assist you down, dear?”

      “Mike,” Aunty Flo said haughtily, swatting her niece’s hand away from the Cajun’s, “please keep your hands to yourself. Edina is young and spry and doesn’t need any help from single males with, if I may say so, a devilish glint in his rather overly masculine and inquisitive gaze.”

      She extended her pudgy gloved hand to The Revenger. “I, on the other hand, will accept your offer.”

      Edina snickered as she pushed out the door and leaped deer-like to the ground.

      Sartain said, “Of course, Aunty Flo,” and took the old woman’s hand. He helped her with no little effort out of her seat. It was like hoisting a half-filled rain barrel clad in ten pounds of gingham and billowy lace.

      Breathing hard, Sartain stepped out and then took the woman’s hand once more.

      By the time he’d gotten Aunt Flo to the ground—there didn’t appear to be a portable step aboard the dilapidated Concord—he felt as though at least three of his lowermost vertebrae were bulging. He straightened with a wince against the ache in his back, then turned to the driver and shotgun messenger, both older, bearded, dust-caked frontiersman who were uncertainly scrutinizing the left rear wheel, shaking their heads and muttering under their breath at the problem.

      “Ah, crap, Melvin, we’re gonna have to unhitch old Geronimo and ride back to the Silver Gulch Station fer a new wheel. If’n they have one, that is!” grieved the driver, who appeared at least eighty though he certainly couldn’t have been that old. The sun and wind had worked him over without mercy.

      The shotgunner, who was named Melvin Burdette, didn’t look much younger. He merely stood with his fists on his hips, shaking his head.

      Sartain sighed and led the women into the shade of some cedars ringing a small open area among clay-colored boulders about ten yards from the trail. The old prospector was kicking around for dry wood for a coffee fire. When Sartain had obeyed Aunty Flo’s orders to fetch a blanket from one of her three steamer trunks in the stagecoach’s boot and had spread it on the ground for the women, he helped the prospector scrounge for deadfall branches.

      He also helped the man lower the level on a small, tin traveling flash the codger carried in his canvas coat pocket. “It’s a hard life, mate,” Elmer Hodges told Sartain, “and I don’t intend to spend another moment of it sober.”

      “Where you heading, Hodges?” Sartain asked the man as they each carried an armload of wood back to the makeshift bivouac.

      “Australia.”

      “Kinda far, ain’t it?”

      “Goin’ home to die, my boy. Goin’ home to die. I don’t know what I have, but I got me a pain in my chest and a bloody cough. I thought I’d go home a rich man or die here in the American West, but with the eternal firmament starin’ at me every night as I lay me head down on me pillow, I decided to go home and pay me last respects to me mum. Still alive, she is, at one hundred and three. Just got a letter back from her last summer.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      “We’re all damned, me boy. Some more than others.” Hodges grinned at the girl, Edina, resting in the shade by her aunt and twirling a small wildflower across her full lips. “But the man who dips his wick into that one there’s liable to forget that fact for at least a few blissful hours.”

      He snorted a laugh and dropped his load of wood in the shade of the cedars.

      As Hodges built a fire, Sartain walked back out to the trail. The shotgun messenger was just riding off bareback in the direction of the last stage station, which was probably a good ten miles over rugged terrain.

      “He won’t get back before dark,” Sartain told the driver.

      “No,” said the jehu, digging a bottle out of the jockey box secured to the side of the stage beneath the driver’s boot. “Even if he does, we won’t get the new wheel wrestled back on the axle till daylight. Oh, well, them’s the cards.” He popped the cork on the bottle and tipped it back, then ran the lip across his grimy shirt and offered it to Sartain. “Sup?”

      “No thanks,” said the Cajun, looking around. “We’re gonna need something to eat for supper. One of us best get looking.” He glanced back toward where Edina was wrapping a quilt over Aunty Flo’s shoulders, the old woman not looking one bit happy about the sudden crudeness and discomfort of their situation.

      Edina glanced at Sartain and smiled.

      Sartain retrieved his Henry rifle from the rear luggage boot, racked a round into the chamber, and strode off to look for supper.

      Impatience gnawed at him. He wanted to get to Socorro and locate his quarry, Lucius Creed. He’d taken the Mangham stage because he’d wanted to give his stallion a break from the trail and he’d thought it would be the quickest and most efficient way of reaching Socorro.

      He also thought that Creed wouldn’t be expecting his hunter by stage. Especially Mangham’s stage. The Revenger had no doubt that Creed knew he was coming. He’d followed the harried Dangerous Dan Tucker to the telegraph office the previous night. Who else would Dangerous Dan have been sending a missive to at that late hour, so soon after Sartain had dispatched Creed’s thugs?

      Obviously, Creed was a powerful man with many men working and looking out for him, including the town marshal of Silver City. He might prove a hard target.

      Sartain shot two large jackrabbits and a wild turkey inside of an hour. He tied a string around the carcasses and carried them back toward the fire he now saw flickering amongst the cedars. The autumn sun had set, and the night was fast closing over the mountains with a stony chill.

      A figure stepped out of the shadows to Sartain’s right. The Revenger stopped and started to lower the Henry from his shoulder, but then kept it where it was.

      Edina walked out of the shrubs. She’d removed her hat. Her brown hair was down, spilling prettily across her shoulders. The salmon light of the gloaming was reflected in her eyes.
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      Edina pulled her head back from The Revenger’s with a gasp.

      The blasts of rifles sounded like a close, violent mountain thunderstorm, cleaving the night wide open and the ground thudded beneath Sartain’s boots. Automatically, he pushed the girl away from him.

      “What’s happening?” Edina yelled above the noise.

      Men were shouting. Aunty Flo was wailing shrilly. She sounded like a dairy cow caught in a burning barn. Then her wails abruptly halted.

      Sartain wrapped his cartridge belt, LeMat, and sheathed Bowie knife around his waist. He turned to where Edina sat looking up at him, her eyes bright with terror in the moonlight.

      “You stay here and stay down, I’ll be back for you!” Sartain ordered.

      “Aunty Flo,” Edina said. She hadn’t made it a question. It was just a pronouncement without any emotion attached to it.

      Sartain didn’t know what to say to that. He merely donned his hat, grabbed his Henry from where it was leaning against the outcropping, racked a round into the chamber, and took off running up the slope.

      When he’d run fifteen feet, the shooting dwindled sharply.

      Then, after two more shots as though afterthoughts, silence moved down the slope toward him, hot and heavy as an ocean wave with a typhoon behind it. Sartain slowed his pace, moving quietly toward where he could see the soft pink glow of what remained of their cook fire.

      Shadows moved around the camp in the cedars.

      A man’s voice sounded inordinately loud in the wake of the cacophony, “Crap.” There was the crunch of boots stomping around among the trees. “I don’t see him.” More stomping. “I see those two old bastards and this old woman all dressed up like a peacock. We turned ‘em to blood puddin’. But I don’t see Sartain.”

      “You know what he looks like?” asked a voice familiar to Sartain’s ears.

      “Hell, Dan, what does it matter what he looks like? You think one of these two old bastards is him? Or maybe you think this old woman is Mike Sartain? Is that what you’re askin’ me, you cow-stupid son of a buck?”

      “Dammit, Watkins, don’t you climb my hump!” warned Dangerous Dan Tucker.

      “Shut up, both of you,” said another, lower voice.

      Sartain dropped behind a deadfall aspen. He stared up the slope toward where the shadows were moving against the pink embers of the nearly dead fire and the moonlit sky above and behind them. He could occasionally see the silhouette of a Stetson or a raised rifle barrel, not much more.

      He rested the Henry against the top of the deadfall aspen and quietly clicked the hammer back, pressing his cheek against the neck of the stock. He planted the sights on a shadow near the fire that wore a bowler hat. The Cajun began to draw his finger back against the trigger.

      Footfalls sounded behind him. Edina said breathlessly and too loudly, “Mike, where are you?”

      Sartain whipped his head around to shush the girl, but one of the men atop the hill yelled, “Sartain, you down there?”

      “Get down!” Sartain rasped at the girl.

      He bounded off his heels and, holding the Henry in one hand, threw himself into her. Edina screamed. As they hit the ground together, rifles began barking atop the hill. Edina screamed again as a bullet tore up the ground too close for comfort, spitting leaves over her and Sartain, who covered her with his body.

      Lead continued to hammer the ground and the log behind which Sartain had crouched a moment ago, spraying bark and splinters over the cowering pair. Beneath Sartain, he could feel the girl’s supple body quivering and writhing. The men atop the hill whooped and hollered like coyotes on a blood scent.

      The shooting tapered off.

      Sartain rose to his knees. “Let’s go!” He grabbed Edina’s arm, jerked her to her feet, and began running at an angle across the slope. He held the girl’s wrist tightly in his hand, pulling her along behind him.

      The men atop the slope shouted and resumed firing, the bullets plunking into the ground behind Sartain and Edina. After The Revenger pulled the girl behind a large boulder, the bullets hammered the rock.

      The shooting tapered off again.

      Sartain kept running across the slope, the boulder now between him, the girl, and the shooters.

      Edina seemed able to keep up with him, so he released her arm. He glanced back to see her running hard, pumping her arms and legs. She was wearing only her camisole and pantaloons. That was all, just her billowy cream-colored underwear. She wore no shoes, or even stockings. Her arms, shoulders, and feet were bare.

      “Holy Christ!” Sartain spat out. “Where’s your dress?”

      “I didn’t bother with it!” Edina said breathlessly behind him.

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know. You left me alone back there, and I didn’t wanna take the time!” They took several more strides, Sartain wanting to put as much distance between him and the shooters as possible. “Mike, who was doin’ all that shooting?” Edina called to him. “Who were those men?”

      Sartain stopped and turned to her. She nearly ran into him before she saw that he’d stopped running. She threw her hair back from her eyes and gazed up at him, her eyes glistening in the moonlight.

      Sartain took her shoulders in her hands. “Those men are gunnin’ for me, Edina. I didn’t think they’d shoot innocent stage passengers to get to me, but I reckon that’s what they’ve done.”

      “Aunty Flo?”

      “Dead, most likely.”

      Sartain stretched his gaze out behind the girl. The thuds of running boots and the snapping of brush rose from the moonlit darkness. In the quiet night, Sartain could hear the raking breaths of his pursuers.

      “We gotta keep going,” he told the girl, glancing at her feet. “Can you make it?”

      “I’ve gone barefoot nearly my whole life, Mike. I’m not used to shoes, especially those clompers Aunty Flo had me wearing!”

      “All right, then.” Sartain wheeled. “Let’s go. Stay close to me!”

      As he and Edina broke into another run, a man behind them shouted, “There—I hear ‘em!”

      It was a vaguely familiar voice, but Sartain couldn’t place it. It wasn’t Dangerous Dan, but a voice belonging to someone else he’d encountered before, probably in Silver City.

      Sartain stopped. “Keep going!” he told Edina, giving her a gentle shove.

      The Revenger raised his Henry repeater, aiming from his right hip.

      He clicked the hammer back and started firing, the big rifle roaring loudly, flames lapping from the barrel. Behind him, a man yowled.

      Sartain held his fire and dropped to a knee, pricking his ears to listen.

      Silence.

      He might or might not have pinked one pursuer. Either way, the shooters had gone to ground.

      For now.

      The Revenger continued running, leaping a deadfall and heading across the slope toward Edina’s pale figure jostling fifty feet before him, weaving among the aspens and cedars. He wanted to get the girl somewhere safe and then turn around and confront the men, who he had to believe would continue after him until they’d accomplished what they’d set out to do.

      They’d likely kill Edina as well. There’d be no point in leaving a witness alive. Of course, they’d probably enjoy the comely girl first and then kill her...

      Sartain ground his back teeth together in fury. Because of him, three innocent people were dead.

      No, because of Lucius Creed. The stage-line owner had obviously learned from Dangerous Dan Tucker that Sartain had taken the stage. The Revenger had thought he’d boarded the coach inconspicuously. Obviously, he’d been wrong.

      Now he had another good reason to kill Creed and anyone in the killer’s employ, including Dangerous Dan.
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      Sartain led Edina down the hill and into a creek bottom, where water flashed and chuckled in the moonlight.

      The girl seemed able to run all night, but he needed a breather. He bent forward, one hand on a knee, the other holding the Henry. He drew the chill air deep into his burning lungs.

      Edina sat down on a log resting across two others. She was breathing hard, but not as hard as Sartain.

      “Born and bred in these mountains, eh?”

      “Yep. I learned to run when I start growin’ titties. Boys came from all over to get a look at ‘em.” Edina chuckled and hiked her bare right foot atop her left knee. She leaned forward to inspect the sole of that foot. “But then I started gettin’ a girl’s natural urges, and I stopped runnin’.”

      Her head still lowered, she grinned up at him from beneath her brows.

      “Aren’t your feet cold?”

      “Nah, my feet are tough. Think I mighta picked up a thorn, though.”

      Sartain shrugged out of his coat and wrapped it around the girl’s bare shoulders. “You wear that.”

      “You’ll be cold.”

      “I got plenty on.”

      She smiled up at him. “A real gentleman, I like that. We don’t get too many of those out here.”

      “I’ve noticed.” The Revenger picked up his repeater again. “I’m gonna see if those polecats are still doggin’ us. You wait here.”

      Sartain walked up the hill a ways, moving slowly and quietly, pricking his ears. When he’d hiked a good seventy yards back in the direction from which he and Edina had come, he sat on a charred log. He waited, listening, for nearly five minutes.

      The only sounds were the breeze scratching autumn leaves around and the intermittent howls of a lone wolf on a ridge not far away. The moon was starting its western descent. The eastern stars twinkled brightly in its wake.

      The shooters had probably gone back to the camp for their horses, but they’d be on Sartain’s trail again soon. Creed knew from Tucker’s telegram that the Cajun was out to kill him. He’d probably sent men from Socorro to meet up with Dangerous Dan somewhere along the stage road. Creed had likely forbidden the men to return to Socorro until The Revenger was pushing up daisies.

      Sartain wondered how many were on his trail. He’d heard three or four different voices, but something told him there were four or five men on his trail. One voice had been familiar. That had been Dangerous Dan. Another had sounded familiar as well, but the Cajun hadn’t placed it.

      He rose from the stump and started back down the slope. As he did, another long, mournful wolf’s wail joined those of the first wolf from what sounded like a different ridge. A nearer ridge to Sartain. The wails rose high and shrill and took their time fading, ululating slightly as they died.

      The two beasts were having a conversation.

      One that was causing the short hairs to rise under the Cajun’s shirt collar.

      He moved back down the slope. As he did, Edina rose from her log and came toward him, the too-big coat sagging off her narrow shoulders and dwarfing her inside it. “Are they still coming?”

      “Not now, but they will be. They’re probably fetching their horses.”

      “What’re we gonna do?” Edina didn’t seem overly worried, just curious. She’d seen and been through a lot way out here in this savage country. This was just another bump in the road for her.

      “We’re gonna keep moving as long as you’re able.”

      “What choice to do I have?”

      “I’d like to find a safe place to tuck you away and then confront those fellas.”

      Skeptically, she said, “You mean, shoot them?”

      “Something like that.”

      She frowned up at him, canting her head to one side quizzically. “Who are you, Mike? Why do those men want to kill you so bad? I thought maybe you had run into some cross-grained sonso’bitches in a stud game or hurdy-gurdy house, but this is something different, ain’t it?”

      “I’ll tell you about it later.” Sartain took her hand. “For now, let’s get moving. We don’t need to run—I’m about blowed—but we need to make steady progress.”

      As they crossed the stream via a beaver dam, Sartain said, “You know of a cave or cabin out this way somewhere?”

      “The only cabin I know about is the old Jernigan place. Jernigan and his wife were killed by claim jumpers last spring. Pa found ‘em hangin’ from a tree an’ buried ‘em.”

      “How far away?”

      “A couple miles, probably. I don’t know where we are, exactly, but I’d say it’s probably a couple of ridges away from us. Pretty much south but maybe a little east, too. I don’t know if I could find it, comin’ on it this way.”

      On the other side of the creek, Sartain took her hand and helped her down from the dam. “Let’s give it a shot, all right?”

      Edina nodded.

      “You lead the way. I’ll be right behind you.”

      “Okay.”

      “How’re your feet?”

      “Will you stop worryin’ about my feet?” Edina requested as she fleetly climbed the opposite ridge. “It’s the rest of me I’m worried about!”

      Sartain chuckled at that and climbed hard, trying to keep up with this wild-assed, salty-tongued mountain girl.
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      Sartain followed the path Edina blazed through the mountains until his legs felt as though they’d been shot out from under him. The sun was on the rise, but the breeze was blowing. It felt colder than it had back in the deepest part of the night.

      “Let’s fort up here for a while,” he said as they dropped down into a shallow fold between low ridges.

      “I’m all right. I can keep going.”

      “I know you’re all right,” the Cajun said, sitting down on a rock and kicking out of one boot that felt a good two sizes smaller than it had when he’d started making the trek toward the Jernigan place. “It’s me. I gotta stop and take a rest. How old are you, anyway?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “Crap, I’m old enough to be your father.”

      “Damn, that’s old!” Edina sat down on the ground and grinned. “But you sure know how to....”

      “That’s enough about that. I shouldn’t have been doin’ that with a girl so young. Hell, I was out there to keep an eye out for trouble. Instead, trouble walked right into camp and blasted three innocent folks to Kingdom Come.”

      “Including Aunty Flo.” Edina had come over to help him out of his second boot. “I think your feet are swollen.”

      “I haven’t walked this far since the war.”

      “What’d you do during the war?”

      “Everything. Most of it on foot.”

      Sartain looked down at her. She’d pulled off his boot and sock and propped his foot in her lap, massaging it, giving it a nice work-over. It felt good. His coat was open, revealing the cleft at the first planes of her breasts beneath the camisole, and he silently castigated himself for his thoughts and returned his gaze to the top of her head.

      “Say, aren’t you broken up about Aunty Flo?”

      “Sad, yeah,” Edina said, wincing as she massaged him. “Broken up about it?” She gave him a sheepish look from beneath her brown eyebrows. “Nah. She was gonna haul me off to some city back East. I’d be like a stray dog in a city. My home is in these mountains. I should’ve run off before she came. She wrote me a letter, but I plum forgot, and then suddenly Melvin Burns showed up with Aunt Flo in the back of his buckboard, and she threatened to sick the law after me if I didn’t go home with her.”

      “Well, that’s too bad. She did come off as a bit of wet blanket, but she only had your welfare in mind.”

      “I wish folks would just leave my welfare up to me.” Edina gave Sartain another smile, but this one was absent of chagrin. “To be honest, Mike, I’m sort of havin’ fun out here with you. You wanna do it again, what we did last night? Bein’ around you makes me feel sorta itchy in every nook and cranny if you get my drift.”

      “To be honest, Edina, bein’ around you makes me feel the same way. But no more of that. I gotta keep my mind clear so I can keep you alive!”

      “There you go again, lookin’ after my welfare like I can’t look after it my own self.”

      “I’m sure you’re right capable up at your diggins. But right now, you’re being chased by the same men who are after me, and believe me, you don’t want them to run you down.”

      Edina set his foot down, then picked up the other one and pulled the sock off. “Why are they after you, Mike?”

      “Because I’m after their boss, Lucius Creed.”

      “Lucius Creed?”

      “Heard of him?”

      “Who hasn’t in the Piños Altos? He’s an outlaw. Common brigand. Folks think it’s his claim-jumpers who killed the Jernigans. He finagles mineral rights illegally, squeezing the little folks out so he can keep shoveling in more money. Some think he wants to control all of southwestern New Mexico, and even run for territorial governor!”

      “Sounds like he’s on the fast track toward doing so.”

      Sartain donned his socks and boots again and walked around gathering dead branches for a fire. Edina sat back against a rock, slender legs crossed, huddled in his coat. The chill wind had kicked up, blowing her hair around her pretty head as she watched him, puzzled.

      “Who are you, Mike? You a lawman or somethin’?”

      “Somethin’ like that.” Sartain dropped an armload of wood near the girl and set to work scooping out a little hole in which to lay a fire.

      “Continue,” she said, frowning at him incredulously, not satisfied with his clipped response.

      He didn’t blame her. The girl had a right to know the man she was running with.

      He told her what he did and why he did it—right down to the story of the soldiers raping and killing his girl, Jewel, and murdering her prospector grandfather in Arizona. About how those murders had compelled him to seek revenge for others who couldn’t acquire it themselves. He left out the part about how riding for others, he still felt as though he were exacting revenge for Jewel and her grandfather, mostly because he was only about one-half conscious of that himself.

      By the time he was through with the story, he and Edina were both sitting close to the crackling fire’s comforting warmth. He was rubbing her bare feet, both of which were propped on his lap. He had his long legs crossed Indian-style and he was longing for a cup of hot coffee, but he’d left his possibles and overnight gear with Boss in Silver City.

      He massaged the girl’s bare toes. She leaned back against the rock, staring up at him. “I’m sorry, Mike. About Jewel, I mean. And the old man. And you.”

      “It was years ago now, but sometimes it feels like only yesterday.”

      Edina looked at his large brown hands working on her small, lightly-tanned foot, and she groaned luxuriously. “You sure know how to treat a girl. I bet your Jewel died happy.”

      “I’d like to think she did.”

      “Who sicced you on Lucius Creed anyways?”

      “Brian Mangham.”

      “Ah. He’s bein’ run out by Creed. Heard tell Creed even demanded the hand of Mangham’s purty daughter, Sarah, but Mangham refused.”

      “Word gets around.”

      “It sure does.”

      Sartain leaned down and kissed Edina’s left foot. “Feel better?”

      “Much.” She knelt beside him, kissed his cheek, and pressed her head against his. “Lucius Creed...” she said with a speculative air. “You’re like someone in those dime novels I read when I run out of the good stuff, Mike, but how in the world are you going to kill a man like that? He’s got close to a dozen gunnies ridin’ for him.”

      “Let’s say we make it to Socorro, Edina. Where will I find Creed?”

      “In his saloon, most likely—Lucius Creed’s Rio Grande Saloon, Whorehouse and Gambling Parlor. He pretty much lives there and lets his men do the dirty work. That’s one fat and happy outlaw, pampered by purty pleasure girls while his men ride the country wreaking havoc.”

      She favored the Cajun with another quizzical look. “About Socorro, Mike. It’s a long ways over these mountains. It’s gonna take us days to get there without horses.”

      “Oh, we’ll each have us a horse, Edina.” Sartain grinned devilishly as he looked away.

      She jerked her head back, frowning.

      He said, “Those men on our trail have horses. I hope to have two of those horses by the end of the day.”

      Sartain looked down the long, gradual northern rise behind him toward a ragged stand of half-naked aspens stretched beneath the lip of the next ridge. He saw no sign of their pursuers. He saw something just as disturbing, however.

      A large gray-blue wolf sitting on a rocky ledge lifted its head and raised a commanding howl toward the cobalt sky.

      “We’d best get a move on, girl,” The Revenger said, rising. His heart was increasing its beat.

      The soft thuds of padded feet rose from the northern slope. Sartain flicked his gaze around anxiously until he saw two wolves running down the slope ahead and on his left. They were coming hard and fast through the scattered timber—a black wolf followed by a sleek charcoal one, two running streaks heading for prey.

      Sartain had the uneasy feeling the prey they were heading for was him and Edina. They’d likely been tracking him and the girl most of the night.

      “Yep,” he said, trying to sound casual but having little luck. He pulled Edina to her feet. “I’d say we’d best light a shuck. A fast one!”
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      “Oh, Lord!” Edina said as she and Sartain ran up and over the lip of the ridge. “I think I’d rather have human wolves after me than the real kind!”

      “Little to disagree with about that!” Sartain replied, running beside her.

      He scanned the area for a place to hole up, but where did you hole up from wolves? On the other hand, there was no way he and the girl could outrun them.

      As he led Edina down the slope toward yet another canyon, Sartain said, “Hold up, girl! Stay close to me!”

      He swung around and raised the Henry toward the ridge crest fifty yards away, racking a fresh round into the chamber. He waited.

      Footsteps sounded, and there was a low snarling. The black wolf gained the top of the ridge and hurled itself down the near side, making a beeline toward Sartain and Edina, who screamed and pressed her head against the Cajun’s back.

      The wolf’s hackles were raised, and it was showing its teeth.

      Sartain aimed and fired. The wolf yowled, leaped sideways, and rolled before piling up in a bloody, quivering heap, sunlight glistening in its black coat. The gray wolf gained the lip of the ridge and started down.

      Sartain fired, but the wolf lurched to one side, unintentionally dodging the shot.

      The bullet tore up short grass and gravel two feet to the charging animal’s right.

      Sartain fired again and sent the animal rolling sideways across the slope.

      The Cajun lowered the Henry and heaved a sigh of relief.

      A premature one.

      Edina gasped as two more wolves—both large grays—came running along the shoulder of the slope on Sartain’s right. Sartain whipped up the Henry. As if they knew what the rifle could do, both wolves lurched, wheeled, and ran back over the shoulder of the slope and out of sight.

      Snarls and padded footfalls rose from the aspens and mixed conifers on Sartain’s left. He could see several more wolves milling around in the copse. An entire pack was after him and Edina. The leader must have been gathering them throughout the night while tracking his potential prey.

      One wolf stared out from beneath a branch to which a few yellow aspen leaves still clung. The face was gray mottled blue and brown, and the long pink tongue drooped over the slack lower jaw.

      Sartain aimed the Henry at the beast and it pulled back into the trees. There was the sound of slavering jaws snapping in eager anticipation of a fresh meal.

      “Savvy bastards,” Sartain raked out. “They’ve been hunted before.”

      He dropped to a knee and pulled Edina down beside him. The girl looked around fearfully. “What’re we gonna do?”

      “We’re gonna make our way slowly up the next ridge. Let’s keep our eyes open for somewhere to hole up.”

      “Okay.” Edina’s voice quavered as she continued to look around.

      “You all right?”

      “Hell, no.”

      Sartain chuckled dryly. “Yeah, me, neither.” He rose and helped the girl to her feet. “Stay close to me. Real close. We can’t get separated by even a few feet.”

      “Don’t you worry. You’re gonna think you grew another leg.”

      “All right, let’s go. Slow. They’ll most likely stay out of range of my Henry.”

      “Smart beasts, eh, Mike?”

      “Too damn smart. They’ve been hunted with rifles.”

      “Pa and his friends hunted ‘em when the packs grew too big and they started preying on the miners. They get awful nasty over the long winters up here.”

      “I bet they do.”

      Sartain backed away to the south, Edina staying close beside him, swinging her head from left to right and back again. As they made their slow way into the woods carpeting the slope of the next ridge, Sartain could hear the wolves prowling around them, growling and snapping their jaws, the older ones occasionally nipping at the younger ones, evoking injured yelps.

      They all wanted to be the first to bring down their two-legged feasts.

      When Sartain and Edina were weaving their way through the firs and pines halfway up the next ridge, a wolf made a run for them, darting through a hawthorn shrub and keeping its cream-colored head close to the ground.

      Its hackles formed a broad halo and the hard blue eyes glistened in the sunlight. The ivory-pale teeth shone beneath pulled-back lips.

      Sartain whipped around, aimed quickly, and drilled a round through the beast’s head. It bounded up, twisted full around in the air, and landed with a heavy thump about ten feet short of the man and the girl. It panted twice, as loud as a bellows, then made a gurgling sound and heaved a last sigh.

      “Mike!”

      Sartain pumped another round into the Henry’s action as he whipped around and fired once more, clipping the leg of another beast making a run at them. It leaped a deadfall, then, yipping miserably, ran limping away.

      Sartain looked around, holding the Henry straight up and down before him, index finger drawn back against the trigger. The woods appeared eerily empty, mottled with sunshine glistening on the fallen leaves. He couldn’t see the wolves, but he could hear them mewling and slavering just out of sight.

      Occasionally, a shadow would dart through the trees and scrub, but by the time the Cajun got his Henry aimed, the beast was gone.

      He and Edina gained the bald crest of the ridge. From here, they had a good view of the surrounding country—a vast lumpy blue-green carpet of mountain forest. In the northern distance, the jewel-like blue of a small lake shone. A pretty view, but a menacing one. Sartain could see nothing but more forest rolling away in all directions around him.

      Far to the east was the broad Rio Grande valley in which he knew Socorro lay, a good thirty miles or more away. They’d never make it with the wolves dogging their heels.

      Hell, they likely wouldn’t make another mile. The Revenger figured he had about six more shells left in the Henry. He had six and a shotgun round in the LeMat and two more in the derringer, but the derringer would be useless against the pack. He had nearly a full cartridge belt, but would the cocksure carnivores give him time to reload?

      He sensed from the growing din and dancing shadows in the woods around him that they were getting ready to swarm him and the girl. If they did that, he and Edina would be nothing more than clean-licked bones before the next sun poked its head above the eastern mountains.

      He needed high, defensible ground. He needed an outcropping from which he could pick off the wolves as they came after him until he discouraged the pack and they slunk off in search of more succulent quarry—an elk or a moose. He had a feeling those animals might be relatively rare, however. It being autumn, the prospectors in the area might have filled their keeper sheds with meat, thus thinning the herds for the wolves.

      Meanwhile, the beasts were snarling and scampering through the woods along Sartain’s backtrail—savage ghosts of the mountain forest.

      “Mike, I made a big mistake about the Jernigan cabin.” Edina was staring into the next valley with her hand on her head. Her lilac eyes were wide and round. “I got turned around!”

      Sartain’s heart sank. “You mean we’re farther away than you thought we were?”

      “No, we’re closer!” She thrust her arm out, pointing. “It should be right down there...somewhere! That’s Haystack Peak yonder. The Jernigan cabin sits at the bottom of Haystack peak just inside a feeder canyon.”

      She started running down the slope. “Come on!”

      “Hold on, girl!” Sartain glanced behind him once more to where the snapping of jaws could still be heard, then wheeled and followed Edina down the slope and into the forest that began about halfway down.

      She was running hard, desperate to reach the safety of the cabin.

      Sartain spied movement in the periphery of each eye. Wolves were dashing down the slope on a parallel course with the Cajun and the girl, bounding into the woods on either side of them. They were staying about fifty yards wide, but they’d no doubt close the gap once they reached the trees, which the first two beasts were doing now.

      “Edina, hold up!”

      She screamed and darted to her left. A beast was a blue and gray blur dashing toward her, snarling. Sartain stopped, raised the Henry, and fired.

      The beast yipped as it twisted in mid-air before slamming hard into Edina, knocking her flat. Sprawled on top of her so that she was barely visible, the wolf quivered like it had been struck by lightning. It kicked its legs as though trying to run. As Sartain ran up to it, the beast fell still, staring sightlessly.

      Edina groaned and shook her head slowly, squeezing her eyes closed.

      Hearing more beasts running toward them, Sartain wheeled as he fired the Henry in a circle around him, holding the others at bay. Then he reached down, heaved the heavy, furry, stinky animal off Edina, grabbed her arm, and pulled her up and over his left shoulder.

      He took the Henry in his other hand and started walking quickly down the slope. He thought he had two or three bullets left in the Henry. No time to reload. Once those were gone, he’d have to rely on the LeMat, though the forty-four wouldn’t do much good from long range. It might hold the wolves off for a short while, though.

      The beasts quartering around him, Sartain hastened his pace through the forest. He could see a stream at the bottom of the valley and hear the glassy churning of the water along its stony bed. He looked around for the Jernigan cabin but saw nothing but a moss-pocked granite wall rising on the far side of the stream and more trees.

      His heart was hammering. Chicken flesh had risen across his shoulders. He held his jaws taut in desperation, hearing the wolves closing on him to both sides.

      Where in the hell was the Jernigan cabin?

      Edina was out cold, a dead weight on his left shoulder.

      Desperately, he looked around, breathing hard. Edina said the cabin was along a feeder canyon. In which direction? He flipped a coin in his head and started downstream.

      The wolves were padding around him, snarling and yipping. One started howling, the eerie voice echoing around the canyon. A couple of wolves drew close, eyes aglow in the shadows of the forest.

      Sartain raised the Henry and fired from his hip. With one hand, he couldn’t place his shots, and all three went wide but at least sent the wolves loping off into the forest. Another approached from the other side of the stream. Sartain squeezed the Henry’s trigger and chewed out a curse when the hammer pinged benignly on the firing pin.

      Empty.

      The wolf bolted forward and started across the stream, snapping its jaws.

      Sartain dropped the Henry, hauled out his LeMat, and blew the beast into the water, where it flopped in a circle, continuing to snap its jaws and paint the rocks around it red.

      The Cajun saw an opening in the craggy wall abutting the stream. He hurried toward it and followed a moldering wooden bridge across the stream and into an intersecting canyon rife with the smell of pine resin and mushrooms.

      The wolves were behind him now, fanned out and loping. The beasts seemed to sense that without the Henry, their quarry’s firing range was drastically reduced.

      Sartain swung around. He fired at one of the wolves, missing by a hair’s breadth, but he slowed the others down. He could see six or seven, with maybe one or two behind them splashing across the stream.

      He turned and quickened his pace. Ahead, a cabin came into view, nestled in a clearing amongst scattered pines and half-naked aspens. It was a low-slung affair with moss furring its warped shake roof, its windows shuttered and the yard overgrown with weeds. A small barn and stable flanked it, as did a pole barn housing an old ore wagon and longtoms and other mining paraphernalia.

      Sartain could see the rubble of a mine high on the rocky, pine-peppered slope above the cabin. A rickety gray tipple stood at the edge of the spoil bank.

      Sartain ran toward the cabin, wincing when he heard the menacing thuds of padded feet growing louder behind him. He stopped, wheeled, and emptied the LeMat’s forty-four shells as well as the twelve-gauge shotgun shell, killing one wolf and wounding another, which yowled sharply, and then continued running toward the cabin.

      “Crap!” he rasped out, running, hearing the raking breaths of the beasts closing on him. “So damn close, but we ain’t gonna make...”

      He let his voice trail off when one of the cabin’s shutters opened. A rifle was thrust out and it barked, blossoming flames. The rifle spoke twice more, evoking more yips and yowls behind Sartain, who’d paused when the shutter had flown open.

      A man beckoned from the window. “Come on, I’ll cover you!”

      The man levered his Winchester and continued hurling lead into the pack behind Sartain, who took off running again. When he was ten feet from the cabin, the door was thrown open from the inside and a second a man in a red-and-white checked shirt stepped out, beckoning with his rifle.

      The first man continued firing from the window.

      “Got an injured girl here!” said the Cajun as he ducked through the door.

      He paused in the shadows, blinked against the heavy cigarette smoke. It was a small one-room shack broken up into vaguely separate areas. A gamey smell laced the tobacco smoke. A bed lay to the right behind a partly open blanket curtain. Sartain pushed through the curtain and gentled Edina onto the bed covered by a mountain lion skin.

      The girl groaned. She’d been knocked cold, but she was coming around.

      Footsteps sounded behind Sartain. He smoothed Edina’s hair back from her cheek and straightened.

      “Sure am glad you fellas were here,” he said, turning. “We’d have been wolf bait. The girl could use—”

      He stopped. The man standing before him was Dangerous Dan Tucker, who grinned. Then the Silver City lawman snapped up his Winchester and rammed the butt against Sartain’s right cheek.

      A half-second before the world went black, Sartain heard the loud thud of his body hitting the floor.
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      Cold water hammered his face, plucking him instantly from the warm darkness. He lifted his head, gasping, blinking the water, so cold it had to be straight from a cold stream, from his eyes.

      “Haul him up!” ordered Dangerous Dan, who sat on the cot beside Edina, sort of jumping up and down, grinning, his lazy eye cast devilishly. “Haul him up and beat the holy hell out of the son of a bitch, but don’t kill him. I want Mr. Creed to have the opportunity should he so choose. That’d only be fittin’ and proper!”

      There were three others. Two grabbed Sartain by his arms from behind and lifted him to a standing position though he was having trouble getting his knees to lock.

      “You just can’t get enough of kissin’ ole Creed’s ass, can you, Dan?” asked one of the men—a bearded gent in a brown bowler hat and green neckerchief—who’d hauled Sartain to his feet.

      “Shut up, Yager!” Dangerous Dan shouted, pointing. “If I want any crap out of you, I’ll knock you down and stomp on your head!”

      Yager scowled at the Silver City lawman. The other two men laughed. Dangerous Dan laughed then too.

      One of the three others stepped in front of Sartain. He had a long, jagged scar under his gray right eye. He winked at Sartain, then pursed his lips and drove his right fist into Sartain’s belly.

      The Revenger, still dazed by the gun butt Dangerous Dan had rammed into his right cheek, wasn’t prepared for the onslaught.

      The man’s fist drove so deep that Sartain, jackknifing as the air gushed out of him in a loud, anguished grunt, felt that the man’s fist had driven his gut back against his spine. He dropped to his knees, futilely trying to suck air into his lungs. He heard his own miserable groans as he tried to gulp air that just would not come.

      Dangerous Dan laughed and clapped his hands.

      As the other two men hauled Sartain back to his feet, the Cajun was vaguely aware of Edina making noises on the cot. Then the gray-eyed, scar-faced gent slammed his bony right fist into Sartain’s left jaw.

      The other two released the big Cajun and he stumbled back and sideways. He fell onto the cabin’s eating table, breaking it and following it down to the floor.

      “Crap, he ain’t so much!” yelled Dangerous Dan from the cot. “He ain’t so much, is he, boys?”

      The Revenger felt himself being dragged up out of the rubble of the table. He was held upright while one of the others, a little red-haired gent with a spade-like chin from which tufts of red goat whiskers straggled, went to work on him with his hard little fists. He had a pinky ring, and Sartain felt it painfully gouge his jaw, causing blood to ooze.

      The little man chuckled through his teeth as Sartain dropped once more.

      Then they dragged him to his feet again. Sartain wasn’t sure which one went to work on him this time. The cabin swirled around him and his ears rang. His head felt as though he’d been worked over by a beefy, angry blacksmith wielding an awfully large hammer.

      As the three toughs continued to beat him, letting him fall, hauling him to his feet again and then hammering him some more, he was vaguely aware of Dangerous Dan bouncing up and down on the cot.

      No, not just on the cot.

      He was bouncing his ass up and down on Edina, who was crying and groaning and trying to get away from the demented lawman. But she was pinned by the lawman on one side and the wall on the other side, so she had nowhere to go.

      Sartain lived in an excruciatingly violent world of misery for a time, and then he found himself on the floor, blinking up at the ceiling. Dangerous Dan said, “I told you fellas not to kill him. You didn’t kill him, didja?”

      Dan’s mustached face with his mean little brown eyes set beneath the brim of his cream Stetson stared down at Sartain. “Dammit, I told you not to...oh, he ain’t dead.” Dan prodded Sartain’s ribs with his boot toe. “You ain’t dead, are ya, Mr. Revenger?”

      That lazy eye wandered toward the outside of its socket like a brown marble suspended in fluid.

      Dan laughed. “Nah, he ain’t dead.”

      “Should we continue?” asked the little red-haired man with the nasty pinky ring.

      “Hell, no, you shouldn’t continue! I told you not to kill him. If you continue, you’re gonna kill him. Tie him to the post there.”

      Dan turned and walked away from Sartain. “Hey, little girl where you think you’re goin’?” the lawman bellowed in a mocking tone.

      Sartain couldn’t see the man any longer, but he heard the sounds of a violent struggle.

      “Let me go!” Edina cried.

      “You just lay back down there,” Dan said. “I aim to dip my wick in you, little girl. See what them boys from Crow Mountain have been crowin’ about!”

      He laughed in delight at that.

      Sartain struggled against the men dragging him across the floor, but to no avail. He was only half-conscious. There were two cabins and two sets of owlhoots revolving around him, nearly disappearing in shadows as unconsciousness swept up to brush at the Cajun’s tender, throbbing brain.

      A thicker shadow of unconsciousness descended on him, then lifted.

      Suddenly, he was sitting with his back to a ceiling support post, near the broken table. His hands were tied behind him around the post. He was facing the cot where three of the outlaws, including Dangerous Dan, were hovering over the struggling girl. The fourth man, Yager, stood back a ways, smoking a cigarette and staring coolly down at the struggle.

      “Get her frillies off, boys!” Dangerous Dan said, straddling the girl’s legs.

      “Leave me be, you cowardly bastards!” Edina screamed.

      Her scream was like a bracing slap to the Cajun. He hardened his jaws and pulled against the support post. Nothing doing. He was trussed up tight, and the post was stout.

      “Let her go!” Sartain raked out. He kicked out with his boots, but he was too far away to hit anyone. “Let her go, dammit, or I’ll—”

      “You’ll what?” asked Dangerous Dan, laughing. “You ain’t in no position to do nothin’ but watch!”

      He laughed again as the other two men ripped Edina’s underwear off.

      The redhead stepped back from the cot and wadded up her panties. “Look here, I think I can get these little frillies tucked inside one cheek!”

      He stuck the frillies in his mouth. No one else seemed to be paying attention to him, however, so he spat them out. Sartain saw Edina’s bare legs kicking.

      “Hold her arms,” Dangerous Dan said, opening his pants.

      There was another brief struggle, then Edina seemed to relax against the cot and said, “No reason to hold my arms. Come on, fellas—I was just makin’ it more fun, that’s all. You all know how much I like it. You heard the stories.”

      Dangerous Dan stared down at her skeptically. The other men turned to him, frowning.

      “All right,” the lawman said. “Let her go.” He chuckled as he wrestled his pants down to his knees and mounted her. “You try anything, you little viper, I’ll slap you so hard you’ll never get your head back straight on your shoulders, understand?”

      “I understand,” Edina said with a coquettish air. “Now, you gonna get on with it or keep a girl waiting? Besides, these other fellas are gonna want their shot when they see how much fun you’re gonna have, Marshal.”

      She was a good actress. At least, Sartain thought she was acting.

      She had to be...didn’t she?

      The other three stepped back but stayed close, watching, their faces flushed with eager anticipation.

      “Damn, that’s a fine-lookin’ filly there,” Yager said, smoking to Sartain’s right. “I get her next.”

      “I do,” said the gray-eyed man. “I done already told Dan.”

      Yager cursed then returned his eyes to Dangerous Dan, who lowered himself into the naked girl’s outstretched arms. Edina spread her legs wide and lifted her bare feet. “You’re better lookin’ up close,” she told the marshal, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him. “Even with that funny eye.”

      “Crap,” Dan said.

      She groaned as he began to buck against her.

      Edina groaned again, louder, and ran her hands through Dan’s hair as he went to work on her. Dan lifted his head from hers, grunted, and said, “Why, you are a little whore, aren’t ya?”

      “Ain’t that what you wanted, Marshal?” Edina said, pulling him back down to her. “But then, you really prefer your momma, don’t you?”

      Dan stopped bucking. “What was that?”

      “Oh, come on, Marshal. Everyone in the whole county knows what you and your fat old ma do together in that little telegraph shack.”

      The others snickered.

      “Why, you little witch!” Dan slapped her hard.

      Edina arched her back, reached up with both hands, and clawed his face. She dug her fingers into his eye socket. With a feral scream, she ripped out the lazy eye and tossed it onto the floor near Sartain, who wasn’t sure what it was at first until the marshal’s egg-shaped eye was staring up at him, trailing the thick, red, ragged thread of the optic nerve.

      It still seemed to be staring off-kilter.

      Dan clamped his hand over that eye socket and screamed so shrilly that Sartain first thought it was Edina screaming. But then he saw Dan’s head tipped back and the marshal’s mouth yawning wide and his entire body jerking on top of Edina’s.

      “My eye!” he bellowed. “My eye! My eye! That little whore just ripped out my eyyyyye!”

      Dan clawed his pistol out of the holster still strapped to his thigh.

      “Hold on, Dan. You ain’t gonna kill her!” Yager shouted, ripping his own six-shooter from its holster and clicking the hammer back. “Not till I’ve had my turn!”

      Dangerous Dan didn’t seem to hear Yager’s warning. He aimed his Bisley with his quivering right hand and had started to click the hammer back when Yager’s own Schofield bucked and roared.

      Dan’s head jerked violently toward the far wall, which was simultaneously splattered with blood and brains issuing from where the bullet exited the town marshal’s right ear.

      “Yager, you crazy son of Satan!” shouted the gray-eyed man whose own two pistols were suddenly in his hands.

      “Now, hold on, Case!”

      Yager raised his free hand in supplication, but Case shot him just the same. Yager stumbled back, cursing, and shot Case twice in the chest.

      The redhead had his own pistol out and was waving it around as he bellowed, “Stop it! Stop it, you goddamn fools! All this over a girl?”

      He hadn’t gotten that last out before Yager fell to the floor, cursed again, spitting blood, and shot the redhead.

      “Oww! Oh, you crazy owlhoot!” the redhead shouted and fired.

      His bullet flew far wide of his target and plunked into the ceiling support point so close to Sartain’s head that he felt the wind brush his hair.

      Yager shot the redhead again, but his aim was failing as his life left and he merely blew out the redhead’s left kneecap.

      That started the redhead bellowing anew as he fell to his butt on the floor, writhing, blood oozing from both his knee and his upper belly. He fired his pistol into the floor, rolled over, cursed loudly, and stopped writhing.

      Blood pooled beneath him.

      Sartain looked warily at Yager, half-expecting another bullet to be directed his way.

      But Yager lay flat on his back. He’d been shot in the upper right chest, likely a lung shot. He continued to spit blood. He convulsed, choking on it. He slammed his boots angrily against the floor and breathed wildly for a time, spitting more blood, before he drowned on the blood in his lungs and suddenly stopped breathing altogether.

      He turned his head to one side and lay still.

      Silence fell over the cabin.

      Sartain blinked against the wafting gun smoke. He wasn’t sure if what he’d witnessed had really happened or if he’d been hit one too many times, but then one of the dead men farted, and for some reason, his doubt was gone.

      Edina lay belly-down on the bed, arms crossed over her head.

      Now she turned to peer out from under her left arm. She slid her incredulous gaze around the room. She sat up, naked, blinking, coughing against the powder smoke, and looked around once more, dropping her bare feet to the floor and tucking her hair behind her ear.

      She looked at Sartain.

      The Cajun gave a dry chuckle. “Crazy bastards.”

      Edina rose from the cot and walked over to drop to a knee beside Sartain. “Oh, crap, Mike. Look what they did to you.”

      “Hell, I’m fine and dandy. How’re you doin’, sweetheart?”

      “I’m doing all right.” Edina snickered as she glanced at the bloody eyeball staring up from the floor at her and Sartain.

      Sartain chuckled again. “You got the bark on, girl. Remind me to never mess with you.”

      “You can mess with me whenever you want, honey.”

      Sartain swallowed the blood that had pooled on his tongue from a cut inside his mouth. “Sweetheart?”

      She was looking around, shocked and fascinated by all the carnage. “Hmmm?”

      “Would you mind untyin’ me?”

      “Oh, sure, Mike. Sorry!”
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      Edina untied Sartain and helped him onto the cot. He groaned, grunted, and cursed. He kicked Dangerous Dan’s slumped body off the cot, and Dangerous Dan hit the flour with a brief series of smacks and thuds.

      The Cajun felt as though he’d been run over by a runaway ore dray moving down a steep slope at a fast clip. Fortunately, the pain was confined to his head and his ribs, though one shoulder was a little sore from being wrenched to his feet as a dead weight a few too many times. One eye was swollen nearly shut. As he ran his fingers across his face, he felt oily blood dribbling from several cuts and abrasions.

      His lips had been split at least twice.

      “You poor thing,” Edina said, crouching to inspect him. She patted his hand away and lightly probed him. “You need a good tending.”

      “Sweetheart?”

      “Yes, Mike?”

      He’d just heard low growling, which had reminded him of the wolf pack that had been chasing them before they’d been set upon by the human wolves in the shack. “Best shut the door.”

      Edina gasped and ran to the half-open door. She peered out, gasped again, and slammed the door.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll feed ‘em soon,” the Cajun said, glancing at the dead men as he manipulated his lower jaw with his hand, making sure it wasn’t broken.

      Edina put her torn frillies back on, then she went over to the corner of the cabin in which the dead men had piled their tack and possibles. From a warbag, she appropriated a dark green and brown plaid shirt that fit her like a gown. She returned to the cot with a canteen, a bandanna, and a flat hide-wrapped traveling flask. A large one. She shook it close to her ear and liquid sloshed around inside it.

      Edina unscrewed the cap and threw back the flask. She sloshed it around in her mouth and swallowed. “Hmmm...not bad,” she said, extending the flask to Sartain. “Snort?”

      “Don’t mind if I do.”

      He took a long drink. She’d been right. It wasn’t bad. It wasn’t his beloved Sam Clay, but it wasn’t bad. The whiskey had probably come from a labeled bottle, at least. It was a shame to waste the stuff on a man’s hide, but that was what Edina used a good bit of it for—soaking the cloth and cleaning the Cajun’s wounds.

      While she did, she and Sartain took frequent pulls from the flask. The girl’s eyes grew shiny, and her cheeks turned as red as cherries. The racking pain in The Revenger’s head and body numbed considerably while he noticed a fuzzy glow stealing into the cabin filled with dead men and the coppery stench of blood.

      Outside, the wolves howled, and the breeze scraped a branch against a window shutter. The outlaws had started a fire in the cabin’s small stove, but the flames had died. Edina added several feather sticks, reigniting the fire, and then chunked in a few pine and aspen logs.

      Soon, the stove was ticking, and a dry heat stole around the little cabin.

      Half-drunk, Sartain lay back on the cornhusk pillow at the head of the cot. Edina lay down beside him, curled against him, rested her head on his shoulder, and ran her hand down his chest and belly to his crotch. She snickered when she felt him come to life, then pulled him out and gave him a long, slow suckling that only added an improbable dose of magic to this day that had started off so terribly.

      They slept entangled in each other’s arms.

      When Sartain woke, soft green light was angling through the cracks in the shutters. The fire had nearly gone out again. He rose and chunked the last few logs onto it from the small box beside it. Edina curled into a tighter ball on the cot, groaning luxuriously as she slept with her hands pressed together beneath her cheek.

      Sartain kissed her bare right foot and she tittered in her half-slumber. The Cajun reloaded his weapons from the outlaws’ stores and slipped quietly outside onto the rotting wooden walk fronting the door. He quietly racked a round into the Henry’s chamber and stepped out a ways from the shack.

      The wolf howls had dwindled gradually while he and the girl had been making love and sleeping. Now as he looked around, pricking his ears, he saw no sign of them.

      Gone?

      He hoped so.

      Cautiously, he stole around behind the cabin and found a stout stable that had obviously been built against possible wolf attacks. The outlaws’ four horses were inside. They’d heard and smelled the wolves, of course. They were stamping around owlishly, but they settled down considerably when The Revenger strapped feed sacks of parched corn to their snouts.

      He made sure they had water and then he left, barring the log door behind him. At least two of the horses would prove handy tomorrow when Sartain and Edina continued their trek to Socorro, although he reflected that it might be best if the girl returned to her diggings instead.

      He had a job to do in Socorro, and he didn’t want her to get any more deeply involved in his trouble than she already was.

      Rifle held at the ready, Sartain looked around the cabin once more. Satisfied there were no wolves near—at least not within a half-mile or so—he returned to the shack and dragged the dead men out into the woods a good distance from the cabin one at a time with one hand, the other hand wrapped firmly around the Henry.

      By the time that nasty job was done, the sun was down and the canyon was cloaked in deep shadow. Smoke issued from the shack’s brick chimney. Edina had obviously built up the fire again from the small woodpile abutting the shack’s rear wall.

      Sartain went back inside to find the cabin warm and alive with the smell of a simple stew that the girl was cooking from a venison haunch, a potato, and an onion she’d found in the dead men’s possibles. The meal was as good as it smelled.

      “What are you going to do now, Mike?” the girl asked after they’d eaten and had slacked back onto the cot. It was only about eight o’clock, but Sartain’s sundry aches and pains had lured him to bed early, and Edina was worn out too.

      “Next?” the Cajun said, rolling a smoke from his makings sack. “Forward, my dear. On to Socorro.”

      He scratched a match to life on his cartridge belt. The wolves had returned. Sartain could hear them out in the woods, snarling, growling, and yowling like banshees as they fought over the fresh carrion.

      “You’re in no condition,” Edina told him.

      “You’re a good sawbones, and I’m a fast healer.” Sartain lifted the flask to his lips and took a drink. “I feel better. I’ll feel even better come morning.”

      He offered the flask to the girl, who waved it off.

      “You need it more than I do. Especially if you’re still gonna take on Lucius Creed.”

      “It’s the straw I drew, sweetheart.” Sartain took another sparing sip of the busthead. “How many does he have sidin’ with him anyway?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. At least a dozen, I’ve heard. Maybe more.”

      “And what’s the name of his saloon in Socorro again?”

      “Lucius Creed’s Rio Grande Saloon, Whorehouse, and Gambling Parlor.”

      “Humble little place, eh?”

      Edina gave a dry snort. She turned to Sartain, beetling her brows. “Don’t go, Mike. You’re badly outnumbered. You’re a big, capable hombre, but you’re still only one man.”

      “You want me to just give up and ride away? Let Creed continue to have his way with Sarah Mangham? Let him kill old man Mangham and his son? Because that’s what he’ll do if he’s not stopped.”

      “It’s not your fight, Mike.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Edina just stared at him as if trying to read a note written in some foreign tongue. “I just don’t get you. This revenge stuff—it’s like a religion with you, isn’t it?”

      Sartain drew deep on the quirley and blew the smoke at the ceiling. “It is at that, honey child.”

      She kissed his lips, placed her hand on his lower belly. “Isn’t there some way I can convince you to let Creed go...and you can come back to my diggings with me? I still own the shack and the mineral rights. It’s hard work, but we could make a nice life of it, you and me. You an’ me...a couple kids...”

      She smiled enticingly.

      Her hand was slowly massaging him, working his blood up.

      Sartain leaned down and kissed her. “I got me a feelin’ we wouldn’t get much diggin’ done, Miss Edina.”

      Smiling, she sat up, unbuttoned her shirt, and tossed it on the floor. “I got a feelin’ you might be right.”

      An hour later, they lay naked together under the mountain lion skin, listening to the wolves and the scratching night breeze.

      “Oh, Mike,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I miss you already!”
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      Just after noon the next day, Sartain swung the stout steel dust he’d appropriated from one of the dead men into the outskirts of Socorro—a bedraggled, ancient Mexican settlement scattered through the scrub brush and aspens along the Rio Grande just north of the inhospitable Jornada del Muerto.

      The cool blue Magdalena Mountains humped in the western distance.

      Sartain had traversed the southernmost shoulders of those mountains a couple of hours ago. His heart had felt heavy as he’d ridden away from the Jernigan cabin, for he’d said goodbye to Edina earlier that morning. He’d always felt forlorn saying goodbye and hitting the trail again, an affliction he attributed to never really having had a family or a home.

      He supposed various people had been his home, but he’d never been able to hold onto any of them long either.

      Now he rode past the barracks-like Catholic church of age-stained adobe ringed by peon’s shacks and capped by a vast, arching cerulean sky that made the walls of the church look all the more soiled. He scattered a flock of chickens as he swung off the main trail and pinched his hat brim to a couple of young Mexican boys playing in the yard of a small straw-roofed adobe hut shaded by a tall mesquite. He approached the town’s main street, which ran from north to south, from the west.

      Soon, he reined up near a stable and windmill whose wooden blades creaked in the warm breeze. The Cajun swung down from the steel dust’s back and shucked his Henry repeater from the saddle scabbard. He smelled the spicy aroma of red pepper on the breeze and saw several chili ristras drying on a low adobe wall that ringed another small hut.

      He ground-reined the steel dust, slipped its bit, and loosened its latigo. While the horse dipped its muzzle into the stock tank, drawing water, Sartain made his way toward the settlement’s business center. Ten minutes later, he strode through a cool, shaded break between two cracked adobe business buildings and held up near the front of the alley.

      He stared out into the broad main street, which formed a slow curve to his left. He saw the building he was looking for to his right on the opposite side of the street: LUCIUS CREED’S RIO GRANDE SALOON, WHOREHOUSE & GAMBLING PARLOR.

      It was a large, Spanish-style affair with arched window casements and a broad arched doorway boasting two stout batwing doors with two large winter doors drawn open beyond. A broad front gallery ran along the front of the place. As grand as it was, it didn’t appear to be doing much business. Sartain thought that was understandable, it being the middle of a weekday. Still, he’d expected to see a few more men around.

      Especially since Creed was likely expecting a visit from the man out to kill him.

      Or had the local crime boss had enough confidence in the men he’d sent after Sartain to be enjoying a siesta in one of the second- or third-story rooms, probably with a comely young puta?

      Sartain looked around carefully. The entire main street appeared subdued. A businessman in a green apron was sweeping the boardwalk fronting his place, a farm wagon was parked in front of a mercantile, and a few horses switched their tails before a couple of saloons, but that was about the extent of the town’s activity.

      Puzzling. Sartain had been half-expecting a welcoming party, if only in the form of arms-bearing men forming a protective ring around Creed’s saloon.

      Was the man really that confident that he had nothing to worry about?

      Sartain stepped out of the alley, muttering, “If you ain’t careful, Creed, you’re gonna hurt my feelings.”

      He slowly racked a round into his Henry’s breach, off-cocked the hammer, and moved slowly along the street, heading for the lair of his quarry.
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      Sartain paused behind an empty freight wagon parked in front of a small cantina directly across the street from Creed’s hotel and saloon.

      He rested the Henry atop the freight wagon’s side panel, closed his free hand over the panel, and squeezed. He slid his gaze up and down the street, wary of a trap.

      It had to be a trap. That was why he saw none of Creed’s men on the street. They were staying out of sight, waiting to take him unawares.

      But then The Revenger usually sensed something like that deep in his bowels. The signals went up his back like scuttling crickets, and a low ringing often sounded in his ears. At the moment, he neither felt nor heard any of that.

      All he was feeling at the moment was befuddlement.

      Footsteps sounded behind him. He swung around, raising the Henry and clicking the hammer back. He held his fire as a Mexican shopkeeper in a paisley waistcoat and white apron stopped in a doorway, dropping the match to which he’d been cupping to a cigarette, his fear-bright eyes on the Henry in the Cajun’s gloved hands.

      “Christo!” the man said, lurching back, scowling. He slammed his shop door and swept the curtain across the top glass panel.

      The match smoldered on the boardwalk where the shopkeeper had dropped it.

      “Sorry, there, amigo,” Sartain muttered, depressing the Henry’s hammer.

      He turned back to the three-story hotel. Its large, gaudily painted sign was stretched across the top of the third story. Two horses were tied to one of the two hitch racks fronting the place. One of the horses turned its head to give Sartain a dubious look, then turned it back, kicked at a fly, and gave its tail a hard, single switch.

      “All right,” the Cajun said decisively and walked out from behind the wagon.

      Resting the Henry on his right shoulder, he strode across the street. He mounted the broad steps, crossed the gallery, and stood staring over the tops of the heavy scrolled oak batwing doors into the murky shadows. The drinking hall was cave-like, albeit an elegant cave.

      There was a horseshoe-shaped bar on the right, with an elaborate back bar. The mirror shone like polished diamonds. A thick wine-red carpet stretched across the floor. The tables were all dark, glistening mahogany. There appeared to be a gambling layout to the right through a broad arched doorway overseen by the head of a giant elk no doubt shot in the mountains Sartain had just ridden through.

      The air of the place smelled like molasses and sage cut with the cloying smell of cheap tobacco.

      Two cowboys sat playing cards at a table about halfway in and on the left, near a cold brick fireplace. A beefy, blond-headed bartender stood behind the bar. He stood so still that he might have been a stone representation of an Irish ale-slinger, large, freckled arms crossed over his barrel-like chest. He was straining the seams and buttons of the three-piece suit he wore beneath a cream apron.

      Sartain didn’t see anybody else in the place. The only sounds were the two cowboys calling, raising, flicking their cards, and occasionally rattling their coins. There were no sounds, that is, until Sartain pushed through the batwings and took two long strides toward the three steps dropping into the sunken drinking hall.

      Then a lazy, menacing voice off his right flank said, “Okay, hold it right there.”

      Sartain’s heart picked up its pace. The shadows had obviously hidden the man from the Cajun’s view. Sartain gave an inward wince as he waited for a bullet.

      “Now, you know you don’t come in here packin’ iron, friend,” said the man behind him in a puzzlingly non-threatening tone.

      A figure moved on the Cajun’s left. Sartain swung that way, saw a man reaching for a pistol on his hip, and triggered the Henry.

      The bullet smacked the man’s still-holstered revolver. The man screamed and jumped nearly two feet in the air. Sartain wheeled again, cocking the Henry automatically, and leveled his rifle on the gent behind him.

      The man was sitting in a Windsor chair near a tall wooden coatrack, one leg crossed over the other. He sat casually, a drink in his hand. His other hand was empty. He tensed now. His bushy brows beetled while his gaze drifted to the barrel of the rifle aimed at him, and his lips parted slowly.

      He too wore a three-piece suit. He was shaggy-headed, bearded, and maybe in his early thirties. “Hold on, now,” he said slowly, softly. “No reason to go makin’ nasty. I was just remindin’ you of the rules, friend.”

      The other man, the one with the bullet hole in his holster, was cursing and casting his bewildered gaze between his holster and the man who’d put the hole in it. “Jesus Christ!” he said.

      He wore a three-piece suit as well. He was slender and bulbous-eyed, and he had thin, dark-red hair combed straight back from a pronounced widow’s peak.

      The bartender said loudly in a stout Irish accent, “If this is a robbery, I might be able to find a dead mouse at the back of the cash box. If you’re lucky. Try the cantina across the street bucko. They do a better business this time of the day than we do, ya goddamn bloody fool!”

      Atop the balcony curving over the main drinking hall and horseshoe bar, a door clicked and groaned open. A very short man stepped out. Or was he wheeling out...

      As the figure glided up to the balcony rail and lifted his chin to peer over it, Sartain saw that he was indeed in a wheelchair. “Who’s shooting up the place, consarn it?” He’d shouted, but he’d seemed to have trouble raising his weak and raspy voice as high as he’d wanted.

      He stared over the rail at Sartain, who suddenly felt like the bad boy in church. Neither the man behind him nor the man to his left, the one with the ruined gun and holster, appeared in a hurry to draw another weapon, and no one else was hurrying toward him.

      The cowboys stared at him warily and the barman stared at him belligerently, but the apron wasn’t wielding so much as a bung starter.

      They’d all seemed taken by surprise.

      Sartain depressed the Henry’s hammer and raised his voice loudly enough for the wheelchair-bound gent to hear. “I’m looking for Lucius Creed.”

      “Oh?” said the man in the wheelchair. “What do you want with this Creed fella?”

      Sartain glowered up at the man. “Don’t tell me you’re him.”

      “All right, I won’t. Why don’t you tell me who you are so we can get that cleared up?”

      “Sartain.”

      “Oh, hell,” said the man behind the Cajun, who’d climbed to his feet and was still holding his drink and nothing else. “That’s what that crazy Dan Tucker was talkin’ about.”

      “What’s that, Les?” said Creed.

      “Dan Tucker sent a telegram a couple nights ago. Said something about The Revenger. Came in late. I thought he was drunk and tossed the flimsy away without thinkin’ no more about it.”

      The man in the wheelchair hammered his fist on the balcony rail. “Consarn it, Les, would you kindly chew it up a little and then spit it out?”

      “This man here, Sartain...he’s The Revenger, Mr. Creed.”

      “The Revenger...” Creed said as though he should know what that meant but didn’t.

      “Hired gun, Lucius,” said the barman, eyeing Creed now.

      Creed said, “I’m comin’ down.”

      He wheeled his chair down the hall on his right and stopped near the head of the stairs. The barman walked out from behind the bar and into the shadows beneath the balcony. There was a contraption there with a winch attached. Sartain couldn’t see it very clearly, but it looked like a series of cables stretching from the floor to the balcony above.

      The big barman threw a lever on the winch and began turning the handle. As he did, Lucius Creed appeared to be sucked down into the balcony floor.

      He kept dropping in herky-jerky movements, his wheelchair disappearing in increments and his head jerking down beneath the balcony rail.

      The winch squawked noisily.

      The barman kept turning the wooden winch handle until Sartain saw a platform dropping out of the shadows beneath the balcony. Creed’s chair was on the platform, and in less than a minute, Creed and the chair were on the floor of the main drinking hall.

      Creed slid down in his chair to kick away a low wooden rail attached to the platform. The barman walked around behind him and pushed the chair off the platform and along the sunken floor of the drinking hall until his employer was sitting seven feet away from Sartain at the bottom of the three steps.

      Watching him roll toward him, Sartain’s incredulity had grown. Lucius Creed was a spindly little man with long, stringy gray hair and the gaunt face of a cadaver. His eyes were so sunken it was impossible to tell their color. He had a mole the size of the tip of the Cajun’s thumb on the left side of his nose. One eye cast crookedly around the obstruction.

      Creed was dressed in ragged long-handles and heavy red wool socks drawn up nearly to his knees. Over the long-handles, he wore a deep-purple parlor coat with red lapels. The robe hung loosely, its gilt cord dangling down over the chair’s wheels.

      Sartain found himself wrinkling his nose against the man’s sour stench.

      He smelled like meat left too long in the hot sun.

      Creed appeared to take satisfaction in his aroma. He gazed up at the big, handsome, shaggy-headed man before him and said, “Don’t mind the stink. I don’t.” He stretched his badly blistered lips in satisfaction at the joke. “Cancer,” he explained. “I got one that size on my spine.” He shaped the gap between his gnarled hands into the size of an orange. “Another one that size on my right lung.”

      He indicated a tumor the size of a grapefruit.

      Apparently enjoying his guest’s revulsion, he shaped another grin. “And you’re here to kill me?”

      The man with the ruined holster chuckled. Creed favored him with a bland look, which cowed the man. Then Creed tipped his head back to look up at the barman. “Wheel me around, Jim. We’re goin’ to the billiard room. I’d like a bottle of cold beer. Bring two.”

      “You sure, Lucius?” the barman said. “Remember, the doc said...”

      “Just bring the bottles, Jim. Suds ain’t gonna kill a dead man.”

      As the barman headed for the bar, Lucius Creed wheeled his chair back toward the rear of the main drinking hall, toward another broad arched doorway. He stopped and glanced over his shoulder at Sartain, who’d found himself stuck in place, as though his boots had turned to lead.

      “Come on, killer. Have a drink with your prey.” Creed stretched another devilish grin, the one eye bending to peer around the growth jutting from his nose. “It’s the least you could do.”

      Sartain glanced at the two men flanking him and then dropped down the three steps into the main hall. He caught up to Creed and, placing his rifle under one arm, grabbed one of the chair handles and pushed the dying man forward.

      “Thanks,” Creed said. “I can do it myself, but it’s always nice to have help. Don’t have much of it left. My boys have been driftin’ away like flies after the first frost, but I still got me a handful of stalwarts.”

      “Where we goin’?” Sartain said.

      “In there.” Creed jerked his head toward the broad doorway to the right of which a grandfather clock stood sentinel, ticking woodenly.

      Sartain pushed the withered outlaw into a long, broad, carpeted room trimmed with more game trophies and stocked with five pool tables and several dartboards. There was a dark, unmanned bar at the back.

      Creed stopped at a table in the middle of the room and canted his head toward a wall rack. “Grab us a coupla sticks. I like to hit a few balls around now and then. Keeps my mind off the pain. Used to have girls around for that, but then my pecker stopped workin’ and I couldn’t take the aggravation of watchin’ ‘em parade around here half-naked. I gave ‘em all their wages and sent ‘em on their way.”

      At that last, he started coughing violently. He fumbled a white handkerchief with red polka dots out of a robe pocket and clamped it over his mouth as he convulsed. Sartain saw that the handkerchief’s polka dots were blood.

      Creed bent low in his chair, coughing loudly into the handkerchief.

      “See there, Lucius,” the barman said as he brought a tray with two bottles and two glasses into the room. “You shouldn’t be drinkin’ nothin’ but warm tea, ya bloody fool.”

      Creed coughed some more and then angrily chucked the bloody cloth at the bartender. “Just shut up about my health and pour the beers, Jim. What the hell else do I have to ease my pain? Warm tea, my ass!”

      “Eases it in the short-term, but it’s gonna kill you...” The barman sheepishly let his voice drift off, flushing slightly.

      Obviously, Creed already had one foot in the grave. One or two more beers weren’t going to make any difference. Sartain found himself marveling at how much the burly Irishman must have cared for the old outlaw.

      He also found himself wondering just how badly he’d been lied to about Creed, and why...
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      Jim poured the beer and left the room, drawing the doors closed behind him.

      He stopped and glanced back, shuttling his cautious gaze from Sartain to Creed. “If you need anything, Lucius, just call out.” He gave Sartain another wolfishly threatening look and finished closing the doors.

      Creed took his beer off the tray. “Come over here and get your beer. It’s a good ale brewed in Ohio. I keep it ten feet underground. Always enjoy a cool beer.”

      Sartain took the beer from the tray and tipped the frothy mug to his lips. “Good,” he said. He’d only half-tasted it. He was too busy trying to wrap his mind around the fact that his so-called formidable quarry had been confined to a wheelchair, not to mention a body that didn’t weight ninety pounds.

      “Go ahead and break,” Creed said, setting his glass down and taking up his pool cue. He chalked the tip.

      The balls were already racked on the table. Sartain broke, pocketing three and then knocking in another one before bouncing the two-ball off the velvet. Creed took his turn, almost sweeping the table. His success seemed to work him up, but after he’d pocketed six balls in a row, he sat back in his chair, red-faced from exhaustion.

      His ears were papery white.

      He grabbed his beer off the tray and downed half of it, his hand shaking so badly that much of it dribbled down the corners of his mouth and into his lap.

      “By thunder, I don’t have the wind of a newborn rat,” he said, mopping his brow with a fresh handkerchief.

      Sartain pocketed two more balls, then hiked a hip on the table, staring down at the old outlaw in the wheelchair.

      Creed stared up at him with that self-satisfied look again. But then his brows beetled and with a genuinely puzzled air, he said, “Who sent you? Merlin Sneed? Ephraim Blocker?” He canted his head slightly to one side. “Or was it—”

      “Mangham.”

      “Mangham?” Creed paused. “Hell, I don’t owe him any—”

      “You damn near had him killed the other night.”

      “I did?”

      “Yeah. You sent Drew Jurgens and two other wolves after him. They beat the holy hell out of him...after they raped his daughter.”

      Creed just stared at him as though he’d been speaking a language he couldn’t understand.

      Sartain said, “Are you going to tell me you didn’t demand Sarah Mangham’s hand in marriage?”

      Creed pursed his lips and shook his head. “No.”

      “That you haven’t been trying to run Mangham out of business for the past couple of years so you could have the only stage business in this neck of the territory?”

      “It sorta depends on what you mean by ‘haven’t. I was for a time, yeah. I asked Sarah to marry me a couple of months ago, yeah. Okay, I demanded the snooty little bitch marry me,” Creed added, chuckling. “Forgive me. That’s the man I am. Take me or leave me. I am...was...the biggest success story in these parts.”

      “You were...are...a killer, Creed. An outlaw. You’re vermin, by all accounts.”

      “Okay, if you wanna get personal,” Creed said, chuckling again before taking another sip from his beer mug and licking the foam from his lips with his jaundiced yellow tongue. “I’m vermin. I reckon once vermin, always vermin. I’ll die vermin. Likely go to hell and shovel coal for an eternity or two. Hell, someone’s gotta do it.”

      That made him laugh until he spilled some of his beer.

      “And I’d have loved to have seen Mangham dead, and likely would have gotten around to it by now if I didn’t wake up three months ago screaming from one piss-awful pain in my chest. I hadn’t been feelin’ well for a year, but then the pain came and my legs turned to noodles. Just before my pecker did the same. Finally brought the doc in and he found them two tumors. Says I’m full of cancer. Probably grew slow at first. Deep in the bones. Now it’s a mother-lovin’ wildfire about to burn down the mountain.”

      Creed glanced at the door and then turned to Sartain with a devilish gleam in his eyes. Keeping his voice low, he said, “You woun’t have a cigar, would you? Them boys out there refuse to give me any because the doc says they cain’t. You’d think they’d mind me in my last days, since I made them what they are, put food on their tables and clothes on their backs. But they just refuse to accept the fact I’m wolfbait.

      “You see, we been through a lot together. Closer’n crows in a post oak. Them boys out there are three of only five I got left sidin’ me, and we all grew up together down South. ‘Bama. Fought in the War of Northern Aggression before we all headed west together and took up robbin’ and killin’ and growin’ crooked businesses and frightenin’ the women and children and generally runnin’ amok upon the land!”

      The old outlaw wheezed a laugh and then spit more blood into his handkerchief.

      “Christ almighty,” Sartain said, cutting his bayou accent loose as he lit a long-nine for Lucius Creed. “You must not mind the flames of hell ticklin’ your toes one bit. Law, law—I don’t believe I ever seen the like.”

      He truly was amazed. Most dying men he’d known had made fast work of mending their ways, or at least of understating their transgressions, near their last. But Creed seemed proud of his!

      Drawing smoke deep into his withered lungs, choking a little but smiling just the same, Creed blinked his heavy-lidded eyes and said, “Ah, now that’s a cigar.”

      “That’s one of the cheapest on the market.”

      “A rum-infused Cuban stogie to a dyin’ man.”

      “Let me get this straight—you didn’t send those men to savage Sarah Mangham and rough up...or kill...her father the other night?”

      “Hell, no. Why? I’m dyin. Hell, I haven’t done none of that evil stuff for nigh on three months now. Haven’t had the energy to work up the effort! And what do I need with a persnickety bitch in my bed? Or a stage line?

      “Sure, mine’s still runnin’, but I’m losin’ help faster than Texas was losing cattle to Kansas a few years back. Pretty soon I’ll be broke and all of this—the saloon, my mines, my stage line—crap, it’ll peter out like a locomotive runnin’ on an empty firebox. Most likely, it’ll be sold for back taxes...long after I’m more maggots than flesh.”

      Creed smiled at the long-nine’s coal. “Goddamn, that’s a good cigar!”

      “If not you, who is terrorizing the Manghams? And why?”

      “Look at me, Sartain. Do I look like I know a goddamn thing about anything anymore except how long it takes to evacuate a set of cancerous bowels?”

      “Why did Dan Tucker send you that telegram?”

      “Crap, I never even saw the telegram. That’s how dead I am. I don’t know. Maybe he hasn’t gotten word I ain’t been at my best lately. Silver City’s a long ways away, and some of the boys down here likely been trying to keep it as quiet as they can so we don’t lose business so fast.”

      Sartain had walked to a window and was staring at the mud-brick wall of the next building to the east. “Who ambushed my camp? Who sicced Dangerous Dan and them other three on me and Edina?” He shook his head slowly. “And why?”

      “Must be someone else after Mangham’s business,” Creed said. “Say, you and me are a lot alike, Sartain. I like your Cajun accent. Bet you fought in the war, didn’t you? Why don’t you spend the night here? As my guest. Free of charge. We’ll have us another beer, another game of pool, and then we’ll dine in my... Hey, where you goin’?”

      Sartain paused at the door. He was remembering something the French doxie, Emmanuelle, had told him back in her boudoir.

      “Things are complicated here. They may seem simple, mon cher, but that is the trick. Not everyone is as they seem.”

      Now, Sartain was starting to understand what she meant. And maybe she’d said it because she’d just seen him walk out of the Mangham’s mercantile.

      He glanced back at the old outlaw scowling at him.

      “Tell you what,” Creed said with an urgent air, desperately wanting company, “I’ll haul you in a whore or two from another place. Just keep it down, though, will you? I don’t wanna get all frustrated!”

      “Sorry, Creed, but I have to get back to Silver City.”

      “How ‘bout I fix you up with three whores!” Creed bellowed as Sartain went out and strode toward the batwings. “Oh, come on, you came here to kill me! The least you can do is accept my hospitality!”
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        * * *

      

      Seated atop his calico steed, Scott Mangham fumbled a silk handkerchief out of the breast pocket of his crisp frock coat and clutched it hard against his mouth and nose. He stared down in horror at a sight almost too horrific to be believed, one that emanated such a thick, sickly-sweet, coppery stench that young Mangham was having trouble keeping his breakfast down.

      It was the torso of a man. Or what was left of a man after predators—likely mountain lions or wolves—had finished with it.

      All that was left of the man’s upper body was the bloody mess of his exposed ribs, his spine running up through the back of his ribcage, his neck, and his head. It was the head that made the sight especially grisly because there was enough of the skin left on the face to identify the revolting carcass as that of Dangerous Dan Tucker, town marshal of Silver City. Without the head, the rest of the remaining body might have belonged to an animal of some kind.

      But the head identified it as a man. As Dangerous Dan.

      Mangham convulsed violently, swallowed back a retch.

      One of Dan’s eyes remained in its socket. The other was gone. Dangerous Dan’s ears were there as well, and so was his hair, although it was a matted, bloody mess.

      Everything below the man’s ribs was gone. The legs were nowhere in sight. They were likely not far away. The autumn leaves and the ground had been torn up and splattered with blood as the predators had obviously fought over and devoured their prey.

      Though it appeared they were not what had killed Dangerous Dan. Scott Mangham was not accustomed to violence—he left that up to others—but he was sure that the gaping hole in the middle of Dan’s right ear marked where a bullet had passed through his skull.

      Improbably, Dan’s bloody, dirty lips appeared to be smirking.

      Scott’s innards recoiled violently. His breakfast geysered up into his throat.

      Quickly, half-falling, he climbed out of the saddle, dropped the reins, stumbled into a hawthorn thicket, and spewed his breakfast. He leaned forward, convulsing, wave after wave burning up from his belly and hurling itself across his tongue and out his mouth.

      When he finished, he stepped back, dropped to his knees in exhaustion, and ran the handkerchief across his lips. His intestines were trembling. Glancing through the shrubs, Scott saw something else scattered across the ground about twenty feet away.

      “Oh, Christ,” he muttered, drawing a calming breath.

      Reluctantly, he walked around the hawthorn thicket and over to where more bloody bones were scattered through the autumn-cured grass, pine needles, and aspen leaves. There had to be parts of at least two more men over here. Maybe three.

      That would mean that the entire posse Scott Mangham had sent after Sartain was dead—which meant that Sartain was either on his way to Silver City at this moment, or he’d already arrived.

      If he’d already arrived, he probably knew...or would soon know...that it was not Lucius Creed who had lately been terrorizing the Mangham family. It would likely take him some time to figure out who the real culprit was, but when he did, Scott Mangham would probably end up in the same condition as Dangerous Dan and the other fools strewn through these woods in bloody, bony piles.

      On the other hand, why would The Revenger suspect Scott? All the men who’d been taking his orders and who thought they’d been taking his orders via Lucius Creed because they thought Scott had thrown in with Creed were dead.

      The only one who could really put it together was laid up in the Mangham house back in Silver City.

      That man was Scott’s own father.

      His heart racing, Scott ran back to his horse, mounted up, and galloped back in the direction of town.

      Behind him, from deep in the bloody woods, a wolf gave a high, ululating cry of satiation. Scott glanced fearfully behind him, then whipped his reins ends against the calico’s hips, urging more speed.
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      Scott checked the steed when he reached the outskirts of Silver City.

      “Jesus Christ, boy!” said a man in a wagon rolling toward him. “You’re gonna kill that hoss!”

      The man was Lester Forecastle, an old, ten-cow rancher from these parts and one of the mercantile’s relatively steady cash-paying customers, one of those few customers making it possible for the Manghams to remain in business despite how deep in debt they were.

      Scott’s ears burned with embarrassment. The old man was right. The steed was sweat-lathered and loose-kneed, blowing hard. Scott didn’t know what to say, so he only gave a sheepish smile and pinched his hat brim to Forecastle as he continued walking the calico on into town.

      The old man and the wagon passed, old Forecastle turning his warty face back to track Scott with his admonishing glare.

      When Forecastle was behind him, Scott felt his upper lip curl an angry snarl. “Boy,” the old man had called him.

      Scott Mangham was pushing thirty, but everyone around Silver City still referred to him as Mangham’s ”boy.” For some reason, Scott had never been able to separate himself from his father’s shadow. He supposed it had something to do with his weak personality and the fact that he’d always been more comfortable working in the back office, balancing the business’s books—or at least trying to balance those books—than working with the customers.

      He’d always been rather shy and retiring, at least in public, so he supposed he deserved the lack of veneration he was shown. But he hated to be patronized.

      Hell, the folks around Silver City treated his younger sister with more respect than they did Scott. When he did work up front in the store, everyone asked for Sarah. Even when she was busy with other customers, they’d avoid Scott and wait for Sarah to be free.

      Behind the meek, deferring grin Scott couldn’t help wearing no matter how hard he tried to look confident and tough—a businessman to be reckoned with—a fire of anger and resentment had burned hotter and hotter over the years.

      Now it was finally time to do something decisive. It was time to finish what he’d started.

      As he rode along the town’s main street, he brushed a fist across his mouth to squelch a giddy yelp of laughter. Ahead on his right lay Aunt Irma’s place. As she often was this time of the morning, Emmanuelle was standing on the second-floor balcony smoking a long black cigar, one arm over her chest.

      She wore a gauzy black wrap over her corset and camisole. As she lifted the cheroot to her lips, she turned her head toward where Scott was approaching the whorehouse and let the smoke curl out from between her sweet red lips.

      Her gaze had landed on Scott. He reined the calico to a stop and smiled up at the girl. He dipped his chin, unable to contain the broad smile blossoming on his face until he was afraid he’d break out in raucous laughter.

      His visits to Aunt Irma’s place—specifically, to Emmanuelle’s boudoir—had always been done under cover of darkness and via the back stairs. This morning, however, he couldn’t help doffing his bowler hat, giving a courtly dip of his chin, and saying, “I’ll be seeing you later.”

      Emmanuelle glanced around the street as though wondering if anyone else had heard, then returned her befuddled gaze to Scott. He set his hat back on his head and continued riding. His sister, Sarah, stood out on the mercantile’s front porch. She’d probably been arranging the merchandise, but now she stood staring at him dubiously.

      She’d obviously seen him stop in front of the whorehouse. Had she heard what he’d said to Emmanuelle?

      Scott didn’t care. In fact, he hoped she had heard him.

      He almost chuckled again.

      Sarah shaded her eyes against the climbing morning sun. “Scott, where’ve you been?” Her eyes slid toward where Emmanuelle was standing on the balcony of the building sitting catty-corner to the mercantile. “Your horse looks blown.”

      Scott kept the tired horse moving, slowly riding past the mercantile and through the slow-moving mid-morning horse and wagon traffic. “Took a little longer ride this morning than usual, sis.”

      “You’ve been taking quite a few long rides of late,” Sarah said, turning her head to follow her brother with her gaze.

      Scott raised his gloved hands. “I get turned around out in those mountains. You know how I am, sis. Sometimes I can’t find my ass with both hands.”

      Sarah’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Scott,  what did you just say?”

      Scott chuckled and turned his head forward. “I’m gonna go on home and get cleaned up. I’ll be to work soon. I’m sure you can manage without me!”

      He threw up a hand in a parting wave and gigged the calico into a trot.

      He was aware of more than a few heads along both sides of the street turning to follow him with puzzled gazes. He reined up in front of his father’s—no, his own as well his father’s and sister’s house—ten minutes later. He climbed down from the saddle, dropped the reins, mounted the front porch, and threw open the front door.

      He stood there in the foyer, heart thudding.

      What now?

      He fingered the .41-caliber pocket pistol he carried in his coat pocket.

      He had no more men to do his dirty work for him. Recently, Dangerous Dan and others of his ilk had burned one of the Mangham Line’s stage relay stations, killed a couple of station managers and shot a driver, all to further drive the old man out of business. Scott had given the orders, but Dan and the others had believed they were working for the notorious Lucius Creed.

      But those men were dead.

      There was only Scott now.

      His father’s voice yelled from the second story, “Sarah, is that you, honey?”

      Scott licked his lips nervously, then called up the staircase rising along the foyer’s right wall. “It’s me, Poppa.”

      He fingered the little pistol in his pocket again.

      “Scott, what are you doing home?”

      Thinking quickly, Scott said, “Sarah was busy with customers. She wanted me to check on you.”

      An upstairs door opened. Brian Mangham’s voice was clearer and louder now. “Isn’t that just like her?”

      The old man appeared fully dressed at the top of the stairs. He started down slowly, using his cane, one hand on the banister. His face was still swollen, but the cuts were healing.

      Scott’s heart sank. He’d decided he’d smother the old man with his own pillow, make it look like a heart attack. But that had been assuming he’d find the old man asleep in bed after washing his pain pill down with brandy.

      Now what would Scott do? He didn’t think he could shoot him.

      “What’re you doing up, Poppa?”

      “I’m getting bedsores. I need some exercise. I’m glad you’re here. I was a little hesitant to go out walking myself.” Brian Mangham was moving down the stairs one step at a time, the cane shaking in his quivering hand. “Besides, I’d like to talk to you, son. It’s been a long time coming, this talk.”

      For a moment, Scott considered causing his father to have an accident on the stairs. But before the younger Mangham could make his move, the older Mangham was nearly to the bottom of the staircase.

      Scott sighed.

      “A talk?”

      “Let’s go out the back. I’d like to walk along the arroyo. So nice out there in the fall.”

      “All right. Here, let me help.”

      As Mangham stepped down into the foyer, Scott sidled up to him and wrapped his arm around his father’s thick waist. They began moving through the morning-quiet house, heading for the rear. The smell of eggs, side pork, and coffee lingered in the pent up air from their breakfast.

      “You smell like horse, Scott,” Mangham said. “Have you been out riding again?”

      “Yeah, I thought I’d take ole Jud out for a morning jaunt.”

      “Some jaunt. How far and how hard did you ride, anyway?”

      “Got turned around out there, Poppa. You know I have no sense of direction.”

      They were moving through the kitchen now, where a barren lilac branch was scraping against the sunlit window over the range. In another window, chickadees peeped in a small mountain honeysuckle.

      “You should stay out of those mountains, boy. The office is where you belong. You’re a bookkeeper, not a cowpuncher. Leave the horseback riding to the cowpunchers and saddle tramps. Unfortunately,” the old man added as they made their way out the back door off the kitchen, “I’m afraid you’re going to have to find a job keeping someone else’s books.”

      Scott didn’t say anything. He bided his time, letting the old man have his say. Then Scott would have his say. He couldn’t wait, in fact, to tell the old man what was really happening around here.

      And who was responsible for it.

      They walked together around the privy and woodshed and followed the path down into the arroyo, which was Mangham’s and Sarah’s favorite place to stroll together summer evenings. Scott was rarely invited. Those times were for the old man and his beloved daughter, only. Scott had always been seen as a little strange to them, and while they had never been overly obvious about how they’d seen him, they’d never done much to make him feel loved the way they loved each other.

      They walked slowly along the breezy arroyo, the old man reaching up occasionally to snug his bowler hat down tighter on his head.

      “Son,” he said, “I tried to get Joe Diamond and Mel St. John to float a note for me to help us dig out of the bad spot we’re in financially, but I couldn’t do it. Those men and I were some of the first successful white businessmen here in Silver City, but they refused to back me. After considering it—indeed, after throwing a considerable temper tantrum over it—I think they were right to turn me down. No point in going even deeper into debt. There’s no shoving crap back into a dead horse, as my old man used to say.”

      Scott didn’t say anything. Anger burned in him. It was tempered by only his satisfaction that he now had the upper hand. Brian Mangham might have ruined himself and Scott’s sister, but Scott had fortunately been looking out for himself.

      After they’d walked in silence for a time around a bend in the arroyo, Mangham stopped walking and frowned curiously at his son. He blinked, then scowled. “What in the hell are you smiling about?”

      Scott toed a fist-sized rock. “Poppa, you’ve been burying this business for the past five years. You were slow to change with the times, and you overextended yourself with the bank. And you were one piss-poor investor. You poured money into all the wrong mines, most of which have gone belly up.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Not only that, but you’re old and losing your wits. That’s another thing I’ve noticed for the past couple of years. Your memory is going, and your mind is muddled. That’s why it’s been so easy for me to milk the cow after hours and skim off a nice bowl of cream for myself.”

      Mangham only blinked under bushy, gray brows, his lower jaw sagging.

      “That’s right, Poppa. I’ve seen you failing and making bad business decisions for years. You were prime prey for a more skilled and less scrupulous businessman like Lucius Creed. That’s why I wanted to throw in with Creed and help him ruin you. From the inside. Not only to get your messy, failing businesses out of our way so we could make some real money, but because, quite frankly, Poppa, I hate you. You’ve never loved me, so I’ve never loved you. Mother loved me, but she’s gone.”

      Scott gritted his teeth in anger. Old Mangham just stared at him in shock.

      Scott said, “I learned that Creed is dying of cancer, so instead of throwing in with him, I became him. It was me who’s been having your men killed and your stations burned.”

      Brian Mangham moved his mouth, but no audible sounds came out. His leathery neck, cheeks, and ears were bright red.

      Scott laughed. “I knew Creed would be blamed. Naturally, he’d be blamed, since he’d started the process of driving you out, not to mention demanded Sarah’s hand in marriage. But then the old owlhoot learned he was full of bone cancer.

      “I learned this from his sawbones when I went down to consult with Creed a few months ago. Ran into Doc Munich in a Socorro whorehouse, drunk and chatty as usual. That was when I came up with my plan. Only, you went and made the desperate move of bringing in Sartain to kill Creed. The Cajun probably knows by now that it wasn’t Creed coming after you lately, but it’s doubtful he’ll ever know it was me. Because you see...”

      “Scott, Scott...for god sakes, what’re you doing?”

      “We’re taking a little side path, Poppa.”

      “Scott, Scott, please, I can’t...”

      Young Mangham had taken his father’s arm and was leading him out of the arroyo by a narrow game path. The old man dropped his cane. He was stumbling now, throwing his free arm out for balance but nearly falling. He was wheezing, gasping, cheeks and ears crimson.

      “Scott, no—please! You’ve gone mad. Mad!”

      Scott dragged the old man to the edge of a steep hill.

      “The old man went for a walk. Never should have gone out alone in his battered, frail state, but he must have gotten disoriented.”

      Scott drew the old man closer to the edge of the hill. It was a good hundred feet of nearly sheer drop punctuated by rocks and spindly cedars. A kid might survive the fall. Not an old man.

      “This could have been finished the other night if Sartain hadn’t shown up!”

      “Oh, my God. It was you who sicced those men on me?”

      Scott laughed giddily. “I told ‘em to scare Sarah, not ravage her, but that’s what they did, all right.” He laughed again. “Prim bitch deserved what she got. I wouldn’t doubt she enjoyed it. Prob’ly her first time!”

      “Sarah—ravaged?” Old Mangham raked it out through a low scream. “My God, what kind of an animal did I raise?” He struggled desperately, digging the toes of his brogans into the dirt and gravel, flailing at his son with his black-gloved fists. “Scott!”

      “Goodbye, Poppa. Out with the old and in with the new!”

      Scott swung around and hurled the old man over the lip of the ridge.

      Old Mangham screamed as he fell.
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      Sartain almost felt sorry for leaving the lonely old dying outlaw in Socorro.

      Creed had obviously been desperate for a new friend. Unfortunately, his only new friends would likely be the worms he was destined to visit soon, six feet underground.

      Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on your perspective on a known killer.

      Sartain rode as hard as he dared push his already tired horse. He camped that night in the mountains, sleeping restlessly, going through everything he knew about Mangham’s situation in his head. He kept remembering that familiar voice he’d heard after Dangerous Dan’s men had ambushed Edina’s Aunty Flo, the stage driver, and the old prospector who’d been on his way back to Australia.

      Familiar, but hard to identify.

      He rode into Silver City mid-morning of the next day. Several things had become clear to him during his long, hard ride up from Socorro, but he needed straight answers.

      To that end, he hurried over to Aunt Irma’s place, sitting catty-corner to Mangham’s mercantile. As he swung down from his tired horse, he saw Sarah Mangham standing on the mercantile’s front porch staring off to the east. What she saw there, Sartain couldn’t see. He couldn’t see the girl’s face from his vantage either, but the set of her shoulders told him she was troubled.

      He almost headed over to her, but then he saw Emmanuelle standing on the balcony outside her room, staring in the same direction. Sartain knocked on the whorehouse door but didn’t wait for a response. He threw the door open and marched into the foyer.

      He could hear Aunt Irma talking with several girls in another part of the house, so he headed quickly upstairs. He knocked once on Emmanuelle’s door and went in.

      The pretty French doxie was standing in the balcony doorway, facing Sartain but staring down at the floor. The room was shadowy and smoky. A cigarillo smoldered between the first two fingers of the girl’s right hand. She didn’t seem aware of Sartain’s entrance until he said, “Emmanuelle?”

      Jerked from her spell, she snapped her eyes to his. “Mike!”

      He moved forward. “You said things are complicated here.”

      She came toward him, stopped before him, and stared worriedly up at him. “A good whore doesn’t speak of a town’s secrets without risk of being tarred and feathered, mon cher. But in this case, Scott Mangham...he’s...”

      She turned her head slowly toward the balcony.

      “Scott!” Sartain said. “That’s whose voice I heard the other night. Where is he?” Mangham had been part of the ambush but then he’d likely headed back to town, confident that Dangerous Dan and the other three men would finish the Cajun off.

      “I think he’s heading to their house...the Mangham house. He isn’t well, Mike. I think he’s...”

      “All right!” Sartain ran out of the room and down the stairs.

      Outside, he swung up into the saddle. As he pulled the horse away from the hitch rack, Sarah Mangham came out of the mercantile, frowning at him. Sartain rode over to her.

      “Mike, you’re back.” She still looked worried, hugging herself. The morning breeze rustled her hair and pushed against her long tan gingham skirt.

      “Sarah, did you talk to Scott a few minutes ago?”

      “Yes, I did. And he has me worried.”

      Sartain drove his horse up close to the porch and said, “Climb on. I think your pa might be in trouble!”

      Sarah didn’t hesitate or ask any questions. She strode to the edge of the porch, accepted The Revenger’s offered hand, and dropped down onto the saddle behind him.

      Sartain drove spurs against the horse’s flanks. As tired as it was, the beast bounded into a hard gallop, weaving around wagons and foot traffic along the street, heading east and then south. The Cajun put the horse up the circular driveway, reined to a halt in front of the house, and started to swing his right foot over the pole of his horse.

      A man’s rattling scream sounded.

      Sarah gasped. Sartain dropped his right foot back into the stirrup and looked around. The scream rose again. It seemed to originate behind the house.

      “The arroyo!” Sarah yelped.

      Sartain neck-reined the horse and galloped around the house and into the arroyo behind it.

      “Scott!” He heard Mangham scream. “Scott, you’re mad!”

      Sarah dug her fingers anxiously into The Revenger’s waist. “Oh, God, what’s happening? What is he doing?”

      Sartain followed the fresh tracks along the arroyo’s soft sand and gravel. He could make out the indentations of a cane. Suddenly, the tracks veered hard to the right, and there was the cane, lying in the shrubs of the bank near a narrow game path leading up out of the arroyo.

      “Good-bye, Poppa!” Scott Mangham shouted in a voice pitched high with insanity. “Out with the old and in with the new!”

      “Christ,” Sartain said as he galloped straight out away from the arroyo.

      The ground slanted down. He and Sarah galloped between two tall pines and there was Scott Mangham, crouched at the edge of a steep hill falling away to another creek bottom through which a slender brown stream curved.

      Scott was leaning out over the side of the hill, arms thrown wide for balance. He was stomping his right foot down hard.

      “Good-bye, Poppa! With the money I skimmed off your dying business, I’ll be able to buy...”

      Scott must have heard the hooves of Sartain’s galloping horse. He turned his flushed face toward the Cajun and his sister riding behind him.

      “Consarn it!” Scott cried, reaching into a coat pocket.

      Sartain checked the horse quickly, dust wafting around him, the horse blowing hard.

      “Hold it, Scott!”

      The Revenger clawed the big LeMat from its holster.

      “Scott!” Sarah screamed.

      Scott extended what appeared a pearl-gripped, silver-chased pocket pistol.

      Sartain extended the LeMat and fired. Scott Mangham jerked violently and fired his little pistol into the air. The report was little louder than a branch snapping. He looked down at the bloody hole in his chest, his eyes wide and sharp with terror.

      “No!” he cried, stumbling backward over the brow of the hill.

      He spread his arms and dug his half-boots into the ground as though to maintain his balance. His eyes grew wider and sharper with even more terror, and then he fell straight back out of sight.

      Sartain swung his right boot over his saddlehorn, dropped to the ground, and ran to the edge of the hill.

      Scott was rolling down the hill, bouncing, his brown frock coat flapping and a string tie whipping around his neck. Rocks, gravel, and dirt tumbled in his wake. His bowler hat followed his descent until it hung up against a scrub cedar.

      Scott kept rolling, jouncing hard and kicking up dust until he landed with a muffled thud at the bottom of the canyon, belly-down, arms stretched across the little stream.

      Sartain had been only half-aware of Scott’s fall. His attention had slid to Brian Mangham lying against the side of the hill, about six feet down from the lip. He was clinging to a small scrub cedar with one red hand. The tree was bending sharply.

      The bark was cracking, and the roots were starting to bubble up out of the ground.

      The old man stared up in horror at Sartain. Fresh cuts oozed blood from his cheeks and lips.

      Footsteps sounded behind the Cajun. “Poppa!” Sarah screamed.

      “Hold on, Mangham!”

      Sartain crabbed sideways down the steep slope, ramming the sides of his boots into the dirt. Rocks and gravel slid out from beneath his feet. He slipped and slid down the hill for several feet but managed to dig his right hand and boot into the ground and gain purchase, albeit a precarious one.

      He wrapped his left arm around Mangham’s right arm and shoulder.

      “Let go.” He grunted. “I got you!”

      At least, he hoped he did.

      Mangham shook his head fatefully and released the cedar just as the roots came up out of the ground. The cedar tumbled down the hill while Sartain dug his boots into the dirt and gravel. With a loud groaning grunt, he heaved himself and Mangham up the slope.

      Mangham was a dead, heavy weight on his left arm, which felt as though it were about to spring from its socket. Sartain raised his head, opened his mouth, and bellowed savagely as he hoisted himself and the old man up and over the brow of the hill, where Sarah waited on her hands and knees.

      “Oh, Christ!” Mangham bellowed when Sartain released him. He lay on his stomach, blowing like a calf rescued from quicksand.

      “Daddy!” Sarah cried, crouching over her father while Sartain rolled onto his back and drew deep drafts of air into his lungs. “Oh, Poppa. Are you all right?”

      Mangham rolled onto his side. His battered face was swollen and red, his eyes rheumy. He’d lost his glasses, but he stared down into the canyon and with a stricken air, he said, “No. No, I’m not all right. That’s my son down there!”

      Sarah threw her arms around the old man and bawled into his shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      “You know, Emmanuelle, this would have gone a whole lot easier for everybody if you’d told me what Scott Mangham was up to during our first night together,” The Revenger told the lovely French parlor girl that night in her dim, perfumed boudoir warmed by a cozily crackling fire.

      He lay upon the bed.

      She lay beside him, angled toward him, sipping a glass of brandy.

      “I would have, Mike, if I’d put it all together. He visited me from time to time and bragged about his...business endeavors, as he called them, but it was mostly innuendo. I knew he was up to something bad, and I sensed it concerned his father and sister, but it was only today I realized how bad it really was.”

      She shook her head sadly. “I’m so sorry about what happened to Sarah and her father.”

      “Yeah, me, too.”

      “They are better off now, though. No?”

      “Yeah, I reckon.”

      She smiled. “And you are better off now too. No?”

      Emmanuelle smiled.

      It made Sartain’s whole body smile back.

      “Oh...yeahhh.”

      She frowned as she looked up at him again. “Why, Mike? What could have caused him to do something so bad?”

      “What causes anyone to do bad things? Greed. Plum meanness. And I reckon for some reason, he felt like a third wheel on the Mangham wagon. Maybe he was closer to his mother, and she’s dead. Sometimes that’s what it all comes down to. Who we lose, what we end up with.”

      Emmanuelle sipped her brandy, then swallowed. The firelight played in her thick chocolate curls. “What did he hope to gain?”

      “Creed’s business, I guess. Figured it would go for pennies and horse water after ole Creed kicked off.” Sartain shook his head. “Imagine using the money he stole from his father and sister to buy his father’s worst enemy’s business.”

      “Plum mean, I guess, eh, mon cher?”

      “Plum mean. Plum broken, too, I reckon. I reckon there’s part of me that feels sorry for him.”

      “Where will you go now, Mike?”

      “Wherever I’m needed. But let’s not worry about that, eh, Emmanuelle? We still got tonight, and you know the old Creole expression: ‘A minute can be as sweet as an hour in the right place at the right time...with the right person’?”

      “Mhmmm.” She smiled. “But that is a French expression.” She smiled more broadly. “Do you mean me?”

      Sartain smiled back at her and caressed her cheek with the back of his hand. “Right now, I’m just gonna enjoy this time right here...before I have to figure out how I’m going to pay Aunt Irma for these hours. She’ll likely be putting me to work come morning. I’ll be greasing every hinge and repairing every broken window shutter on the premises. Probably digging a new privy pit or two.”

      Emmanuelle touched her nose to Sartain’s. “A minute can be as sweet as an hour, Mike.” CSW
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      “Hell’s bells on the Sabbath. Sounds like the world’s comin’ apart at the seams!” exclaimed Abner Fieldhouse, lifting his head from a nicely rounded pair of pale, tender breasts. “Sounds like the mother of all summer storms, but there ain’t a cloud in the sky!”

      The young man, who’d turned nineteen two days ago, stared through the timber of the hill that he and Miss Ellen Hobbs had been frolicking upon, far from the prying eyes of Ellen’s father, the Reverend Abraham Hobbs, and the rest of the persnickety town of Shallow Ford, Nebraska Territory.

      Ellen gasped. She snapped the skirt of her dress over her legs. She grabbed her corset and pulled her frilly camisole and the pale blue top of her dress over her chafed bosom. “Oh, my God! It’s Father!”

      “Not unless your father is sendin’ a whole posse after us,” Abner said, rolling off the pretty young brunette, tucking himself back into his pants and buttoning his fly.

      The ground reverberated with the thunder of many galloping horses. The din was growing louder as the riders approached from the east, likely hammering along the trail that ran the brow of the hill, roughly a hundred feet above where Abner and his betrothed lay in the aspens and cottonwoods, still panting from desire, although their anxiousness about the riders was starting to claim the effect.

      “It’s Father. I know it!” Ellen said, sitting up and hastily buttoning her dress. “He’s sent the sheriff and a whole posse after us!”

      “It can’t be the sheriff, honey,” Abner said, scrambling to his feet and running down the hill to where his and Ellen’s horses were tied along a little stream. “That’s why I’m wearin’ the star today. The sheriff’s out of town collecting taxes. Besides, Bill Mitchell ain’t gonna come after us with a whole posse, Ellen.”

      “If Father sicced him on us, he would!”

      Abner grabbed his old Spencer .45/70 carbine from where he’d leaned it against a tree and ran back up the hill. He paused to peck his girl on the cheek and to squeeze her arm reassuringly.

      “Nobody sicced no one on us, Ellen. No one knows where we are much less what we been doin’. Besides, I don’t think what we’re doin’ is worth a whole posse, now, do you? We’re fixin’ to be married in two months anyways!”

      He gave an ironic but reassuring chuckle.

      Ellen’s round brown eyes were glassy with fear. She hadn’t bothered with the corset but was hastily trying to button her dress over the fullness of her bosom. “Father certainly would think what we’re doing is worth a posse, Abner. We’ve been doing just terrible things for months now!” Her expression softened a little. “Admittedly fun things, but terrible things just the same!”

      The young man chuckled again. “You just relax and stay down while I go and see who them riders are. They’re probably drovers cut loose with a month’s worth of wages burning holes in their pockets and heading for Shallow Ford. If that’s the case, I’d best get back and keep an eye on ‘em.”

      Abner started climbing the steep hill, crouching, holding the Spencer in one hand. Behind and below, his horse, Wichita, lifted a screeching whinny. Abner stopped and wheeled. He waved angrily. The horse stared up the hill at its rider, anxiously switching its tail.

      Ellen’s cream switched its tail edgily but held its tongue.

      The roar of the approaching riders was growing louder.

      Abner continued climbing the hill. When he was twenty feet from the trail running along the hill’s crest, he saw the silhouettes of the riders through the trees on his right. They were coming hard and fast, passing just beyond the woods, their shadows flickering.

      Abner took several more strides before dropping belly-down at the edge of the woods, about twenty feet from the trail beyond. The gang’s thunder was nearly deafening now. The young man could smell the musk of horse sweat, hear the squawk and clank of tack, and the bellows-like blowing of the tired mounts galloping hell-bent for leather in the direction of Shallow Ford.

      The riders came into view ahead of him. Because of his low angle on the hill, he could see only the men’s torsos as they galloped past from his right to his left. Hoisting himself off his elbows, he lifted his head several inches higher.

      He sucked a sharp breath through gritted teeth.

      These men galloping past him were no drovers. In his nineteen years, Abner had lived what most men would call a full life. He had driven cattle for a time, and neither he nor any other drovers he knew wore as many guns and cartridge belts as these riders were wearing.

      They all had rifles shucked down into saddle scabbards, as well. A few wore knives either on their belts or hanging from leather cords around their necks.

      One had a knife jutting from a sheath strapped behind his neck.

      These men were armed like market hunters...or manhunters.

      Not drovers. Cut loose from their tedious, dangerous chores, drovers headed for town whooping and hollering in joyous anticipation of blowing their hard-earned money in a couple of nights of drinking, whoring, and card playing. But these men rode with grim sets to their hard, cold-eyed faces, most of which were thickly bearded and sun-seared to the texture of old leather.

      They didn’t look happy. They looked grimly purposeful. They looked like wolves on the blood trail.

      And there had to be well over thirty of them...

      Abner jerked his head down into the foot-high bromegrass, heart pounding as the ground continued to shiver beneath him.

      No, these were no drovers. These men were the Ramon Lazaro Gang.

      Ramon Lazaro’s bunch was the cruelest, roughest gang of outlaws to run roughshod across Nebraska, Kansas, and Oklahoma since the first great cattle herds had been driven up to the railroads from Texas. In these parts, only two large gangs rode roughshod, and the sheriff, Bill Mitchell, had informed Abner that Lazaro’s bunch had been seen south of Shallow Ford. Ramon Lazaro, a half-breed Mexican bandido and crazed killer from northern Chihuahua, commanded the largest band of misfits in this neck of the western prairie.

      And they were headed straight for Abner Fieldhouse’s town, Shallow Ford...

      The hammering of the hooves began to die as the last riders passed along the trail before Abner, who was about to lift his head and risk another look when Wichita loosed another shrill whinny.

      Abner winced and pressed his cheek down hard against the ground again. “Wichita, dammit!”

      The gang’s thunder continued to drift into the distance. Abner waited a few seconds and then, his anxious curiosity getting the better of him, he slowly raised his head to gaze along the trail.

      He cursed and pulled his head down once more.

      One of the rearmost gang members was stopping and curveting his mount while the others continued to gallop on beyond him. As the gang’s thunder continued to dwindle, Abner ground his molars and kept his head low. His pulse throbbed in his ears.

      Finally, too curious for his own good, he risked another peek through the tips of the breeze-brushed grass.

      The rider was still sitting his horse sideways on the trail, staring back toward Abner’s position. The hard case was too far away for the young deputy sheriff to see him clearly, but the man appeared to have an incredulous cast to his bearded, sunburned features beneath the brim of his dusty, black hat.

      Tan dust sifted around the broad-shouldered hombre clad in a plaid shirt, knotted red neckerchief, and brown duster.

      As Abner stared back at the Lazaro gang member, praying that the killer wouldn’t ride over to investigate the noise he’d obviously heard, the outlaw did just that. He touched spurs to his horse’s flanks and came slowly toward where the young man cowered in the grass at the edge of the trees, only a few yards down the hill from the trail.

      “Who’s there?” the man called above the slow clomping of his horse’s hooves. He reached to his right and pulled a rifle out of a saddle scabbard.

      Abner jerked his head back down, pressed his cheek hard to the ground, feeling the compressed grass cutting into his face.

      There was the tooth-gnashing rasp of a rifle being cocked.

      “I said who’s there?” the man called again, louder this time.

      Abner could hear the horse’s ragged breathing. He could hear the faint jingle of the bit chains.

      From behind the young man, Ellen called, “Abner, is everything all right?”

      Abner tensed, heart leaping in his chest.

      The crunch of footsteps sounded on his left flank. He turned his head to see Ellen moving up the slope. She held one arm high across her chest. She probably wasn’t wearing her corset, as she was accustomed.

      “Abner?” Ellen called again, moving straight on up the slope, her mussed, curly, dark-brown hair dancing across her slender shoulders.

      “Go back down the hill, Ellen!” Abner was able to shout only inside his head.

      He lay frozen against the ground, as tense as a board, his heart hammering wildly.

      Then she was past him and moving toward the trail.

      The Lazaro rider must have stopped his horse because Abner could no longer hear the slow hoof thuds.

      Now the man said in a cheery, lusty voice, “Well, hello there, sweetheart!” He laughed. “Now, look at you. What’re you doing out here? You all by yourself?”

      Ellen gasped.

      Abner lifted his head slightly as the girl wheeled and went running back down the hill. The rider gave a whoop, rammed spurs to his horse’s loins, and galloped after her. He shot past Abner like a bull through a chute, the horse lunging through the timber, snapping branches beneath its hammering hooves. The rider ducked under low-hanging branches, but one tore his hat from his head and sent it flying.

      The man whooped again in victory.

      Ellen glanced over her left shoulder and screamed.

      Abner gained his feet and stared in shock as the rider dashed on down the hill after his girl. The young man worked his way free from his shock, finally getting his brain to clear and his body to move. Fury edging out the trepidation inside him, he ran down the hill after the pair, leaping fallen branches and weaving around stout cottonwoods and skinnier aspens.

      He was only halfway down the hill when the rider gained the bottom of the hill, by the stream. Ellen had splashed across the stream and was running up the far slope. She tripped over a deadfall and fell in a heap. She looked behind her and screamed again as the man gave another whoop and swung down from his saddle.

      He started walking toward the girl writhing on the slope before him. She’d torn her dress, and her camisole shone as did nearly half of her tender right breast. Abner ran harder, leaped a deadfall, got his right boot toe caught on the stub of a broken branch, and fell.

      He grunted and cursed as he rolled.

      The outlaw swung toward Abner, raising his carbine, his face a grim mask.

      Damn, damn! Abner thought. Now I’m done!

      The man opened up on him with his rifle. The roars hammered across the slope, echoing wickedly. Chunks of lead blasted the ground around Abner, thumping into deadfalls and tree trunks. Dirt, leaves, and wood slivers flew.

      Abner stopped rolling. He’d piled up against a large cottonwood that had been ripped out of the ground by its roots. He glanced at his right hand, and his eyes widened in shock.

      Somehow, he’d managed to hold onto his Spencer.

      The outlaw’s rifle stopped blasting.

      Abner lifted his head. The man had apparently emptied the rifle. He was sliding it into his right hand and unsnapping the keeper thong from over the big Remington holstered on his right thigh.

      He scowled incredulously across the narrow valley and up the slope at Abner, who was suddenly vaguely aware of himself, as though in a dream, raising his Spencer to his shoulder and ratcheting back the heavy hammer.

      Still as though in a half-waking dream or as if he were watching himself from a distance away, Abner calmly took aim at the hard case. He settled the Spencer’s sights on the man’s broad chest, at the end of the neckerchief snaking down across his breastbone, and gently held his breath.

      As the man’s Remington cleared its holster with a faint snicking sound, Abner squeezed the Spencer’s trigger.

      The blast was like an open palm slamming across the young man’s right ear, plugging it, setting it to ringing.

      Crows took flight from a near tree, cawing raucously.
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      Abner stared down at the fast-dying outlaw.

      The outlaw stared up at him. The man’s cobalt-blue eyes were shiny and dazed. He blinked several times, as though he were trying to clarify his vision.

      Blood oozed from the hole in the dead center of his chest, sopping his shirt and the twin ends of his neckerchief. He’d landed in the stream that wasn’t more than a couple of feet across, and the man’s blood was mixing with the stream, like oil.

      Ellen choked back a sob when she walked up and stood beside Abner, staring down at the dying outlaw. She clamped a hand across her mouth. Abner sidled up to her, wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

      The outlaw blinked as he continued to gaze up at the young man standing over him, Abner holding the Spencer in his right hand, half-heartedly aiming the barrel at the outlaw, whose pistol lay several feet away in the mud and water.

      “Why...” the outlaw said just loudly enough for Abner to hear above the breeze rattling the leaves and the tinny murmur of the creek. “Why...you’re just a kid...”

      His eyes grew flat. His jaw became slack. He tilted his head slightly to one side, and his chest stopped moving.

      Ellen sobbed into her hand.

      “It’s all right, honey.” Abner kissed the girl’s forehead. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

      But then he remembered the rest of the gang.

      “You wait here and stay quiet!” he hissed, then swung around and ran up the slope toward the trail.

      Gaining the edge of the woods, breathing hard, he looked around carefully. None of the other riders appeared to have turned back. Abner thought one or two might have seen the man he’d killed split off from the pack, or that they might have heard the shots, but maybe they hadn’t heard them above the drumming of their horses’ hooves. Besides, when the outlaw had opened up on Abner, the rest of the gang had probably been a good quarter-mile away.

      And, judging by their purposeful expressions and the speed with which they’d been riding, they likely had more important matters on their mind.

      Matters...

      Like what?

      The Shallow Ford Federated Bank & Trust?

      Sheriff Bill Mitchell had left the town in the hands of his deputy, Abner. It was Abner’s duty to do...what?

      What could a scrawny, nineteen-year-old possibly do against a gang of nearly forty hard-bitten outlaws, most of them killers?

      Something. Anything. Maybe warn the bank—if he could get to town before the gang did, that was. It was doubtful, but he knew a shortcut from the creek.

      Whatever he did, he had to do something!

      Abner ran back down the hill. Ellen was sitting on a log about ten feet from the dead man. Her cheeks were blanched. She stared at the man in shock.

      “You stay here, honey,” Abner told the girl, kneeling before her and placing his hands on her arms. “You stay here and don’t leave here until I come for you, all right?”

      Ellen slid her terror-stricken gaze from the dead man to the young man before her. She frowned. “What’re you going to do? Where are you going, Abner?”

      “I gotta get to town.”

      “I’m going with you.”

      She started to rise, but Abner gently pushed her back down. “No, no, no! You stay here. That gang was headed for town. I don’t know what they got planned for town, but I know it ain’t good. I gotta get to town as quick as I can and see what I can do!”

      Abner rose and began throwing tack on his horse. As he did, Ellen rose from the log and walked over to him, hugging herself as if deeply chilled. “Abner, if they’re outlaws, what can you do? There must have been dozens and dozens of those men!”

      “I know, honey, but I’m wearin’ this here badge, see? And that means I can’t just sit out here and worry about what they’re doin’. I gotta get to town and see about doin’ something!”

      Breathlessly, Abner finished saddling his chestnut. He dragged his six-gun and cartridge belt out of his saddlebags and wrapped the rig around his lean waist. He doffed his battered brown Stetson and turned to Ellen who stood regarding him worriedly, wringing her hands.

      “Remember, stay here until I come for you.”

      He kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry, now. Everything’s going to be all right.”

      As he mounted the chestnut and rode up the steep hill opposite the direction of the trail, he hoped those last words hadn’t sounded as phony to Ellen as they had to him.
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        * * *

      

      Abner pushed the chestnut hard cross-country, avoiding the trail altogether. The trail was an old stage and mail road, built for wagon traffic. It swung wide around the Arapaho Buttes, which was a much longer route than the route Abner was following, which was really no route at all but merely traveling as the crow flies.

      He had to dip down into another creek bottom and ride back out and then negotiate a crease between Crow Rock and Dinosaur Tooth, two of the seven buttes that comprised the Arapahos.

      When he’d ridden down the other side of the low pass, he could see Shallow Ford ahead of him, a motley collection of mostly log and wood frame shacks in a hollow in the featureless grassy plain that rose ever so gently west, clear to the Front Range of the Rocky Mountains, which of course couldn’t be seen from this distance.

      He could also see the powdery-pale trail looping wide around the buttes off his right shoulder and then curving back toward the town, where it became the main street splitting the settlement into nearly two equal halves. As Abner scanned the trail a good three-quarters of a mile away, his heart leaped into his throat.

      A ragged ball of dust rose along the trail. Beneath the ball was the brown, thumbnail-sized clump of galloping riders dragging the ball along behind it. From Abner’s distance, they were maybe the tip of his finger to the first joint away from Shallow Ford.

      “Come on, Wichita!” the young man yelled at the tops of his lungs, crouching low in the saddle and whipping his rein ends against the chestnut’s hips. “Come on, boy faster!”

      But a good half a mile stretched between him and the northeast edge of the town.

      When he glanced to his right again, the brown shape of the galloping riders was just entering the town and disappearing behind the false-fronted buildings of the main street—Dodge City Street. Then he could see only the tan dust sifting along the trail behind them.

      Abner gritted his teeth when he heard the pops of revolvers and the louder belching reports of rifles. A woman screamed. And then there was the din of shouting and more shooting and horses whinnying.

      “Come on, Wichita!” Abner encouraged the mount, lunging forward as though to the push the beast along. “Come on, boy!”

      He wasn’t thinking about what he’d do once he got to town. He was only thinking that Bill Williams would want him there because he was supposed to be there instead of out by the creek diddling with Ellen.

      Oh, Christ. What was Abner going to tell Bill?

      Cold sweat dribbled down the young man’s cheeks as he entered the outskirts of Shallow Ford, weaving the chestnut around old shacks, stock pens, dead gardens fenced off from foraging animals, and privies.

      Ahead, the shooting, the shouting, the whinnying, and the women’s screams grew louder and louder.

      It was a living nightmare. For several years, Abner had read newspaper accounts of how the Lazaro Gang would storm into a town shooting and shouting and terrorizing. They were like an invading army of bloodthirsty barbarians.

      While most of the gang shot up the town, killing as many people as they could and especially targeting lawmen, several members robbed the bank. When the looting was finished, the gang would set fires here and there, to keep the citizens so busy putting out the flames, trying to keep the entire town from being engulfed, that they didn’t have time to form a posse.

      For years, Abner had read such accounts and had worried about the Lazaro gang targeting Shallow Ford. It was every citizen’s—especially every lawman’s—worst nightmare. Until today, it hadn’t come to pass. Abner had thought that such a fate simply wasn’t in Shallow Ford’s cards.

      Now, the nightmare was real. And what had Abner Fieldhouse, deputy town marshal of Shallow Ford, been doing when it occurred?

      He’d been diddling Ellen down by the creek.

      Shame competed with the terror rushing through him like waves at high tide. He stopped Wichita at the back of Jim Hansen’s Barbershop and swung down from the saddle. How odd that he’d so calmly dispatched the man who’d been going after Ellen not an hour ago, but now his hands shook as he slid his old Spencer from the saddle scabbard.

      His stomach ached. His knees felt like mud.

      He dropped the chestnut’s reins, pushed the horse away from the gap between the barbershop and Mrs. Sully’s Ladies’ Fine Accessories, and moved into the gap itself. Walking at a crouch, holding the Spencer high across his chest, he levered a round into the action and stared through the break toward the main street beyond.

      A man ran from right to left past the break, holding a black bowler hat on his head, his wool jacket flapping out to both sides. He’d run past the break so fast that Abner hadn’t gotten a good look at him. One of the townsmen running for his life, most likely.

      As Abner approached the break, he slowed his pace and pressed his left shoulder against the wall of the barbershop and looked as far right down the street as he could. The bank was over that way, but all that Abner could see at the moment was web-like gun smoke wafting in the sunlight.

      The gunfire was nearly deafening, and Abner felt himself clenching with each heavy, echoing blast. As he moved closer to the mouth of the break, he could see farther to the right along the street. After he moved another step, he stopped. A man lay in the middle of the street, on his side, facing toward the young deputy marshal’s side of the trace. He was bald, and he wore a red necktie and pinstriped shirt with sleeve garters.

      Jim Hansen.

      His eyes were open, but he wasn’t moving. He looked dead.

      Now a blond young woman in a pink day dress came running along the street from Abner’s right.

      “No!” she screamed. “No! Leave me!”

      She cut herself off with another scream as two men overtook her, whooping and hollering. She was Mamie Davis, daughter of the bank president, Melvin Davis. She also helped her father balance his books, and she must have been doing that today when the Lazaro Gang had descended on the town.

      The two men swept the girl off the street and dragged her kicking and screaming into the harness shop she’d just reached when the men had grabbed her. When they had Mamie inside the shop, one of the men kicked the door closed with a bang!

      Abner could hear Mamie’s screams and her attackers’ ribald laughter beneath the shooting and shouting farther to the young deputy’s right.

      Abner moved to the mouth of the break and stepped over to press his right shoulder against the wall of Mrs. Sully’s shop. He stiffened when he saw the carnage out in front of the bank, which sat on the next block to the right and on the opposite side of the street. At least half a dozen townsfolk, men as well as women, lay unmoving around the stomping hooves of the outlaws’ horses. The outlaws were galloping up and down the street, shooting willy-nilly.

      Several riderless horses stood before the two saloons and judging by how they were just ground-reined and not running from the gunfire, they likely belonged to the gang.

      Some of the gang was likely plundering the saloons and whorehouses while others were robbing the Shallow Ford Bank & Trust. The reins of three riderless horses were being held by one of the gang in front of the bank. Beneath the banging of the gang’s shooting, Abner could hear women screaming from inside the saloons and brothels. Men continued shouting from inside several businesses as well as out in the street.

      Abner licked his dry lips and tried to press down the terror raging inside him. His tongue, lips, and mouth were as dry as an arroyo in the dead of summer. He’d never been so afraid. However, remembering how calmly he’d dispatched the man who’d run down Ellen gave him the confidence to attempt…what?

      To attempt to get himself killed?

      But what else could he do? Tell Bill Mitchell that not only had he been frolicking with his girl when the gang had thundered toward Shallow Ford, but when he’d reached town he just stood in an alley and watched?

      He knew now that he’d been vaguely hoping a few of the men in the town would have taken up arms against the Lazaro bunch, and he’d be here to join them, to inform Lazaro in no uncertain terms that Shallow Ford would not take pillaging and plundering lightly.

      Nor the savaging of its women, he silently added now, hearing Mamie’s screams issuing from inside the harness shop, beneath the shouting and grunting of the men raping her.

      Abner stepped out of the alley and sort of slinked onto the boardwalk fronting the ladies’ apparel shop. Keeping to the shadows at the front of the buildings lining this side of the main street, he moved slowly in the direction of the bank, holding the cocked Spencer high across his chest.

      Rage was burning hotter and hotter in him now, as he saw the outlaws laughing and yelling to each other and tipping bottles stolen out of the saloons. Two men came hauling a half-naked dove out of the purple-painted brothel three doors down from the bank. Abner saw the bright red hair of the girl being unceremoniously led into the street.

      That would be Miss Angeline from Lincoln, Nebraska, a timid girl who played the piano during the bailes Miss Edna, the madam, often held at her hurdy-gurdy parlor on Saturday nights.

      Two riders were thundering down the street in Abner’s direction, triggering their revolvers at the second stories of the buildings around them. Abner ducked down behind a stack of shipping crates out front of Meachum’s Grocery Store. As the two men passed, whooping and hollering, two bullets slammed into the stack of crates, making it quiver.

      Abner gritted his teeth.

      When the men had passed, he stepped off the boardwalk fronting the grocery store and dropped to a knee at the end of the raised boardwalk fronting the next building, a furniture store. His hands oozed sweat around the forestock and the neck of the Spencer. He hunkered low behind the boardwalk, resting the Spencer across the sun-slivered planks.

      He stared at the bank now sitting catty-corner across the street from him. His hands tightened around the rifle when he saw three men walk out of the bank. They were moving as casual as you please, one smoking a long, black cheroot like he was just stepping out for a bit.

      Gray smoke was boiling out of the twin open doors of the bank behind him.

      He had a pair of saddlebags draped over his right shoulder. In his right hand, he held a long-barreled, silver-chased Russian revolver.

      As he talked and laughed with the men around him—some sitting horses, some standing—he broke open the top-break pistol and emptied the spent cartridges into the street. He was a tall, fair-skinned hombre with a ginger beard. He wore a brown square-crowned Stetson and knee-high riding boots. Two cartridge bandoliers crisscrossed his chest, under a long, black leather duster. A bowie knife jutted from the back of each boot.

      He wore a white shirt, a businessmen’s red foulard tie, and pinstriped trousers stuffed into the boots.

      Abner’s heart quickened and skipped beats.

      Ramon Lazaro!

      The short man standing beside Lazaro pointed at something on the far side of the street. Then he and Lazaro laughed, and Lazaro called in his thick, Spanish accent, “Now, that’s called bucking the tiger, eh, amigos!”

      He laughed louder, throwing his red-bearded head back. Abner turned to see what he and the others were looking at. A fresh wave of rage burned through him.

      Two of the gang members had Miss Angeline bent forward across a water barrel directly across the street from the bank. One had mounted her from behind. He’d thrust her white cotton nightgown up so that it was bunched around her waist. He’d lowered his pants to his knees. His ass was as pale as sun-bleached flour as he thrust violently against the girl, whose head the other hombre was holding down with both hands and laughing.

      The girl didn’t move. She didn’t make a sound. Her face was turned toward Abner. Now he saw that her eyes had met his. Her pale, oval-shaped face was expressionless as she was forced to submit to the two outlaws’ humiliation and savagery.

      Something exploded inside of Abner. Again, he seemed to be watching himself from a short distance away as he rose from where he’d been hunkering behind the boardwalk and leaped onto the raised planks.

      “Nooooo!” he bellowed, raising the Spencer and ramming the brass butt plate against his right shoulder.

      Calmly but quickly, he planted the beads on the side of the man’s head crouched over the girl from behind.

      The Spencer thundered, spatting smoke and flames.

      The outlaw raping Miss Angeline had just turned his head toward Abner when the bullet careened through his left eye and blew out the back of his skull behind his right ear.

      His head jerked violently. He pulled back away from the girl, staggered, then tripped over his trousers and hit the dusty street in a pile.

      Abner quickly cocked the Spencer and whipped around to face the bank, vaguely intending to make the gang leader, Lazaro himself, his next target. But before he could get the rifle raised again, nearly every member of the gang on the street fronting the bank was aiming a pistol or rifle at him.

      The guns blossomed smoke and flames.

      Abner heard himself scream as he was punched back through the plate glass window of the furniture store.

      And then all he heard as the chill darkness enveloped him was the strumming of an angel’s harp.
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      The Revenger, Mike Sartain, led his big buckskin around a bend in the game trail he’d been following for several miles and spied a small fire flickering in a copse of cottonwoods, not fifty yards ahead. Smoke skeined upward through the branches just now catching the salmons and ochres of the last light.

      He cupped a hand to his mouth and called in a voice not so loud as to sound threatening, “Halloo, the camp.”

      The response from the camp was the metallic rasp of a rifle being cocked.

      The rifle barked. A bullet blew up grass about three feet in front of Sartain. The Revenger’s buckskin, Boss, jerked his reins out of his rider’s hands and gave an indignant whinny, lurching away.

      As the rifle was cocked once more, Sartain yelled, “Hold on!”

      Despite his plea, he saw the rifle being trained on him from behind a log near the fire. He ran to his right, dove and rolled as the rifle barked again, the bullet slamming into the far side of the log he just now rolled behind. He clawed his big, silver-chased LeMat revolver from its holster thonged low on his right thigh.

      As he cocked the LeMat, a man’s voice bellowed from the direction of the fire, “Mercy, put that fire stick down, damn your crazy female hide!”

      Sartain lay on his side behind the log, keeping his head down and gritting his teeth. The rifle blasted again. Sartain could feel the slug hammering the log he was leaning back against.

      The man’s voice bellowed once more, “Mercy, dammit, will you listen to your old pa?”

      There was a shrill scream and the sounds of a scuffle. A girl grunted. A man grunted and cursed.

      There was a brief silence before the man’s voice called through the trees, “It’s all right, Mister. I’ve dehorned this polecat. You can come on in...if’n your friendly, that is. If not, I hope you’ve made right with your Maker, because I’ll be givin’ this fire stick back to this trigger-happy female of mine!”

      The man laughed deeply, raspily.

      Sartain lifted his head above the log. He stared toward the fire. A big, burly, bearded gent stood in front of the dancing flames, cradling a rifle in his arms. He wore a buffalo-hide coat and a buffalo-hide hat, both of which gave him the aspect of a small bear.

      A slender girl with long, dark-brown hair stood behind him, looking disheveled. She just now angrily swept her hair back behind her head with one hand and stood staring toward Sartain with one hip cocked.

      She looked like a wildcat ready to pounce.

      “You sure it’s all right?” The Revenger called cautiously.

      The old man laughed again and glanced at the slender girl flanking him. “Yeah, she’ll be all right. I got her firestick. She might have a knife or two on her purty little person, but I’ll make sure she don’t poke ya none!”

      “I’m friendly,” Sartain assured the big man.

      “All right, then. We’re fine as frog hair. Fetch your horse and come on in for a cup of Arbuckle’s.” The big man beckoned broadly with one arm. “Mercy here just brewed a fresh pot. If I talk to her nice, she might even let me add a couple jiggers of who-hit-John!”

      He laughed again with his whole body, throwing his bearded head back.

      Sartain continued to rise, keeping his eye on the girl, who appeared defanged for the moment. “All right,” the Cajun said, running a hand through his shaggy, curly hair and then stooping to retrieve his hat. “Who-hit-John is just my style.”

      He holstered his LeMat and began walking out to where Boss stood a good seventy yards away, grazing. “I’ll be along in a minute.”

      It took him a good five, six minutes to run down his horse. The buckskin was always owly after close gunfire, as though its feelings were hurt. The big stallion was obviously preferring to graze peacefully alone out in the bromegrass and widely scattered cottonwoods, with only a few chickadees and nuthatches for company. But his rider finally ran him down, grabbed his reins, and led him back in the direction of the camp.

      He approached slowly when he saw the girl sitting on a stump near the crackling flames, whittling a stick into a bird of some variety. The knife was large. It looked akin to a bowie but was probably homemade. It looked sharp.

      In the girl’s obviously adept hands, it made Sartain’s flesh feel a tad sensitive.

      The big man lay on the ground, resting back against a deadfall log. He had his right foot propped on a rock. He wore a grimy sock on it. Unless the man had elephant feet, the foot was badly swollen. He appeared sixty or so, a broad bearded face and rosy-cheeked, with large, dark-brown eyes.

      The eyes danced with humor. In that way, they were in direct contrast to the girl’s eyes, which owned a sharp, feral, brooding quality. They were amethyst green. They were green wolf’s eyes, but she was darker than her fair-skinned father. She was strikingly pretty despite the rawness of her features and the unkempt quality of her long, tangled, dark-brown hair. She had a small, pale, slightly twisted scar on the nub of her right cheek. It had been a brutal cut.

      She too wore a buffalo coat, but it was not as long as her father’s. It dropped just past her slender waist. She wore a loose-fitting buckskin blouse over what appeared red men’s long-handles, faded smoke-stained denim trousers, and men’s brown riding boots. A small hide sack, like an Indian’s medicine sack, dangled down her chest from a rawhide thong around her neck.

      As she whittled, she frequently shifted her blazing green wolf’s eyes from the stick, which appeared to be a blue heron in the making, to the man just now stepping up to the edge of her and the old man’s camp.

      “Welcome, welcome, my friend!” intoned the old man. “Don’t mind Mercy and the knife. She’s promised to play nice—haven’t you, girl?”

      The old man laughed again.

      Mercy didn’t say anything. She continued to whittle and glare at the newcomer though her expression showed some mild interest, as well. When she returned her frequent gaze to The Revenger, her eyes seemed to shift around on him, sizing up his tall, broad, rather impressive figure clad in a green plaid mackinaw worn open over a pinto vest, denim trousers, and the big LeMat hanging down his thigh.

      The broad brim of his sand-colored Stetson shaded his cobalt eyes and hawk’s nose. A snakeskin band was stretched around the hat’s crown.

      Sartain poked his hat brim off his forehead. “Name’s Sartain. I don’t normally interrupt a man’s...and a girl’s...camp, but I glassed you a ways back and it didn’t look like you had any grub to cook, so...”

      The girl looked at him. She had a deep raspy voice but, despite the darkness of her features aside from the wolf-green eyes, she spoke uninflected English. “You glassed us?”

      “Yeah. You know, trained my field glasses on you...from a ridge a ways back.”

      The girl looked at him through those wolf’s eyes, like a wolf sizing up a possible meal.

      “Sorry,” The Revenger said. “I didn’t mean to offend. I’m only...uh...cautious. Big, empty country out here, this neck of western Kansas. A feller can’t be too careful about, uh, who he shares a fire with.”

      He gave the girl an ironic smile. She only stared dully back at him.

      “Ain’t that the truth?” laughed the old man.

      “So, I glassed you and saw you didn’t have any food to cook. Well, I got food to cook—a whole quarter of a deer strapped behind my saddle there. I also got a horse that threw its shoe earlier this afternoon. Threw it into a wooded canyon where I couldn’t find it so I could reset it. I was hoping you might be able to direct me to a settlement that might have a blacksmith who’d do the job for me.”

      “No near settlement, Mr. Sartain. But I got me a portable smithy set up back at the cabin. I’ve seen better days, but you’re welcome to lead your horse back to my place and forge a shoe yourself if you’re able...when I’m fit to make the trek, mind you.” He grimaced at the foot propped on the rock before him.

      “What’d you do there?”

      “I was out huntin’ a deer or the like for supper tonight, and my hoss spooked at a coyote and sent me tumblin’ down a ravine. Used to be I could take a tumble like that and bounce right back up, but somehow I twisted the holy livin’ crap out of my ankle here.”

      “What’re you folks doing way out here, if you don’t mind me bein’ nosy?”

      “Cuttin’ wood. Winter’s on the way. Been too busy over the summer, trappin’ an’ such, to lay in a good enough firewood supply to see us through. Last winter was colder’n a gravedigger's ass, if you’ll pardon my barn talk, and my old bones say this winter’s gonna be even worse.”

      He shuddered at the thought.

      “Say, I’m Ludwig Van der Deutch, and that polecat there is my dear daughter, Mercy.”

      “Ludwig Van der...”

      “Van der Deutch. Named after some Prussian king, I been told, though I always been poor as dirt, even back in Ohio where I hail from. My mother had high expectations, I reckon. I came out here about ten years before the Little Misunderstanding Between the States to make my fortune huntin’, trappin’, and scoopin’ gold right out of the creek bottoms and into my wagon, don’t ya know.”

      Van der Deutch made a digging gesture with his arms and laughed his booming laugh again.

      He laughed so loudly that a coyote began howling incredulously from a distant ridge. The sun was down now, and a thin, purple light was beginning to fill the shallow, wooded valley. It was late fall, so the day had been cool, but it would get cooler soon. Probably well below freezing.

      “Night soon,” The Revenger said. “I’ll picket my horse and we can get this deer roasting,” The Revenger said.

      “Fine, fine, Mr. Sartain,” said Van der Deutsch. “I’ll have Mercy build up the fire and fish my bottle out of my war bag.”

      “I’m not your slave, Pa,” the girl snapped at her old man.

      “Oh, but Mercy, honey, can’t you see my ankle here is swelled up to the size of a small mountain?” Van der Deutch beseeched the girl in a thin, wheedling voice.

      “Fish that liquor out your own self,” the girl said as she continued whittling. “I don’t care if you have to crawl for your firewater. Ma wouldn’t, neither. In fact, she’d probably shoot you if she seen you drink it!”

      She looked at Sartain, and a flash of savage delight sparked in her eyes behind the dancing strands of her tangled hair.

      “Mercy,” mused The Revenger, turning and leading his horse off toward where the Van der Deutch’s mounts were picketed near a chuckling stream. “That’s a right fittin’ name.”

      Van der Deutch roared.

      The coyote answered him.
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        * * *

      

      When Sartain had tended and picketed Boss, he returned to the camp hauling his saddle, saddlebags, bedroll, burlap-wrapped venison haunch, and rifle scabbard housing his prized Henry repeating rifle.

      It was almost dark now. By the flickering firelight, Ludwig Van der Deutch appraised the Henry from where he sat against his log.

      “Say, that’s a fine-lookin’ shootin’ iron, there, Mr. Sartain. Mind if I take a look?”

      “Why not?”

      The Revenger set his gear down on the far side of the fire from the old man. His daughter watched him warily from where she sat on her stump to the old man’s left. She’d put down the stick she’d been shaping into the form of a blue heron, but the big knife jutted from a sheath thonged to her left thigh.

      She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, hands entwined, watching the big Cajun wolfishly, as though daring him to do something untoward with the rifle.

      “You can pull your horns in, Miss Mercy,” Sartain apprised as he slid the rifle from the scabbard. “Just gonna hand this over to your pa, that’s all.”

      The girl didn’t say anything.

      Her father grinned as though in admiration of the girl. “She does sort of make a man nervous, don’t she? After all these years, she even makes me look twice before I head out to the privy at night. Never know when she’s gonna mistake me fer an interloper and blow me to hell an’ back!”

      “Don’t doubt it a bit,” Sartain replied.

      “Say, that is a fine shootin’ iron,” Van der Deutch said as he accepted the Henry from the Cajun.

      He ran his hands down the smooth walnut stock and the scrolled receiver. He lifted the gun high and turned it slightly to inspect by firelight the coiled ivory diamondback carved into the rear stock and whistled. “Say, who did that?”

      “I don’t know who did for sure. I won the rifle in a poker game a few years back. One of the few things I’ve ever won playing poker. The guy I won it from was a sore loser. All he told me was that some fancy gunsmith carved it back in some little town around St. Louis.”

      Van der Deutsch held the rifle close to his chest and looked at The Revenger cunningly. “What would you take for it?”

      Sartain shook his head. “You don’t have enough, Mr. Van der Deutsch. No one does. I’ll likely be taking the long gun to the grave. We’ve been through a lot together.”

      Sartain thought of the soldiers he’d taken down with the Henry as well as his LeMat—the five federal soldiers whom he’d once ridden with but who’d murdered his girl, Jewel, and their unborn child, not to mention the girl’s old prospector grandfather, back in the Arizona Territory.

      “No, we been through a lot together, that gun an’ me.” The Cajun pulled the burlap-wrapped venison quarter out of his piled gear and handed it to the girl. “How ‘bout if you cut that up and roast it while I tend your old man’s foot?”

      The girl accepted the pouch cautiously, like a wolf skeptical of a baited trap, scowling at the big Cajun from under her brows.

      “You a doctor, Mr. Sartain?” asked Van der Deutsch, handing the Henry back to its owner.

      “Me? Nah. But I’ve set a broken bone or two. Mostly, my own.”

      “Have at it, then, I’d be obliged. Hurts like the infernal fires of hell.” He nodded to a tin cup sitting on the ground near the campfire. “Oh, and...uh...I managed to coax Mercy into pourin’ us each a glass of the devil’s blood.”

      He lifted his speckled tin cup to his lips with a grin and sipped.

      “Just one for you, old man,” Mercy cajoled the old-timer, as she deftly sawed away at the venison haunch with her big knife. “Mr. Sartain’s soul is his own business, but yours is mine.”

      She curled her mouth and flared a nostril at that.

      But she did not stick to her threat. In fact, every time the old man held his cup out to the girl, she splashed whiskey into it. As she did, she glanced at Sartain and curled her mouth again in that oblique way of hers, her green eyes flashing in the firelight.

      Only later, after they’d eaten the roasted venison and old Van der Deutsch had passed out, and Sartain and the girl had turned in for the night, did he realize what she was up to...
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      Abner Fieldhouse opened his eyes, expecting to see himself swathed in the gauzy white of a cloud with an angel perched in the air nearby, strumming a golden harp.

      He blinked. His vision stayed blurry.

      Somewhere inside the cottony cloud, he saw two indistinct shapes. The sound he was hearing didn’t sound like a harp. He’d heard a harp once in an opera house in a Rocky Mountain mining camp, when he was just a kid and tagging along from one camp to another with his prospector father in the years after his mother had passed from scarlet fever back in Dakota Territory, where his family had lived once, in happier years.

      As Abner stared at the two gauzy shapes, the shapes began to clarify gradually. The strumming stopped. The two figures moved closer to him until they clarified more and merged into only one, only slightly blurred shape.

      They merged into the heart-shaped, fair-skinned face of a pretty brown-eyed girl with long, dark-red hair and a small mole just to the right of her small nose. She had a heavy chin, but the irregularity only added to her prettiness.

      Miss Angeline smiled and placed a hand on Abner’s cheek. “You’re alive. Not only alive, but you’re awake.”

      Abner looked down to see that the instrument in her hands wasn’t a harp but a mandolin. He lifted his head in surprise to see both the girl and the mandolin instead of an angel and a harp, but a dozen or so rusty railroad spikes of misery ground into his bones and muscles.

      He lay back, sucking air through his teeth. “Ah, crap!”

      “Hurt, does it?”

      “Where am I?” Abner raked out, glancing around the small room in which a single, small stove ticked in a corner and realizing where he was at the same time Miss Angeline said, “You’re fine. You’re at Mamie’s Place. The doc’s dead—shot in the street like a dog by those savages—so I told them to carry you over here, and I’d tend you.” She pressed her tender lips to his cheek. “The least I could do after what you did for me.”

      She smiled and gently smoothed the young man’s hair back from his forehead.

      “Imagine you worry about a whore at a time like that,” she spoke softly.

      “What happened?” Abner queried, not quite remembering.

      But even as he asked the question, he remembered the screaming and shooting and the dead townsfolk lying twisted in the street. He remembered Ramon Lazaro walking out of the bank with a pair of bulging saddlebags draped over his shoulder.

      He remembered planting the sights of his old Spencer repeater on the head of the man who’d been treating Miss Angeline so terribly.

      And then he remembered all the revolvers and rifles aimed at him, blossoming smoke and flames.

      He tensed as burning pain washed through him, causing him to grind his molars.

      Miss Angeline was telling him about the Lazaro gang, but he only vaguely heard her as all those images swept through his mind on the tide of the tearing, burning sensations inside him. Ellen’s face floated up from behind all those other images, and it was as if the girl he’d promised to marry had slapped him sharply across the face.

      Automatically, groaning at the intensifying pain, he sat up and shouted, “Ellen!” He looked at Miss Angeline, who’d jerked her head back away from his with a shocked look. “Where’s Ellen?”

      He’d told her to stay where he’d left her, in the ravine by the stream. But he hadn’t gone back to her.

      Was she still there?

      “Oh,” Miss Angeline said, shaking her head slowly. “Oh, no, honey. You need to lay back and rest.”

      “Miss Angeline,” Abner said, “where’s Ellen? I left her down by the creek, and...”

      Abner stopped. He stared at the girl who seemed to be staring right through him.

      Her voice grew small and far as she said, “Please, Abner...lay back and go to sleep. I’m going to go downstairs and fetch something from Mamie to help you go back to sleep.”

      Abner grabbed the girl’s arm. He sat up straighter, ignoring the tearing and pulling pains inside him.

      “Ellen...”

      “Honey.” Miss Angeline threw her arms around him, sobbing. “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry, but Ellen has passed!”

      He knew from Miss Angeline’s sobbing that it was true. Yet, it couldn’t be true. He’d left her in the ravine. He’d told her to wait there until he came back for her.

      Sobbing, Miss Angeline said, “Oh, Abner, honey. They must have found her along the road. They rode back to the east when they left town. She must have been riding to town from that direction. I saw you both leave town. I’ve always seen how you left...one before the other, always in different directions, but I knew what…”

      The young whore made a face and shook her head, as though to haze her mind back to the topic at hand. “They must have found her...along the road...because that’s where Marshal Mitchel and the rest of the posse found...oh, Abner, you must stay in bed. You were shot seven times!”

      Abner had shoved the girl away as he’d dropped both bare feet to the floor.

      “Shot,” he rankled in exasperation. “Seven times?”

      He swept the bedcovers off him and stared down in horror at the bandage wrapped around his belly. There was another around his left thigh, yet another wrapped at an angle over his left hand, covering his little finger. But then he realized that his little finger wasn’t there. All that was there was one of those fierce burning sensations that all added up to a fully stoked furnace of pain inside him.

      “Most of the bullets went right through you, Abner. Most were grazes nipping your sides, but you still have one inside. Neither me nor Mamie or even Miss Dawn, whose pa was a sawbones, could get it out and we thought it best to just leave it there.”

      Abner glanced down at the little, pale hand that Miss Angeline had placed low against his right side, about six inches above his hip. A deep fire burned there. Pressing it out of his mind, Abner shoved the young redhead away again, and, using the back of her upholstered chair, heaved himself to his feet.

      He didn’t care that, save for the bandages, he was naked. Normally modest to a fault, the young man no longer felt a shred of it.

      “Abner, you mustn’t,” Angelina warned. “You’ll open up the sutures and bleed to death!”

      “I gotta see...her...” The room pitched around the young man, like a ship on a stormy sea. He fell back onto the bed but rose again with a grunt and began stumbling around, looking for his clothes.

      “Abner, honey, she’s dead.”

      “Still...still gotta see her.” Not seeing his duds, he turned to Angelina. “Please...where...”

      The girl hurried over to a white armoire that had large yellow sunflowers painted on it. She opened the doors, withdrew a stack of folded clothes, and turned to him. “They’re a bloody mess.”

      “That’s all right.”

      Abner took the clothes from the girl. When she saw that he was having trouble, she shoved him gently back onto the bed and helped him dress. Pulling the clothes onto his battered, wounded body was a long, slow, and excruciating process. Every time he moved his arms or his legs or took too deep a breath, the pain shot through him like poison arrows.

      Finally, he stood near the door in his bloody clothes, holstered six-shooter cinched around his waist, and his Stetson on his head.

      “I thank you mighty kindly, Miss Angelina.”

      The girl stood before him. She was dressed in baggy denims, a pink corset, and a camisole. Her red hair was usually brushed till it shone. Today, it was mussed. She obviously wasn’t entertaining any jakes.

      Then Abner remembered why and gave a soft chuff of chagrin.

      “Ah, heck...I’m sorry, Miss Angelina. I didn’t even ask you how you was.”

      Her fair cheeks colored slightly, and she offered a phony smile. “Those men didn’t do one damn thing to me.” She put some steel in her voice. Her eyes, normally soft and gentle, were suddenly hard.

      Abner kissed her cheek. “Thank you again, Miss Angelina.”

      “You come back, Abner. You still need tendin’. Those bandages need to be changed daily or infection’ll set in.”

      “All right. I will.” Abner nodded as he turned and started down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      Abner walked stiffly through the eerily silent hurdy-gurdy house. He’d never actually been inside the place before. He’d been too shy and too afraid of sullying his reputation as an upstanding young citizen of Shallow Ford, though he’d chatted with Miss Angelina outside on the front porch several enjoyable times when he’d been making his rounds as Deputy Town Marshal. He liked her, and he sensed that she liked him in a way that went beyond merely a prospective customer, but he’d never entertained any serious ideas about getting to know her better.

      She was a whore, after all. A pretty, friendly whore with an innocent, childlike air about her, but a whore, nonetheless. Now, after how well she’d doctored him, and had even given her bed over to him, he felt a little guilty about not having given her more serious consideration.

      But he felt only a little guilty about that, in a vague sort of way.

      Because several voices were screaming inside his head, “Ellen!” over and over and over again.

      His body trembled as he stepped out of Miss Irma’s place and onto the porch, he knew it was not merely because of how badly his body was torn. It was from heartbreak and horror at what he’d just learned about his Ellen.

      Using the handrail, he eased himself down into the street and stood looking around. His shock and horror increased when he saw that, to his right, not only was the bank burned nearly to the ground but so were four or five other buildings beyond it. A few shopkeepers were sifting through the burned heaps that were still sending up a few thin wisps of gray smoke, but otherwise, the street was deserted.

      Most of the windows that he could see to his right and left were shattered, curtains hung in tatters. None of the shops in the town appeared to be open. There wasn’t so much as a dog in the street sniffing around the still soggy blood pools showing where many of Shallow Ford’s citizens had fallen.

      It must have been early afternoon because the sun was bright and birds were chirping, but a heavy dolor hung over the town as over an ancient ruin. From somewhere that Abner couldn’t discern came the muffled wails of a bereaved woman.

      He looked around again, getting his bearings.

      He had to find Ellen. Most likely, she would be with her parents, the Reverend Abraham and Mrs. Virginia Hobbs...

      Abner moved through the hushed town like a ghost. No one was out. The sun beat down through the chill air. The breeze shepherded leaves around his boots. He came to the church near the town’s east edge. The parsonage sat beside it, back a ways from the main street, behind a now-dormant lilac hedge.

      It was a neat, white-frame house sitting beside a neat matching buggy shed. A gravel drive curved in from the street. As Abner walked up the drive, he saw that two leather, red-wheeled buggies were parked beside the parsonage, the horses tied to a wrought iron hitching post.

      Sunlight shone in the house’s curtained windows. They were the only windows that Abner had seen that had not been shattered by bullets, Abner regarded them with vague amazement.

      Stiffly, he mounted the porch steps, wincing at the sunlight reflected in the glass pane of the polished oak door before him. One of the buggy horses whickered and shook its head, rattling its leather traces.

      Abner didn’t bother knocking. In the past, he’d always knocked and stood waiting right here in front of the door with his hat in his hands, his heart beating a little faster than usual, because he’d known that he was about to see his girl, and also because he would once again have to withstand the judgment of her father, the Reverend.

      He had always found himself hoping the Reverend wasn’t home.

      Abner turned the knob and went inside, stumbling a little as he stepped into the parlor, at the front of which, near a crackling fire, a pine coffin sat atop a long table draped in white lace.

      An impossibly pale figure in a white gown lay within.

      “Ellen!” he howled, stumbling forward on the toes of his boots. “Oh, Ellleeennnnnnn!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Sartain snapped his head up from his saddle and reached for the LeMat jutting from the holster coiled beside him, around the saddle horn.

      “Oh, leave it there.”

      A barefoot closed over his hand, over the big LeMat’s pearl grips.

      Sartain looked up. Mercy Van der Deutsch was beside him. She was wearing her buffalo jacket. That was all she was wearing. It hung open so that in the milky moonlight filtering down through the bare trees, he could see the valley between her bosoms.

      “It’s cold,” she said.

      Sartain stared at her, his mind fogged from sleep. Her old man was snoring steadily on the other side of the fire. Deep, resonating, even snores, his exhalations making his lips flutter.

      “I said,” Mercy repeated, keeping her voice low and gently pressing her bare toes into The Revenger’s belly. “It’s cold.”

      “You oughta put more clothes on.”

      She blinked down at him. “You gonna let me in?”

      “I don’t know. Am I gonna get a knife in my guts?”

      Mercy slid the buffalo jacket off her shoulders. She let it drop to the ground at her feet. “If you can find a knife on me, you’re welcome to take it.”

      Sartain let his eyes roam around on the delightful girl. She had long legs and a flat belly. Her hair hung down to frame her face.

      Sartain rolled back and opened his blankets. She folded down beside him. She lay on her back with her head on his saddle.

      The Cajun glanced across the soft, pink coals of the fire. Old Van der Deutsch continued to snore about once every five seconds, loudly. Sartain turned back to the girl, looked down at her like a feast before him.

      His blood was heating quickly. Lust tugged at him.

      “Well, now, to what do I owe the honor?”

      She held her hands together beneath her breasts, steepling her two index fingers together. “I don’t know. I guess...I sorta...think you got nice eyes. I liked your smile earlier when you were lookin’ at me.” She glanced at him, her eyes glinting in the moonlight. “You don’t find too many men in these parts with nice eyes...and a friendly smile.”

      With two fingers, Sartain slid a lock of dark-brown hair back from Mercy’s cheek, which was as smooth as polished oak except for the pale scar on the nub. “Well, I’ll be hanged. If you’re not suddenly all shy.”

      “I’m always shy. The gruff demeanor is so folks won’t know. Besides, a girl can’t be too careful. Men around here are quick to mistake a girl’s glance, you know.” She rolled toward him and stuck a finger through his shirt and through the V in his ballbriggans. She pressed it against his chest. It felt warm. “You gonna make love to me, Mike or you just gonna lay there, starin’ at me?”

      “I could stare at you all night, Mercy.”

      “I’d rather you made love to me.”

      Sartain glanced at the large, brown shape of old Van der Deutsch, whose belly and chest rose heavily as he snored. “You sure he won’t wake up?”

      “After all the whiskey I gave him?” Mercy rolled onto her side and pressed her love nest against the growing, hardening lump in the Cajun’s trousers. “He’ll be sound asleep till sunrise.”

      “In that case...”

      Van der Deutch kept snoring.

      Mercy’s teeth dug painfully into the Cajun’s shoulder, but it was a sweet pain that complemented the frenzied bliss of his climax.

      When they stopped shuddering together, Sartain rolled off the girl and onto his side, still breathing hard. Mercy gave a deep sigh then rubbed her hands across her belly.

      “I’ll be right back,” she whispered, snorting a laugh.

      She swept the blankets aside, gained her feet, shrugged into her coat, and pranced off into the woods toward the chuckling creek that glistened in the moonlight. She returned to the camp a few minutes later, shivering. She grabbed her bedroll and then lay down beside Sartain, covering them both with her blankets. They lay entangled together for a long time, whispering, nibbling each other’s ears, nose, and lips, occasionally pointing out falling stars.

      They made love again, this time more leisurely, with Mercy climbing on top. When they finished, she slumped down against his chest. He could feel her breasts expanding and contracting against his chest as her breathing slowed, and she fell asleep. He meant to rouse her and shoo her away to her side of the fire so her father wouldn’t find them together.

      But he must have fallen asleep himself. Because when he woke, gray light was pushing through the trees. The naked Mercy was curled against him, her right cheek resting against his left shoulder, one bare leg hooked over his own. A large tree stood in silhouette against the murky light, much closer than The Revenger remembered.

      But then he blinked his vision clear and saw that it wasn’t a tree standing so close.

      It was Ludwig Van der Deutch, aiming Sartain’s own Henry rifle at him, eyes blazing. The rifle’s barrel was ten inches from Sartain’s head.

      “Crap!” The Revenger said, jerking his head up with a start.

      Mercy gasped and lifted her head. She gasped again when she saw the rifle.

      “Pa!” she cried, holding a blanket taut against her bare breasts.

      Van der Deutsch kept his cheek pressed against the neck of The Revenger’s rifle, glaring down the barrel at the owner of the gun. “Why, you blue-eyed, double-dealin’, Cajun son of a bitch! Conivin’ your way into my camp with your syrupy Cajun tongue, lurin’ my daughter into your blankets and relievin’ her of her under frillies, not to mention her honor!”

      The big German loudly cocked the Henry.

      “Pa, don’t shoot!” Mercy cried, staring in horror at the red-faced old man hovering over them.

      Sartain didn’t know what to say. So, he said nothing. What could he say in such a situation? He supposed the man was right. He had a bullet coming, all right.

      The Revenger lay back against his saddle, ready for it. He never thought he’d go out this way, shot by an indignant father. He’d always hoped he’d go out dealing some cold-blooded killer his just deserts. But here it was, death in the form of his own rifle staring him in the face from a foot away.

      The barrel of his gun was the universe opening wide to accept him.

      Then Van der Deutsch depressed the Henry’s hammer. Slowly, he lowered the weapon, his broad, fleshy face shaping a slow smile, eyes glinting in the wan light.

      “What, you two didn’t think I heard ya? I’ll be damned if you weren’t goin’ at it like a coupla horny wolves!” The big, burly man lifted his knee and slapped his thigh. “Hell, when you’d pipe down, I’d drift back to sleep only to wake up a few minutes later to more gruntin’ and groanin’. You two sure made them blankets fly!”

      “Pa!” Mercy cajoled the old man.

      “Ah, hell, I ain’t mad!” said Van der Deutsch, leaning the Cajun’s rifle against a tree while laughing raucously. “I was so damn relieved to hear this girl gettin’ her ashes hauled that I sent up a prayer to her Maker himself. ‘Bout blazin’ time, if you ask me. Why, she’s been so nasty of late that me an’ her ma been contemplatin’ makin’ her live in the barn!”

      “Oh, Pa!” Mercy cried again, this time in embarrassment.

      She leaped to her feet, clutching a blanket over her nakedness, and ran off into the woods, sobbing.

      The old man slapped his thigh again, roaring.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out that Mercy wasn’t one to hold a grudge. She stayed in the woods for only about fifteen minutes or so. When she returned to the camp, she didn’t even look like she’d been crying though her cheeks were still faintly flushed with chagrin.

      She dropped her buffalo coat as though to assault her old man with her nakedness, called him an old fool, snickered at Sartain, and stooped to gather her clothes.

      Old Van der Deutsch merely stared at the beautiful, naked girl in awe and then chuckled and continued putting a pot of coffee on to boil while Sartain gathered wood with which to build up the fire. He couldn’t help taking a couple of ganders at the beautiful girl, as well. He’d seen her naked only by moonlight. It the buttery light of dawn, she caused his heart to twist counter-clockwise one-quarter notch and make him wish it were night again.

      The Revenger stayed in the Van der Deutch camp throughout the day, helping Mercy gather, cut, split, and stack wood in the box of hers and her father’s heavy-axled ore wagon. He had to admit that while he felt obligated to help with the wood because the old man was laid up with his bum ankle, he also looked forward to spending another night in the bewitching girl’s company.

      Having recently completed another revenge mission in Minnesota, he’d been alone for the past three weeks, riding around the plains, generally gravitating south in hopes of outrunning the winter snows. That’s what had probably prompted him to ride into the Van der Deutsch’s camp, when, a loner by nature, he usually preferred to camp alone.

      That and the fact he’d seen the pair had been facing the long night without supper.

      The old man remained near the fire, his ankle propped on a stump. He tended the pain in his swollen limb with another bottle of whiskey. He must have squirreled several into his possibles sack. Mercy didn’t seem to mind. All day as she and Sartain worked together, she cast the Cajun frequent, lusty gazes, humming softly as she gathered the logs he split, and stacked them into the wagon.

      That night they ate more of the roasted venison. The old man was in his cups early, but then, Sartain and the girl had thought he’d been dead out the night before. When they’d cleaned the supper dishes down by the creek, they stayed down there and made love on a blanket, a good fifty yards from the old man’s prying ears.

      When they returned to camp together, Van der Deutsch was snoring raucously, an empty bottle beside him. Sartain kissed the girl tenderly, caressed her cheek with his thumb, and then rolled up in his blankets while she rolled up in hers. It took Sartain awhile to drift off to sleep, for down by the creek, when they’d finished making love, he’d told her that he’d be heading out at first light.

      He’d told her goodbye.

      That had been hard for him. His brief time with Mercy Van der Deutsch had reminded him of his time with his beloved Jewel. In fact, Mercy reminded him of Jewel. Tough yet gentle under the covers, with eyes that glittered with an open, unabashed joy and zest for life.

      Sartain managed to saddle Boss and slip out of camp before either of the Van der Deutsches stirred from the blanket rolls. He rode away with a heavy heart but with memories of his two nights with Mercy causing a fond smile to pluck at his mouth corners.

      He’d remember Miss Mercy.

      Half a mile or so from camp, he reined up suddenly and looked around, frowning.

      A rumble rose.

      It rose steadily until he could feel the ground shaking. His horse could, too. Boss sidestepped and loosed an anxious whinny.

      Sartain stared incredulously at the ground, which felt and sounded as though it were about to come apart at the seams.
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      “Whoa, Pa,” Mercy said, holding up her left hand while pulling back on her horse’s bridle reins with her right. “Hold up.”

      When Ludwig Van der Deutsch had checked down the two horses in the traces of the loaded wood wagon, he said, “What is it, girl?”

      “Listen.”

      Now that the rattling wagon was stopped, Mercy could hear it clearly.

      A low rumbling.

      She looked back along the trail that she and her father were taking back to their small ranchstead. The rumbling continued to grow as, from a hundred and fifty or so yards back along the trail, horseback riders were galloping toward Mercy and her father. They were a broad, dark mass over and behind which a tan dust cloud hovered.

      “Holy Jesus,” old Van der Deutsch muttered, scraping a gloved hand along his jaw. “What have we here?”

      Mercy slid her Winchester carbine from its scabbard. “Trouble is what it looks like to me.”

      “Now, hold on, girl. Don’t be so hasty with that thing!”

      “That’s a lot of riders, and they’re heading right for us. I’m not just gonna sit here and whistle Dixie.”

      “Whistle another tune, then, but put that Winchester away!” Van der Deutsch shook his reins over the backs of the two horses in the wagon’s harness and pulled the team and the wagon off to the trail’s left side.

      Mercy sat her sorrel, staring back in the direction of the riders. The mass of men and horses grew larger and larger until she could make out individual men and animals. There had to be close to fifty men in that pack, strung out for several feet along both sides of the trail. No telling how deep the pack was, but Mercy thought her estimation of fifty or so was close.

      “Mercy, would you mind your pa!” Van der Deutch beckoned angrily. “Holster that iron and get the hell off the trail unless you want them riders to run you down!”

      Mercy reined the sorrel off the trail, flanking the wagon. She did not holster the Winchester, however, but held the rifle across the bow of her saddle. Van der Deutsch didn’t seem to notice. He was craned around on the wagon’s seat, staring back along the trail at the riders bounding toward him and his daughter.

      The rumbling grew louder and louder.

      Mercy could feel the reverberation in the ground beneath the sorrel’s hooves.

      The group of men and horses was within fifty yards now. One man rode out in front of the others. He was a tall, fair-skinned man with a ginger beard. He wore a brown square-crowned Stetson and knee-high riding boots. Two cartridge bandoliers crisscrossed his chest, under a long, black leather duster that billowed out behind him in the wind. A bowie knife jutted from the well of each boot.

      He wore a white shirt, a businessmen’s red foulard tie, and pinstriped trousers stuffed into the boots.

      He raised his black-gloved right hand and drew back on his horse’s reins with his left. As he slowed his big chestnut stallion with four white stockings, the men behind him slowed their horses as well. The mounts were blowing hard, and sweat lather foamed on their necks. Tack leather squawked, and bridle reins jangled.

      The lead rider slowed his horse to a canter. Within fifteen feet of Mercy and her father, he stopped the tired horse stomping and blowing in place, chomping at the bit drawn back taut against its mouth. The other men stopped their horses as well, the flanking riders standing in their stirrups and leaning out slightly from their saddles to see what they’d stopped for.

      Mercy’s gut was twisted in a tight knot. She’d first thought that maybe the gang was a herd of ranch hands heading hell for leather to Brimley, the next town up the trail another twelve miles. But these men did not look like cowpunchers. They were too well armed, their eyes too grim and purposeful.

      To a man, they had a hard, savage look about them. And their horses were worth too much money for your average drover; they all looked sleek and clean-lined. They’d been chosen for speed and endurance. They were the horses of men who often found themselves on the run.

      The lead rider sized up the old man and the girl. His eyes returned to Mercy with the faint glow of male interest. They flicked down and up again, and he leaned forward against his saddle horn.

      “Señorita, why do you aim that Winchester at me?” Oddly, despite his frosty blue eyes set beneath ginger brows, he spoke with a thick Spanish accent.

      “Mercy!” her father scolded. “What did I tell you?”

      Mercy looked down at the rifle. She hadn’t realized that she was aiming the rifle at the man, from over her sorrel’s right wither. Sensing the innate threat in the gang in general and the lead rider in particular, she must have unconsciously slid the barrel toward him.

      Despite the fear causing her heart to beat a steady, quick rhythm against her breastbone, she flared her nose defiantly. “What do you want?”

      The man said in a low, hard voice, “I simply want you to turn that rifle away from me, señorita.”

      “Mercy!” old Van der Deutsch cajoled.

      The girl lifted the gun back up onto the saddle horn.

      She said again, “What do you want?”

      “What she means, is how can we help you fellas?” asked her father, smiling unctuously at the hard-eyed men grouped before him.

      “Help us?” The lead rider shook his head slowly. “We don’t need no help.”

      Van der Deutsch’s smile grew tense. “Oh...well...I just figured that...since you stopped and all...”

      Staring with his cold, lusty blue eyes at Mercy, the lead rider said, “Is this lovely creature your daughter, señor?”

      “Yes...yes, she is...”

      “Her name?”

      “Mercy,” replied Van der Deutsch, as though Mercy couldn’t answer for herself. He smiled again and made as if to turn forward again on the wagon seat. “And if you’ll excuse us, we’re already late getting back to the ranch with this firewood. My wife’ll be wonderin’ where we...”

      The old man’s voice trailed off as the lead rider gigged his horse up to Mercy. He stopped beside the girl, his stirrup not two feet away from hers, and scrutinized her with brash male interest. Again, he kept his eyes on Mercy while addressing the old man.

      “How much?”

      Van der Deutsch frowned. “Say again...”

      “How much do you want for this beautiful creature? I will pay you in cash for her.”

      The old man stared in shock at the man. And then he chuffed as though the gang leader hadn’t been serious. “That’s a good one, now, if you’ll gents excuse us...”

      “I asked you a very serious question, señor,” said the blue-eyed Mexican leader. “How much for your daughter? A hundred dollars? Two hundred?” He stretched his lips back from his teeth. A front one was gone. “I will give you three hundred dollars for this beautiful creature.”

      “You can go diddle yourself!” Mercy retorted, bunching her lips and flaring her nostrils.

      The leader flung his right hand behind his left shoulder and smashed the back of it across Mercy’s face. The girl screamed as the blow sent her flying out of her saddle.

      “Bah!” old Van der Deutsch decried, rage and exasperation burning in his eyes. “You son of a bitch!”

      The outlaw leader quickly slid his long-barreled, silver-chased revolver from its holster, and shot Van der Deutsch through the heart, blowing the old man off his wagon and onto the trail below. The two horses in the traces whinnied and pitched and then lunged into their collars, galloping up the trail, the wagon bouncing along behind.

      Both left wheels smashed the old man’s body and sent him rolling into the brush off the side of the trail.

      “Pa!” Mercy screamed, climbing to her knees and flinging her hair out of her eyes. “Oh, Paaaa!”

      The outlaw leader turned to the man riding to his left and canted his head toward the girl scrambling over to her fallen father. Then the leader ground his spurs into his horse’s flanks and galloped ahead. As the man he’d signaled put his horse forward, toward the girl, the rest of the gang galloped around him, following their leader up the trail, dust once again roiling into the air.

      “Pa!” Mercy screamed again when she’d rolled her father over and saw the blood oozing from the hole in the middle of his chest. She placed her hands over it, as though to stop it, and screamed once more, “Paaaaa!”

      But then a strong hand grabbed her arm and jerked her to her feet. She glanced over her shoulder to see a mustached man in a bullet-crowned Stetson sitting a roan horse behind her. He gave her arm another tug. She tried to wrench it from his grip, but there was no doing. He was far stronger than she was.

      He bunched his lips beneath his mustache, tugged on her arm again, and sent her sailing up onto his horse behind his saddle.

      “No!” Mercy screamed and threw herself off the other side of the horse, the trail slamming a lightning bolt of pain through her right shoulder.

      She scrambled to her feet and ran, stumbling. She’d hurt her knee in the fall, so she couldn’t run as she normally did, which was fast.

      “Damn you!” shouted her attacker.

      Hooves drummed behind her. She glanced back and screamed when she saw him bearing down on her, his coiled lariat in his hand.

      He whipped the rope at her. She threw up her arm, but the blow was still enough to throw her off her feet. She hit the ground hard again, groaning, trying to regain her feet once more. The rope had caught her across the right jaw, causing a burning welt. She could feel blood oozing from it.

      “Goddamn you, son of Satan!” Mercy screamed.

      “Goddamn me?” shouted the dark-eyed outlaw, swinging down from his saddle. “Goddamn, you!”

      As he strode toward her, the lariat still in his hand, Mercy regained her feet and started to run again.

      “Leave me alone, you bastard!”

      The man laughed as he caught up to her and pushed her forward.

      “You ain’t goin’ nowhere!”

      Mercy ran wildly, trying to keep her feet beneath her, but she lost her balance, fell and rolled. As she sat up, the man was still coming toward her, throwing the coiled lariat away, doffing his hat, and moving his hand to the fly of his wool trousers.

      Mercy cursed him again as he knelt before her.

      “Shut up!” He smacked her across the face. “You crazy little bitch. You’re needin’ a good tamin’. That’s what you need, and I’m just the son of a bitch to give it to you!”

      Mercy lunged at him, smashed her fist against his jaw.

      That enraged him even more. He slapped her again, harder, and she fell back and slammed the back of her head against the ground. That dazed her. For a moment, he saw two men kneeling between her legs, two men fishing their already erect staphs out of their flies. Grinning lustily, breathing hard, the cold-eyed man crouched over her, grabbed her shirt, and ripped it open.

      Then he ripped the chemise open, as well, laying her bare.

      “Nice!” He laughed and began unbuttoning her denims. “Very nice!”

      When the two-man images had merged into just one again, Mercy saw that he had her denims and panties pulled down to her knees.

      “No!” Mercy yelled, trying to sit up so she could punch him, but he was holding her down with one hand mashed hard against her right breast.

      As he leaned down farther, mounting her, Mercy saw the walnut-gripped revolver jutting from the holster still belted around his waist. The handle of the gun was angled toward Mercy. The man’s attention was on other things, however. Mercy’s heart hammered desperately as she sat up slightly, closed her hand over the revolver’s grip, released the leather keeper thong from over the hammer, and ripped the gun from its holster.

      The man turned his head slightly to see what she was doing.

      “Hey!” He removed his left hand from her breast to grab for the gun.

      Mercy ratcheted the hammer back. Just as the man got his hand wrapped around the top of the revolver, she squeezed the trigger.

      The gun roared.

      She’d fired so close to the man’s chest that the powder set his shirt on fire. He screamed and jerked back, gray smoke billowing around the blood gushing out of the hole in his chest.

      “Oh!” he cried, sagging backward and sideways, looking suddenly pathetic and silly with his shirt on fire, blooding oozing out of him.

      Mercy fired the pistol again. She laughed as she fired again, again, and again, until the man lay crumpled beside her, his chest and belly a mass of red. His entire body jerked. His cold eyes stared at the sky, unblinking.

      Mercy pulled her trousers up and scrambled to her feet. She grinned devilishly as she half-closed one eye, aimed the cocked revolver carefully down at the outlaw’s crotch, and fired the last shot.

      “You won’t be ravaging no girls wherever you are now, you son of a buck,” she grated out through clenched teeth. She tossed away the empty pistol and brushed her fist across her nose.

      Her heart lurched as she sensed a presence behind her.

      Mercy wheeled and found herself staring at the leg of a man astraddle a horse.
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      “Mercy!”

      Sartain swung down from Boss’s back.

      “Oh, Mike!” Mercy wept, throwing her arms around him and pressing her cheek to his chest. “Oh, Mike...he...they...killed my pa!”

      Sartain hugged her tightly, rocked her gently from side to side. “Oh, Mercy,” he said, as she bawled in his arms, her tears soaking his shirt. “Oh, Mercy...”

      He held her like that for a long time. Finally, she pulled her head away, sniffing, tears rolling down her face. “Are you all right?” he asked her.

      Mercy glared down through tear-glazed eyes at the bloody dead man staring glassily at the sky. “I fixed this son of a bitch,” she said through gritted teeth. She turned to gaze at The Revenger. “The others...they rode away. There was fifty of ‘em, at least.”

      “There was a bunch,” Sartain said. “I saw ‘em, too, south a ways. At first, I thought they were just cowpunchers on their way to town. But after I rode a ways, I realized somethin’ was layin’ right about them rannies. And I knew you’d be in their trail.” Holding her head in his hands, he brushed her tears away with his thumbs. “I’m sorry I didn’t figure it out, sooner, sweetheart.”

      “It’s all right,” Mercy said, wrapping her hands around his wrists and sobbing again. “There wouldn’t be much you could have done, Mike. There may not have been fifty, but there was a lot of ‘em!”

      She turned away, crossing her arms over her exposed breasts, and walked over to where her father lay on the far side of the trail. “I have to see to Poppa.”

      Sartain looked down at the dead man. He gave a caustic snort, seeing what she’d done to him. He gave the carcass a fierce kick in the side.

      “You rot in hell, you bastard!” he raked out, and then followed Mercy into the brush beyond the trail.

      Mercy knelt beside her father, head bowed, crying uncontrollably while holding old Van der Deutsch’s left hand.

      “Oh, Poppa!” she cried. “Oh, Poppa, Poppa, Poppa!”

      Sartain stepped away. The girl needed privacy. He looked around. The wood wagon sat near a cottonwood copse a couple of hundred yards away to the south, well off the trail. Sartain swung up onto Boss’s back and rode out along the trail before swinging off its left side. The two horses in the wagon’s hitch looked at him warily, flicking their ears.

      “It’s all right, fellas. Easy, now,” he said softly, holding up his hand palm out.

      He stopped Boss when it looked like the two duns were going to bolt, the wagon wheels turning. One of the horses whickered and shook its head, rattling the bit in its teeth.

      Sartain swung down from the saddle, walked slowly up to the team, moving around to the front and gently patting their snouts, calming them. As he did, he glanced back to where Mercy lay near her father.

      Sartain felt as though a knife had been rammed through his breastbone and into his heart. He remembered finding his beloved Jewel in the aftermath of the soldiers’ attack on her and her grandfather’s shack. Jewel and their child, that was—the one she’d miscarried during the rape that was resting beside the bloody, naked, blonde young woman Sartain had considered his wife although they’d hadn’t yet officially married.

      Jewel’s grandfather, a kind, odd old desert rat, lay several yards away. He’d been gut-shot and left to die. He’d probably witnessed the gang rape before he’d died.

      Sartain knew how Mercy felt. It wasn’t a feeling that wouldn’t go away anytime soon, either. It was a wound you tended. What had helped him was running down each of the soldiers who had raped and murdered Jewel and the old man. He’d tracked them all down and killed them in a bitter, fire-breathing fury.

      Most of them had begged for mercy. He hadn’t given it. Sartain didn’t believe in mercy. Not that kind, anyway, he thought, gazing at the poor girl sobbing over her dead father.

      Sartain walked around to the side of the wagon and engaged the brake. He tied Boss to the tailgate and then climbed onto the wagon seat, disengaged the brake, and clucked to the two-horse team. Both horses shook their heads. One gave a skeptical whinny. Then they turned, and the wagon began rolling back toward the scene of Van der Deutsch’s murder and Mercy’s near-rape.

      As he rode slowly back to the trail, he considered the gang of roughnecks. That they were outlaws, there was little doubt. The Revenger hadn’t heard of a gang that size operating in this stretch of Nebraska, but such a group usually traveled far and wide, hitting banks or mining camps and running hard and far to evade the law.

      Most gangs that size enjoyed the terror they evoked, as well. They reveled in it. Terror was like a drug for them. That’s most likely why they’d attacked the Van der Deutsches. To instill more terror and wreak havoc as well as to sate their unbridled male lust. A gang that size could not be seen as a group of men. It was a single, savage beast with one brain, one leader. It was a pack of wolves running off their leashes.

      It needed to be hunted down and exterminated with the utmost prejudice.

      Sartain stopped the wagon near where Mercy still knelt by her father. He set the brake, climbed down, and walked over to place his hands on her shoulders.

      “I’ll help you get him back home, girl.”

      She sniffed and looked at him, tears swimming in her eyes and still rolling down her cheeks. “Thanks, Mike.”

      She stood and stepped off to the side, drawing her torn shirt closed over her breasts. Sartain crouched to pick up the old man in his arms. Old Van der Deutsch was a big man, almost as large as Sartain himself. The Cajun grunted as he straightened with the dead weight in his arms.

      He carried the body over to the wagon, lifted the dead man over the tailgate, and set him gently atop the split wood. He arranged the wood around Van der Deutsch, so the body wouldn’t roll, and then stepped back. Mercy stared over the tailgate at her father, and her lips quivered with fury.

      “Bastards! They had no reason to kill my pa. No reason at all, Mike.” She turned to him, her upper lip curled. “It was like they...at least their leader...enjoyed killing.”

      Sartain nodded. “That’s how it is with men like that. But they’re not men. They’re animals. Don’t you worry, girl. I’ll find ‘em. They’ll pay for what they did here.”

      The girl glanced at him skeptically, then looked around, frowning. “My horse...”

      “I’ll find him. You climb up in the wagon and get started. I’ll be close behind you.”

      Sartain had seen the horse in the trees far east of where he’d found the wagon. He retrieved the animal after a short game of cat and mouse and led it on up the trail by its reins. He caught up to the wagon and rode up beside Mercy, who stared straight ahead.

      She was no longer crying. Her cheeks were pale and tear-streaked, but she now had a hard light in her eyes, a cold, defiant set to her mouth.

      That was good, thought the Cajun. Turn that sorrow into something you can actually use. That’s what he’d done.

      He was still doing it. That’s what he used to help others now.

      An hour later, the trail dipped down over a low, dun-brown hill and into a shallow bowl between low buttes. A fringe of trees followed the curve of the creek that ran along the bowl’s far side, at the base of the far buttes. The trees were mostly bare, but there were still a few splashes of gold and yellow.

      In front of the trees hunched a long, low-slung log cabin with a front porch badly leaning to the right. Smoke unspooled from the brick chimney running up the cabin’s right wall. There were several log outbuildings, a corral, a windmill, and stock tank, and what Sartain assumed was a keeper shed for storing meat, near the creek.

      Several colorful rugs were hanging from the porch rail. A slender woman with long, black hair and wearing a bright, blueprint dress and an apron was beating them with a stick. As Sartain followed Mercy and the wagon into the yard, the woman turned toward the wagon and raised a hand to shield her eyes from the sun.

      She stared out from beneath her hand as the wagon crossed the yard. She didn’t move. She just stood there with one hand raised, the other hand holding the stick. Sartain’s belly tightened. He didn’t want to be here now. These two women should be left alone with their grief. But they’d need help with the body.

      The woman whom Sartain assumed was Mercy’s mother didn’t say anything until the wagon had chirped and squawked to a stop before her. She seemed to be sensing that all was not right. She was a handsome, middle-aged Indian woman with coffee-brown features. Her hair was long and coarse. There was no gray in it, but it had a grizzled quality. The skin was pulled taut across her high, tapering cheekbones.

      “Mercy,” she said in a throaty voice, without expression. She looked at Sartain and then back at her daughter. “Where...where is...your...”

      She stopped as Mercy set the brake and climbed wearily down from the wagon. As her daughter approached, the old woman’s eyes dropped to the girl’s torn blouse and chemise. The old woman’s lips parted as though with a silent gasp.

      “Mercy,” she said, frowning at the girl walking toward her.

      Mercy didn’t say anything. She stopped in front of her mother, who was roughly Mercy’s height and then wrapped her arms around her mother’s shoulder, drawing her close. Though Mercy had her back to Sartain, he could tell that she was speaking into her mother’s right ear. He could see the girl’s jaw moving.

      The old woman’s face, her chin resting on Mercy’s left shoulder, slowly crumpled. She didn’t sob or cry out or say anything at all. Her face just turned crumpled. And then she wrapped her arms around her daughter and closed her eyes, pressing her chin against Mercy’s shoulder.

      After a time, Mercy took her mother’s hand and led her slowly over to the back of the wagon. The old woman appeared reluctant to look in the box. She stopped several feet away from it, staring at Mercy. But then she walked forward. When she did look in the box and saw her husband laying on the mounded wood near the tailgate, her knees buckled.

      “Mama!” Mercy exclaimed, grabbing her mother to keep her from falling.

      Sartain swung down from the saddle, ran over to Mercy, and picked her mother up in his arms.

      “I got her,” he told Mercy. “Lead the way.”

      Mercy strode ahead of him, climbed the porch steps, and threw open the front door. Sartain took the unconscious woman inside and lay her in her bed, on a quilt trimmed with Indian designs. Then he came back outside to retrieve Mercy’s father. Mercy stayed inside with her mother.

      Sartain was carrying the dead man up the porch steps when a great wail vaulted out the cabin’s open door. He paused for a few seconds, then carried old Van der Deutsch through the open door and inside.

      He came out a few minutes later, drawing the door closed behind him.

      He sighed. His heart felt as heavy as an anvil. Inside, the old woman was still crying. Mercy had directed The Revenger to lay her father out on the table. That’s where the women would prepare him for burial.

      Sartain looked around the yard, and then he turned his attention to the trail climbing the hill to the east. Nothing moved there yet. But he had to assume that the gang, or at least part of the gang, would double back to find its missing rider.

      They’d find him, all right. They’d find him burned and bloody and his pecker shot off.

      Sartain’s and Mercy’s tracks would lead them here.

      First things first.

      He walked out to tend the horses and the wagon. As he did, he kept his rifle near and a close eye on the eastern hill. When he had the horses tended and stabled in the barn, he unloaded the wood from the wagon, stacking it neatly at the back of the house, where several cords had already been stacked. The Van der Deutsches would need plenty of wood to get them through a cold western Nebraska winter.

      It was a cool, crisp fall day, but the work had him sweating like a butcher. He took off his coat and pinto vest, set them over the side panel of the wagon, and rolled his shirtsleeves and went back to work. He kept his Henry rifle leaning against a wheel of the wagon, within quick reach. Often, he stepped out from a corner of the house to inspect the trail leading down from the eastern hill.

      When he was nearly finished unloading the wagon, it was mid-afternoon. Mercy came out from the house carrying a bottle of whiskey. She looked pale and worn out. She wore a fresh plaid work shirt, and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

      She looked at the nearly empty wagon. “You made fast work of that job.”

      “On a nice cool day, the working’s easy. How’s your mother?”

      “Resting now. We prepared Pa’s body for burial. Dressed him in his best suit though we discovered the moths had gotten to it. It’ll do, though. Pa hasn’t worn that suit since his wedding day. Thank God he was nearly as big then as he is now!”

      She laughed, but tears welled in her eyes and dribbled down her cheeks. She closed her hand over her mouth and convulsed with grief. Sartain wrapped his arms around her, holding her taut against him.

      “I don’t know what to say, girl.” He pressed his lips to her head. “Show me where you want him buried, and I’ll dig the grave.”

      Mercy pointed to a hill behind the house, near a lone cottonwood. “My brother’s buried there. Died from the influenza when he was only two. Let’s put him next to Carl.”

      “All right. I’ll have the grave ready in about an hour.”

      “Thanks, Mike.” Mercy rose on her tiptoes and kissed his lips. “I’m gonna go back in and sit with Momma.”

      “You do that.”

      Sartain grabbed his rifle and walked with her back to the front of the house. He continued across the yard to the barn while Mercy mounted the porch steps and went back inside.

      He went into the barn, found a spade, and headed back outside, the spade in one hand, the Henry in the other.

      He took two steps out away from the barn and froze. He whipped his head to the east. A line of riders was galloping hell for leather down the hill toward the yard. He dropped the shovel, lifted the Henry in both hands, stepped back between the barn’s open doors, and levered a round into the chamber.

      His heart thudded. As he stared at the riders galloping on down the hill and into the little valley among the buttes that were shadowing now in the mid-afternoon, he counted eight men. Well, he supposed he should be grateful that the whole gang hadn’t come.

      Making sure they hadn’t, he looked toward the west. Nothing. He looked all around, and as the riders thundered into the yard, their horses blowing and lifting dust, there were only the eight.

      Only...
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      The eight men spread out across the yard, half facing the house, half facing the barn and other outbuildings. Their dust sifted around them, glowing in the afternoon sunlight. The hard cases blinked against the dust, their mustached or bearded faces sharp-eyed with anger.

      Sartain stepped out of the barn, holding the Winchester’s butt against his right hip, the barrel in the air.

      “Can I help you gents?”

      Now they all snapped their heads around to the barn. “Can you help us?” asked a lean, hook-nosed hombre with a red soup-strainer mustache and battered Stetson with one side of the brim pinned to the crown. He spoke in a thick Southern accent. “Well, yeah, I reckon you could help us. Where’s the girl?”

      “What girl?”

      “You know what girl. The tracks of that wagon lead here, and we know the girl was on it. We found our friend layin’ dead back yonder. Somebody shot his damn pecker off!”

      “That’d be me.”

      Now they all turned their heads toward the cabin. Mercy lay on the cabin roof, her cheek pressed against her Winchester carbine, which she was aiming at the gang. She slid the barrel around threateningly, as though picking out a target.

      “What’d you cut his damn pecker off for?” asked the Southerner, his voice shrill.

      “What does it matter?” Mercy said. “He won’t be needin’ it where he is now.”

      Sartain couldn’t help smiling at that.

      The hard cases shared exasperated glances.

      The Southerner pointed at Mercy and shouted, “You put that rifle down, young lady. I will not have a girl aim a rifle at me. Besides, you’re badly outnumbered.”

      He swung his horse around to face Sartain. “You, too, big man. Put that Henry down. We got things to talk about.”

      “We don’t have anything to talk about,” Sartain said.

      “She killed Randall Wade!” yelled one of the others—a short man in a bowler hat and torn yellow duster. “That little bitch is gonna pay for that!”

      Sartain shook his head slowly. “I don’t think so. You boys best ride on out of here or the only way you’ll be leaving here is feet first.”

      The Southerner studied the Cajun incredulously. “Are you out of your mind. There’s eight of us! Now, throw that rifle down. You, too, you little polecat!”

      “Why don’t you come up here and get it?” Mercy spat out as she aimed down the carbine’s barrel.

      The hard cases looked around at each other. One of them gave a loud whoop and galloped around the left side of the cabin, heading for the rear. When he turned the cabin’s rear corner and disappeared from Sartain’s sight, Mercy swung her rifle around and fired at a downward slant.

      Then the others brought their rifles to bear on Sartain, who blew two out of their saddles before any could get off a shot. He stepped back behind the left sliding door of the barn as two bullets slammed into it loudly. He snaked his rifle around the door and fired two more quick rounds, unseating one more rider before stepping behind the right door, blinking as more bullets hammered it, ripping chunks out of the wood.

      The hard cases were firing madly, but they had the disadvantage of being mounted. A couple must have figured this out because they swung down from their saddles. Sartain saw them through the opening between the doors. He could also see Mercy’s rifle blasting away atop the cabin’s roof, smoke and flames blossoming from the barrel, spent cartridges arcing back over the girl’s right shoulder.

      Sartain stepped quickly outside, dropped to a knee, and picked out a horseback shooter, and fired. His target jerked back in his saddle, throwing his rifle in the air and screaming as his horse careened, giving an indignant whinny, and threw the rider from its back. The man flew toward Sartain, landing four feet in front of the Cajun and rolling past him, brushing his knee and fouling his next shot.

      A bullet curled the air in front of The Revenger’s face. He turned toward the man who’d fired it just as the man was bearing down on him again. The shooter knelt on the ground a few feet in front of the cabin.

      Sartain winced. Facing in the wrong direction, he was about to get drilled. But then the man’s head jerked hard to his right, blood and brains splattering across the porch steps.

      Another hard case flew out of his saddle to pile up, howling, in a stock trough fronting the cabin. Sartain frowned, wondering where those two bullets had come from. Neither he nor Mercy had fired them.

      Now there were more hard cases down than up. Three were still mounted, turning their horses this way and that, flinging lead. Mercy blew one out of his saddle. At the same time, another jerked hard sideways and then slid down the side of his mount, which kicked his head as he hit the ground.

      Sartain picked out the last man, who, exasperated by the carnage around him, screamed and kicked his cream horse toward The Revenger, galloping hard and triggering lead over his horses right wither. The bullets hammered the barn door behind and to each side of the Cajun.

      Sartain aimed the Henry, lining up his sights on the man’s chest, and squeezed the trigger.

      The hammer pinged benignly.

      The rider was six feet away. He wasn’t aiming his rifle now but running his horse straight at Sartain, intending to run him against the barn.

      Sartain figured he had two seconds.

      It took him only one to step to the right, unsheathe the LeMat, engage the shotgun beneath the main barrel, and fire.

      The twelve-gauge buckshot tore into the galloping rider’s face. He fell back in the saddle as his horse slammed head-first into the barn door, two feet right of Sartain, who threw himself flat to the ground.

      The horse whinnied shrilly as it bounced off the barn door, leaving a long, ragged crack in it. The Cajun winced as the horse kicked him as it hammered over him. The indignant mount whinnied shrilly and buck-kicked wildly as it galloped out of the yard.

      “Mike!” Mercy cried from the cabin’s roof.

      Sartain lay belly-down. He groaned against the ache in his side and right thigh where the horse had hammered him with its iron shoes. They were deep, pounding bruises. But just bruises, he thought, as he rose to a sitting position.

      He didn’t think anything was broken.

      He looked around through the heavy cloud of dust and powder smoke. A couple of the outlaws were groaning. One was on his hands and knees, crawling toward where a pistol lay in the dust near a blood-splattered dead man lying spread-eagle and staring wide-eyed at the sky.

      Sartain flicked the LeMat’s lever to engage the main barrel, and, just as the crawling man closed his hand over the pistol, drilled a .44-caliber round into his side. At the same time, another round punched into the back of the man’s head, slamming him straight down against the ground, quivering.

      “Who in the hell...” Sartain said as he frowned curiously, looking in the direction from where that second shot had come.

      “Mike!” Mercy ran out from behind the cabin, her rifle in hand. She dropped to a knee beside Sartain. “Mike, are you all right?”

      The big Cajun flexed his jaw. He hadn’t realized it till now, but the horse had also given his chin a glancing blow. “Fine as frog hair, as they say in the bayou.”

      He spied movement in the corner of his right eye. He turned to see a man drop down from the roof of a small, log shack—probably a blacksmith shop. The man landed on his boot heels with a grunt, then fell to hit the ground on his back. He dropped his Colt revolving rifle, as well.

      As the man cursed and started to climb heavily to his feet, Mercy cocked a fresh cartridge into her rifle’s breach, aiming at the stranger.

      “It’s all right,” Sartain said, also climbing to his feet. “I think.”

      The young man plucked his rifle out of the dust. He was maybe twenty, or even younger. Short blond hair hung messily to the collar of his checked shirt to which a five-pointed silver star was pinned. He was fair-skinned, and pink with sunburn. He wore a blue neckerchief and leather suspenders held his faded denim on his skinny hips.

      He brushed the dust from his rifle then bent over to pick up his weather-stained gray hat and pulled it down tight on his head.

      He walked tenderly, grunting, toward Sartain and Mercy, as though his feet were sore or he had a broken bone or two. Sartain saw a blood stain low on the right side of his shirt.

      “You hit?”

      “Me?” The young man squinted at Sartain as he continued moving in his shambling, heavy-booted gait. “Yeah, but not just now. A few days ago.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Fieldhouse. Abner Fieldhouse, Deputy Town Marshal of Shallow Ford.” The young man shifted his pale blue, squint-eyed gaze from the Cajun to Mercy. “Who might you two be?”

      “I’m Sartain. This is Mercy. This is her place.” Sartain glanced around. “You’re alone, I take it?”

      “Yeah. Marshal Mitchell took out a posse, but I ain’t seen him. That bunch robbed a bank in Shallow Ford. Shot up the town. Burned part of it.” His voice cracked when he added, “Killed a girl.” He looked off. “My girl.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sartain said. “They damn near killed Mercy, too.”

      “I was followin’ the gang’s tracks when I seen ‘em swing back this way. Followed ‘em here. They struck another town and another bank—Smithville. Burned that one all the way down. Then they must have laid up in the badlands north of here for a couple days. Some folks say they got a hideout in there. I reckon that’s how I caught up to ‘em. I’m wonderin’ if maybe they bushwhacked Marshal Mitchell, and his posse is layin’ dead out here...somewhere...”

      “I haven’t seen anything,” Sartain said.

      Mercy said, “You don’t look too good, Abner.”

      “I’ll be all right.”

      “You’d better come on in the cabin and sit down.”

      Abner looked at Sartain. “You know where the rest of them killers are, Mr. Sartain?”

      “All I know is they were heading north when I saw ‘em and when they attacked Mercy and her pa.”

      “Her pa?”

      “They killed him.” Mercy said, shaking her hair from her eyes that did not well with tears but remained hard. “For no good reason. He’s inside. Ma and I got him ready for burial.”

      She glanced at the cabin, started to turn back, then swung her gaze once more to the cabin. Her mother stood on the porch, squeezing the rail as she inspected the carnage before her.

      “We’d better bury him soon.” Sartain glanced at the dead killers strewn around the twisted body of one dead horse. “It’ll be dark soon, and we’d best pull out.”

      Mercy frowned at him. “You think the others will come?”

      “I know they will...once these fellas don’t rendezvous. Maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow, but they’ll come. We’d best not be here when they do, or this little dustup will look like a Saturday night fandango by comparison. There’s eight dead here, one more on the north trail. That still leaves close to forty.”

      Deputy Fieldhouse studied Sartain skeptically. “Who are you, Mr. Sartain? If you don’t mind me askin’.”

      The Cajun wrapped an arm around the girl standing beside him. “A friend of Mercy’s.”
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      Sitting at the Van der Deutsch kitchen table, his rifle on the table beside him, Sartain sipped from his stone coffee mug.

      He was sitting where he had a good view of the trail up the northern hill. So far, no riders. Anxiety was a small mouse nibbling away at his insides, however. Mercy and her mother, whose name was Demina, were on the hill with the old man. Sartain had carried him up there and buried him and then left so that the women could be alone with their husband and father.

      The Revenger knew they had to do what they were doing, but he wished they’d hurry. If the gang returned, likely they’d all come, and Sartain and the others at the cabin would have no chance against them. They’d all die. He himself had no fear of death, but he didn’t want the women to die. And he didn’t want to die before he had a chance against them, to avenge old Van der Deutsch.

      Abner Fieldhouse already looked half-dead.

      Sartain glanced at the young man sitting in a rocking chair in the parlor area of the homey cabin, under an antelope trophy. He even sat as though it pained him. He held a coffee cup in one hand, on his thigh, and he stared straight ahead not appearing to really be looking at anything except the thoughts buzzing around inside his head.

      His mouth was tense and slightly twisted, his eyes tortured.

      His shirt had gotten bloodier.

      Sartain glanced out the window once more, then slid his chair back from the table and gained his feet. “Tell you what, kid, let’s have a look at those wounds.”

      Abner turned to him slowly, eyes vacant, as though he hadn’t understood. “What?”

      “Let’s have a look at them wounds. Pull your shirt out of your pants and lift it up.”

      “I’m all right.”

      “I don’t think so. Lift that shirt up and let me have a look. I think you’re in bad need of a bandage change.”

      Abner gave an annoyed snort and pulled his shirttails out of his pants. He raised the shirt to his chest. Staring down at the bloody mess, Sartain made a face.

      “Holy God, kid, how many times were you shot?”

      “Six. Only one’s bad. They couldn’t get the bullet out.” Abner let his shirttails drop. “I’ll be all right.”

      As though to end the discussion, he got up heavily from his chair and walked over to the table. He glanced out the window and then pulled a chair out and sank into it, giving his back to the Cajun.

      “Look, kid—”

      Abner whipped an enraged look at him. “Stop callin’ me ‘kid!’ I ain’t no kid! I’m a deputy town marshal, dammit, and just a few days ago I held my dead girl in my arms. I lifted Ellen out of her coffin and held her in my arms, Mr. Sartain!”

      Red-faced with grief and exasperation, he stared at The Revenger as though firing his words with his gaze. “I held her in my arms, and it’s because of me she’s dead. They savaged her. One of the men in town told me so. I figured they had, and I got him to tell me. The marshal, Dick Mitchell, and a posse rode out after the gang and found her and brought her back. Said she’d been stripped naked! They’d used her, hit her with a rock, and dumped her like trash in the trail!”

      The young man shook his head, keeping his wide-eyed gaze on the Cajun. “Do you know what that’s like, Mr. Sartain? To hold your dead girl in your arms. Do you?”

      Sartain knew how it felt, but he didn’t say anything.

      Abner shook his head again. “No one don’t never get to call me a kid again.”

      He continued to stare at the big man before him. Then his eyes filled with tears, his face crumpled into a mask of melting wax. He screamed, turned away, and slammed his head down on the table. He folded his arms on his head and bawled like a baby.

      He was still crying when something thumped on the porch. Sartain reached for his rifle but left it there when the door opened and Mercy and her mother stepped in. Both were red-eyed. There’d been a whole lot of crying here today, just as there had been that day Sartain had returned to the camp in the Arizona desert to find the butchery.

      Mercy looked at Abner then shuttled her incredulous gaze to Sartain.

      The Cajun shook his head. He stepped forward, placed a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Come on, Deputy. If you’re coming with us, we’d best get a move on.”
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      They packed food and ammunition and saddled up and rode south of the hollow in which the Van der Deutsch ranchstead sat. They were well beyond the hollow when the sun sank into the western plain, leaving a painter’s palette of bright colors washing across a sea of high, scalloped clouds.

      Mercy drove the wagon with her grief-stricken mother on the seat beside her, wrapped in a blanket.

      “Mike,” Mercy said, driving the wagon behind Sartain and the Deputy, “I’m gonna fork off here and get Momma over to our neighbors. She should be safe there.”

      “Good idea,” Sartain said. “Me and Deputy Summerfield will hold up here and set up camp for the night. Goodbye, Mercy. Goodbye, Mrs. Van der Deutsch. I can’t tell you how sorry I am for your loss...all this trouble.”

      The old woman just sat staring straight ahead, as though she’d hadn’t heard what the Cajun had said. Or just wasn’t interested.

      “This isn’t goodbye for me, Mike. When I get Momma stowed safely, I’ll be back.”

      Sartain frowned, shook his head. “You’d best stay with your ma. There’s nothing you can do out here, girl.”

      Mrs. Van der Deutsch placed her hand on her daughter’s thigh, signaling her agreement with what The Revenger had said.

      Mercy shook her head once, hard, then flipped the reins over the backs of the two horses in the wagon’s harness. “I’ll be back,” she stated firmly, defiantly, as the wagon rattled away.

      Sartain watched her and sighed.

      “She has a right,” said young Deputy Summerfield.

      “I ain’t denyin’ that.” Sartain swung down from his saddle. “But I’d hate to see her get killed.” He looked at the deputy. “And you realized that’s probably what’s going to happen to you, if you go after that bunch, don’t you?”

      Summerfield frowned. “What about you? I sorta got the idea that you...”

      “Were goin’ after ‘em? I am. But I don’t expect to survive it.”

      “Then why are you doing it?”

      “Because it’s what I do.” Sartain lifted his saddle and saddle blanket from Boss’s back, and set it on the ground, under a sprawling cottonwood.

      Summerfield stepped down from his horse with the stiff awkwardness of a much older man. “Sartain. I heard that name before. Mike Sartain.” He paused as he stood staring at the Cajun leading his horse off toward where a creek murmured and flashed darkly in the starlight. “The Revenger.”

      Sartain threw up an acknowledging arm.

      “Holy Hannah.”

      Giving an ironic chuckle, Summerfield unsaddled his horse and led it off to where the Cajun tethered his stallion near the creek. A few minutes later they’d gathered wood, and The Revenger had a small fire going.

      The hills and trees between this makeshift camp and the hollow would hide the light from the marauders when they visited the ranchstead, which Sartain didn’t doubt they would.

      When the coffee came to a boil, Sartain removed the pot with a leather swatch and filled cups for himself and the deputy.

      Taking his smoking cup in his gloved hands, Summerfield said with a contrite air, “Sorry.”

      “About what?”

      “What I said back at the ranch...about you not knowin’ what’s like to hold your dead girl in your arms. I read in the newspapers about...your trouble.” The deputy blew ripples on the surface of his coffee and sipped.

      “Then you probably also know I have a two-thousand-dollar federal bounty on my head. It pretty much adds up to a death warrant.”

      “I did know that. I think Bill Mitchell’s got the circular hanging in the office. What about them soldiers who...doesn’t the government think they shoulda been punished?”

      “Oh, sure, sure,” Sartain said, reaching into his saddlebag pouch for a bottle of Sam Clay. “But Uncle Sam wanted to punish them himself. He charged me with murder. Of the vigilante variety.”

      He extended the bottle to the young deputy.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Abner said and splashed bourbon into his coffee. He sniffed the steam and closed his eyes, savoring the aroma.

      Sartain splashed the liquor into his java and sloshed it around. “I always make sure who knows that. About the bounty, I mean.” He winked at the young deputy. “It’s always good to know who your friends...and enemies...are.”

      “You can count me as a friend, Mr. Sartain. Since you’re going after them killers, that is.” Fieldhouse looked toward the north. “Say, why’d we camp so far away from the ranch? How’re we gonna know if the gang strikes?”

      “We’ll know.”

      “By the sounds?”

      “Or by the light in the sky.”

      The young deputy frowned, then nodded. “Oh. You think they’ll burn the place.”

      “After they find their dead, you bet they will. But even if we’d have dragged the bodies off, they’d have seen the bloody mud and all the cartridge casings. Not to mention all the tracks leading into the place.”

      Fieldhouse shook his head. “Poor Mercy and her mother. They’ll lose everything.”

      “Hell, they already have,” Sartain said and took another sip of his spiced coffee.

      They didn’t say anything for a time. They both sat with their rifles across their laps, staring toward the north where stars shimmered beyond the silhouettes of barren trees.

      Mercy returned after she’d been gone an hour. She wasn’t driving the wagon but riding one of the two horses from the harness. A pale grub sack swung down from her saddle as she trotted the gelding up to the fire. The flames flickered shadows across her face. “Any sign of ‘em?”

      Sartain set his coffee down and rose, shaking his head. “Not yet.”

      “Maybe they won’t come.”

      “Sooner or later they’ll come, I’m sorry to say, sweetheart.” The Cajun reached up to help Mercy down from her saddle. He knew she didn’t need the help. He just wanted to be close to her. “And when they do, I got a feelin’ you and your ma ain’t gonna have a home to go back to.”

      He bunched his lips, scowling sympathetically.

      “Figured that,” Mercy said. She looked at the big man before her and then sighed, wrapped her arms around him, and pressed her cheek to his chest. “Oh, Mike...”

      “Mercy, I wouldn’t feel right if I didn’t warn you that if you join me and Deputy Fieldhouse in goin’ after that bunch, if they don’t come after us, that is, there’s a good chance you won’t survive it.”

      She looked at him with her verdant green eyes. “I know that.”

      “What about your ma?”

      “I can only think about Pa right now. I saw how casually that Ramon Lazaro killed him. I want a shot at Lazaro. If no one else, I want Lazaro.”

      “All right,” Sartain said, his hands on her shoulders. “We’ll do everything we can to get you that chance.”

      “If we can just get him—get him hard—I’ll be satisfied.”

      Sartain nodded. “I’d like to get a few more, but I understand. We’ll go for the head of the snake, cut it off, and see what we can do about the tail.”

      “Thanks, Mike.”

      When they sat down around the fire near young Fieldhouse, and Sartain had poured the girl a cup of coffee laced with Sam Clay, she frowned at him. “Why are you doing this? Why are you helping me when we’re up against so many?” She glanced at Fieldhouse. “I can understand Abner. But...why you, Mike? This isn’t your fight.”

      “Oh, yes, it is, girl.” Sartain dipped his chin and winked. “When it became your fight, it became my fight. We Cajuns are funny that way. Friends mean a whole lot to us. Not as much as family, but, then, I don’t have any family.”

      He grinned, cut a glance at Fieldhouse, and sat back against the tree he’d been resting against before. Mercy frowned at Fieldhouse. The young deputy flushed and turned away.

      “Say, there, Deputy,” Mercy said. “I brought some fresh cotton from the Ryans’ place. We need to get those bandages changed before your wounds start to putrefy.”

      Fieldhouse glowered, boy-like. “You really think it’s necessary, Miss Mercy.”

      “I do.”

      “All right, then.”

      He leaned back and pulled his shirt out of his pants. As he did, Mercy fetched a spool of fresh cotton from her saddlebags. She took her time cleaning the wounds with a sponge soaked in creek water and a bottle of cheap whiskey she’d also brought from the Ryan’s.

      As she worked, scowling with concern, several times she glanced meaningfully, darkly at Sartain.

      He could smell it, too. The young man’s wounds were beginning to fester.

      As she finished wrapping the severest of the many wounds, she whipped her head around to stare north. “Oh, my God,” she said half under her breath.

      Sartain had heard it, too. The distance-muffled whoops and howls of many men and the barks of many rifles. Lazaro had arrived at the Van der Deutsch ranch.

      They’d found their dead brethren, and they were shooting up the place.

      Sartain, Mercy, and Abner stared to the north, tense and speechless.
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      “Oh, God,” Mercy said after a while. “There it is.”

      She meant the dull umber glow of fire rising just above the horizon.

      “There it is,” Sartain agreed, nodding grimly. “We could have stayed and fought for it, but I don’t reckon that would have done any of us any good.”

      “Nope,” Mercy said, shaking her head slowly, bunching her lips.

      “I’m sorry, girl.”

      She just continued shaking her head and staring toward the north. She did not break down sobbing. She just shook her head.

      “What now?” Abner asked Sartain, deferring to the older man’s experience.

      The Revenger gained his feet, removed the coffee pot from the fire, and kicked out the flames.

      “Now I’m gonna go have a look, see which direction they ride. You two stay here and saddle your horses, just in case we have to make a run for it. I doubt we will. They have no chance of finding us in the dark, but you never know. Saddle ole Boss for me, too, will you?”

      He picked up his rifle, drew Mercy to him, and kissed her cheek.

      Then he stomped away from the fire, heading north, deadheading on the umber glow in the dark sky above the horizon. The shooting and the whooping and hollering had stopped. Now there was only the menacing red light in the sky, shifting around as he’d once seen the Northern Lights do.

      He climbed the hill through oaks and scattered cottonwoods. When he reached the brow, he could see the ridge beneath which the burning cabin lay. He kept walking, tramping through thick brush and scattered forest, descending another hill and climbing one more, until he lay at the crest of the ridge overlooking the Van der Deutsch place.

      They’d burned everything—the cabin, barn, and every outbuilding. Flames licked at the sky, sparks sweeping around like falling stars.

      Shadows moved among the red bundles of burning buildings. Jostling shadows. Then the Cajun saw the shadowy line of riders galloping up the hill to the north. He waited until the last rider had crested the hill and disappeared.

      Then he gained his feet, doffed his hat, and ran his coat sleeve across his forehead.

      “You bastards,” he growled, his heart constricting in his chest and the colossal destruction he was witnessing. Mercy’s father dead. Now her entire ranchstead burned. “You’re gonna pay for that.”

      Then he swung around and walked back in the direction from which he’d come.

      He stopped suddenly. Three man-shaped shadows stood before him, in a slight arc about ten feet away. They all wore hats and coats, and they were cradling rifles. The man in the middle canted his head to one side, and said, “Now, who have we here?”

      He raised his rifle, aimed at the sky, and fired three fast rounds.

      Sartain’s heart fluttered.

      Those shots were a signal. The rest of the gang would turn around and gallop back here in no time.
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      Sartain had suddenly found himself between a rock and a hell of a stout wall.

      Three killers faced him. Forty more were galloping toward him from the other side of the burning valley. He could hear the drumming of their horses’ hooves.

      He had no choice but to move quickly. The man in the middle of the threesome facing him must have sensed his decision. Just as the Cajun was about to snap the Henry to his shoulder and begin firing, the man before him pumped a cartridge into his rifle’s breach, snapped the rifle up, and pressed his cheek against the stock.

      Keeping the rifle aimed at The Revenger’s head, he strode quickly up to Sartain and stopped six feet away. “Drop it.”

      The others raised their rifles now, too.

      “You got no call to aim guns at me,” Sartain said, affecting the wheedling voice of a simple-minded cowpuncher. “I just heard the shootin’ and seen the fire, and rode over to—”

      “Shut up!” snapped the man before him. “Toss that Henry aside or I’ll blow your head off!”

      Sartain stared at the man incredulously, gave a defeated sigh, and bent his knees. “If you don’t mind, I don’t like to throw my weapons around. Fouls the action and scratches the stock. I’d like to just set it down nice and gentle like...like this here.”

      The man before him stepped back, wary of a trick, slanting the barrel down as Sartain set the Henry on the ground beside him.

      “Now the hogleg,” the man said. “Slow!”

      The galloping hooves were growing louder. The rest of the gang was halfway across the valley now and was still coming hard and fast despite the darkness. Sartain’s heart was tattooing a hearty rhythm against his breastbone.

      Still squatting, he grinned self-effacingly as he looked at the man before him. He was too far away for Sartain to make a move on him. Before he could get the rifle out of the man’s hands, the other two would shred him.

      As he straightened, he unsnapped the keeper thong from over the LeMat’s hammer and slowly slid the big popper from its holster. Again, he bent down and set the gun on the grass beside the Henry.

      “While you’re down there, you can unload that Bowie knife, too. And anything else you got hid away.”

      Sartain sighed and did what he’d been told.

      As he straightened, feeling way too light, the bile of dread filled his belly. He was no longer between a rock and a hard place. He was sitting on a powder keg and the fuse was lit.

      The drumming of the hooves was growing louder. The gang was on the near hill, climbing toward him.

      “Anything else?”

      “Nope, that’s it.”

      The man reached forward, and, keeping his rifle aimed with one hand at Sartain’s head, patted the Cajun down quickly. His hand stopped on Sartain’s mackinaw over the right pocket of his pinto vest. The man pulled his hand away from Sartain’s belly, snapped his fingers, and turned his palm up.

      Sartain reached into his coat, slipped the double-barrel derringer out of his vest, detached it from the old Waterbury that resided in the opposite pocket, and set it on the ground with his other weapons.

      Now he felt as light as a feather about to be blown to nothing in the powder keg’s blast.

      “There, now you got ‘em all,” he said, holding his hands up, palm out. “I would’ve given you the derringer, but I forgot about it. Hell, I never use the damn thing, don’t even know why I carry it around!”

      “You don’t, huh?”

      “Sure don’t.”

      “How many others were with you?”

      Sartain frowned. “What others?”

      The ground beneath his boots reverberated with the thuds of the approaching gang. The man in front of Sartain didn’t bother questioning him further. He stepped back and turned to where the first riders were jerking their blowing, stomping mounts to halts a few yards away. One man separated himself from the pack, curveting his horse, and saying in a thick Spanish accent, “Found one, eh, Sam? Where are the others?” Holding his reins high against his chest, he looked around. “More than one man ambushed Keller, Selby, and the others.”

      “This is the only one we found. Walked around the whole ranch, but this big drink of water’s the only one. The other must’ve run off.”

      The man who was undoubtedly the gang’s leader, Ramon Lazaro, snapped his face toward Sartain. “Where are the others?”

      Still holding his hands high, The Revenger said, “Just like I told this feller here, Mister...I mean, señor...I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. What others? There’s just me. I was just passin’ through when I heard the shootin’ and seen the fire. Figurin’ someone was in bad trouble and might need a hand, I rode over.”

      “Mierda,” cursed Lazaro. “I don’t believe it.”

      “No mierda about it.”

      Lazaro swung lithely down from his saddle and stood uncomfortably close to Sartain. The outlaw leader was several inches shorter, so he had to look up at him. Close up, he didn’t look Mexican, but his accent was as thick as they came. It was too dark for The Revenger to see for sure, but the outlaw leader’s eyes appeared blue.

      “You’re saying you were just passing through here. You’re just a drifter?”

      “That’s right. I done worked roundup on a ranch a few counties west of here, and I’m on my way south. Just passin’ through, amigo. I swear!”

      Sam had crouched to pick up the Cajun’s guns. He showed the Henry, LeMat, and pearl-gripped derringer to Lazaro. “How many cow punchers ride around with such stylish irons as these, boss? Look at that Henry. Look at this LeMat! How many cow punchers you see packin’ a purty little popper like this derringer?”

      He held the hideout pistol up in front of his boss’s face.

      He glanced at Sartain’s cartridge belt. “Look there. Nearly every loop is empty. He shot up all his ammunition, and we know where it went, too!” He gritted his teeth in fury at Sartain. “Cal Wallace was a good friend of mine, you murderin’ bastard!”

      “I don’t know who that is,” Sartain said, keeping his hands raised and a fearful, exasperated look on his face. He didn’t have to fake the fear. He knew he was only a second or two from death. While he didn’t normally fear it, he wanted no part of it just yet.

      He really wanted to take at least one of these sons of bitches along for the ride to wherever vigilantes and murdering bastards went when they gave up their ghosts.

      Sam slapped his gloved hand across Sartain’s left cheek. He brought the back of the same hand against his right cheek. “You’re a damn liar!” He pressed the barrel of his Winchester against Sartain’s gut. “I’m gonna kill him.”

      “Hold on.” Lazaro shoved Sam back and stepped up before Sartain again, looking up at the taller man. “You’re one of Carson’s men, no?”

      Sartain sighed. He’d kept his hands raised even when he’d been slapped. He tried to keep the burn of fury from his eyes. He now wanted to kill at least two men here. Lazaro and Sam.

      “Who’s Carson?”

      “You know who Bill Carson is.” Lazaro moved even closer. “Where is he?”

      “Oh, boy. This is just really not my night,” Sartain said thinly. “I sure wish I’d just ignored the gunfire and the light from them fires. I’m always sayin’, ‘Mike Sonnet, you really gotta keep your nose out of other folks business.’ Well, I think I done learned my lesson here tonight!”

      “You might not have any more nights to practice that lesson,” Lazaro said. “How many other men did Carson send”—he raised his voice in frustration—“and where the hell are they?”

      Sam said, “They probably high-tailed it back to brag to Carson about ambushing Cal and the others, and somehow this dimwit got left behind.”

      Sartain only sighed in defeat.

      Lazaro stared at him. The Mexican outlaw took one step back, looked Sartain up and down slowly. Somehow, the interest appeared to be more than just a sizing up of a foe. It made the Cajun even more uncomfortable than he already was if that was possible.

      Lazaro fingered the light whiskers carpeting his chin. “Hmmm. You’re a big devil, aren’t you? Big men fall hard, you know.”

      “Don’t I know!”

      Lazaro kept his suspicious gaze on him. Sartain could see the smaller man’s eyes flickering around in the starlight, switching his attention from Sartain’s left eye to his right eye as if one eye might betray more than the other eye.

      Finally, he filled his chest with air and let it out, glancing around. “Where’s your horse?”

      “Crap, I reckon your pards here spooked him, and he run off. Damn his hide!”

      Lazaro gave a snort and turned away. “Bring him! Put him on one of the dead riders’ horses.”

      “I think we oughta just shoot the hell out of him, boss,” Sam said, glowering at Sartain.

      Lazaro took his reins back from the beefy gent he’d tossed them to and swung up into the leather. “He’s a Carson rider, all right. Before he dies, I’m going to find out where Ben and his gang are. I know they’re behind us, and madder’n than teased hornets. I’m going to find out where...as soon as we reach the next town up the trail. Tie him to a saddle and bring him.”

      He turned his horse around. “And keep a close eye on him! He’s a big, sneaky devil, that’s what he is!”

      Lazaro rammed spurs to his horse’s flanks and galloped back in the direction from which he’d come, the other riders yanking their mounts around and following him.

      Sam glared at Sartain. Light from the burning ranchstead flickered dark red in his eyes. He was caressing the hammer of his Winchester.

      Sartain said, “Sam, I believe your boss done wants me kept alive. He looks like a tough little fella. I don’t think I’d cross him if I was you...”

      “He said to get you a horse. He didn’t say what condition you had to be in. Just alive. Turn around.”

      “Huh?”

      “Turn around, or I’ll plug you and tell him you was makin’ a run for it.”

      “Ah, crap.” Sartain didn’t have to feign his reluctance to turn around and give the man his back.

      He knew what was coming.

      It came, all right.
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        * * *

      

      Sartain felt as though he were being pounded into the ground with a sledgehammer. He opened his eyes, gritting his teeth against the misery in his head.

      No, he wasn’t being pounded into the ground.

      He was being pounded into the pole of a horse. The horse was a dun with a slightly darker mane that brushed his cheek painfully. The horse had a small, healed bite just left of its mane, directly beneath the Cajun’s open left eye staring down at it.

      The horse was running again. Now Sartain remembered waking before to find himself tied to a saddle. The horse had been walking at that point, and when it started galloping, Sartain had promptly passed out.

      He lifted his head to keep it from bouncing against the pole. He looked around, squinting. They were in open country—the treeless, rolling plains of either western Nebraska or Kansas. It appeared to be midmorning, the light still soft and buttery.

      Still, because of the throbbing goose egg at the back of his head, the light felt as harsh as sandpaper raked across his retinas.

      He shook his head to try and clear it. No doing. He still felt as though a dull railroad spiked were being hammered through his brain plate. Sam had really let him have it with something—probably a rifle stock.

      They must have ridden through the night. Sartain remembered having been semi-consciously aware of the horses stopped briefly, for short breathers, but then were off riding again—walking some but mostly running.

      He was the last rider in the pack of kill-crazy owlhoots. His horse’s bridle reins were tied to the tail of the rider ahead of him, who was Sam, whom Sartain owed a headache.

      Before he blew his head clean off, that was.

      He looked ahead across the sea of galloping riders toward Lazaro riding point. Beyond, a town was taking shape in the brown grass and sage. A town of maybe twenty crude buildings, if that. There appeared a short business section with the usual false fronts lining the trail.

      Sartain blinked then peered again through slit eyelids as he stared ahead of Lazaro.

      Something lay crossways in the street, at the near edge of the town. Two or three things, Sartain saw now as he drew closer. As he drew even closer, he saw that three wagons had been overturned in the street, where the trail entered the town. Men with rifles—maybe a dozen or more—were hunkered down behind the wagons, wielding rifles.

      Somehow, probably over the telegraph, the townsfolk had gotten word that Lazaro’s gang was en route. A dozen or so hardy townsmen were going to try to stop them.

      “Good luck,” the Cajun muttered.

      Suddenly, one of the rawhiders raised a loud, menacing howl above the thunder of the galloping hooves. It was Lazaro himself riding at the head of the pack and now lifting a revolver and aiming straight out ahead of him, over his horse’s ears.

      The pistol smoked then and a half-second later Sartain heard the pop.

      Then the others opened up, as well, howling like Comanches bearing down on an immigrant pack train. The shooting crackled like thunder. It was so loud that The Revenger felt as though someone was slapping his ears.

      As far as he could tell from the single smoke puff billowing up from behind one of the overturned wagons, only one of the men there—he appeared to be wearing a lawman’s badge—triggered a shot at the oncoming marauders.

      Then the other hardy townsmen scattered like mice from a tomcat, casting wide-eyed looks over their shoulders. Bullets punched through a couple of men, who fell, screaming. The lawman turned to regale his failed posse, glanced back at the gang that was within only a few yards of him now, then shouted something unintelligible beneath the din of the shooting and thundering hooves.

      He turned to run himself, heading for a boardwalk on the left side of the street. He was old, fat, and slow. He didn’t make it. Sartain saw dust puff from the back of his soiled wool vest. The bullet punched him violently forward. He flung his rifle away and fell over the edge of the boardwalk where he sprawled, dying.

      Ahead of Sartain, the gang rose like an ocean wave as the horses leaped the wagons. Then Sartain’s own horse was leaping a wagon. When the horse’s front hooves hit the ground once more, the Cajun cursed against the increased misery in his battered head.

      The rider ahead of him stopped his horse. Sartain’s horse ran up beside him, and when the reins jerked taut, it stopped, too, lowering its head and blowing.

      Sartain looked around in exasperation as the outlaws fanned out, howling and shooting at windows and the few townsmen still sprinting toward boardwalks and storefronts, trying to escape the onslaught. A couple were blown, screaming, through plate glass windows. Inside the wood frame or adobe buildings to each side of Sartain, frightened villagers bellowed as bullets hammered through windows and doors.

      To The Revenger’s right, Lazaro was bellowing orders. He was like a general on the field of battle, only none of the townsfolk were fighting back. There was no battle. This was merely unabashed pillaging.

      Sartain crouched as the outlaws’ bullets curled the air around him. The smoke grew heavy, stinging his eyes. Sam had tied his and Sartain’s horse to a hitch rack fronting a barbershop. And both horses jerked and fought the reins with each pistol blast.

      Finally, the shooting stopped.

      The outlaws were scattered up and down the street, kicking in doors of saloons and brothels. They were still howling like coyotes. Lazaro waved several men toward the bank, which had a CLOSED sign in the window.

      Then he strode over to the YOUNG LADIES’ FINERIES shop, a little pink building with gingerbread trim sitting beside the bank. Its feminine decor was in stark contrast to the bank’s nearly barrack-like featureless fieldstone.

      A CLOSED sign shone in the little shop’s door, which Lazaro stepped up to, grinning. He swung his right foot back and forward, savagely kicking in the door and breaking the glass out of the top panel.

      A woman’s shrill, horrified scream rose, churning more bile in The Revenger’s belly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      To his deep-burning frustration, all The Revenger could do was sit tied to his saddle, helpless, and watch Lazaro pull a blond girl of maybe seventeen out of the FINERIES shop by her wrist, jerking her roughly along behind him.

      A middle-aged man with black pomaded hair and a waxed mustache ran out the shop’s door, shouting, “That’s my daughter! Unhand her, you brigand!”

      Lazaro stopped, turned, and swept up his silver-chased pistol.

      The man pulled his head back inside the shop just in time to avoid being blasted into the next world by the four shots Lazaro triggered straight out from his right shoulder.

      “Daddy!” the girl screamed as the bullets whipped through the open door or tore gouts from the frame.

      The girl wore a low-cut powder blue taffeta gown. Her pert bosom bounced, and the ribbons in her hair billowed out behind her as Lazaro continued jerking her along the street and then across it to the WOLF’S HOWL SALOON & HOTEL on the far corner of the next block.

      As the girl pleaded and tried to pry her wrist free of his hand, the outlaw leader threw his head back, laughing.

      Sartain said under his breath, scowling after the killer, “You bastard. One way or another, you’re gonna die, Lazaro.”

      The outlaw dragged the screaming girl onto the saloon’s high front porch then, tired of the screaming, swung around and slapped her hard across the right cheek. She sagged backward. Lazaro laughed again as he grabbed her around the waist and swung her over his left shoulder.

      She groaned.

      “Nice trophy, you got there, boss!” shouted a gang member trotting past the saloon on his high-stepping, wild-eyed claybank.

      “Make sure that bank vault is clean as a whistle, Cortez,” Lazaro said. “Then you men are free to find trophies of your own. I like it here. I think we’ll stay the night!”

      The outlaw carried his half-conscious trophy through the batwing doors. The place was empty but the half-filled bottles and glasses and strewn playing cards on several tables. A cigar smoldering in an ashtray told him it had been recently vacated. He chuckled, crossed the saloon with the bar to his right, mounted the broad stairs to the second story, and stopped at a door on the right side of the hall.

      He tipped his head to the door. Inside, someone gasped.

      Lazaro stepped back, then kicked the door open. As it slammed back against the wall to his left, he stepped inside and tossed the blonde onto the room’s single, brass-framed bed. A figure moved behind him. He swung around to see a sobbing girl in a corset, pantaloons, and housecoat, dash out of the room and run down the hall.

      “Yes, get out of here, puta bitch!” the outlaw yelled. “There is a respectable girl here!”

      Lazaro turned to his prize. She moaned and swung her head from side to side atop the pillow. Her chest rose and fell heavily.

      “Ah, such a sweet thing,” the outlaw leader said, fingering his chin whiskers.

      He sat on the edge of the bed and leaned over the girl.

      “If you please me, I will let you live, señorita.” Lazaro closed his hand over her chin and shook her head. “Huh? You understand? You please me, and I let you live. You don’t please me, and you die. Okay? You understand?”

      The girl opened her eyes and stared at the man in terror.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” she sobbed. “Please don’t hurt me!”

      “Oh, I’m not going to hurt you. Me?” Lazaro chuckled. “No, never!”

      Then he proceeded to rip her gown off. When that was gone, he ripped off every stitch of the girl’s underwear until she lay before him naked, crying, and trying in vain to cover herself.

      Lazaro rose from the bed. Staring down at the girl writhing around on the bed and bawling, he took his time removing his gear and undressing. He doffed his hat last and hung it on a peg by the door. He swung around naked to the girl, who looked at him, and screamed. She tried to crawl off the bed, but the outlaw grabbed her left ankle and pulled her back into the middle of it.

      He slapped her again to quiet her down, then spread her legs and mounted her.

      Lazaro stopped. He looked up, frowning.

      Something very hard and cold was pressed against the back of his head.

      “Roll off of her,” said Sartain, clicking the hammer of his pistol back.

      It was the pistol that Mercy had given him when she’s slipped out of the break between a harness shop and grocery store. While the other outlaws on the street were more distracted by pillaging and plundering the shops and foraging around for women in hiding, she’d cut the Cajun free of his saddle.

      Deputy Abner Fieldhouse had covered them both with his rifle.

      The two had followed the gang as well as Sartain from the ridge where they’d captured him.

      Now The Revenger gritted his teeth and pressed the Remington’s barrel harder against the back of Lazaro’s head. “I said, you depraved son of a bitch, roll off of her or I’ll blow your ugly head off.”

      The girl stared at him from over Lazaro’s left shoulder.

      The outlaw himself glanced over his right shoulder at Sartain.

      He smiled crookedly. “Señor Sonnet?”

      The Cajun’s voice was razor-edged. “Sartain. Mike Sartain. And if you don’t roll off her in the next second, you’re gonna know why some folks call me The Revenger.”

      Lazaro’s lower jaw sagged. He rolled off the girl and raised his hands above his head. “Ah, The Revenger...sí.” He stared up at the Cajun, a pensive expression on his face. “I guess I should have killed you when I had the chance, eh?”

      “Yep.”

      The blonde scrambled off the far side of the bed and dropped to the floor, her back against the far wall. She raised her bare knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. Mercy grabbed an afghan from over the back of a chair, knelt beside the horrified girl, and wrapped the afghan around her, covering her completely.

      She sat with the girl, holding her as she sobbed and quivered in Mercy’s arms.

      “Now what are you going to do?” Lazaro queried, wrinkling his nose in challenge. “Kill me? You know that nearly fifty men are out there.”

      He glanced toward the partly open balcony door beside the bed and through which came the din of thudding hooves, victoriously whooping outlaws, and sporadic pistol fire. An occasional woman’s scream cut through it all.

      Lazaro said, “They’ll blast you to hell if you kill me. You won’t have a chance.”

      “We’ll see.” Sartain rose and waved the pistol. “Get up.”

      Lazaro dropped his bare feet to the floor. “Do you mind if I get dressed? I feel a little exposed.”

      “So, did she,” Sartain said, glancing at the girl sitting on the floor beside Mercy.

      Abner Fieldhouse stepped into the room behind Sartain. He held his Colt’s revolving rifle in both hands. Abner’s face was drawn and pale, his features set in hard, cold lines. He stared down at the outlaw sitting on the bed.

      He turned the rifle toward Lazaro and clicked the hammer back.

      “I’m gonna kill you slow for what you done to Ellen.”

      Lazaro looked at Sartain, scowling. “Who is this madman?”

      “He’s the deputy town marshal of Shallow Ford, and he’s gonna kill you slow...if you don’t get off the bed and walk onto the balcony.”

      “Let me kill him, Mr. Sartain,” Abner urged, keeping his voice taut and low. “I got a powerful need to kill him.”

      “Not before I get my shot at him,” Mercy snarled from the floor. “He murdered my father, burned my home....”

      Lazaro looked at her, frowning curiously. “Have we met, señorita? I swear, you look vaguely familiar.”

      Mercy started to lunge to her feet but sank back down to her butt when Sartain said, “Hold on, hold on, you two! I told you how this was gonna play out. Now, let’s let it play out. You’ll both get your turns at him. I promise you that. Believe me, I know how much you need it. But in due time.”

      Mercy just stared at Lazaro.

      Abner swallowed as he gazed coldly down at the gang leader. Then he glanced at Sartain and nodded.

      Sartain stepped back, aiming the Remington at the outlaw leader’s head. “Move!”

      Lazaro rose and turned toward the door. “Where am I going? Out there? I’m naked!”

      Sartain gave the man a shove. Lazaro glared back at him, then turned to the door. Reluctantly, he opened it. Sartain shoved him out onto the narrow balcony, ramming his belly up taut to the wrought iron rail, and pressed the pistol to the back of his neck.

      Abner Fieldhouse came out to stand to Sartain’s left. Mercy came out to stand to his right, both wielding Winchesters.

      “Get someone’s attention,” The Revenger snarled at the back of Lazaro’s head.

      Holding one hand over his privates, Lazaro turned his head from right to left. The street was almost entirely deserted now, except for several dead townsmen including the town marshal.

      A whoop rose, echoing. Then a gang member walked out from between the bank and the YOUNG LADIES’ FINERIES shop, carrying a woman clad in a gingham housedress over his shoulder. She was kicking and punching him, her brown hair falling out of its bun.

      She’d been plucked out one of the settlement’s cabins. A boy ran out of the break between the buildings, screaming, “Mama! Mama!”

      Lazaro waved his free arm and called, “Matthews!”

      The man stopped and looked around before lifting his chin and finding the man on the balcony. He stared in silence for several seconds, the woman continuing to punch and kick him and yell, “Put me down! Put me down this instant!”

      The little boy dropped to his knees, sobbing.

      “Boss, that you?” the man called, showing the white of his teeth between his stretched back lips.

      He was tall and thin, and he wore a buckskin jacket and a black slouch hat.

      Lazaro didn’t respond.

      Sartain said, “Put her down and call all your pals onto the street.”

      Matthews just stared.

      “Tell him to do it,” Sartain said, pressing the Remy’s barrel harder against the back of Lazaro’s head. “If any of your boys takes a shot at me and my friends here, you’re a dead man. I got nothing to lose by shooting you.”

      “Except your life.”

      “I’ll lose that, anyway.”

      “Hey, what the hell’s goin’ on?” Matthews stepped forward and let the woman slide off his shoulder.

      She dropped to the street with a groan then scrambled to her feet, picked up the toddler, and ran back through the gap between buildings.

      “Tell him to round up the others. Get them in the street pronto.”

      “You’ll kill me no matter what I do!”

      The Revenger pressed the pistol even tighter against the outlaw’s head and said with steel in his quiet voice, “You ready? On the count of three, you’ll be dead. One...two...th—”

      Lazaro shouted shrilly, “Get all the amigos on the street pronto! Hurry, dammit, Matthews, or this big gringo is going to juice me!”

      Matthews walked forward, holding his hand on his holstered six-shooter.

      “Call ‘em!” Sartain yelled, pressing the pistol so hard against the outlaw leader’s head that his forehead was nearly pressed against the balcony rail.

      “Call them!” Lazaro shouted. “Damnit, call them now!”

      Matthews stopped walking. “Hey, fellas,” he shouted, “Boss wants us all out on the street!”

      Sartain glanced at young Fieldhouse, standing tensely to his left. He nodded. The young deputy raised his rifle and fired three signal shots into the air. The blasts echoed around between the false-fronted buildings. Somewhere a crow cawed indignantly, as though it had started to believe the ruckus was finally over and was disappointed that it was not.

      The rifle blasts did the trick.

      Men came running and hollering incredulously from every direction around the street. Some came from behind the main street buildings, some stumbling out of the buildings in all manner of dress or undress, holding rifles while awkwardly hitching shell belts around their waists.

      Most of them came out of the two saloons, where they’d either been stealing whiskey and playing cards or raping the doxies or any other girl or woman they’d snatched from the modest hovels on the outskirts of the town.

      As they moved over to where Matthews stood facing the balcony, Matthews pointed, indicating their naked gang leader and the big man holding the pistol taut to the back of his head.

      “You’re going to pay for this, Sartain,” Lazaro said through gritted teeth. The back of his neck was bright red with humiliation.

      “What, them boys never seen your pecker before?” Sartain chuckled caustically. “Ah, come on. You expect me to believe that?”

      Lazaro told him to do something physically impossible to himself.

      “Tell ‘em to saddle up and ride out, or I’m going to kill you,” Sartain told the man before him.

      The various groups of outlaws were loosely converging in the street around Matthews and moving toward the balcony.

      “Saddle up and ride out,” Lazaro ordered. “Or this son of a bitch is going to kill me!”

      Several of the plunderers shouted and drew weapons or raised rifles.

      Lazaro jerked his head up and screamed, “Saddle up and ride out! We’ll settle up with this son of a bitch later! There’ll be no hole big enough for him to crawl into!”

      “We ain’t goin’ nowhere, Boss!” yelled a short, long-haired man. “He shoots you, we’ll shoot him!”

      “Yes, but I’ll be dead, Tomasito, you damn fool. Now, fetch your horses and ride away!”

      “Ride far,” Sartain told them from over the head of their crouched leader. “I see any of you men within five miles of the town in the next twenty-four hours, Lazaro’s a dead man.”

      “You’re gonna kill him, anyway!” shouted another gang member.

      Tightly, Sartain said, “I’m gonna kill him now if you don’t ride out.”

      He studied their angry bearded, or mustached faces. They were murmuring, turning their heads to consult in incredulous tones. Sartain’s heart beat a nervous rhythm against his ribs.

      He knew he was on a powder keg. Whether or not the fuse attached to that keg got lit depended on how much the gang valued and respected Lazaro. If they didn’t really care if he lived or died, then he, too...as well as Mercy and Deputy Fieldhouse...would also be dead. The gang could cut loose on them, shred them as well as Lazaro, and go back to pillaging the town.
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      Sartain waited, continuing to press his pistol taut against the back of the outlaw leader’s head.

      He could tell by the tense way the gang leader was studying his men, he was pondering the same questions Sartain was.

      How much did the gang value its leader’s life?

      How loyal did they feel to him?

      How much did they need him?

      Finally, one by one, muttering angrily under their breaths, they began turning and drifting off to fetch their horses. As they did, Sartain kept the gun pressed against Lazaro’s head.

      He glanced at Mercy. She was pale, her features rigid, eyes tense. Fieldhouse looked much the same way though of course, it was hard to tell which was causing it—the tension of the moment or his physical infirmities.

      Probably both.

      It took what seemed to Sartain a couple of slow hours for the riders to fetch their still-saddled horses from various places around the town, though it was probably more like fifteen or twenty minutes. Before leaving, they each cast one last angry, frustrated glance toward the saloon’s balcony then galloped off, cursing.

      They all headed in the same direction—east. Far off in the distance stretched a fringe of autumn brown trees tracing a creek’s course. They wouldn’t ride far, of course. And of course, they’d be back. But by then Sartain hoped to have another plan in motion.

      He’d considered trying to disarm them before they’d left, but that would probably have been pushing them too far. By ordering them to toss their pistols and rifles into the street, he’d have probably been touching a lucifer to the fuse on that powder keg.

      Sartain glanced at the sky. Low, dirty gray clouds had rolled in over the town, and a very fine snow was falling. He hadn’t noticed because of the heat of his own tension, but the breeze had gained a sharp, cold edge.

      When the last man had galloped off and the group was a muddy brown shape dwindling across the eastern prairie, The Revenger pulled the pistol back from Lazaro’s head.

      “They’ll be back,” Lazaro threatened, snarling like a wounded bobcat. His lips quivered from the cold air enfolding his pale, pink, naked body.

      “I know.”

      Mercy gave the Cajun a worried look. “So, you’ve bought some time. What’re you going to do with it?”

      “Call in the cavalry, I reckon.”

      All three—Lazaro, Mercy, and Fieldhouse—looked at him skeptically.

      “The telegraph is down,” Lazaro said through a self-satisfied smile.

      “Is it?” Sartain said. “Oh, well, then, I reckon we’d best form one of our own.”

      A man stepped out of the little, pink fineries shop. He glanced toward the east then ran forward, yelling, “Becky?”

      “She’s up here, she’s all right.” Mercy told the man.

      “Poppa!” the girl yelled. Holding the blanket tight around her shoulders, she scrambled to her feet, sobbing, and ran out of the room and into the hall.

      “Oh, thank God!” The girl’s father came running toward the saloon.

      Sartain told Mercy to head downstairs and keep an eye on the street, making sure the gang wasn’t heading back toward town. He ordered young Fieldhouse to scout around outside, to make sure they’d all actually left. He also told him to fetch every able-bodied man and woman he could find.

      “Tell them to arm themselves with whatever weapon or weapons they have, and to head to the saloon pronto.”

      “You got it, Mike,” said young Fieldhouse, turning toward the door.

      “You okay, Deputy?”

      Fieldhouse turned back around. He looked sallow, but his eyes were sharp. “Fit as a fiddle, Mike.” He offered a dim smile, then followed Mercy into the hall.

      Lazaro had turned to face the Cajun. He looked like a trapped animal, both enraged and afraid. He glanced down at the pistol in The Revenger’s hand.

      The question on his face was plain: What now?

      Sartain grabbed the killer by the back of his neck and threw him violently into the room. The man tripped and fell, cursing.

      “Get downstairs,” Sartain ordered.

      “Let me get dressed! Show a little mercy to an unarmed man!”

      “No mercy, amigo. Only sweet justice. Grab a blanket and move!”

      As Sartain strode into the room, Lazaro glared at him. Seeing the menace in the big Cajun’s eyes, the outlaw grabbed a blanket off the bed, wrapped it around his shoulders, and headed out the door, Sartain close on his heels. Lazaro padded down the stairs, shivering against the chill wind blowing through the broken windows and open doors.

      Becky’s father was holding his sobbing daughter in his arms.

      “Thank God you’re all right,” the man muttered, rocking her gently from side to side. “Thank God...”

      He let his voice trail off when he saw Lazaro step down off the staircase. The shop owner’s eyes sharpened, and his ruddy cheeks darkened above his handlebar mustache. “You devil!” he snarled.

      “You got that right,” Sartain said, shoving Lazaro into a chair in the middle of the room.

      The outlaw crouched down in the blanket, shivering.

      Becky’s father turned to Sartain and pointed at Lazaro. “Kill him! He’s nothing more than vermin! He killed the marshal and half the men in the town, and you see what he did to my daughter!”

      “If we kill him, we might as well kill ourselves, and every other townsman with a heartbeat.”

      “Why?”

      Mercy turned from the broken window on the left side of the front door, where she was keeping watch to the east. “He’s the only reason they left, the only reason they haven’t come back to finish what they started.”

      “He’s the only reason they haven’t come back yet,” Sartain said. “They’ll be back. You can bet the seed bull on—”

      Something moved to his left. It was a trapdoor opening in the floor. It swung up, back, and down with a thundering roar. Sartain had wheeled, cocking his pistol and aiming.

      “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” beseeched the old, gray-haired, gray-mustached geezer rising out of the floor. He wore a dirty foulard tie and black wool vest. Cobwebs clung to him.

      He threw his arms up. “Christ almighty, I thought all the killers had gone!”

      Sartain depressed his Remington’s hammer. “Two left. One’s been defanged. Don’t worry, the other one’s on your side.”

      The old man climbed out of the hole in the floor, huffing and puffing. Two more men roughly his age followed him, one in a three-piece suit also covered with cobwebs, and a stocky gent in a preacher’s collar and glasses. They gazed cautiously at Sartain and frowned curiously at the blanket-wrapped Lazaro shivering in the chair.

      “What the hell were you three doing down there?” the Cajun asked, holstering the hogleg.

      The first man crouched to slam the door back down on the hole. Bam! Dust and cobwebs wafted. He brushed his pants off. “I had that hole dug when the Arapahos were still on the warpath.”

      Sartain gave a crooked smile. “Right convenient, ain’t it?”

      “It sure is!” said the preacher.

      The first man shoved a pudgy hand out to Sartain. “I’m Bill Donleavy. This is my place.” He glanced around, scowling at the bullet holes and broken out windows. “What’s left of it.” He glanced at the stocky man in the three-piece suit to his left. “This is Doc Winter, and that’s Preacher Bradshaw.”

      “Who might you be?” asked the stocky sawbones.

      “He’s the man who bought you a little time,” Mercy remarked in a disgusted tone, from the broken window.

      “Name’s Sartain,” The Revenger said. “That’s Mercy, though she’s short on it, as can be expected, seein’ as how Lazaro and his bunch killed her pa and burned her place. You men might let that be a lesson to you.”

      “Let what be a lesson?” asked the preacher, indignant.

      “No mercy. Instead of cowering down there in the dark, you three should have been outside with the others, confronting the gang head on, though your fellow townsmen didn’t last for crap. I see you all have your trigger fingers.”

      “Hey, now!” objected the sawbones. “We’re old men. When the marshal learned the gang was on its way, he told us to take cover in the cellar. He knew we wouldn’t have been any good against a gang like that. Why they’re all merciless killers. Everyone within two hundred miles knows that!”

      He, like the other two, was glassy-eyed. They had red, alcoholic noses. They’d likely been drinking here in the saloon until they’d gotten word the gang was in sight. Then they’d hightailed it into their hole like rabbits with a coyote on its heels.

      “Do you each have a gun?”

      The three glanced at each other skeptically.

      “Well, hell...I have a scattergun behind the counter, but...”

      “You’d best keep it close. What about you two?”

      “I have a small rifle for shooting the stray cats around my house and barn,” said the preacher.

      The doctor said, “Of course I have a pistol, but I haven’t shot it in—”

      “Fetch ‘em,” Sartain said, shoving the sawbones toward the front door. “Fetch whatever you can find off the dead men in the street. Look for good working rifles. And while you’re out there, you might see to your profession by tending anyone in need. There’s bound to be a few wounded folks still alive if they haven’t bled out by now.”

      “What in God’s name do you have in mind?” asked the preacher in exasperation.

      “Not in God’s mind, Reverend. Opposite direction.”

      Sartain turned to Mercy and grinned.

      When the doctor and the preacher had left the saloon, Bill Donleavy walked around behind the bar and poured himself a stiff drink. He threw it back, smacked his lips, and set the glass back down on the bar, staring in disgust at Lazaro.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Lazaro,” Sartain said.

      “That’s him?”

      “That him, all right.”

      “He don’t look like so much!”

      “He’s nothing,” Sartain said, glancing at the defeated looking killer cowing under his blanket.

      Sartain turned to Becky’s father, who’d gone over to the bar for a drink. Shivering from the cold, Becky had gone home to get dressed.

      “What’s your handle?”

      Becky father said, “Randolph. George Randolph. I own the...”

      “I know you own the little pink store. What I don’t understand is why you did nothing to protect it...or your daughter.”

      Randolph glared at him as he swallowed a sip of his whiskey. “Now, don’t you get started on me. I don’t know my way around a—”

      “It looks like you got both triggers fingers, too. Just like the others. And you’re younger than they are. What you must be missing is a spine.”

      “How dare you!”

      “Get over here.”

      “What?”

      “Get over here!”

      Randolph glanced at Donleavy, who shrugged and shook his head.

      The shop owner set his shot glass down and walked warily over to the big Cajun. Sartain had taken two pistols and a rifle off the dead town marshal. One of the killers had his LeMat. He’d get it and his other weapons back from them soon. Compared to the weight and feel of the LeMat, the Remington felt like a toy.

      He thrust one of the Remingtons at Randolph.

      “Oh, so I get one now, too, huh? I see.”

      “No, you don’t see.” Sartain kicked a chair. “Sit down here next to our chilly friend.”

      “I don’t want to be anywhere near that man!”

      “Sit down!”

      Randolph glanced at the barman once more then slacked into the chair.

      Sartain turned to Donleavy. “You got any rope?”

      The barman fished around on the shelves of the back bar, muttering. He tossed a length of rope across the bar. Sartain caught it then crouched to tie Lazaro’s ankles together.

      “You sit right here with that pistol,” he told Randolph. “If any of his gang walks through that door, you shoot him in the head. Do you understand?”

      “Shoot him in the head?”

      “You got it.”

      “I’ve never shot a man in my life!”

      “If you can’t shoot this man, who savaged your daughter and killed a half-dozen men in your town, you might as well shoot yourself, your daughter, and the rest of your family. The whole rest of the town, for that matter. Because by letting this man live, that’s what’d you’d as good as be doing.”

      Randolph winced.

      He looked at Lazaro and then at the gun in his hands.
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      Abner Fieldhouse crawled slowly through the tall grass along the creek, dragging his hat in his left hand. In his right hand, he held his Bisley revolver.

      He stopped and lifted his head, staring through the bending blond weed tips in which the snow ticked softly. Tendrils of windblown wood smoke touched his nostrils.

      Ahead, he saw the fire and the blanket-draped men sitting around it. There were several fires, in fact. Four, Abner counted. Roughly ten men lounged around each, drinking coffee and passing bottles.

      Abner could hear them talking beneath the soughing of the wind and the ratcheting of the bending weeds, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. He glanced over his left shoulder, making sure none had spied him and circled around behind him.

      He saw only the ragged gray line of the trees stretching north and curving to the east, in the direction of the town that was a gray smudge on the prairie, through the snow-stitched air. He knew he shouldn’t be out here. He was likely only going to get himself killed before he could kill anyone or start a war before the town was ready for war.

      But when he’d made his rounds of the town, ushering what few able-bodied, surviving men he could find back to the saloon, he’d circled the town again, making sure none of the gang had yet ridden back. That’s when he’d seen the swale that led out from the north edge of the town to the trees that sheathed the creek. He knew the gang was likely holed up somewhere in the trees. And he couldn’t resist the urge to find them though he’d had no idea what he would do once he had.

      But he’d moved slowly through the swale anyway, the low ground offering him cover to the creek. When he reached the trees, he moved furtively through them, following the creek to the southwest.

      Now he turned his head and looked at the smoke rising from the fires. In the smoke, he glimpsed the remembered image of his beloved Ellen lying pale and stiff in her coffin. Fury flared behind his eyes. Abner gritted his teeth.

      Ellen...

      God, how he’d loved her! They’d been going to spend their lives together, to raise a family together in the old Martin shack that Abner was saving money to buy from the town council. Those dreams had been so light and happy. They’d made the world seem a perfect place.

      Now there was only an aching, burning void in the young man’s belly, and the unrelenting burn of rage in his heart, in his throat, and behind his eyes.

      He had to kill one of those bastards. At least one of them. The urge was akin to the urge to eat or to make love.

      Undeniable.

      He crawled forward like a mountain lion using the tall grass for cover as it stalked its prey. He used the trees between him and the scattered gang for cover, as well. He was not surprised that none appeared to be standing watch. They wouldn’t suspect that anyone from town would actually stock them. They were the stalkers, not the prey.

      Abner curled his upper lip at their arrogance.

      “Goddamnit,” one of the killers cursed. “Boss is in town where it’s warm, and we’re out here freezin’ our asses off! I say we go in and kill that big sonofabitch, free Ramon, and curl up with the women by a hot fire!”

      “Shut up, Chaney,” said another man. “We’ll be back in town soon. Give it time. We can’t go in like a bull through a chute, or we’ll get him killed!”

      “No, but at least we’ll be warm!”

      “Shut up, Chaney!” yelled another man. “If it wasn’t for the boss, none of us would be who he is today.” Abner heard the grin in the man’s voice. “Part of the meanest, kill-happiest, most successful bunch of renegades to ever run wild across the west!”

      He gave a low whoop.

      “I got a feelin’ you boys’ll be changin’ your mind as soon as the snow starts pilin’ up.” Chaney lifted a bottle to his lips, lowered it, and sighed. He whipped off the blanket draped over his shoulders and rose from the log he’d been sitting on.

      He was tall and beefy, with a gut bulging out his buckskin coat. He wore a blue neckerchief under his hat, covering his ears and tied beneath his chin.

      “I gotta take a piss,” he said, carefully setting the bottle on the ground.

      Abner’s heart thudded. Chaney was headed toward him!

      Abner started to raise his pistol. He was about to die. That was okay. He’d meet Ellen in Heaven. But first, he’d take Chaney and maybe one or two other gang members with him.

      He slowly clicked the pistol’s hammer back and started to raise the gun higher above the weeds, aiming at the large bulge in the big man’s coat. But then Chaney stepped around two trees and changed course, heading toward a thick stand of chokecherry shrubs.

      Abner’s heart thudded again. This time not anxiously but hopefully.

      He watched the big man swagger off in his rolling-shouldered way and disappear in the shrubs. He was now a good forty, fifty yards from the camp. Shy bladder.

      Abner crawled back the way he’d come, quickly, risking the thrashing weeds giving away his position. When he’d crawled behind a large box elder, he rose then stole into the shrubs. He stopped. Chaney’s broad back was facing him. The man was hunched forward slightly. He was flexing his knees and sighing.

      Abner could smell the liquor and animal stench of the man as well as the sour odor of his urine steaming in the cold grass.

      “Gettin’ so cold out here my pecker’s like to freeze plum offffff!”

      That last came out of him in a surprised gasp as Abner closed his hand over the man’s mouth and jerked him back at the waist. At the same time, Abner stuck his knife in the man’s back, low on his right side. The man struggled but stiffened when Abner rammed the knife in deeper.

      The man moaned behind Abner’s hand.

      The man’s eyes were wide and glassy with shock.

      Into his ear, which bristled with short, wiry hairs, Abner said quietly, “You know that pretty girl you raped out by Shallow Ford and saw fit to leave naked in the trail?”

      The man only grunted, rolling his eyes toward Abner and furling his brows in agony.

      “That was the girl I was gonna marry.” He twisted the knife in the man’s back, feeling the blood flowing warm over his gloved hand. “I loved that girl more than life. You wouldn’t understand that, but you took it all away from both Ellen and me back in Shallow Ford. Now you know why this knife is in your back, turning your kidney to hamburger, you son of a bitch!”

      The man grunted again. Beneath Abner’s hand, his lips contorted.

      The tension gradually left his body. His eyelids grew slack.

      Abner pulled the knife out of the man’s back and stepped away, dropping him. Chaney lay with his bearded face twisted horrifically, dead.

      Abner cleaned his knife on the man’s pants, sheathed it, and then stole away through the brush and trees. His heart was racing. The exhilaration of exacting revenge for Ellen made him lightheaded. Too lightheaded. As he strode back along the creek, glancing behind him to make sure he wasn’t being followed, his knees buckled.

      He dropped to the ground and fell forward.

      Darkness like the sudden onset of night swept over him. He shook his head, forced himself back onto his knees. He removed his right glove and reached inside his coat. He winced as he felt the warm oily wetness of fresh blood soaking his shirt over the wound in his right side.

      “No,” he said, shaking his head in an attempt to clear it. “No...don’t let me die yet. I haven’t...I haven’t made enough of ‘em pay yet!”

      A distance-muffled voice rose behind him, tossed around by the wind, “Hey, Chaney, what the hell’re you doin’ over there, anyway?”

      “He’s probably playin’ with himself again!” another killer cackled.

      Abner gave a groaning cry as he forced himself back to his feet. His boots were made of lead. He glanced behind him. He couldn’t see the fires but only the smoke rising from them, shredding in the wind above the shrubs in which Chaney lay.

      The marauders would find him soon. And then they follow Abner’s tracks.

      He shouldn’t have taken the chance, but he had to admit it was a good feeling to have killed one of the men who’d abused Ellen so horribly. But it might have gotten him killed and started the gang’s war with the town before Mike and Mercy were ready.

      Crap...

      Abner shambled away along the creek, weaving through the brush and trees, trying to keep as much cover as he could between himself and the outlaws’ camp.

      It was late in the afternoon, but Abner knew it wasn’t as late as it appeared to him. Dark shadows danced around him, but it was merely unconsciousness reaching for him, trying to suck him down into it. His eyelids were heavy. His tongue was cold and tasted like copper.

      “No,” he groaned, keeping his feet moving. “No...no...no...”

      Suddenly, a dark shape stepped out from behind a tree, blocking his path. He couldn’t stop in time. He ran into the large, unyielding figure. And then his knees buckled, and he slid down the front of the man’s body until he was on the ground again, and night’s black wind closed over him.
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      “Hell, Abner,” Sartain said, pressing two fingers to the young man’s neck. “What in the hell have you done to yourself?”

      There was a pulse. A faint one, but a pulse just the same.

      Sartain pulled the young man’s slack body up by the arms and folded him over his shoulder. The Cajun stared through the trees in the direction of the outlaws’ camp. He’d smelled the smoke, so he knew the camp was back there. The kid knew it, too. The Revenger wondered how much sign the kid had left. Something told him he’d left plenty and that he didn’t have much time to get young Fieldhouse back to town before all hell broke loose.

      He had to admit he was amazed by the kid’s pluck. Sick as a wounded dog, but he was determined to right things for his girl. You had to hand it to him for that.

      Holding his Winchester in one hand, the young deputy over his left shoulder, Cajun tramped back through the trees, following the slight bend in the creek running darkly through its stony bed to his left.

      He strode as quickly as he dared without jostling every ounce of blood out of the kid, tossing frequent cautious glances over his left shoulder. When he’d been out gathering wood for the saloon’s stove, he’d seen the young deputy moving stealthily through the swale that ran out to the creek. He’d tried to catch up to him and pull him back before he got himself killed, but he’d moved fast for a fellow so full of lead.

      The leaden sky was turning darker and darker. A fine snow was still falling, clinging to the weeds like dandruff. Sartain could hear the creek chuckling, and distant crows cawing. The town lay ahead and to the right of the tree line—a shaggy gray gathering of crude log or wood-frame buildings standing exposed on the prairie.

      It was only about a hundred yards away as the crow flew, but if he left the trees now, he’d be traversing open ground. He had to stay in the woods until he reached the swale. The swale would offer a modicum of cover until he reached a big barn at the eastern edge of the town.

      He followed the woods as they and the creek made a turn along the east side of the town. His shoulder was getting sore, but he kept walking. He could see the swale now, just ahead on his right, a shallow gray dip in the ground about three or feet lower than the terrain around it.

      A throaty voice called behind him, “Hold it right there, you son of a bitch!”

      Sartain swerved around a tree and quickened his pace.

      Whatever sign young Abner had left, the killers had found it.

      A rifle barked behind Sartain, maybe fifty yards away. The bullet screeched through the air to thump into a birch to the Cajun’s right. Sartain ran faster. More rifles barked as men shouted beneath the rushing of the breeze in the autumn-naked trees.

      Bullets slashed the ground around the Cajun’s boots, tearing up grass.

      Abner groaned and writhed on The Revenger’s shoulder.

      Breathless, Sartain said, “Hold tight, boy. Hold tight!”

      Sartain ran out of the trees and into the swale. It didn’t give him much protection, but he’d take what he could get. As he ran, he saw three men run out of the trees off his right shoulder and fifty yards behind. Holding rifles, they were running across the higher ground above the swale, trying to cut him off before he reached the barn looming straight ahead.

      As they ran, they fired. Sartain crouched as he ran, gritting his teeth as the bullets buzzed through the air to either side of his head. One of the men stopped as the other two kept running, gaining on him now as they took the shorter angle to the barn.

      “You sonso’bitches,” the Cajun wheezed as he ran. “You sonso’bitches. You’re gonna get me, aren’t you... Ah, hell!”

      The man who’d stopped to take careful aim flung a shot at him, the rifle jerking in the man’s arms. Sartain gritted his teeth as the bullet tore across the front of his right knee—a wicked little nip for being only a graze. Beneath the tear in his trousers and long-handles, he could feel the blood ooze out of the cut. The burn weakened that leg, caused him to limp and suck air through his teeth.

      He couldn’t stop. The barn was only forty feet away, a large, jostling blur before him. If he could only reach it...

      The other two men were within thirty yards of him now, to his right. Both stopped at the same time and raised their rifles to their shoulders, one slightly back of the other, snow dusting their hats and blurring their images.

      The one in front shouted through a victorious laugh, “You’re a dead man, you sonofabitch!”

      That man’s rifle leaped and roared, a bellow like the devils’ hounds demanding a meal.

      Well, it looked like they’d get it...
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      Sartain stumbled forward as the bullet ripped into his right ear and out the other ear.

      He dropped poor Abner and slid several feet straight ahead on his belly. His hat tumbled away on the wind. He opened his eyes, stared down at the wiry grass and scattered gravel. He gritted his teeth, awaiting the end.

      But what a minute.

      He was staring down at the wiry grass and the gravel. He could still hear shooting. He couldn’t be seeing or hearing anything if he’d just had his brains blown out. He lifted his head and peered over the lip of the swale. The shooter who’d fired that “killing” shot at him was down and writhing around on his back.

      The second man lay on his side, as though he were taking a nap, head resting on his arm. He wasn’t moving.

      The third man was running back toward the line of trees.

      Rifles were cracking hollowly beneath the wind. The shooting was coming from the tall grass at the back of the barn. Three men were down on their knees, pumping lead toward the fleeing killer. Two were black men. The smallest of the black men gave a whoop and pumped his fist in the air.

      Sartain turned toward where the killer had been running. He wasn’t running anymore. He was belly-down in the grass.

      Now he rose heavily to his hands and knees and started crawling toward the trees. One of the other shooters by the barn triggered another shot, and the third killer’s hatless head snapped violently forward.

      The shooter with the finishing shot gave a victorious whoop and pumped her fist in the air. It was Mercy. She gained her feet and looked toward Sartain and Abner, who was groaning where he lay on his back, gritting his teeth in misery.

      Sartain crawled over to the young deputy. “Ah, crap. I’m sorry, kid.”

      He felt like a tinhorn. When he’d seen that rifle aimed at him for a killing shot, he must have imagined the bullet. It had felt like a hard punch to his right ear and caused him to lose his footing.

      “Mike!” Misery stopped on the lip of the swale, her repeater smoking in her gloved hands. “I thought you’d been shot!”

      “Yeah, me, too,” the Cajun said with chagrin.

      She came down to kneel beside Abner. “Oh, God, what happened? He doesn’t look good at all.”

      “No, he don’t, and I didn’t help things, neither.”

      Sartain pulled the boy up as gently as he could and settled him over his left shoulder again. He looked at the two black men in worn blanket coats and coveralls walking toward him uncertainly, both wielding old-model Springfield carbines.

      One was older, his black mustache sprinkled with gray. The other was a boy of maybe sixteen. He hung back a little behind and to one side of the older man.

      “Who’re your friends?” Sartain asked Mercy, grunting as the young deputy’s weight settled on his shoulder.

      “I don’t know. They were just rolling up to the saloon in a wagon when I heard the shooting out here and came running.”

      Sartain looked at the trees and back along the swale. No more of the marauders appeared to be coming. They were hanging back, probably looking out from the woods and biding their time, maybe waiting for nightfall to pay another visit to the town.

      They’d come now for sure. They were going to come before, but now they’d probably come sooner.

      But, then, it didn’t really matter when they came. They’d have to be dealt with sooner or later. Threatening to kill their leader had only bought Sartain and the town some time.

      The two black men walked along beside Sartain and Mercy as they all headed back toward the saloon. “Name’s Cable Dundee,” said the older man, who was maybe in his mid-forties and walked with a slight limp. “This is my boy, Jonathon. We come to town for supplies for our farm today, and imagine our shock when we saw the whole town shot up! I was rollin’ on toward the saloon when I saw this young lady runnin’ out of it. Heard the shootin’ down there in them trees. She said the town was under siege, so I thought I’d lend a hand.”

      Dundee shot Sartain a wide-eyed look of exasperation. “Under siege?”

      “The Ramon Lazaro Bunch,” Sartain said. “They shot up the town. Lazaro's inside. We’re holdin’ him hostage, trying to stave off the rest of his gang, but that was them chasin’ me back there.”

      “I don’t understand none of this. None but Lazaro, that is. That sure is a name I could go without hearin’ for a long time.”

      “Come on inside,” Sartain said, mounting the saloon’s porch steps. “I’ll introduce you to him.” He stopped and turned to the two Dundees. “Looks like you both can shoot. We can use all the shooters we can get. There’s about eight townsmen in there with pistols or rifles, but for the most part, they’re a squirrely, reluctant group. The rest of the men decided to stay home and hole up tight with their families.”

      “How many men in that gang out in them trees?”

      “Close to forty.”

      Dundee whistled. “That’s a passel of bad men!”

      “Will you throw in?”

      “Hell, yes, we’ll throw in!” said Dundee, as though it weren’t even a question. “Hell, I rode in the Tenth Cavalry, the Buffalo soldiers, and I can blow a man out of his saddle, Injun or white, from two hundred yards. I done learned my boy Jonathon to shoot like his old man.”

      Dundee clamped a hand under his son’s shoulder and grinned proudly.

      The boy looked a little skeptically at his father.

      “All right, then.”

      As Mercy propped the saloon’s front, shot-up door open with her boot, Sartain strode inside. He headed for the stairs at the back of the room.

      The eight men he’d coaxed into forming a small army of town defenders stood in a loose, nervous-looking group near the door. Nearly all were shopkeepers. One, who was sitting down against the wall to Sartain’s right, was the town drunk, Bernie Burnfield, who stared dreamily down at the beer schooner on the table before him. An old Confederate Griswold & Gunnison cap-and-ball pistol was on the table before him, along with a cap box for cartridges.

      The thin, hollow-cheeked man was the only one of the bunch who’d volunteered his services. The others would have preferred holing up in their cellars with their families, but Sartain had managed to shame them, telling them that their town wouldn’t be a town much longer if they didn’t stand up for it.

      A man needed to stand up for his town, or he was as barbaric as the men threatening it. Only, he was a cowardly barbarian.

      Sartain hurried upstairs and pushed open the first door he came to. Someone gasped, and a girl’s voice said, “No!”

      He saw her sitting on the floor on the far side of the bed, beneath a window through which the murky gray light washed. She scuttled down the floor, as if trying to flee but crawled against a chair.

      She was a plump brunette, not wearing much. What she was wearing was badly torn. One of her eyes was swollen, and so was her lower lip—one of the doxies the gang had abused before they’d been forced to leave.

      “It’s all right, honey,” Sartain said, gentling the groaning deputy down onto the bed. “I’m not one of them.”

      He walked over to her, dropped to a knee before her. She was a plain-faced girl with pale blue eyes. Her hair was a mess, partly pinned up, partly hanging around one shoulder. She held an arm across her partly exposed breasts.

      Sartain placed a hand on her knee. “I’m sorry about what happened.”

      “You...you’re not one of them?”

      “No, I’m not one of them.”

      “Will they be back?”

      “I’m afraid so. But we’re not going to let them hurt you this time. There’s enough of us now to make a stand. Everybody has to do his part. Can you help that young man up on the bed? He’s bad hurt, and he needs a fresh bandage.”

      “I’m so scared I’m not sure I can move,” the girl stressed in a small voice.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Clarabelle.”

      “Everybody’s scared, Clarabelle, but we have to work together. Have you ever tended an injury before?”

      Running the back of each hand across each cheek in turn, she nodded. “Plenty of times.”

      “He’s been wounded, and I think one of his wounds has opened. If you’d try to get the blood stopped and put a fresh bandage on that wound, I’d be obliged. I know he will, too.”

      Clarabelle nodded again. “I’ll see to him.”

      “Thanks,” The Revenger said, taking her hands and pulling her to her feet.

      As Clarabelle walked over to the bed, Sartain stared down at young Fieldhouse. His eyes were open, and he was staring back at Sartain. For a second, the Cajun thought the boy was dead, but then his lips moved, and he said, “I got one of ‘em.”

      Sartain let out a short breath of relief. “Figured as much.”

      “I’m sorry if I brought the trouble sooner, but I...I just kept seein’ Ellen, and...I just couldn’t help myself.”

      “I know how you feel.” Sartain squeezed the young man’s arm. “This is Clarabelle.” He glanced at the girl standing beside him. “She’s gonna take care of you.”

      “Pretty,” Abner said.

      The girl blushed.

      As Clarabelle sat down at the edge of the bed to begin tending Abner’s wound, Sartain went back downstairs. The main drinking hall was shrouded in a murky twilight. The breeze blew through the breaks in the windows. Several men sat in chairs near the front, looking out through the broken glass, Winchesters resting across their knees. The Dundees sat alone at their table, their old rifles on the table before them. Cable had a beer in front of him.

      Others sat at tables or stood along the bar, sipping drinks to soothe their nerves.

      Lazaro sat on the floor, his back to a ceiling support post, near the stoked and ticking potbelly stove around which a good supply of firewood had been stacked. He sat with his bare legs peeking out beneath the brown wool blanket he held over his shoulders. He glared silently at Sartain, bald rage in his eyes. George Randolph sat at the table near Lazaro, the gun Sartain had given him on the table before him.

      As he glumly smoked a cigarette, both his elbows on the table, Randolph glanced down at the gun with a faintly repelled expression, and then returned his eyes to Sartain.

      Mercy stood against the far-right wall at the front of the room, cradling her rifle and canting her head toward the broken glass, casting her wary gaze up the street on her left.

      “Trouble,” she said, glancing quickly back at Sartain.

      “Ah, crap,” said one of the townsmen standing along the bar. He threw his drink back.

      Sartain strode quickly forward, boots thumping loudly on the wooden floor. The others moved closer to the windows, as well, looking around anxiously.

      Sartain stood at the window right of the door and followed Mercy’s gaze to the left. Three horseback riders were moving slowly toward the saloon. All three held rifles with white handkerchiefs tied to the barrels.

      “Well, well, well,” sang the Cajun. “What do we have here?”

      “Looks like they want to give themselves up,” reported Cable Dundee, standing beside Sartain at the window.

      The Revenger gave a caustic snort.

      “Could be a trap,” he said. “Everybody stay inside and keep your guns close. I’ll go out and see what they want.”

      “Be careful, Mike,” Mercy urged, holding her position against the far-left wall.

      His rifle in hand, Sartain pulled the door open and stepped outside.

      The three riders stopped their horses in the street before the saloon and turned to face Sartain. They all wore snow-flecked beards. Bandoliers were crisscrossed on the outsides of their heavy coats. They had their hats tied to their heads with wool scarves.

      Their breath and their horses’ breath jetted in the growing darkness. There was only a little pale light left in the low-hovering clouds.

      Sartain stepped forward, spread his feet, and set his rifle stock on his right hip.

      “You three come to give yourselves up, did you?” he asked ironically.

      “Not even close,” replied the man in the middle, sitting a strawberry roan. He wore a long, dirty blond beard. Chaw bulged in his right cheek.

      He raised his voice to say loudly, “We come to give you folks an ultimatum.”

      His voice echoed. His horse jerked its head up with a start.

      “An ultimatum, eh?” said Sartain.

      The blond-bearded gent said, “You either turn Lazaro loose tonight, or we’re gonna burn the town to the ground, and kill every last one of you come mornin’. We’re gonna cut your damn ears off. We’re gonna rape your women and hang ‘em from trees naked. We know you don’t have near enough men in there to hold off nearly forty. You don’t have a chance. Not gonna happen! Why, I can smell piss dribblin’ down pants legs from way out here!”

      “Is that all?” Sartain asked.

      “Ain’t that enough?” said the blond-bearded gent. “Turn our boss loose tonight, and we’ll leave town without harmin’ one more hair on anyone’s head. We’ll just ride out, and you’ll never see us again. You got our word on that, and our word’s bond.”

      He shook his head darkly. “You keep him in there, you’re all gonna die nasty.” He and the others turned their horses away and gigged them back in the direction from which they’d come. “Think about it!”
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      “I already done thought about it,” Sartain muttered as he walked back inside and closed the door.

      He turned to where Lazaro sat on the floor, smiling. “You got them boys well trained.

      The others were looking at him as though he were a judge about to render a verdict. He scowled. “Don’t even think about it. We turn him loose we’ll just be giving the snake back its head.”

      “Just like Bobby Mandrake said, amigos,” said Lazaro, “our word is as good as bond!”

      “Bullcrap!” Sartain said.

      The saloon owner, Bill Donleavy, Doc Winter, and Preacher Bradshaw were standing the closest to the Cajun.

      “Look, Sartain,” Donleavy said, “we don’t have a chance against those men, and you know it. We’re far outnumbered, and most of us haven’t fired at anything except deer and sage hens in fifteen years!”

      “That’s not the point,” said Preacher Bradshaw.

      “Then, what is the point?” Sartain wanted to know.

      Doc Winter removed his glasses to run them down the front of his shirt, cleaning the lenses. “The point is you want war, Mr. Sartain. But the rest of us don’t want war. And it’s our town. You’re a stranger here. The decision is not yours!”

      He punctuated the statement by ramming his glasses back onto his face and twisting the bows over his ears.

      “If it weren’t for Mike, you all be dead.” Mercy was standing against the wall near the window, her rifle cradled in her arms. “He took down Lazaro—”

      “We did, sweetheart!” the Cajun corrected her, and she blew him a kiss.

      “We took down Lazaro. If that hadn’t happened, you’d all be dead, and every woman in this town would likely still be satisfying those savages’ desires. We have as much say in the decision as you do.”

      “Bullcrap!” said one of the townsmen standing at the bar.

      “Forget it,” Sartain said. “It ain’t gonna happen. A half-hour after that cutthroat walked out that door, they’d all be back to finish what they started. Do you really think they’d just turn tail and ride out of here?”

      “To keep a promise,” Lazaro said, “you bet!” He turned to the other men standing in a broad, ragged semicircle around Sartain. “If you release me, I give you my word that no more harm will come to this town. But I assure you, señores...and señorita,” he added with a cordial nod to Mercy, “if you don’t let me go, my men will do just as they promised they would. Their word is good as bond!”

      Sartain didn’t say anything. He looked around the room. Judging by expressions, the only four in the room who hadn’t already made up their mind to release Lazaro were Mercy, the Dundees, and possibly the town drunk. He just sat sideways in his chair, grinning.

      Cable Dundee was running his tongue slowly along his lower lip and shaking his head. The boy just looked skeptical, worried.

      After Sartain’s eyes had rested on him, Dundee said, “I’m with Sartain. No point in returning a rogue wolf to its pack, makin’ ‘em one wolf stronger.”

      “Shut up, nigger!” shouted the same man at the bar who’d spouted off at Mercy—a rawboned man with a pitted face named Oscar Radigan. He was an odd-jobber who hunted meat for the settlement. “You got no say in this because, number one, you’re a nigger, and number two, you don’t even live here!”

      Dundee widened his eyes and started walking forward. “I buy supplies and pay taxes here, sir!”

      “Pa, no!” Jonathon said, pulling back on his father’s arm.

      Silence fell over the saloon save for the moaning of the wind through the broken windows, sweeping dead leaves and brush around the tables. The stove ticked, and occasionally a burning log dropped through the grate with a thud.

      “I have an idea,” Lazaro said, raising his voice whimsically and grinning. “Why don’t you just shoot that big, shaggy-headed son of a bitch, and be done with him. Then turn me loose and save yourselves from very slow and bloody deaths.”

      “Anyone shoots Mike, they’re gonna have to shoot a girl, too.” Mercy loudly racked a round into her Winchester’s breach and leveled the rifle on the room from her side. “Because I’ll kill any man who makes a play!”

      “Thanks, sweetheart!” Sartain said.

      She blew him another kiss.

      “That can be done,” said Radigan. “You’re far too mouthy for a girl!” He thrust an arm out angrily. “And I won’t have no girl aimin’ a rifle at me!”

      “You’re about to have one blow your ugly head off!” returned Mercy, raising the carbine.

      Sartain threw up his hands placatingly. “All right, all right, that’s enough, all of you. This discussion is over. It might not be my place to say it, but I’m gonna say it anyway. Lazaro isn’t goin’ anywhere. Anyone who tries to free him gets a bullet. And when the gang comes for him in the morning, he’s gonna take one between the eyes. Because my word is bond!”

      He glared that home at the Mexican gang leader, who hardened his jaws.
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      A tense silence reigned over the saloon that night.

      When the townsmen conversed, they did so in low voices, casting frequent, dark glances toward Sartain, who sat with Mercy and the Dundees at a table near the window. The two men played cards. Mercy played dominoes with the boy.

      The other dozen men were scattered about the room in groups. Donleavy and Clarabelle, the whore who’d tended Abner, fixed a hearty stew and served it with bread.

      Much later, around midnight, the Dundees slept in their chairs. Mercy slept in hers, as well. She was leaning back against the wall, boots flat on the floor, Winchester resting across her thighs.

      Sartain stared out through a broken window at the cold dark night, his coat buttoned to his throat. In an unbroken pane before him, he could see the reflection of the other men, the townsmen, rising from their chairs and gathering quietly at a table near the back of the room.

      A private conversation ensued. It lasted for about five minutes.

      Lazaro watched them, occasionally turning to smile at Sartain.

      The barman, Donleavy, cleared his throat as he scraped his chair back from the table, and rose. The others rose, too, not saying anything. They followed the stocky barman across the saloon to gather in a semicircle behind the Cajun. They were all carrying their weapons negligently down by their sides.

      Cable Dundee gave a startled snort and poked his hat brim off his forehead, tensing as he stared at the group.

      Jonathon jerked his head off the table with a grunt.

      Mercy opened her eyes to stare grimly at the congregation.

      “Mister Sartain, we’d like a word,” Donleavy said, standing at the head of the pack.

      “You voted, I take it?”

      “That’s right. We took a vote. We all agree that Lazaro should be turned loose.”

      “And if I say no?”

      “Let’s not let it go that far,” said Preacher Bradshaw. His old Remington pistol was wedged down behind the waistband of his broadcloth trousers.

      “You don’t want it to go that far,” warned Radigan.

      Sartain studied the group for a time. He turned to where Lazaro had his head turned toward him, a wolfish grin tugging at his mouth corners.

      Sartain sighed and shrugged. “All right. Have it your way.”

      “Mike!” Mercy said, sitting up in her chair. “You can’t let them turn that savage loose. He killed my pa, burned our ranch!”

      Sartain turned to her. “What can we do, darlin’? A vote is a vote. The town has spoken.” He turned to Lazaro. “Besides, I got me a feelin’ we’ll be seein’ him again real soon.”

      “No, amigo,” Lazaro said. “I gave my word, and—”

      “I know, I know,” the Cajun said. “Your word is bond. Okay, all right. Turn him loose.”

      Donleavy looked at the others then back at Sartain. “Just like that?”

      “No!” Mercy lurched to her feet, cocked her Winchester, and aimed the rifle from her shoulder. “I’ll kill the son of a bitch!”

      With “bitch,” the rifle roared.

      Lazaro screamed and jerked his head down. The bullet spanged off an iron pot hanging from the support post. It ricocheted wickedly off the potbelly stove, sparking, and then crashed into the back-bar mirror.

      “Holy hellfire!” yelled Cable Dundee. “That girl means business!”

      “She’s crazy!” Radigan shouted. “She’s gonna get us all burned down!”

      Mercy was sobbing and fumbling with the rifle, trying to get another round seated. Sartain strode over to her and jerked the Winchester out of her hands.

      She glared at him, made a grab for the rifle, which he held out away from her. “Mike, dammit!”

      “It’ll be all right.”

      She stared at him, breathing hard, flushed. But she made no more fuss. She just slacked down into her chair in defeat, leaned forward with her elbows on her knees, hands entwined, and sobbed.

      “Forgive her, Mr. Lazaro,” said George Saunders, pulling a pocketknife out of his pants. “She’s just a child.”

      “Of course, of course. All will be forgiven, amigos...as soon as you have cut these ropes and brought me my clothes. They’re upstairs, third door on the left.”

      “I’ll get ‘em,” said Donleavy, striding toward the stairs.

      Lazaro looked at the others. They were still gathered near the front of the room with edgy, sheepish airs.

      They watched as Saunders cut through the ropes binding the outlaw to the post. They resembled a circus audience watching in wary anticipation as a wildcat was let out of its cage.

      “I’ll be needing a horse,” the outlaw said.

      The men looked around at each other.

      “I’ll get it,” Radigan said finally, shrugging into his plaid mackinaw and donning his beaver skin hat.

      He went out into the wind.

      Sartain poured himself a drink and sat back and watched as Donleavy brought the outlaw his clothes. He even brought him his coiled shell belt and six-shooter as well as his rifle, all of which he’d left upstairs.

      Lazaro accepted the bundle and stepped into the shadows on the far side of the potbelly stove. Sartain saw his silhouette moving around over there. When the outlaw stepped out of the shadows, he was dressed. He wore a long duster over a wool-lined sheepskin vest and a high-crowned brown Stetson.

      He had his silver pistol strapped to his waist. His rifle rested on his shoulder.

      He looked around at the men still watching him edgily, and slipped a long, black cheroot from his vest pocket. He scraped a match to life on his cartridge belt and brought the flame to the cigar, puffing smoke.

      He tossed the lit match onto the floor where the flames slowly died, and then rolled the cigar around between his lips, smoking and watching the men watching him from over by Sartain.

      The Revenger merely sat back in his chair, boots crossed on the table before him, sipping his whiskey, and watching in mild amusement the scene before him.

      Lazaro didn’t say anything. He just stood there, facing his former captors, dull-eyed, and smoking.

      Hooves thudded outside. There was the clank of a bit against teeth. Radigan came in, red-faced and shivering. “Your horse is here, Mr. Lazaro.”

      Sartain thought: Why don’t you give him Saunders’ daughter as a parting gift, just to make sure his feelings aren’t hurt?

      “Gracias, señor,” Lazaro said, striding forward. “Then I guess it is time to bid you amigos adiós.”

      As he stepped through the crowd, it parted for him.

      Donleavy said, “Now, you’re gonna keep your promise, right? We won’t be seeing you here again?”

      Lazaro had made it to the door.

      Now he stepped back into the crowd and closed his hand around Donleavy’s chin, and shook his head. His fleshy cheeks wobbled.

      He said in a tight, harsh voice, “Amigo, didn’t I tell you my word is bond? Are you adding insult to injury now by calling me a liar? On top of all the other indignities, I suffered here over the past several hours at your hands?”

      “Hey, that was Sartain’s doin’,” Radigan urged, swallowing nervously and pointing at the Cajun. “Sartain’s and the girl’s. We had nothin’ to do with that, and you know it.”

      Lazaro turned to Sartain. “Sí. I suspect that I and Señor Sartain and his comely accomplice will be meeting again someday.”

      “Wouldn’t doubt it a bit,” The Revenger said, raising his shot glass in salute.

      Lazaro pinched his hat brim to the group then turned and strode outside. In a few seconds, hooves thudded, and the outlaw was gone.

      The wind whistled through the broken windows.
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      When the outlaw’s hoof thuds had dwindled to silence, all the men in the saloon stood staring at the door. They stood like that for a long time. Sartain could read their thoughts.

      Had they made a mistake?

      Finally, George Saunders wiped his sweaty hands on his corduroy jacket, retrieved his hat and gloves and pistol from his table, and strode toward the front of the room. “I’m going home.”

      “You don’t think any of us should stay?” asked Donleavy. “Just in case...”

      “Don’t see no point,” Radigan replied. “We held up our end of the bargain. Lazaro’ll hold up his.”

      He’d said it as though he didn’t really believe it, but just by saying it, he was making it true.

      Sartain splashed more whiskey into his shot glass.

      Doc Winter set his bowler on his head and grabbed his bear fur coat. “All right. I’m going home, too.”

      Sartain sipped his whiskey and watched the others, one by one or two by two, head out into the night.

      Finally, there was only Sartain, the Dundees, Mercy, Donleavy, and the town drunk left in the saloon. Donleavy was cleaning up the bar, whistling with much jubilation, as though he no longer had a care in the world.

      Sartain looked at Cable Dundee. “You might as well head on home, too. No point in your staying when no one else is?”

      “Aren’t you and her going to stay?” Dundee glanced at Mercy, who now sat back in her chair, her rifle across her lap, a resolute expression on her face despite the tears in her eyes.

      “We’re not going anywhere until Lazaro’s dead,” The Revenger said. “You two run along. The odds just got a whole lot steeper.”

      “If you’re stayin’,” Cable said, splashing whiskey into his glass, “then I’m stayin, too.” He turned to Jonathon. “But I’d like you to run on home, son. Hitch up the wagon and drive on out of here.”

      Jonathan furled his brows in shock. “I ain’t goin’ anywhere without you, Pa. If you’re stayin’, I’m stayin’.”

      Dundee shook his head. “Please, boy. Go on home, tend the farm. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      Jonathan shook his head adamantly. “No, sir. Without you, Pa, I got nothin’. If somethin’ happens to you, it might as well happen to me.”

      Dundee studied his boy with no little admiration in his eyes. He glanced at Sartain. “His ma and two lil sisters was killed in a flood a few years ago. Creek rose and swept them away when me and Jonathon was off selling stock in Lincoln.”

      He turned back to his son and brusquely ran his hand across the top of Jonathan’s head. “You’re sixteen. Where I come from, that makes you a man. All right, we’re both in.” He gave the Cajun a grim smile. “You think we got a chance?”

      “Four against one? Doubtful.”

      “Five.” The voice carried from the top of the stairs.

      Abner started moving down the steps, leaning hard against the young doxie, Clarabelle. She’d thrown more clothes on than the first time Sartain had seen her, and she’d brushed her hair.

      “Kid, get back to bed,” Sartain said, but quickly amended with, “I meant, Deputy, get back to bed!”

      “Been in bed way too long.”

      “I told him he should stay in bed, but he wouldn’t listen,” Clarabelle said in a motherly tone. “I changed his bandages, though.” She shook her head as she helped the young man across the room to the front. “He’s lost a lot of blood.”

      “I had too much sloshin’ around in me anyways.” Abner sagged into a chair. He looked drawn, thin, and even paler than before. He also looked feverish.

      Sartain introduced him to the Dundees.

      The Cajun also explained the situation. Listening, the young deputy sat back in his chair, shaking his head in awe of the town’s gullible ignorance.

      “Well, they’ll be back,” Abner said. “And they’ll finish what they started.”

      “Yep,” said Cable.

      “Are we the only ones ready to stand against ‘em?”

      “Yep,” said Sartain.

      Dundee was rolling a quirley from his makings sack when he said, “I sure wish I had some of that dynamite I use every spring to blow out my stock ponds and to clear the trail out to the ranch when rocks roll down and block it. Damn!”

      He closed the cigarette and licked it sealed.

      Sartain glanced at him. “Where did you get that dynamite, Cable?”

      Dundee scratched a match to life on a chair leg. As he brought the flame to the cigarette, he said, “Mercantile right here in...”

      He stopped the match a foot from his face and looked dully at Sartain.
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      When they’d finished the preparations, Sartain went upstairs in the saloon to lie down for a badly needed catnap.

      He was bone-deep tired.

      He found he couldn’t sleep, however. Sleepy but unable to sleep. Enervation kept his blood humming through his veins. A frustrating feeling.

      Footsteps sounded in the hall. They stopped outside his room. There were two taps on his door.

      “Come on in, but you better not be Lazaro.”

      He smiled. He’d recognized the tread, so he wasn’t surprised to see Mercy standing by the door, her rifle in one hand, after he’d fumbled a lamp to life on the table beside his bed. She looked out at him from beneath the shading brim of her hat. He couldn’t see her eyes.

      “They coming?” the Cajun inquired, dropping his stocking feet to the floor.

      “No,” she said. “They’ll wait till it’s light. We got an hour.”

      She leaned the rifle against the wall and moved toward the bed, kicking out of her boots.

      “For what?” asked Sartain.

      Her only reply was her fingers moving to the buttons on her shirt. In seconds the garment was lying on the floor. She doffed her hat and shook her head, tossing her hair beautifully, and flipped the hat onto the dresser. Her green eyes shone in the dim, flickering, umber light like the eyes of a cat waiting by a hole for a mouse.

      The Cajun could feel the burning need in her.

      Then he realized that it was what he needed, too.

      Release.

      He heaved himself to his feet and shucked out of his shirt, jeans, and long-handles. She did the same, quickly, breathing hard, and then they stood facing each other naked. She stepped closer, rose on her tiptoes, and kissed him. Sartain placed his hands on her slender arms, drew her closer, and he kissed her hungrily, passionately, entangling his tongue with hers. Meanwhile, her hands were working their magic between them, causing him to grind his toes into the throw rug beneath his feet.

      “We’re going to kill them all, aren’t we Mike?” she whispered.

      “We’re going to kill as many as we can, Mercy.”

      “I want to kill Lazaro, at least...if none of the others!”

      “You’ll get Lazaro. You’ll get the others.”

      “I’m going to kill him for Pa and for Ma and for the ranch...and for me!”

      “Ah, God...yeah...that’s right...you’re gonna kill him hard!”

      “I’m going to blow his eyes out, shoot his manhood off, and I’m going to shoot both of his knees...”

      “That’s the way to do it!”

      “And then I’m gonna leave him to die slow, blind, and howling!”

      “Slow, blind, and howling. Couldn’t do it better myself!”

      “Oh, God,” Mercy cried.
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        * * *

      

      Slow, blind, and howling.

      Sartain smiled grimly at the girl’s blood-and-thunder phrasing as he perched on the pitched roof of a Lutheran church at the very southern edge of town, he pressed his cheek against the neck of his Winchester.

      Couldn’t have put it better myself, and I’ve been doing this for years...

      “Yep, she was about as wrongly named as any girl I’ve ever known,” he muttered aloud to himself, shivering as the morning breeze slithered under his coat to lay its cold hand across the back of his neck.

      He stared out over the lip of the roof, toward where the gang had been camped in the distant line of trees yesterday afternoon. He hadn’t seen anything out there since he’d climbed up here, and he didn’t see anything now.

      It was a cold, gray day. A fine snow continued to fall although it wasn’t amounting to much on the ground. The granules bounced off the shake shingles of the church roof and rolled, accumulating in the cracks.

      He brushed his gloved fist across his runny nose, sniffed, and looked in a full circle around the town. There was very little cover within a good hundred yards of the town’s outskirts, so when the gang came, he’d see them coming no matter what direction they came from.

      He looked at the roof behind him. Abner Fieldhouse was hunkered low behind the false façade of MILBRATH’S TONSORIAL PARLOR, lying as Sartain was on the east side of the pitched roof, peering in The Revenger’s direction. Sartain could see only the young man’s drawn, pale face beneath his hat, which he’d tied to his head with a gray wool muffler.

      Poor kid thought the Cajun. He’d be dead by now if it weren't for his devotion to exacting revenge for his dead girl. In that way, he was no different than Sartain himself. Sartain too would be dead if he didn’t feel the absolute undeniable compulsion to continue seeking revenge for others who needed it as badly as he had but didn’t have the means to exact it.

      In so doing, he was still exacting revenge for Jewell...

      The Dundees were each perched on a roof to each side of the saloon. Cable stood peering out from behind the façade of HALLAM’S FEED STORE, directly across the main street from the church. He was squatting low and smoking a cigarette. Sartain could see the brim of his floppy-brimmed black hat and the end of his rifle barrel poking out from the façade’s southern edge.

      Sartain couldn’t see Jonathon hunkered low on the roof of the TERRITORIAL LAND OFFICE, but he knew the boy was there, ready and waiting to follow his father into hell if need be.

      Sartain couldn’t see Mercy, either, though he knew she was waiting in an alley nearby, ready to put their plan into motion.

      Sartain looked at the detonating plunger box sitting on the roof beside him. The wooden handle was not yet raised. The fuse ran from the box to disappear over the side of the roof.

      His heart picked up its pace as he studied the box.

      He hoped like hell this worked. Anytime dynamite was involved, he was worried. But if Cable hadn’t mentioned the dynamite, they might not have the chance they currently have against the gang.

      The slim chance, but still a chance.

      Without it, they’d have had no chance at all. They’d have died right along with the rest of the town.

      Of course, the barman, Donleavy, wasn’t at all happy with the plan, seeing as how it involved his saloon. He’d had little choice but to accept it since he was tied up in the rectory of the church under Sartain, a barber brush stuffed into his mouth.

      Sartain turned to peer over his left shoulder at the saloon with its gaudy false façade rising high above the building proper. BILL DONLEAVY’S SPORTING PARLOR & BREWHOUSE sprawled across it in large, curvy red letters. It was a white-painted, wood-frame place with a large front porch. Aside from the windows, the gang had shot out, it was a damn nice setup, probably one of the nicest in western Nebraska Territory.

      Sartain hoped he wouldn’t have to blow it up. If Donleavy and the other townsmen were right in their belief that Lazaro would keep his word, he wouldn’t have to.

      The Cajun glanced again at the plunger box.

      Apprehension trailed cold fingers along his spine. He’d worked with dynamite back during the war when he’d been blowing up supply trains and ammunition dumps behind enemy lines, and he knew what a mercurial beast Alfred Nobel’s nitro powder was. Sometimes it would blow, and sometimes it wouldn’t. There were so many factors involved, especially when you were using a plunger box that sported a handle attached to a serrated-tooth pinion that meshed with a small generator.

      Pushing the handle down caused the generator to hiccup an electrical charge through the line attached to the bundled dynamite sticks. Sometimes that generator hiccupped, sometimes it didn’t. It didn’t take much to foul such a fragile piece of complicated machinery.

      A little dampness would do it.

      It was a cold, damp day.

      Even if the box worked like it was supposed to, there could always be problems with the line through which the charge ran. It too could have gotten damp or rotted just enough to forestall the charge.

      Or there could be problems with the dynamite to which the line was attached. The most hair-raising thing that the ex-Confederate guerilla fighter had learned about dynamite was that it blew as often as you didn’t want it to as you did want it to.

      In Sartain’s considerable experience with the stuff, all had gone as planned with dynamite only about fifty percent of the time. Many of his brothers-in-arms had died bloody deaths due to the fickle nature of the black powder beast, either to its detonating or to its not detonating.

      He hoped none did here.

      Cold sweat trickled down his back as he considered their plan. It was risky, especially for Mercy, but he’d seen no other way. He just hoped the other folks in the town remained a safe distance away from the saloon this morning, as it appeared, they were going to. It was going on eight o’clock, but so far, he’d seen no one on the street except for a couple of stray dogs and a few chickens.

      Possibly having spent a nervous night, maybe the townsfolk were going to lay low today, and pray they hadn’t made the mistake of their lives by releasing the Mexican killer and sticking their heads in the sand.

      The thought had no sooner flitted across the Cajun’s mind than he spied movement along the street beyond the saloon.
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      Bernie Burnfield had just stepped out of a break between buildings and was mounting the boardwalk of the shop just east of the saloon. He was fingering his chin whiskers and walking stiffly, tensely, like a man badly in need of a drink.

      He was heading for the saloon.

      Sartain muttered a cursed. He crawled to the front of the church’s roof and looked around the steeple jutting above him. He whistled sharply.

      Burnfield stopped, turned toward him, frowning.

      “Get on home, you old coot!” Sartain ordered, jerking his head sharply left.

      Burnfield just stood there, studying him curiously, then glanced at the saloon as though seeing the beautiful bottles lined up on the back-bar shelf, just waiting for him. Beckoning to him, in fact...

      Sartain cursed again. He snapped his rifle forward, loudly racked a shell into the chamber, and yelled as softly as he could while still being heard, “Get out of here, or I’ll drill you one!”

      The old man hung his jaw, wheeled so quickly that he tripped over his own feet and almost fell, and, casting a quick, fearful glanced back over his shoulder, and ran into the alley from which he’d come.

      Sartain looked at Cable Dundee staring out at him from behind the false façade of Hallam’s Feed Store. The man gave his head a sharp, fateful wag, then pulled back behind the sign so that Sartain could only see the end of his rifle barrel and the end of his scarf being tossed around in the wind.

      Sartain eased his weight back against the church roof. He gazed south, blinking against the snow dusting his lashes. He slid his gaze all along the tree line, and occasionally he turned to look behind him as well, for they could come from any direction.

      After an hour, he decided that they were going to make him wait. He rolled a cigarette and settled in for another hour, maybe two more hours. He had to admit that doubt that he’d been right about the gang’s return started to nibble at the edges of his consciousness when three more hours had passed.

      It was mid-morning, and there was still no sign of Lazaro’s bunch.

      Odd, what he was feeling.

      What was that, anyway? Disappointment?

      Maybe his enervation had concealed the fact that he’d very much wanted the gang to attack, despite the fact that he and his small group of partners had little chance against them, and that they would kill not only him, Mercy, Fieldhouse, and the Dundees, but everyone in the town. They’d likely do as they’d promised.

      They’d raped all the women and hang their naked carcasses from trees.

      Then they’d burn the town to the ground.

      Now with the possibility that Lazaro might actually be good for his word, The Revenger was feeling the bleakness of disappointment.

      Odd, he thought, exhaling smoke from one of his countless cigarettes.

      He should maybe look at that aspect of himself sometime.

      Had his vengeance zeal driven him mad?

      On the other hand, maybe he shouldn’t.

      Scrubbing such troubling abstractions from his mind, he turned to glance into the street, around the church steeple. Over the past several hours, several townsfolk had appeared, heading for the shops, but Sartain or one of his other fellow sentinels had waved them off. Word must have spread that the main street was off limits because it had been over an hour now that no one else had appeared.

      The weather hadn’t changed. It was still cold, gray, and snowy, the breeze moaning under roof eaves. That and the occasional squawk of a shingle chain were the only sounds.

      Sartain checked his old Waterbury. Almost noon.

      He snapped the timepiece closed and cursed.

      There it was again—the bleakness of disappointment. Not only for himself, but for Mercy and young Abner, as well. Their lives would not be complete without revenge, even if they had only a few minutes or seconds to savor the feeling.

      One second of properly exacted revenge was a feeling unto itself, like no other.

      If only it could bring back a loved one from the dead. In a perfect universe, of course, it could.

      A soft whistle sounded to his left. He turned to see Cable staring at him from the building across the street. The man gave a slight wave of his hand and jerked his head to the south before pulling it back behind the façade. Sartain turned in the direction indicated.

      His heart thudded against the shingles beneath him.

      He pulled his head down, doffed his hat.

      A shadowy formation of riders was moving out of the trees, gradually taking shape against the dinginess of the day. It was a jouncing, gray smudge from this distance, but the group was growing larger as it pulled out away from the woods.

      “Yes,” Sartain heard himself say almost gleefully as he pressed his chin against the shingles, peering over the very edge of the peak. “Yeah.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. Abner was in the same position he’d maintained all morning, snugged down as Sartain was now, his eyes just visible above the peak of the tonsorial parlor roof.

      His eyes were dark coals in the unnatural paleness of his face. He didn’t move. Sartain was beginning to think the young deputy might have expired. Then, as though reading the Cajun’s mind, Abner raised his rifle slightly, signaling that he was not only alive but that he’d seen the riders.

      That was all he moved, just the rifle.

      Sartain turned back to the south. The gang had stopped about a hundred and fifty yards from the town.

      Sartain frowned, curious. Why had they stopped? They milled around for a short time. Then the single group separated into two groups.

      The second group went galloping off to the north, to Sartain’s right, while the first group held its position the same distance from town, the riders facing in the town’s direction, waiting. The second group galloped hell for leather, the riders crouching low and batting their heels against the horses’ flanks.

      They appeared to be following the curve of the autumn-naked copse to the northeast. Sartain turned his head slowly, following the second group as it raced off over his right shoulder, circling the town from a hundred yards away, heading straight east now. When they were exactly east of the town and converging on the main trail that led into it, they began hooting and howling like Apaches on the warpath.

      They were closing on Cottonwood.

      Sartain whipped his head back to the west.

      The first group was galloping toward the town now, as well, crouched low and raising a cacophony of yips and yowls designed to terrorize.

      Pistols were raised. Smoke puffed from barrels. A half-second later, the clacketing reports reached the Cajun’s ears.

      The Revenger’s heart raced. His hands were sweating inside his gloves. Not from fear but eager anticipation.

      They were coming. Oh, yeah, they were coming, after all.

      Lazaro’s word was no better than Confederate certificates during the last year of the war when Sartain and his fellow Rebels had used them for rolling cigarettes—the rare times they found tobacco, that was.

      Sartain pulled his head and rifle down below the peak of the roof. He glanced behind him. Abner had disappeared, as well. He could almost hear the young man’s heart shrieking in Summerfield’s chest...or was that his own heart screaming in his own chest?

      The thunder continued building until Sartain could feel the reverberation in the roof to which he was pressing his cheek against hard, pressing his entire body against hard in hopes of not being seen.

      He glanced to his left.

      The second group was in town now, triggering wildly, blasting out any remaining window glass, and whooping and yipping madly as they raced toward a meeting with the first group, which was also entering town, their yowls and yips and hoots and pistol and rifle blasts echoing loudly and merging with those of the first group.

      Now, just as planned, Sartain saw Mercy run out from a break behind the church and into the street. As planned, she was carrying an armload of wood from the town’s joint supply, as though restocking the supply inside the saloon. The girl stopped and looked around, as if aghast at the two gangs converging on her.

      As if she were genuinely surprised that Lazaro hadn’t kept his word...

      “There’s that girl!” one of the men cried as they galloped toward her.

      “Hot damn! I want some o’ that!” called another. He was riding beside Lazaro himself.

      Mercy screamed shrilly, dropped the wood, whipped around, and ran to the other side of the street.

      She took the saloon’s porch steps three at a time, bullets tearing into the front of the saloon to either side of her. As she dashed through the saloon’s ruined door, Lazaro reined his horse to a skidding halt and leaped out of his saddle, laughing. He sheathed his rifle and pulled both his silver-chased pistols, clicking the hammers back.

      “Gentlemen,” he shouted at the others checking their own horses down around him, “come join me in taming a polecat!”

      The others whooped and hollered as they dismounted, the entire group now having merged into one before the saloon.

      Lazaro lowered his six-shooters and strode calmly up the porch steps. Only a few of the others were firing their weapons now. All attention was on the saloon.

      The Revenger curled his lip in grim satisfaction.

      He set his rifle down, dragged the plunger box over to him, and pulled out the handle.

      “Work, you bastard.” He grunted. “Please, work. If you’ve never worked before and never work again, work this time!”

      Lazaro calmly entered the saloon. The others remained on the street for a time, shooting and hollering. Sartain gritted his teeth. That wasn’t supposed to happen. When they saw Mercy, they were all supposed to storm into the saloon after her.

      Together!

      Lazaro was the only one inside.

      The Revenger’s heart hammered nervously.

      “Come on, come on,” he said, feeling as though he were about to tumble off the edge of a very steep cliff.

      Suddenly, one of the men whipped around to the saloon, and yelled, “Come on, boys. There ain’t nothin’ happening out here!”

      He holstered his six-shooter and ran up the porch steps. He crossed the porch in two strides and ran inside. The others were close on his heels, sprinting into the saloon by ones and twos. As they disappeared through the door, Sartain counted ten...twelve...fifteen...then seventeen...eighteen...twenty-two...”

      He gave the group another few seconds. He hoped like hell Mercy was clear as she was supposed to be seven seconds after she passed through the front door.

      Then, when more than half the pack was inside the saloon—he’d hoped more would be inside, but he couldn’t wait for them—he wrapped his slightly quivering hand around the plunger handle and pushed it down.

      He stared in horror at the handle pushed all the way into the box.

      Nothing.

      “Ah, shit!” he cried and pulled the plunger out again.

      He pushed it back in.

      Again, nothing.

      Then…

      Kaahhh-BOOOOOOOMMMMMMMMM!
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      Mercy dropped the logs in the street and gave a shrill scream.

      It wasn’t entirely fake. Seeing that many killers riding toward you all at once, even when it was all planned out and you had Mike Sartain watching over you, was the stuff of nightmares.

      Especially when one of those killers was Ramon Lazaro, riding crouched low over his horse’s bobbing head at the front of the pack galloping in from the south. The brim of Lazaro’s hat was blown back against the crown. The killer stretched his thin lips back from his teeth and leered at Mercy as he bore down on her, his weird blue eyes slanted like a devil’s eyes.

      His men were shooting in all directions, whooping and hollering like attacking Indians. She thought some looked disappointed that they were being met with no resistance from the town.

      Mercy ran across the street, leaped up the porch steps and dashed into the saloon. Behind her, she could hear the thunder of Lazaro’s men converging on the street fronting the place. She paused to swing a look back through the open door.

      Lazaro was leaping off his horse, laughing, gazing toward her with animal lust in his eyes.

      Mercy was counting the seconds in her head. One...two...

      She swung around and ran down the saloon hall, snatching her carbine off a table and racking a round into the chamber. Outside, she heard Lazaro shout, “Gentleman, come join me in taming a polecat!”

      She ran down the main drinking hall toward the rear door, counting, “Three…four…”

      She glanced behind her. Lazaro had just strode into the saloon. He was taking his good ole time, grinning, holding his smoking six-shooters barrel-up near his shoulders. He was looking around, as though wary of an ambush. Then, seeing no one else in the place, he snapped one of his big poppers down and fired.

      Mercy had just gained the back door, which she’d propped open with a rock to make sure she’d have no trouble getting it open, since, under the circumstances, one or two seconds could mean the difference between her getting safely out of the saloon or getting blown to smithereens.

      She’d just counted “Five...six...” when Lazaro’s bullet slammed into her left leg, spinning her around through the door and outside, where she fell on her back, groaning.

      “Oh, no!” a voice screamed inside her head, on the heels of her inner clock just announcing, “Seven...”

      She cast a quick glance back inside the saloon. Lazaro was striding toward her now, eyes grim and determined beneath the broad brim of his hat.

      “Oh, shit!”

      Mercy looked around for her rifle. She’d tossed it several feet away when the bullet had driven her down. Vaguely wondering why the hotel wasn’t exploding now on the count of seven but also vaguely grateful that it wasn’t, she sucked back the pain in her leg and heaved herself to her feet.

      “What are you running for, señorita?” Lazaro queried, his voice echoing from inside the saloon. “You can’t outrun me, not with a wounded leg. Besides, you are only delaying the joy that will be yours soon when I am hammering away between your legs!”

      Mercy ran with surprising speed, dragging her right boot, trying to get as far away from the saloon as possible. She stepped around a log icehouse and moved into thick brush. A branch reached up and grabbed her right ankle. She screamed as she fell then lifted her head to see Lazaro closing on her.

      He was about fifty feet from the saloon and another fifty feet from her. The shadows of the rest of his gang jostled beyond the open rear door behind him. The echoes of the other men’s stomping boots, ringing spurs, and whoops and yells echoed loudly, woodenly, from inside the saloon.

      Mercy could hear Lazaro’s footsteps growing louder, the chings of his spurs growing until they were church bells clanging inside her ears.

      Oh, no, Mercy thought, propped on her elbows, feeling like a fly caught in a spider web. The saloon didn’t blow. I don’t have my rifle, and...

      Someone clapped large, invisible, savage hands to Mercy’s ears. The saloon looming behind Lazaro became a red fireball that spat boards, beams, window frames, and shingles. Flames blossomed from the blown-out parts of the saloon like giant roses.

      Mercy stared in awe as Lazaro was lofted screaming into the air as though by a fierce wind behind him. The gang leader was turned end over end, arms and legs flung wide, and hurled wickedly straight over and beyond her.

      The hot wind slammed Mercy flat against the ground, blowing her hair wildly. The wind was like the hot, fetid breath of a dragon. Lying flat against the ground, spread-eagle, she looked up and saw burning debris flying past—debris that included the flaming limbs of men.

      She saw a man’s arm and gloved hand still clutching a pistol as it whipped over her and thudded to the ground, flames nipping at its denim sleeve, beyond her. The heat from the fire sucked the air from the girl’s lungs. She fought to get it back but then the world grew dark for a time, and she realized she’d been on the verge of unconsciousness for maybe a minute.

      The saloon before her was a mass of burning lumber, black smoke, and glowing cinders roiling toward the gray sky above.

      Mercy’s addled brain was slow to comprehend what had just happened. She choked on the smoke, tears dribbling down her cheeks from her stinging eyes.

      Lazaro...

      She turned and gasped. The killer stood over her. He was a smoking, charred mess of a man. His hat was gone, and his smoking light-red hair stood out in spokes around his head.

      Still, he held one of his silver-plated pistols straight up in the air near his right shoulder. He stared down at her, his lips mashed together, his eyes filled with demonic fury. Blood was dribbling out both his ears.

      He slanted the weapon down, aiming at Mercy, and clicked the hammer back.

      “Goddamn you!” the girl cried, jutting her chin defiantly, horrified that the plan had not worked. None of the other killers mattered now. Only Lazaro. The head of the snake.

      If Lazaro survived, Mercy’s father, her mother, and the ranch would not be avenged.

      A killer would live.

      “Goodbye, señorita,” Lazaro said, narrowing one eye as he stared down the barrel of his .44. “I think that under the circumstances, I will get more pleasure from killing you than fu—”

      Something cut him off. He jerked backward slightly. A puzzled look came into his face. The .44 fell heavily at his side, as though it had suddenly turned to lead.

      He fired the pistol into the ground and looked down toward where a hole over his right ribcage was issuing dark-red blood.
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        * * *

      

      Sartain dispatched the last outlaw to survive the blast and watched the man tumble into a stock trough, triggering his pistol into the air. Water sloshed over him. Burning ashes from the exploded saloon dropped into the water.

      Sartain looked down from his perch on the church roof, beside the large cross jutting skyward to his right. Heat waves danced from the massive pile of burning rubble that had been Donleavy’s saloon. Men and horses lay dead and twisted on the street fronting the place.

      After the explosion, the men who hadn’t been inside to get blown to their Rewards were fairly easy pickings. Most had been thrown from their horses in the blast. Others had been so shocked by the sudden explosion that they’d been slow to react when lead had started being hurled at them from four points above the street.

      Sartain glanced across the street at Cable Dundee, who stood with his chin dipped, one arm on the façade beside him, surveying the damage. When Dundee glanced up, Sartain threw an arm out in a wave that said, “That should take care of it.”

      But then a scream sliced through the ragged bellowing and popping and snapping of the fire.

      Sartain jerked his gaze beyond the smoke and flames dancing high around the burning saloon. In the shimmering heat waves, about a hundred or so feet beyond the conflagration, someone lay on the ground. Sartain couldn’t tell from this distance, because of all the smoke, cinders, and shimmering air, but that person looked like Mercy.

      The Revenger’s heart thudded.

      He swung around from the edge of the roof, ran up and over the peak and down the other side. There was a low, narrow strip of roof here covering the rear entry. The Cajun leaped onto it then leaped to the ground, bending his knees to take the bulk of the impact in his heels.

      He straightened with a grunt and went running wide to the right around the saloon, the flames leaping and licking at him like burning tongues, as though trying to draw him into the furnace. He ran out around what was left of the saloon’s right rear corner.

      Beyond, Lazaro stood over Mercy, aiming one of his long-barreled, silver-chased revolvers at her. The girl jutted her chin defiantly at him. “Goddamn you!”

      Sartain snapped his rifle to his shoulder, but he knew even as he thumbed the hammer back that he was too late. Lazaro had at least a second on him.

      But then a faint pop sounded to The Revenger’s left, beyond a burning beam obscured by burning shingles.

      Lazaro jerked, fired his pistol into the ground. He staggered backward, throwing his free arm out for balance. Mercy whipped her head around to peer behind her. Abner Summerfield walked out from the far side of the burning rubble, cocking his old Spencer repeater and calmly bringing the rifle to his shoulder again.

      As he continued walking toward Lazaro and Mercy, the rifle belched again. The bullet punched through the killer’s right arm, jerking him back in the other direction, evoking a shrill, exasperated cry.

      Abner stopped where Mercy slumped, watching Lazaro stumble around, screaming in rage and terror.

      The young deputy extended the rifle to Mercy. She took it, gained her feet, pumped a round into the chamber, aimed the rifle at a sharp downward slant, and blew out Lazaro’s right knee.

      Lazaro loosed another shrill, keening cry as he dropped to the ground and rolled onto his side, clutching his bloody knee.

      “Please!” the killer cried. “No! Stop!”

      She didn’t stop. She blew out his other knee, and then she shot him in the balls.

      Lazaro was down, writhing violently, bringing first one ruined knee up toward his belly, then the other, sobbing like a child.

      Mercy gave the rifle back to Abner, saying, “You think that’s enough, or should we finish him?”

      The young deputy shook his head as he stared grimly down at the dying killer. “Why do him any favors? He never did my Ellen any favors.”

      Sartain walked toward the pair. Abner turned around and began walking away from Mercy and Lazaro, but suddenly dropped to his knees.

      “Abner!” Sartain lunged forward, grabbing the lad before he fell on his face.

      “Abner!” Mercy echoed, running around and dropping to a knee beside the two men.

      Abner looked around dully. There was no color in his face whatsoever. The parchment skin was drawn taut across his pronounced cheekbones. Yellow circled his eyes. But when his gaze landed on Mercy kneeling beside him, the boy’s thin, cracked lips stretched a celestial smile.

      “Why, Ellen,” the young deputy said. “Oh...oh...Ellen.” He reached out to lay gentle fingers on Mercy’s cheek. “I was hoping...I was so hoping we’d meet again...and here you are...pretty as you ever were!”

      Mercy choked back a sob. “Yes, it’s me, Abner.” She choked back another sob and pressed her lips to his forehead. “Here we are together again. I love you, Abner. I’ll love you forever.”

      That caused the boy’s lips to spread even wider. Then his eyes rolled back in his head, and he sagged forward against Sartain and Mercy. Sartain could tell from the slackness in the young man’s body that there wasn’t a breath of life left in him.

      “Oh, Mike!” Mercy sobbed, bringing her hand to her mouth.

      “He did what he needed to do, girl,” he said. “He did what he needed to do, and now he’s with his life’s one true love.”

      Sartain eased the deputy onto his back, brushed Abner’s eyelids closed, and heavily gained his feet. Mercy stood beside him. Together, they stood staring down at the slack but content countenance of Deputy Abner Summerfield.

      “We should all be so lucky,” The Revenger added.

       

      The End

      

      CSW

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WILD NIGHT AT THE SUNDANCE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The Revenger, Mike Sartain, swung down from Boss’s back and lifted the collar of his quilted elk-hide mackinaw against the howling wind spitting snowflakes the size of silver dollars. He slid his Henry repeater from his saddle sheath, pumped a cartridge into the chamber, and lowered the hammer to half cock.

      “Stay, boy,” he said, patting the buckskin’s neck then tossing the reins over the top pole of the corral before him.

      Boss whickered quietly, switching his tail.

      Sartain blinked against the swirling snow as he studied the small, gray cabin which sat about sixty yards beyond the corral, on the opposite side of this remote ranch yard on the rolling prairie of western Nebraska Territory. Large, winter-naked cottonwoods flanked the cabin, dwarfing it. Another, larger cottonwood stood between the corral and the cabin, offering Sartain and his horse partial concealment from the shack.

      The cabin’s windows appeared to be shuttered against the weather, but wan yellow light bled out from between the cracks in the planks, on either side of the front door. In the steely gray light of the early afternoon, Sartain could also see tufts of sooty wood smoke rising from the stout stone chimney that ran up the cabin’s right wall.

      A roofed porch ran along the front of it. The stoop was set on low stone pilings. On the porch were a rickety wooden washstand and a wicker rocking chair that rocked intermittently in the wind, occasionally nudged right or left as the wind changed direction. A wooden water bucket swung from a rope tied to a beam of the porch roof, left of the chair.

      Sartain looked around him and the buckskin stallion. He saw the tracks of four shod horses quickly being filled in by the wind-driven snow. The tracks led up to the doors of the barn close on his left. The killers had stabled their own mounts in the barn, which meant they’d intended to stay the night here.

      Sartain turned back to the cabin and flicked his thumb across the Henry’s hammer. They’d stay the night, all right. But it was going to be a much longer night than they were expecting...

      The Revenger remembered Elaine Rafferty’s story about how the four killers had walked up to her and her husband’s table in the Arkansas Hotel in Central City, Colorado, one early Saturday morning a few weeks ago. One of the killers, a notorious stock thief, former town constable, and regulator named Charlie Scanlon, had pointed at Sheriff Jim Rafferty bold as you please and calmly told Rafferty he was going to kill him.

      Rafferty had arrested Scanlon several months earlier for the murder of a saloon owner, though the case had been dismissed for lack of evidence by a circuit court judge who was known to be a close associate of Scanlon.

      “Yes sir, I’m gonna snuff your wick, Sheriff,” Scanlon had laughed. “What do you think of that?”

      Rafferty had gone for his gun, but before he could get the keeper thong released from over the Remington’s hammer, Charlie Scanlon had drilled a bullet through Rafferty’s heart, knocking him backward in his chair, blood geysering from the hole in his chest, dead.

      Elaine Rafferty had thrown herself atop her husband, screaming.

      Scanlon and his tough-nut cohorts had laughed as they’d walked casually out of the hotel dining room, mounted their horses with a mocking lack of haste, and trotted nonchalantly out of town.

      The Revenger, having several warrants on his head, was no friend of most lawmen. But he’d been proud to call himself a friend of Jim Rafferty. He and Jim had fought side-by-side together in the War of Northern Aggression, on the side of the Confederacy, watching each other’s backs and doctoring each other’s wounds. More than once or twice, the men had saved each other’s lives.

      Now Jim was dead, leaving a heartbroken widow and a beleaguered twelve-year-old son, Rufus. And there’d been no one around who’d dared go after Scanlon and his three equally cold-blooded partners.

      So, Elaine had gotten hold of The Revenger, who’d trailed the four killers to Nebraska Territory. Now he walked around the rear corner of the corral and moved along the corral’s right side, heading toward the cabin, boots faintly crunching the three inches of sugary snow as the wind moaned and howled around him. He walked around the front of the corral, moving so that the tree was in front of him, concealing him from the cabin.

      Holding the Henry high across his chest, he strode to the tree, paused there to study the cabin, making sure no one was peering out of the front windows, and then moved out from behind the tree. Keeping his hat brim tipped low against the chill wind, he moved with increasing purpose, mounted the porch quietly, and sidled against the window right of the door.

      He peered between shutter planks and through the window covered with a lace curtain embroidered with small apples and oranges. Through the filmy curtain, he saw two men sitting at a table before him, playing poker, while another man, Charlie Scanlon himself, was poking wood around in the hearth to the right. Three poker hands lay on the table. There were two bottles, one empty, and three water glasses showing various levels of amber whiskey.

      Sartain moved quietly to the door. He caught sight of something to his right, beneath the porch.

      Two people were laid out on the ground. Two old, gray-headed people, an old man in pinstriped overalls and an old lay with her silvery hair knotted in a double bun. They lay side-by-side, staring up at the dancing snowflakes, hands on their unmoving bellies.

      The old man had a quarter-sized hole in his right cheek, just beneath his eye. Blood had dribbled from the hole to pool on his neck. The old woman had been shot twice in the chest. They both had somber, faintly incredulous expressions on their waxy faces.

      Sartain grimaced as he studied the two old dead people—the couple who’d likely built this place up from a pioneer’s claim, maybe raised a family on it, called the place their home.

      And now they’d been killed and thrown out like trash.

      Sartain rocked the Henry’s hammer back to full cock. He gritted his teeth as he fingered the door latch, hoping against hope the door wasn’t barred. He lifted the latch’s metal plate. It gave a metallic click.

      The door fell slack in its frame.

      Sartain stepped back then kicked the door wide and bounded inside, planting his right foot wide to catch the door as it bounced off the wall, dislodging a framed picture, which crashed to the floor. All three men—the two at the table, Scanlon still standing at the hearth—jerked their heads toward him in shock. They’d obviously hadn’t figured on being followed out from Grand Island, where Sartain had picked up their trail.

      “What the...” Scanlon bellowed. He didn’t appear to be armed, so Sartain focused on the two men at the table, swinging the Henry in that direction.

      Billy Kershaw, Scanlon’s cousin, bounded to his feet, knocking his chair back against the wall and reaching for the silver-chased Smith & Wesson on the table to his right, beside an ashtray in which two loosely rolled quirleys smoldered. Sartain lined up the Henry’s sights on the neck of Kershaw, who was the youngest of the three and had no qualms about punching a forty-four round through the young killer’s Adam’s apple.

      Kershaw dropped the Smithy back onto the table and made a shocked, horrified expression as he stepped back and raised both hands to the blood spurting from his throat. The other man at the table, “Long Nose” Charlie Halliday, a hired gun from Texas known to have murdered three small-fry ranchers in Dakota Territory the year before, had also gained his feet, clawing a short-barreled Colt Lightning from the cross-draw holster on his left hip while also reaching for the Bisley thonged on his right thigh.

      He was bellowing, “Who the hell, who the hell?” Sartain having ejected his first spent cartridge casing and racked a fresh round into the chamber, drilled a bullet through the dead-center of Halliday’s forehead, just above his long, blunt-tipped nose.

      Stumbling backward, eyes crossing and rolling back in his head, Halliday inadvertently aimed both his pistols at Kershaw and fired them both at the same time. One bullet plunked through a window while the other one punched through the ailing Kershaw’s belly, just above the square, brass buckle of his cartridge belt.

      As Kershaw slid down and sideways against the cabin’s front wall, he knocked a bracket lamp off the table behind him. The lamp shattered. Flames danced along the spilled coal oil spreading across the floor.

      Sartain pumped another round into the Henry’s chamber and turned toward the fireplace on his right in time to see only the heels of Charlie Scanlon’s boots disappear through the window the man had just dived through.

      There was the clatter of shattering glass and the solid thud of Scanlon’s head punching through the shutters. Another, crunching thud sounded as the killer of Jim Rafferty hit the ground beneath the window.

      Sartain triggered a round through the window and then racked another shell into the chamber, ran to the broken window and peered out through the shards of broken glass. Scanlon was climbing to his feet in the fresh snow, cursing, wearing only a fleece-lined leather vest against the cold.

      Sartain lined up another shot at the man, but before he could squeeze the rifle’s trigger, the wind blew both shutters back toward him, spoiling his aim.

      “Damnit!”

      He rammed both shutters wide, poked the Henry’s barrel out the window, and fired three quick shots. But Scanlon was now running through the thick brush around the cottonwoods, and all of The Revenger’s shots merely snapped a few willow branches or barked into the boles of the old cottonwoods.

      Sartain racked another round as he wheeled, ran out the open door, and leaped down the porch steps. He wheeled again as he hit the ground, and ran around the cabin’s right front corner, heading toward the rear. He followed Scanlon’s tracks through the snow-covered brush, slowing his pace and holding the Henry straight up and down before him.

      He couldn’t see Scanlon himself. He could see only the man’s tracks now, weaving through the cottonwoods where the brush thinned. Scanlon was running down a shallow incline.

      Looking from left to right and back again, Sartain continued to follow the man’s tracks as the wind swirled the snow around his boots and pelted his face. The wind sighed through the trees, making the old branches creak.

      Sartain moved between two more cottonwoods and stopped. Just ahead, Scanlon’s tracks turned sharply to the right. Sartain swung his head in that direction—too late.

      Scanlon stepped out from behind the tree on the Cajun’s right, grimacing as he raised a stout cottonwood branch and drew it back slightly before swinging it forward with a bellowing grunt.
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      Sartain got the barrel of the Henry up in front of his face fast enough that the rifle took a good portion of the blow.

      But Scanlon was a big, powerful man, as big and possibly as powerful as the Louisiana Cajun himself. The branch cracked as it drove the Henry back hard against Sartain’s head and chest, splitting his lips.

      Sartain hadn’t steeled himself for the blow. It sent him flying.

      He dropped the Henry as he hit the ground on his back.

      Scanlon was a tall, broad hombre with long, tangled black hair framing a savage, red mess of a fleshy face bearing several long, curved scars above his thick beard. Blood oozed from several glass shards protruding from the ruddy skin. His big, brutal face set with deadly determination, Scanlon moved swiftly toward Sartain and stooped for the Henry.

      Sartain heaved his torso to the right, swinging both legs to the left. He cut Scanlon’s feet cleanly out from under the big man.

      “Hell!” the killer yowled as he hit the ground with a decisive, snow-crunching thud on his ass.

      Sartain’s LeMat revolver was under his coat, so he sat up and lunged for the Henry. He’d just gotten his right hand wrapped around the neck of the stock when Scanlon, moving with surprising speed and agility, thrust himself into Sartain, once more knocking the Henry from the Cajun’s grip.

      Bellowing raucously, Scanlon smashed his clenched left fist against The Revenger’s cheek. He was as powerful as he was big, and Sartain cursed silently as he sagged backward and saw the world dimming around him. He fought away the clawing tendrils of unconsciousness.

      Shaking his head and trying desperately to clear his vision, he saw Scanlon again reaching for the Henry.

      Sartain got his heels centered beneath him and sprang off his boots with a loud roar of vented fury and determination, conjuring in his mind’s eye his friend Jim Rafferty lying dead on that hotel dining room floor, Elaine bawling over him.

      Scanlon grunted and dropped the Henry as he flew backward, throwing his arms out to both sides to break his fall. But Sartain was on top of him, driving him hard to the snowy ground.

      Sartain gained his knees and smashed his right fist against the man’s left cheek.

      Scanlon wailed as the blow hammered a glass shard deeper into his face, and Sartain winced at the jabbing tear of the glass between the middle knuckles of his hand.

      “Ahhhckkkk!” Scanlon bellowed, gritting his teeth and thrusting his head sharply off the ground. His forehead connected with The Revenger’s chin, the pain of the blow feeling as though a spike had been rammed through his jaw.

      Sartain flew backward off of Scanlon but immediately thrust himself back to his feet. He was about to lunge for the killer again, but then Scanlon himself sprang up, blood oozing from the deep gashes in his face and sending red droplets into the snow. The two men, crouching, fists raised like pugilists in a fight ring, staggered in a tight circle, growling and snarling like rogue grizzly bears in a territorial battle.

      “Who the hell are you, anyway?” Scanlon spat out.

      “A friend of Jim Rafferty’s.”

      Scanlon grinned savagely. “A friend of Rafferty’s, huh? Well, then, let me help you join him!”

      He lurched toward the Cajun, thrusting his right fist straight forward, which Sartain managed to dodge enough that the blow caught only the edge of his chin and glanced off his jaw. The man’s other fist, coming in fast from Sartain’s right, connected solidly with The Revenger’s right temple.

      Sartain shook off the ear-ringing blow and slammed his own right fist against Scanlon’s grinning mouth, laying open the bottom lip. Sartain, who’d learned to fight while growing up in the hurdy-gurdy houses and back alleys of New Orleans’s French Quarter, shuffled lithely forward and quickly laid his right fist against Scanlon’s right eye.

      He kept moving forward, wanting to keep his opponent backpedaling and reeling, to bombard him so quickly that shock and surprise was as much a weapon as relentlessly hammering fists.

      Scanlon moved forward, raising his own fists once more but Sartain snaked his own left through his opponent’s defenses and split the man’s upper lip before hammering the killer’s nose with the same fist and then bringing up a haymaker from his right knee and hammering the eye already swelling from his previous assault.

      Scanlon wheezed, staggered sideways, and grimaced with the effort of remaining upright.

      Sartain continued to move in on the man, faking another left jab and then burying his right fist in the man’s belly. Scanlon jackknifed as though bowing to his opponent, who rewarded the gesture with a hard blow to each of the man’s temples, violently jerking his head and hips to each side.

      The solid smacks resounded in the woods otherwise silent except for the low moaning of the wind and the ticking of the snow off the tree trunks.

      “Holy crap!” Scanlon screamed, shuffling backward.

      Following with relentless determination, Sartain hammered the man’s face once, twice, three more times with resounding, smacking crosses. He would have delivered one more blow, but his left fist found only air as Scanlon, yowling, tripped over a log and fell hard, the snow-covered branches of a fallen tree crackling beneath him.

      Scanlon lay breathing hard in the snowy brush, his chest and belly rising and falling wildly, his breath frosting in the air above his bloody, bearded face.

      “Okay...all right,” he wheezed. “All right!”

      Sartain rubbed a fist against his bloody lips. He felt another slight cut on his right cheek. He’d live. He walked over and picked up the Henry, racked a round into the chamber and aimed down at Scanlon.

      “Hey!” the killer yelled, holding his hands up, palms out. “I give! I give! You got me, you crazy son of the devil!”

      Sartain drew his index finger back against the trigger. The compulsion to kill his prey was so strong, so automatic, so habitual that he almost let the hammer drop. At the last quarter-second, he eased the tension in his finger, lowered the Henry. He, too, was breathing hard not only from the vigor of the fight but from the lust for revenge bubbling in his veins like molten steel.

      Scanlon was staring up at him in horror from around his open hands.

      “No, I won’t kill you,” The Revenger said. “I promised Elaine Rafferty I’d bring you back to her alive and hang you from a tree over Jim’s grave.”

      “What?” the killer said, incredulous, slowly lowering his hands from his face. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”

      “Mike Sartain. Some call me The Revenger.”

      “The Reven...” Scanlon let his voice trail off. “Hellkatoot. I heard of you. You track folks for—”

      “For other folks who can’t do it themselves,” Sartain finished for the man. “Apparently, no one around Central City wanted to tangle with you, Scanlon.” He grinned. “Ain’t so with me. Climb up outta there, now. You an’ me are gonna head back to Central City, pay a little visit to Elaine Rafferty...and the grave of the good man you killed.”

      “You’re crazier’n I am.” Scanlon grunted as he struggled out of the snowy brush and branches, blood dripping from his face. He paused to pull a long, deeply embedded shard of glass from his cheek, howling.

      When he’d finally gained his feet, he probed his right cheek with the first two fingers of his right hand. He held snow to the worst of the bloody wounds. “I need a sawbones. Bad.”

      Sartain waved the Winchester and canted his head toward the ranch yard. “Move. We’re moseyin’ back...”

      He let his voice trail off when he saw smoke rising from beyond the cottonwoods. Orange flames danced in the direction of the cabin.

      “Now look what you gone and done. You went and burned them old peoples’ house down!” Scanlon chuckled.

      Sartain remembered the bracket lamp.

      “That’s all right,” he said. “You made sure those two old people wouldn’t be needing it any longer. Move, Scanlon, or I’ll shoot out one of your kneecaps. I promised Elaine I’d bring you back alive, not necessarily healthy.”

      “Holy crap.” Scanlon studied his captor with dark speculation. “You really are crazy. Crazier’n me, even.”

      Sartain grinned.

      He followed his captive through the snowy brush in the direction of the burning cabin.
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      Sartain trailed Scanlon around the burning ranch house to the barn, where he made the killer saddle his own horse. “My coat, hat, and gloves was inside the cabin you burned,” the killer complained. “I’m gonna need warmer clothes than what I got on, or I’ll freeze to death.”

      “Like I said,” Sartain said in his slow, Cajun drawl, “I told Jim’s widow I’d take you back alive, not necessarily healthy. Elaine won’t mind if you freeze your nose and ears off, maybe a few fingers and a toe or two.”

      Scanlon cursed as he finished saddling his coyote dun.

      “Now, what am I gonna do about a coat?”

      “Take one of your dead partners’ bedrolls and drape it over your shoulders.”

      Scanlon gave a disgusted chuff, then went over and pulled a tied bedroll out of a pile of tack in a barn corner. He wrapped the blanket over his shoulders and looked at Sartain, who smiled at him.

      “You’re a crazy son of a buck, but then I never did know a Cajun who weren’t crazier’n a tree full of owls.”

      “Mount up.”

      When Scanlon had heaved himself into his saddle, Sartain led the dun out of the barn. He fished a set of handcuffs out of Boss’s saddlebags and tossed them to his prisoner.

      “There you go. You’ll look nice in those.”

      “I can’t ride a horse with cuffs on.”

      “Sure you can.” Sartain cocked the Henry and aimed at the killer’s belly. “Now, do it.”

      Scanlon gave another chuff, shook his head, and clicked the bracelets onto his wrists. Taking his own bridle reins as well as Scanlon’s, Sartain heaved himself into his saddle. He looked back at his prisoner.

      “You comfortable?”

      “Diddle yourself, Sartain.”

      “That’s what I thought,” the Cajun said, reining Boss around behind the barn and out into the yard, angling toward where the trail jogged off to the west.

      The cabin was consumed by the roaring flames that lapped like a dragon’s breath, snow melting for several feet out around it.

      “Too damn stormy to be travelin’, Sartain,” Scanlon said as they left the yard, leaning forward to grip his saddle horn with both hands as the Cajun gigged the horses into a canter. “We need to get somewhere warm, hole up till the blizzard passes. No man in his right mind travels in western Nebraska with it this cold, this much snow comin’ down. Crap, you’re a Southerner, for chrissakes!”

      “That I am, Scanlon. But that don’t mean I mind a few snowflakes.”

      “A few snowflakes? Look at this stuff. And all I got is this bedroll. My cheeks and fingers is already numb!”

      “Hope you’re tongue numbs up soon,” Sartain called back to the man, “or I’m gonna cut it out. I’m already tired of your company, and like I told Elaine Rafferty—”

      “I know, I know, you’d bring me back alive but not necessarily healthy!” Scanlon threw his head back and howled like a gut-shot coyote. “Good God, you’re a crazy son of a buck!”

      The man’s howl echoed.

      But, no, that wasn’t an echo, The Revenger thought as he turned to stare south, the direction from which the sound he’d heard had come from. It had sounded like Scanlon’s own yell, only more distant.

      But it hadn’t been an echo, because there was nothing to cause an echo out there. There was nothing around them but distant, rolling hills covered in short, blond grass spiking out of the snow.

      The sound came again, reassuring Sartain that what he’d heard before had not been an echo.

      Behind him, Scanlon said, “Did you hear that?”

      “Yeah, I heard it.” Sartain jerked his coat collar higher against the increasing cold. “Probably a coyote, maybe a lone wolf.”

      Why didn’t he think so?
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      Sartain pushed both horses hard to the west, wanting to reach the little town of Sundance, which had a train station and a hotel. He could hole up in the hotel, near a warm fire, until the next train pulled through, heading on west to Denver before catching a spur line to Central City.

      As he and Scanlon rode up and down the hills, angling toward a stage road that Sartain knew would take him to Sundance, because he’d ridden through the little jerkwater only three days ago, he didn’t hear the oddly pitched howl again. So, he tried not to think about it. It had probably only been a coyote or a wolf, anyway—what else could it have been?—though there had been a strangely human-sounding undertone to it.

      All right, a strange-sounding coyote or a strange-sounding wolf. What of it?

      He couldn’t deny a faint twinge of unease, however.

      The snow continued, growing gradually thicker and closing his field of vision. The wind increased, pelting The Revenger’s cheeks almost painfully with the javelin-like flakes. Enough of it had fallen now that it was beginning to form drifts on the leeward sides of the hills, fashioning what appeared to be frothy crowns of frozen waves on the hilltops.

      Both men hunkered low in their saddles as Sartain pushed on, holding his own reins in his right hand, the reins of his captive’s horse in his left hand.

      “Come on, Sartain,” Scanlon complained when they’d ridden another mile. “What’re you tryin’ to prove? All right, you’re a tough son of a buck. But it’s getting dark and, as you can see, the storm ain’t got any let-up in it. I say we head to low ground and build a fire!”

      “Shut up,” the Cajun snarled, jerking the man’s horse along behind him.

      He wanted to make that train station, get Scanlon on to Elaine Rafferty, who was likely waiting for him in her parlor, clad in her widow’s weeds.

      But after another half hour of tough plodding, it was too dark to see the land around him even if the snow hadn’t closed curtains down in a close circle about thirty feet in all directions. He gigged Boss down the west side of a haystack-shaped butte and into a shaggy ravine at the bottom.

      He stopped the horses, and after he had Scanlon tied to a tree, his wrists and ankles secured, he tended them, dropping the tack near what he intended to be their makeshift camp. Quickly, shivering against the penetrating chill and wincing against the pelting, windblown snow, he dug a hole, formed a stone ring around it, gathered relatively dry wood, and used bark and feather sticks thinned with his ax to build a fire.

      “That’s it,” said Scanlon, leaning as close to the fire as his bindings would allow, smiling luxuriously as he let the heat press against him. “That’s the way. You an’ me is amigos. Oh, Lordy, that feels good!”

      “Shut up, amigo,” The Revenger said, turning away to gather more wood. The storm was likely to stick around for the night, so he’d need as much wood as he could find in the thick, snow-covered brush. “I want a nice, peaceful, quiet night out here, you understand?”

      “That mean we ain’t gonna sit around the fire and tell each other our life stories? Who we stole our first kisses from, what little ladies first got our dicks wet? That sorta thing?”

      “Oh, I didn’t say that,” said the Cajun as he strode off into the snowy brush. “I’m just sayin’ don’t go thinkin’ we’re friends.” He grinned over his shoulder. “Me? I’ll be slappin’ your horse out from under your ass and clappin’ while you’re dancin’ a jig in mid-air over Jim Rafferty’s grave!”

      “You gotta get me there first, Sartain!” the killer shouted at The Revenger’s back, against the howling wind. “That’s a far piece, and a lot can happen between here and Rafferty’s grave!”

      Ignoring the man’s threat, Sartain kicked through the brush until he’d gathered another armful of burnable wood. He dragged a large, dead cottonwood branch with many web-like secondary branches back to the camp and set it beside the crackling flames. Rummaging around in his gear, he erected an iron tripod over the flames, filled a coffee pot with water and Arbuckles, and hung it from the hook to boil.

      The long, red fingers of the flames brushed the underside of the pot, which immediately started sighing.

      “I’m hungry,” stated Scanlon.

      “Shut up.” The Revenger said, pulling a couple chunks of deer jerky from a small burlap pouch. He’d bought the jerky from a market hunter along the trail near Busted Butte. He sat on a log beside the fire and smiled at Scanlon as he chewed the jerky. “We’ll see how you behave, and then I might cook us up some bacon and beans.”

      “Oh, Lordy, that sounds good!” Scanlon said, grimacing hungrily and shifting around on his butt, staring at the jerky in the Cajun’s gloved hand.

      Sartain had just filled his own coffee cup and was filling one for Scanlon when the wailing howl sounded again beneath the wind. The Cajun jerked his head up so quickly, nudging the coffee pot, that he spilled coffee over the rim of Scanlon’s cup.

      “There it is again,” Scanlon said in a voice hushed with awe. “Did you hear it?”

      Again, it came—a mewling, slightly ululating wail. Like some wounded beast dying painfully, slowly, somewhere off in the windy, murky, steel-gray distance.

      “Yeah,” Sartain said.

      After a few tense moments, Scanlon turned his head slowly to Sartain and said, “Must’ve followed us.” He paused as though considering the idea, his eyes widening as the thought grew in his head, and he didn’t like the size and shape of it. “Must be trackin’ us, whatever it is.”

      “Don’t get your shorts in a twist, Scanlon—big, tough hombre like you. A man who shoots a sheriff while he’s sitting down to lunch with his wife shouldn’t get all torn up over some gut-shot coyote.”

      The Revenger gave a caustic snort.

      “Go to hell, Sartain. The dirty dog had it comin’.”

      “Only because he arrested you for a good reason. You should still be behind bars. If you were, Jim wouldn’t be dead, and Elaine wouldn’t be a widow.”

      Again, the cry came fluttering through the wind like a bizarre little bird. A strangely eerie, moaning cry, half-howl, half-mewl.

      “Crap,” Scanlon said.

      “Don’t soil your trousers. The poor beast probably smells us on the wind, figures where there’s men, there’s food.”

      “I don’t know. Not sure that sounded like a coyote.” Scanlon turned to stare darkly off into the windy murk. “A wolf, maybe. Who knows how many are out there?”

      “They’ll stay away from the fire. Sounds like only one to me, anyway. As long as I keep the fire built up, we’ll be fine.”

      Sartain rose from the log and shoved one of the filled coffee cups into the prisoner’s hand. He gave him a couple of chunks of jerky. “Looks like that’ll have to do us both tonight. The smell of beans and bacon might only bring closer whatever’s out there.”

      Scanlon bit off a piece of the jerky and, chewing hungrily, his eyes wide with anxiety. “Bear, you thinkin’?”

      The thought had crossed Sartain’s mind. Black bears, as well as grizzlies, were known to prowl the prairie river bottoms in the summer, often heading back to the Rockies only to den up for the winter. It was getting late in the fall, but there could still be one or two bruins still lingering out here. Maybe it or they got the calendar in their heads confused.

      The Cajun shrugged and sat back down on his log. He blew ripples on his coffee and sipped the hot brew.

      “You can sit there all calm as you please,” Scanlon bit out, “but I’m cuffed, shackled, and tied to this tree! A bear comes into camp, I’m like bait in a trap!”

      Again, The Revenger cast the man a devilish grin. “Don’t worry, Scanlon. I’ll take good care of you.”

      “You’d better. Remember, the widder’s waitin’ for me by Rafferty’s grave!”

      Sartain was about to remind the man that he’d made no promises about Scanlon’s condition but held the words in his throat when a heavy, thrashing crunch rose from the brush behind Scanlon, maybe only twenty, thirty yards away. The sounds died. Then there was only the wind, the blowing snow, and the dancing flames, but the presence of some near beast was now palpable.

      Sartain felt crickets of apprehension hopscotch along his backbone.

      Scanlon cursed as Sartain reached for his rifle.

      The Revenger quietly pumped a cartridge into his rifle’s breach as he rose from the log and stepped slowly back away from the fire. As he turned toward where the thrashing sounds had come from, Scanlon said in a hushed but enervated voice, “You gotta cut me loose from this tree, Sartain! He’s out there, and he’s close, and whatever the hell he is, he’s a big son of a buck!”

      “Shut up,” the Cajun said as he moved slowly off into the darkness, the light of the fire dancing around his boots and glinting off the feathery snow.

      “He’s big, and he’s lookin’ for a meal, Sartain!”

      “Shut up,” the Cajun repeated mildly as, holding the cocked Henry high across his chest, he slipped off into the brush, stopping about ten feet from the fire, and looked around.

      It was nearly dark. Only faint shafts of gray light remained, but the shadows were thickening. Branches bobbed and thrashed in the wind. He could see a tangle of standing and fallen timber straight out away from him, dancing shrubs to his right and left. Beyond, he thought he could make out an opening in the woods where a creek likely meandered.

      He cocked his head, frowning, listening intently.

      Nothing but the natural sounds of the weather.

      Sartain sniffed the breeze. He’d once smelled a bear that had been a hundred or so yards away from him, as the wind had been strong and all of his senses had become keener in the time since his lover and her grandfather had been murdered in the Arizona desert and he’d tracked the killers and executed them without mercy. The butchers had been soldiers, so now he had a federal bounty on his head. Many men—lawmen as well as bounty hunters—had come after him to their own sweet but short-lived sorrow.

      The bear had smelled gamey and sweet, not unlike the den of a bobcat he’d once holed up in—sans the bobcat, that was.

      He could smell nothing now but the faint loamy smell of the creek and the stony smell of the cold air. There was snow lashing his cheeks and ticking against the tree boles and branches around him.

      “Sartain!”

      The Revenger turned to see Scanlon’s head turned sideways to peer behind him. “I think he’s done got around you, Sartain! I think he’s over there now—to the south! I heard another one o’ them crunching sounds!”

      Sartain strode back into the camp, quartering to Scanlon’s left. At the edge of the firelight, he stopped.

      “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Well, I heard somethin’. He’s out there, I tell you. That bruin’s out there! Come on, Sartain, I realize you got no love for me, but you can’t leave me here like a goat to lure in a mountain lion!”

      “Sure, I can.”

      The Cajun moved farther out away from the fire.

      “Oh, hell,” he heard his prisoner lament behind him.

      Holding the Henry high across his chest, Sartain strode between the trees and brush clumps. He occasionally stepped over a blowdown or deadfall.

      As he walked, he looked around slowly, thoroughly, at one point turning in a complete circle while keeping his feet moving. Scanlon was little more than a blurred shadow now from this distance of forty yards or so—a black silhouette slumped low against the cottonwood he was tied to. The man wasn’t moving, just staring toward Sartain in bald-assed fear for his life.

      The firelight shone amber in the man’s eyes.

      Vaguely, The Revenger felt a vague satisfaction at the killer’s trepidation. Why shouldn’t he feel fear, though likely, Jim Rafferty hadn’t had time to feel much of anything but spasming pain in the seconds before he’d died in the arms of his bereaved wife.

      Sartain couldn’t help but grit his teeth at the prospect as he continued moving through the woods, farther and farther away from the fire’s amber glow, peering intently into the shadows around him, listening...

      A soft thud ahead on his right.

      Sartain stopped abruptly and lowered the Henry’s barrel while clicking the hammer back to full cock. His heart hiccupped.

      He began to tighten his trigger finger but stayed the movement when he saw the rabbit, small and pale in the darkness, hop out from behind a tree ten yards ahead and bound off into the night, its harried footfalls making soft, fast-fading snicking sounds in the snowy brush.

      Sartain loosed a relieved breath and lowered the Henry, easing the tension in his trigger finger.

      A ripping cry rose behind him, from the direction of the camp.

      “Sartain!” Scanlon bellowed shrilly.

      The Revenger wheeled to glimpse movement around the camp, but he didn’t make out details before, starting to run toward the fire, he got his right boot caught under a deadfall hidden beneath the snow. He fell forward hard, slamming onto his chest and feeling the aching burn of a small branch raking his right cheek.

      He gave a grunt, dropping the rifle to break his fall, which he failed to do. He lifted his face from the burning chill of the snow, spitting the cold slush from between his cut lips.

      Beyond, there was another shrill scream, and Scanlon called, “Sar-tainnn! Sar-tainnn! Sar-tai—”
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      The Revenger clambered onto his knees.

      His cheek was on fire, chill blood dribbling down across his jaw. He blinked snow from his eyes and stared toward the camp, his mind foggy from his unceremonious meeting with the lumpy ground.

      At first, the fire was an amber blur. Sartain squinted, scowling. The camp clarified.

      Scanlon’s shadow was no longer against the base of the tree. Sartain could hear a distant, quickly fading wailing, which he recognized as his prisoner’s.

      “Damn!” the Cajun muttered, feeling snow snaking icy tentacles down his back, realizing he’d lost his hat in the fall.

      He saw it lying to his right, quickly donned it, then looked around for his rifle. He saw the butt slanting up out of the snow just ahead. He grabbed the Henry, brushed it off quickly, and heaved himself to his feet, wincing at an ache in his right ankle and right thigh.

      He wanted to run, but the leg was stiff and painful, so he had to hold himself to a limping half-jog, meandering through the brush and trees, the fire growing larger before him although the flames had died somewhat since he’d last tended it. The stiffness and soreness abated a little as he moved, so he increased his pace and soon stood staring at the scuffed, blood-washed snow at the base of the cottonwood.

      The ropes he’d used to tie his prisoner to the tree had been cleanly cut, and their ends now drooped into the snowy slush.

      Scuffed tracks led off around the tree and into the darkness to the east.

      The wailing had stopped. The only sounds now were the mockingly calm crackling of the fire and the soft ticking of the snow beneath the moaning of the wind and the creaking of jostling branches.

      Sartain ran limping out around the tree and into the brush he’d trod into a few minutes ago, following the tracks. They weren’t hard to follow, as there was plenty of blood. Scanlon had been bleeding out as he’d been dragged away from the camp. Sartain continued to run, risking another bad fall, breathing hard, lungs burning.

      But then the tracks disappeared into heavy brush and more blowdowns lumping up horizontally, faintly from beneath the snow.

      Whatever beast had carried Scanlon off had to be a strong son of a buck, because he’d carried the big killer through one hell of a snag—a snag that would have been hard for Sartain, normally fleet of foot, to make it through even if his right leg hadn’t been gimpy. The Cajun stopped at the edge of the snag. He was well beyond the fire now, and the only light was the ambient light reflected by the snow.

      An eerie silence closed around him.

      He removed his left glove and dipped a finger into a dark place in the scuffed snow atop a blowdown before him. He rubbed his thumb against the finger, feeling the oily slickness.

      Blood, all right.

      He brushed his finger against a tree, returned the glove to his hand, and stared off across the snag.

      Bafflement mixed with the fog lingering from his fall. Befuddlement and a tight, impenetrable fear planted at the base of his spine like a chill hand.

      What in the hell had carried Scanlon off? Judging by the tracks, if it had four feet, it had been using only two of them.

      A wolf, a lion, or a bear would have stayed and fed on him. It obviously hadn’t feared the fire, so it likely wouldn’t have feared Sartain, either. And neither a wolf, a lion, or a bear would have toyed with him like that, circling the camp and thrashing around to make its own diversion as though it had been planning all along to sneak in behind Sartain and take his prisoner.

      Sartain licked his lips, swallowed, and continued to scowl off into the snowy darkness. “What the hell...”

      Then his puzzlement and fear were edged with anger. He’d truly been looking forward to bringing the killer back to Elaine Rafferty for proper disposal.

      He cursed loudly, shouted into the darkness: “Go to hell, you son of —!”

      The yell was torn asunder by the wind.

      Since there was nothing he could do now about Scanlon, who was likely dead and being consumed in a cave somewhere nearby, Sartain turned and walked back through the camp and into the woods where he’d picketed the horses. Both, of course, were gone, but he’d had to see for himself. They’d been so frightened by what they’d heard and likely smelled that they’d pulled so violently against their ropes that they’d ripped off their halters.

      They were both probably still running.

      Boss was loyal, though. He’d make his way back to Sartain once he was sure the beast was gone. Or so its rider hoped. If he didn’t break a leg out there in the darkness. If so, Sartain would be afoot out here, still a good ten miles or so from Sundance and the train station. A long way to walk in this weather.

      On the other hand, he was now in no hurry to get back to Elaine Rafferty. He was in no hurry to inform the woman he’d had her husband’s killer in hand and had let him get away. Taken by a beast of the wild, of some kind. It sounded like a tall tale even to The Revenger’s own ears.

      The beast...

      Fear rippled along his spine again. He walked back into the camp and tossed some fresh wood on the fire. The wood didn’t burn well because it was damp, but it would have to do.

      Sartain had to keep the flames built up. No telling if the beast would be back or not. Of course, the fire hadn’t deterred it before, so it wouldn’t do so again. But if the predator did return, the Cajun wanted to be able to see what he was shooting at.

      Sartain’s coffee cup had been kicked over. He hooked the pot back on the tripod, to heat it up, and then rubbed brush from his log with a handful of snow, and sat, hunkering deep in his coat. He rested the Henry across his thighs and stared into the darkness, where the beast and its supper had disappeared.

      He still couldn’t work his mind around what had happened to Scanlon.

      Neither bears nor wolves nor mountain lions acted that way!

      He used a stick to adjust the logs, coaxing them into a better burn. Finally, the pot rumbled, boiling, and Sartain refilled his coffee cup, which was also marked by several drops of Scanlon’s blood, he noticed. Keeping his ears pricked, trying not to stare into the flames and thus compromise his night vision, The Revenger sipped his coffee.

      A half hour passed. Then forty-five minutes. Sartain poured himself a fresh cup of coffee and rolled a cigarette from his makings sack. It would be a long night and he doubted he’d get much sleep. He wasn’t sleepy, for one thing. A man didn’t sleep well after seeing what he’d just seen. And under the circumstances, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to let his guard down.

      Sartain reached inside his coat to fish a lucifer out of his shirt pocket. He dropped the match when he heard the soft crunch of a foot in the snow somewhere off over his left shoulder. He grabbed the Henry and, bounding to his feet, pumped a cartridge into the chamber.

      “Who’s there?” he said, vaguely embarrassed by the tremor he heard in his voice.

      He felt doubly foolish to find himself expecting the beast...or whatever it was...to answer him. But the feeling of embarrassment faded when a young woman’s high but sensual voice said, “Don’t shoot.” A slight pause. “I’m not dangerous.”

      The voice had nearly been drowned by the wind, but it was a human voice, all right. A girl’s voice. Again, Sartain felt heavy befuddlement close over him. He’d been so expecting a bellowing snarl preceding the charge of some fanged beast that hearing the girl’s voice was almost even more alarming than the former would have been.

      “Walk on in where I can see you,” Sartain instructed.

      “You won’t shoot?”

      “Not if you’re real.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Again, the wind had nearly ripped her words away, but he’d picked up the brunt of the question.

      “Nothing. Come on in.”

      A shadow moved in the darkness beyond the flickering firelight, between two stout cottonwoods and behind some dancing, snow-tufted brush. The brush parted. Sartain glimpsed a flash of blond hair beneath a fur hat. He also glimpsed a rifle.

      “Put the rifle down,” he called, noting the brittle edge in his voice.

      The girl stopped moving. She was just inside the brush now. He could see her dark, round eyes staring toward him. “I will if you will.”

      This was no night for setting his rifle down. But, under the circumstances...

      “All right.”

      The Cajun depressed the Henry’s hammer, reluctantly set the rifle against the log he’d been sitting on. He turned back to the girl.

      She came out of the shrubs, and The Revenger’s heart quickened when he saw the tall, long-legged blonde moving toward him. She wore a rabbit-fur cap, blue denims, and knee-high, handmade, buckskin boots with fringes of wool along their tops. She wore a heavy coat made of the same material. It was big and cumbersome, but Sartain still detected the swell of breasts pushing out from behind it.

      “Hey,” the Cajun said, noting the rifle still in her hands.

      She looked at the Winchester from which a leather lanyard drooped.

      “Can I just sling it behind my shoulder?” she asked. “I don’t wanna set it down in the snow. Might foul the action.”

      Sartain considered her once more. A tall, leggy, buxom blonde on such a night? Was all of this real or had he gone to sleep and was merely dreaming?

      “All right,” he said and watched her sling the rifle over her head and back behind her right shoulder. She strode cautiously forward, looking around as though she were expecting others in his camp.

      “I’m alone,” he told her. “Haven’t been for long...but I am now.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked, still looking around, as cautious as a cat in an attic full of rocking chairs.

      He didn’t blame her. In fact, he felt the same way. In fact, he wasn’t sure she wasn’t some transformation of the beast that had snuck into camp and snatched his prisoner. That seemed as likely as anything else on this crazy night.

      Sartain shrugged. “Offer you a cup of coffee?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, rolling her eyes from right to left and wrinkling the skin above her fine, straight nose. “Who’s the son of a bitch?”

      “Huh?”

      “You goddamned a son of a bitch a while ago.”

      “Oh, that. Well, the son of a bitch was whoever or whatever charged in here and took my, uh...my friend.”

      The girl jerked frightened eyes to Sartain. “Was it the beast?”

      “Do you know about the beast?”

      “I heard it. Scared the wits out of me. I was about to set up camp on a hill yonder, and then I saw your fire. I was heading this way, looking for company, when I heard you yell.”

      “So, you heard it, too?” Sartain picked up Scanlon’s coffee cup, brushed the blood off of it, and filled it. Handing it to the girl, he said, “Got a name?”

      “Dorian.” She lifted the cup in her mittened hand and blew on it. “Dorian Rasmussen. I live around here. Or at least I used to.” She frowned through the steam wafting from the cup. “Who’re you?”

      “Mike Sartain.”

      “What are you doing out here, Mike Sartain?”

      “On my way to Denver.”

      “Did your horses run off? I heard what sounded like galloping horses as I headed this way.”

      “The beast spooked ‘em.”

      “I have a horse. I’d best fetch him in, but I think I’ll drink this coffee first. You brew a good pot.”

      Sartain indicated the log. “Have a seat, Miss Rasmussen.”

      The pretty girl raked her gaze across him. “Can a girl trust you, Mr. Sartain?”

      Sartain smiled. “Not one who looks like you. But I reckon I got problems enough for one night without invitin’ more. Anyway, you look like you can take care of yourself right fine, Miss Rasmussen.”

      She flushed a little as she sat on the log and grinned crookedly at him. “You got that right. But it’s Dorian since I’m drinkin’ your coffee an’ all.”
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      As Sartain sat to Dorian’s right and about three feet away, giving her plenty of space, she looked across his knees at the base of the cottonwood. “Is that...blood?”

      Sartain sighed. “Yeah.”

      “Your friend’s?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “The beast took him?”

      “It circled around behind me and got him while I was scouting the woods to the south.” Sartain sipped his coffee and shook his head as he swallowed. “The damnedest thing. It acted just like a man would act. Sneaky, like it thought the whole thing out first before making its move.”

      “Didn’t your, uh, friend, have a gun?”

      “No. I took his away from him, seein’ as how he was a killer an’ all.”

      Dorian studied him closely, frowning. Her eyes were Nordic blue. The rest of her face, from her high forehead and craftily chiseled, tapering cheeks to her spade-shaped chin, was Nordic, as well. A Nordic fairy queen who’d just wandered in out of the howling, snowy night to bewitch him, which she was doing in spades.

      She was a nice distraction from the trouble of only a few minutes before, but the Cajun reminded himself not to allow himself to be too distracted.

      “Are you a lawman, Mr. Sartain?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “A bounty hunter?”

      Sartain sighed, nodded. “Not really, but you might as well call me that.”

      “What do you call yourself?”

      “I reckon I call myself what others call me. Revenger.” Sartain flushed a little with sheepishness as he took another sip of his coffee.

      “Oh,” she said, leaning away to get a better look at him. “I heard about you.”

      “You have?”

      “Word has a way of getting around about a fella who exacts justice for others who can’t...especially when it all started with a girl.” Dorian gave him a pensive smile as she stared straight into his eyes. “That’s you, huh?”

      “I reckon it is, Dorian.”

      “Well, you’re famous.”

      “What about you?” Sartain asked her, wanting to change the subject. “What brings you out here in such weather?”

      Dorian drew an ear flap tighter against her cheek then leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, holding her steaming coffee cup in both mittened hands as she stared into the fire. “My pa and me are woodcutters. Leastways, we were. Pa disappeared a couple weeks ago. I’d heard that same critter howling around that time that Pa rode into town for supplies...and never came back.”

      “You think the critter got him?”

      “All I know, Mr. Sartain—”

      “Mike.”

      “All I know, Mike, is that he disappeared somewhere between town and our cabin on the South Platte, and I never found hide nor hair or him...or his wagon or his mule. I thought I’d stay on and keep cutting wood for the riverboats that pull through in the spring, but I got so lonely. Pa an’ me were out there alone together since Ma died ten years ago, now . I just couldn’t stand it. Decided to pull my picket pin. Pa had stashed away a few dollars, so I decided to head to Sundance and buy a train ticket, head south for New Mexico. I got a brother down there somewhere. I’m hopin’ to look him up. I feel the need to be amongst family.”

      “Family’s important,” Sartain said.

      “You have family, do you?”

      The Revenger shook his head as he stared broodily into the darkness, in the direction in which the beast had carted away his prisoner. “Never did have any family but the doxies who raised me in New Orleans.”

      He glanced at the girl regarding him now with a faint sadness in those long, slanted, deep-blue eyes. “I was an orphan born to a soiled dove who dumped me on the street when I was only five. She ran away with some Yankee.”

      Sartain sipped the last of his now-cold coffee and sighed. “No, Jewel and her grandfather were the only family I had once I left the Quarter, and now they’re dead. So it’s just me and my horse, and possibly just me if that old cayuse don’t return for his parched corn.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Dorian had said it as though she’d truly meant it, as though she truly felt his loneliness. Sartain turned to her, vaguely incredulous. Unexpectedly, she leaned toward him and pecked his cheek.

      “Why, Miss Dorian,” Sartain said, stunned by the girl’s forwardness.

      She smiled, squinting those beguiling eyes. “It’s not every night a girl gets to meet one so famous...for avenging his girl. Right romantic, if you ask me. I feel safer now than I did a few minutes ago...even with that beast on the lurk.”

      She paused, her soft eyes probing his, flicking fleetingly down past his belly and then up again. “I bet you could make a girl feel even safer, couldn’t you? Wrapped in those big arms of yours...”

      Sartain felt a warm hand grab his crotch. Unfortunately, it was an imagined one.

      Dorian tipped her coffee back, set down the cup, slapped her thighs, and rose. “I’d best retrieve ole Blaze and bed him down. Brr, it’s a cold night! I hope you got more wood for that fire.” Casting him another coquettish grin over her shoulder, she strode resolutely into the darkness, in the direction from which she’d come.

      Still feeling her warm, full lips on his cheek, Sartain couldn’t help turning his head to admire her retreating rump, round and tight beneath the hem of her heavy coat. He sighed, threw out his coffee grounds, and built up the fire once more. He considered his woodpile. It would have been enough fuel for him, but Dorian, being female, would likely need it a little warmer, though he sensed she was every bit as tough as any man out here. Women, however, had a way of making men feel honor-bound not to mention pride-bound to please them.

      Especially those who looked like Dorian.

      Sartain looked around, wondering if the beast was anywhere near. He saw no reason for the predator to return so soon after killing Scanlon, whose carcass would likely keep the animal busy for a good long while. Still, it was with a heavy sense of reluctance and caution that he leaned his rifle against the log he and Dorian had been sitting on and tramped off into the woods to scrounge for fuel.

      With more snow coming down, it was getting harder to find wood that wasn’t buried. He found another large branch concealed beneath a blowdown cottonwood and a few smaller branches on the lee side of a low knoll.

      He hauled those back to the fire. Dorian had led her horse—a large black and white pinto—to the edge of the firelight, where she’d unsaddled him and was now carefully running a curry through the animal’s fur even as the wind blew her hair and swiped at the horse’s mane and tail, pelting them both with freshly fallen snow.

      Still, she took her time, smiling dreamily, working with almost meditative slowness, running one hand over the coat in front of the brush.

      The girl took pride in her horse. That was plain and one more thing the Cajun liked about her. In fact, the two seemed as one.

      She glanced over the horse’s back to find him staring at her as he used his feet to chop the long branches into smaller ones. He shrugged and grinned.

      “Sorry,” he said, stomping down on another branch, “but it ain’t every stormy night a beautiful blonde walks into a man’s camp.”

      She smiled, lowered her lids slightly, and continued combing the horse.

      When Sartain had broken all the branches and piled them neatly beside the fire, he added several to the weakly guttering flames and picked up his rifle.

      “I’m gonna scout around a little,” he said. “If you’re hungry, there’s beans and bacon in my grub sack.”

      “That’s all right,” the girl said. “I have a rabbit and a pot of soaked beans in my own gear. I’ll fry ‘em up and we can at least turn in with full bellies.” She frowned as she gazed off, worry in her eyes again. “Unless you think it’ll lure in that...whatever it is.”

      “I doubt it,” Sartain said, shouldering the Henry. “I got a feelin’ my, uh, friend will sate the thing’s hunger for tonight, at least.” He gave a droll snort. “Scanlon was a big fella.”

      Still, he strode cautiously off into the night.

      When he returned twenty minutes later, Dorian was dishing them both bowls of steaming beans and rabbit. She’d brewed a fresh pot of coffee, as well.

      As Sartain sat on the log beside her, picking up his smoking plate, she handed him a cup of coffee. He glanced at her to find her staring into his eyes again, as though she were still studying him, probing him, as though she were still not quite sure what kind of a man he was. Or maybe there was something else in the look. Some secret thought that she was holding deep inside her, that was motivating her with her only half-realizing it...

      He didn’t say anything but only accepted the coffee, which he set between his boots, then got to work on his plate.

      They ate together, sitting side by side on the log, sharing occasional fleeting glances. Mingling with the moaning of the wind, the ticking of the snow, the ragged breathing, and crackling of the fire were the sounds of their eating, the frequent clinks of their forks against their tin plates. Once, Sartain caught Dorian staring at him mysteriously again, but she turned away quickly, snorting with embarrassment, and forked more beans and meat into her mouth.

      He liked the way her mouth moved as she ate. She was no dainty eater but hungrily shoveled the food in between those rosy red lips, the top one upturned slightly, alluringly. Occasionally, juice from the stew would dribble out a corner of her mouth, and she would give him a sheepish glance as she swabbed it with her tongue or with a quick brush of her wrist.

      As Sartain shoved another forkful into his own mouth, he saw her scoot closer to him, felt her press her hip against his. He could feel the warmth of her body through her jeans and her coat that hung beneath her waist.

      He thought he could feel the curve of a breast beneath her arm, as well. He could also feel the bulge of what was either a gun or a knife strapped to her near side.

      Nothing so strange in that. A girl would be foolish to travel unarmed out here.

      Sartain glanced sidelong at her. She was watching him again, eyes bright, a devilish smile quirking her lips as she held her fork in front of her mouth and licked it as thoroughly as a cat cleaning itself while she gazed at him.

      That imagined hand gently wrapped itself around his crotch again.

      He must have betrayed his lust with an expression, because, lowering the fork, she chuckled and snorted and then lifted her coffee cup, raised it in salute to him, and threw back the last of the belly wash. A little dribbled out the far corner of her mouth and ran down along her chin, continuing down her neck. It glistened golden in the firelight.

      Unable to restrain himself, Sartain leaned over and licked the dribble off her neck. He kept his tongue on her neck for a time, licking her slowly, and then pressed his bearded mouth to the smooth skin just above her throat.

      She didn’t move away but drew a sharp breath and held it.

      She’d frozen as soon as he’d touched her. She held her plate out to one side in one hand, the cup out to the other side in her other hand, as though she were making an offering of her body. When he looked at her, she’d raised her chin slightly, canting her face to the night sky, her eyes closed, with the corners of her mouth slightly lifted.

      Slowly, she lowered her chin, and her eyes, cast dreamily, met his. He could see her irises opening as the firelight struck them. Her lips were slightly parted. Her chest rose and fell as she breathed.

      Sartain moved his head toward hers, pressed his lips to her lips.

      Soft and plump and sweet.

      She opened them. He slid his tongue into her mouth and found hers there, welcoming him, mashing against his, entangling itself around his as she groaned deep in her throat. He held her more tightly, feeling her bosom heave against his chest, as he mashed his mouth hard upon hers.

      He heard the clatter as she dropped her plate and her cup to the ground. He felt her run her mittened hands up and down his back, pressing them hard against him through his coat.

      His coat.

      Her coat.

      Her mittens! His gloves!

      Frustration bit at him, and he cursed as he lifted his mouth from hers.

      “Damn ridiculous,” he spat, “with all these clothes on. I want to get at you!”

      She gaped at him, snapping her eyes wide with the same lust and passion that was boiling through his own veins.

      Sartain rose and threw several good-sized branches on the fire. The wood had dried out as it had rested there against the fire ring. It quickly blazed, crackling, but smoking only a little.

      He grabbed his bedroll. Dorian grabbed her own soogan comprised of two wool blankets and a buffalo hide and, down on their knees together by the fire, they rolled out their night gear including their saddle blankets, glancing at each other frequently, eyes cast with the hunger of the desire raging through their every fiber.

      At one point, Dorian laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked her, chuckling then, too.

      “I’ve...I’ve never...felt the need to be with a man so intensely, Mike!” She laughed again and, sitting back on the heels of her fur boots, swiped her hat from her head and began unbuttoning her coat.

      “Best take off only what we need to do the job,” Sartain said, frowning at her with concern. “Damn cold night.”

      She shook her head, throwing her hair back. She looked almost angry now as she said, shivering, “I want you to get at every inch of me. We have a good fire and enough blankets. Come on! What are you waiting for?”

      She gazed at him, open challenge blazing in her long eyes.
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      Sartain glanced into the darkness. The beast was gone. It was feeding on Scanlon. It had no reason to return here tonight.

      Still, The Revenger grabbed his Henry rifle and leaned it against the log, within a quick, easy grab. Then he removed his shell belt, the big LeMat, his bowie knife from around his waist, coiling the belt around both sheaths and set the rig on the ground near the fire.

      Rising, he unbuttoned his coat and tossed it over the log.

      Dorian stood before him, also undressing. She’d removed her coat and trousers, and she was now peeling cream cambric long johns down her legs that were slender and firm and as white as porcelain. She wore a buckskin blouse and what appeared to be a metal talisman of some kind around her neck. Hanging by a leather thong, the talisman, likely an Indian artifact found on the prairie, danced across the twin bulges under her blouse.

      Keeping her thick socks on her feet, she went to work on the hand-sewn blouse’s bone buttons, staring smokily at Sartain, who’d kicked out of his boots, shrugged out of his shirt, and was now shedding his denim trousers.

      He couldn’t help looking around the camp once more.

      Only shadows cast by the fire danced around him and his mysterious lover, this unexpected Nordic sprite of the wintery woods. The only sound was the wind and the creaking branches. He reached over toward the fire ring, grabbed a branch, and tossed it atop the leaping flames.

      His gaze glanced across a holstered six-shooter and a skinning knife in a long, beaded sheath. The two were coiled inside a tanned leather belt buckled around the horn of Dorian’s saddle, which rested just above where her hair fanned out upon the ground. So entranced had he been by his desire for the girl that he hadn’t seen her remove the weapons.

      The gun appeared an old Civil-War model Colt. The skinning knife had a handle carved in the shape of a fox skull, with dark, bead-sized eye sockets. Something told the Cajun that the girl, at once rough-hewn and purely, simply lovely, had carved the handle herself.

      They were oddly masculine accouterments for a girl, but she’d been raised out here by a man who had likely taught her such backwoods craftsmanship. Not so odd, after all. Nothing to worry about, he decided as he and Dorian enjoyed one another.

      Sartain looked at her.

      She gazed at him, her eyes opaque with animal desire, pinched with the bittersweet pain of a mammal’s carnal need. Deep lines cut across her high forehead. He smiled tenderly as he sandwiched her beautiful face in his large, brown hands and kissed her.
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        * * *

      

      “What is this?” Sartain asked her later as they lay side by side in their warm, makeshift bed made even warmer by their bodies spooned against each other.

      He’d plucked the talisman off the ground and was studying it from over her right shoulder. It was nearly perfectly round and could fit snugly in the palm of his hand.

      “Hans found it a long time ago. Gave it to me for a present. In his own way, he told me it would bring me luck.”

      “Who’s Hans?”

      “My brother. Dead now,” she added quickly. “A sickness got him. It didn’t get me, though, so maybe he was right. I keep hopin’, anyway.”

      It appeared to be hammered metal, possibly stone. It had cracks and a patina of small, blue-green tufts of oxidation. Swirling designs had been etched across it, above and below a slightly curving, sickle-like shape running from one side to the other. Some of the designs appeared to be animal claws, some teeth. There was a moon and a star and a small wolf’s head captured in mid-snarl, peeking out from behind the speckles of oxidation.

      Sartain had seen many such fetishes back in the bayous of Louisiana and in the French Quarter of New Orleans. He wouldn’t have called this one pretty, and he didn’t hold much with superstition, but he knew that when folks were convinced that such totems brought them luck, they often did.

      “Tell me how you came to do what you do, Mike,” Dorian said, plucking the amulet out of his hand and rolling toward him, resting her jaw on the heel of her hand. Her hair was beautifully mussed as it hung past her shoulders.

      The talisman curved between her breasts to rest against the blankets. He liked that she wore it. It marked her as an exotic, wild-child of the prairie. “Tell me about your girl, Mike. The lover you killed those soldiers for.”

      Sartain winced inwardly at the recollection, for any mention of Jewel was like a sharp knife prodding an open wound. It used to be that he’d felt guilty about lying with other women. But he was a man, after all. A living, breathing man with a man’s needs.

      And as much as he still had trouble admitting it to himself, Jewel was gone. If she were in a place where she knew anything about what was happening here in this world, she’d understand.

      “That’s all right if you don’t want to tell me,” Dorian said, pressing her lips to his chest, kissing him tenderly.

      “It was years ago, now,” Sartain said. “Five...six… I came home from the War, became a galvanized Yankee—”

      “What’s a galvanized Yankee?”

      “Since I’d been a Grayback, fought on the side of the Confederacy during the War of Northern Aggression, I had to swear allegiance to the Federal army...in order to join the frontier cavalry, you understand. It’s called becomin’ ‘galvanized’ to the federal ways.”

      He shrugged a shoulder. I had nowhere to go after the war and knew really only one thing—fightin’—so I decided the cavalry would be the best place for me. Besides, I’d never been any farther west than New Orleans. So, I swore allegiance, got stationed at Fort Huachuca in the Arizona Territory...”

      His gut tightened with the dread of those cloying memories. Dorian’s gentle hands took some of the teeth out of the horror that, despite the pain, was good to remember from time to time.

      Good to remind himself why he was here, doing what he was doing...

      He swallowed, licked his lips as the girl continued to enjoy him.

      “My patrol was ambushed one afternoon. Chiricahuas. They—”

      “What’s ‘Chiricahuas’?” Dorian asked through a whisper.

      “Apaches. Desert Injuns. A nasty bunch, though who could blame them? We were—are—interlopers in their ancestral territory. Anyway, the entire patrol was ambushed, wiped out, except me. I was badly wounded. Somehow, when the squaws were sent in to finish off the wounded soldiers, they didn’t find me lying in the brush and rocks. I must have been shaded or somethin’...I don’t know. An old prospector and his granddaughter...Jewel...found me, nursed me back to health.”

      “Jewel,” Dorian said.

      “Yeah,” Sartain said, wincing at the pain of the memories. “Jewel...”

      “Was she your girl?”

      “Yeah. She came to be my girl. Became...well, she got in the family way.”

      “Oh,” Dorian said, her tone growing ominous, as though sensing the dark way that the tale would turn.

      “I’d gone out hunting one afternoon. On the way back, I spied five bluebellies—federal soldiers—riding fast. Viewed ‘em through my spyglass. They were whoopin’ and hollerin’ like Apaches on the warpath. Later, when I got back to the camp, I discovered why those five renegade bluecoats had been stompin’ with their tails up. They’d plundered the old prospector’s cache of gold. Killed the old man. Killed Jewel...after they’d raped her. Each one of ‘em, most like.”

      The Revenger tried to swallow the hard knot in his throat, felt the wetness of tears rolling down his cheeks. “One after another...”

      Sartain squeezed his eyes closed against the bloody images, tried to concentrate instead on Dorian’s hand, which stroked him more vigorously now, as though she sensed the comfort he needed.

      Despite the darkness of Sartain’s thoughts, his blood rose to a crescendo.

      “It’s okay, honey,” Dorian said. “Just relax. Everything’s going to be all right...”

      “And then I hunted them all down—all five—and killed them bloody,” The Revenger said tightly, clenching his fists against the memories and Dorian’s sweet enjoyment of him.

      Finally, he lay back against the ground.

      Dorian looked at him. “I’m sorry, Mike.”

      “That was...wonderful, darlin’.” Sartain wheezed, staring through the breaking clouds at the faint glow of stars.

      “No. I mean about…about…Jewel.”

      “Yeah,” Sartain said with a sigh. “Me, too.”

      She lay her head on his chest, drew the blankets over them both, and they slept.
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      Sartain woke with a grunt, sitting up so quickly that Dorian gave a startled cry as he inadvertently hurled her away from him, reaching for the Henry. He pumped a round into the chamber and aimed in the direction from which the sound had penetrated his slumber.

      He eased the tension in his trigger finger and lowered the rifle barrel.

      He sighed, his heartbeat slowing.

      Boss stared at him from the edge of the camp ten feet away.

      “What is it?” Dorian queried, blinking her startled eyes as she slid her gaze from Sartain to the big buckskin, who rippled his withers and blew and then nodded his head friskily.

      In the gray dawn light, Sartain could make out Charlie Scanlon’s horse standing a ways behind Boss, pawing through the snow for forage.

      Dorian turned back to Sartain and arched a brow. “You two know each other, I take it?”

      The Revenger chuckled and leaned the rifle back against the log.

      “Thank God it’s you, hoss,” he told Boss. “As deep as I slept, if it was that thing that got Scanlon, I’m afraid that I and my new friend here would be in about the same state that ole Charlie is now.”

      “Which likely isn’t good,” Dorian said with wry grimness.

      “Well, my horse is back,” Sartain said, feeling better about everything now, throwing the covers back. “I reckon it’s time...oh, damn it’s cold!” he exclaimed as the fierce morning chill wrapped itself around him, squeezing, feeling as though his heart would turn to ice in his chest.

      Snow had fallen on the blankets, and it slithered down from the covers and onto Sartain and his blonde lover.

      “Get back down here!” Dorian urged, laughing, wrapping her invitingly warm arms around his neck and pulling him down against her, beneath the heavy, mounded blankets. “It’s too cold to get up just yet.”

      “I’d best build up the fire.”

      “Let’s just stoke each other’s stoves, Mike,” Dorian cooed, nibbling his left earlobe. “That’ll be better than any old campfire!”

      “Smart woman!” the Cajun agreed, laughing.
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        * * *

      

      Warm from yet another bout of unbridled passion, they braved the elements to build up the fire and brew a pot of coffee. They warmed the beans and rabbit meat from the night before and ate a hearty meal washed down with coffee to which Sartain added a liberal portion of his favorite bourbon, Sam Clay.

      It was a cold, breezy morning, but the clouds had broken and washed out sunlight filtered through the treetops.

      Fortified, Sartain and Dorian broke camp, saddled their horses, and rode west, in the direction of the rails that would eventually take them to Denver, and, in the case of Dorian, points south. Sartain found himself with the unenviable prospect of continuing west to Central City, in the Rocky Mountains, where he’d inform Elaine Rafferty that her husband’s killer was prematurely dead and that she wouldn’t have the satisfaction of watching Scanlon dance from a branch over Jim’s grave.

      Sartain and Dorian rode up and down the rolling prairie hills, meandering between low, crusty snowdrifts. The wind blew the snow this way and that, and the crispy flakes glistened like diamonds in the wan sunlight. Scanlon’s coyote dun followed, for horses were highly social animals, and this one had nowhere else to go.

      It wanted to go where Boss went.

      When they’d ridden for nearly three hours and it was nearly noon, Sartain reined Boss to a halt at the crest of a hill spotted with burr oaks. He stared straight ahead, frowning over Boss’s twitching ears.

      “What on earth?” Dorian said, bringing her cream to a halt beside Sartain.

      Ahead were the twin rails, nearly hidden by drifted snow, from which about two inches of yellow grass poked. The rails curved in around a wooded gulch to the right. A train was stalled nearly straight out away from Sartain and Dorian and slightly left, the engine and tender car sitting near the arrow-shaped tip of a copse of winter-gray woods.

      The train was made up of six or seven blandly colored cars, including what appeared two passengers cars and possibly a parlor car behind them, fronting a windowless stock car, a car marked WELLS FARGO EXPRESS CO, and the caboose.

      There was a gray smudge about fifty feet out ahead of the engine with its black, diamond-shaped stack that was not spewing smoke and cinders. No steam puffed from around the giant iron wheels. There was no movement around the train. It just sat there on the rails as though it had been abandoned out here on the vast prairie, the blue sky banded with high, gray pancake clouds arching over it.

      “Yeah, what on earth?” The Revenger asked, touching his spurs to Boss’s flanks and galloping down the hill.

      Dorian followed suit, and they crossed the quarter-mile distance in a hurry. Scanlon’s horse galloped along behind them, snorting and shaking its head. Sartain checked Boss near the second of the two passenger cars and stared down at the ground to his left.

      A man was sprawled belly-down about ten feet out from the rails. Blood reddened the scuffed snow around him. He wore a blue blanket coat, a wool muffler around his neck, and pinstriped wool trousers. A hat lay nearby. Long, dark brown hair hung past his coat collar while the crown of his skull was nearly bald. He held a cocked six-shooter in his right hand, the barreled angled into the snow.

      A ragged hole shone in the middle of his back, around a large patch of frozen blood.

      Sartain swung down from Boss’s back and looked around.

      “There!” Dorian said, gigging her pinto along the train toward the engine.

      She halted near the rear vestibule of the next passenger car. Sartain followed her on foot to see a man in a dark-blue uniform lying sprawled belly down over the vestibule steps, arms dangling toward the cinder-paved rail bed. A leather-billed, dark-blue hat lay several feet away, caught in a patch of bromegrass poking out of the snow.

      A pearl-gripped, long-barreled Remington revolver lay on the ground nearly directly beneath the man’s stiff, dangling hands.

      “The conductor,” Sartain said, half to himself. He glanced again at the first dead man lying behind him now, and the picture began to grow clearer in his mind.

      “A holdup, you think?” Dorian asked.

      “Sure, looks that way,” Sartain said, grabbing the brass rail of the vestibule and pulling himself onto the steps, moving gingerly around the dead conductor as though not to wake him. Blood shone on the first step, from a wound in the man’s neck.

      The Revenger turned to Dorian. “You’d best wait here.”

      Drawing his LeMat, he clicked the hammer back and peered through a window in the door of the second passenger car. He opened the door and stepped inside, raising the brass-framed popper.

      The car was empty save for two men, both obviously dead. The first was a tall man sitting in a plush-covered seat four rows down on the car’s right side. The man, who looked a little like Abe Lincoln and was dressed in a black suit under a heavy wool coat, was slumped against the wall, his bowler hat wedged between his head and a bracket lamp with a busted chimney.

      A quarter-sized hole shone in his right cheek, just beneath his eye. Blood had dribbled down from the hole toward his jaw. Something told the Cajun that the man had likely taken a ricochet during the obvious lead swap inside the car.

      The second man was folded forward over a seat back on the car’s opposite side, about two-thirds of the way down toward the rear door. Sartain started toward him. He looked at the tall man as he passed the man’s seat, saw what appeared a drummer’s leather-upholstered sample case on the seat beside him, beneath a folded Bismarck Tribune.

      Sartain stopped beside the second dead man, grabbed the man’s coat collar, and pulled him off the seat back with a grunt. The man, who had a big, bulging belly, slumped into the seat behind him and fell sideways against the opposite wall.

      There was a hole in his rat hair coat, just over his heart. The coat was soaked with dried and half-frozen blood. The man himself wore long mare’s tail mustaches. His face was long and angular, the open eyes brown and fierce even in death.

      The man’s death stare also owned a glassy cast of shock, as though he’d been surprised and angered by his sudden end.

      Sartain moved back through the car, across the outer vestibule, and into the next car forward, raising the LeMat then lowering it when he saw only two more dead men, both lying in the central aisle. The nearest man lay on his side, legs scissored, near a sawed-off shotgun with a lanyard, and an empty gunnysack. The other dead man lay near the rear of the car, on his back and staring at the ceiling, his ankles crossed as though in leisure.

      Two pistols lay on the floor beside him. There was also a burlap sack that he’d likely been trying to fill with the passengers’ loot before the holdup attempt had been stymied.

      Sartain walked out through the car’s front door. The tender car lay beyond, its store of wood running low. He leaped off the vestibule to the ground and walked to the locomotive and stopped.

      Another dead man lay slumped across the large, greasy iron coupling between the tender car and the locomotive. This man wore a buckskin coat, a greasy fur hat with earflaps, a thick muffler around his neck, baggy pinstriped overalls, and knee-high, lace-up boots with thick soles and high heels. He’d been shot twice—once in the left thigh, once in the upper chest. His lips were stretched back from large, tobacco-encrusted teeth.

      As charred as his coat was, he’d probably been the fireman, Sartain decided.

      Climbing into the locomotive, he found the engineer in much the same condition as the fireman. He sat on the narrow steel floor, knees raised to his chest, his back to the door of the firebox.

      He’d been shot twice in his bearded, wind-burned face, and once in the belly. A long-barreled shotgun lay on the steel floor near his right hip. He still had a gloved hand on the neck of the barn-blaster.

      Sartain leaped off the locomotive. Dorian had ridden ahead to where trees and branches had been piled high across the tracks. They were now mounded with snow. The engineer had stopped the train about halfway through the roadblock, and the front wheels of the locomotive had been nudged slightly off the tracks, bending several of the iron rails. The holdup must have happened so fast and unexpectedly that he hadn’t had time to both stop the train and defend himself. Likely, the snow had obscured his vision of the roadblock.

      As soon as he’d raised the shotgun, the robbers had likely shot him from their positions along the rail bed.

      Dorian rode back to Sartain, who was kicking around in the grass and snow, where several sets of horse tracks were overlaid with human footprints.

      The girl was breathless as she stopped her horse and curveted him. “Anyone on the train, Mike?”

      “Yeah,” Sartain said, running a gloved hand thoughtfully along his unshaven cheek. “A few. But they’re all dead. And I think all but four are the jakes who decided to run roughshod over this combination here and got their medicine poured down their throats straight from the bottle.”

      “Say again?”

      “The only ones on the train are dead men. And some of ‘em are the men who robbed the train. Some tough-nut passengers weren’t about to let themselves be robbed, I reckon.”

      Dorian scowled incredulously at him, then looked slowly around at the train sitting on the rails like a cold, stone dinosaur that had been waiting out here on the plains for the last several eons. “Where are all the passengers?”

      “I don’t know.” Sartain moved around, studying the tracks in the patchwork quilt of fresh snow and the tufts of snowy grass and brush along the rail bed. “Looks like footprints lead that way along the rails, which would make sense since that’s the direction Sundance lies.”

      Dorian said, “Well, I reckon we’ll find out what happened when we get to Sundance.”

      “Yeah,” Sartain said, lifting his coat flap and shoving his LeMat down inside its holster. “I reckon we will.” He sighed as he pondered the stalled train and the bent rails. “So much for a fast trip to Denver. The Sundance station agent is going to have to get a fresh crew in here, as well as a work crew to repair and clear the rails.”

      “I think the sooner we get moving, the better, Mike.”

      Sartain glanced at Dorian, who gestured at the northern sky. Sartain turned to see a vast expanse of low, gray clouds sliding toward them. The bellies of those clouds were a forbidding dark blue.

      “Storm on the way,” Dorian said. “A big one.”

      “Horse apples.”

      Sartain hurried back along the trail to where he’d left Boss. The storm promised by those clouds would likely make the last one look like a few harmless flurries on Easter morning.
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      The first snowflakes were starting to stitch the chill breeze when the settlement of Sundance appeared ahead and to the east of the north-south-rails, which were buried in places by yesterday’s storm. As Sartain rode, Dorian cantering just off his left stirrup, he saw the dozen or so clapboard shacks take shape on a low, flat-topped hill beyond a frozen slough ringed with cattails, a half-mile away and closing.

      The settlement wasn’t much. It appeared even less in contrast to Lick Dalton’s Sundance Hotel and Saloon, a vast sprawling affair that Dalton, a former farmer, had built in the heart of Sundance and which capped the dull-colored, snow-patched hill like a woman’s gaudy red picture hat.

      Painted blood red with a gaudy false facade, the Sundance dwarfed the other business buildings and private houses that surrounded it in typically disorderly frontier fashion. Sartain, having visited the settlement a couple of times previously, knew that there was no main thoroughfare running through town but merely a few old cow and horse trails and the stage and army trail that jogged into town from the southeast, hooking a southwest corner as though it had no desire to linger in the shabby hamlet, but made a hasty curve around a wood-frame and adobe stagecoach station before stretching off to the west in as straight and efficient a two-track line as possible.

      Sartain glanced at the footprints marking the snow along the rails beneath Boss’s cantering hooves.

      He’d counted only ten or so sets of footprints, which meant the train hadn’t been carrying many passengers. That wasn’t odd. He’d rarely ridden a passenger-laden spur line this far off the beaten path. As he and Dorian continued to follow the scuffed blue tracks, many of which had been partially obscured by drifted snow and were growing more indistinct with each frequent gust, he wondered which ones belonged to the man or men who’d dispatched the would-be train robbers.

      Whoever he was or they were, he or they had to be quite the handy cold-steel artists, for the gimlet-eyed owlhoots lying dead around or inside the passenger coaches hadn’t appeared tinhorns to The Revenger’s trained eye, nor, being as well armed as they’d been, had they appeared new to the outlaw profession.

      He couldn’t help wondering if they were lawmen. If so, they might recognize him from the sketched likenesses adorning the wanted circulars cast here and there about the frontier. Of course, the portraits had him appearing as craven-eyed, hawk-faced, and mean-jawed as did most such representations of cold-blooded killers, but trained lawmen had a way of making up for such deficiencies and seeing the real man behind the caricature.

      If they did recognize him, they’d be sorry, for Sartain wasn’t one given to leniency on anyone who sought to kill him, badge-toters or otherwise. He’d killed plenty of lawmen who’d come gunning for him. He held the law in no higher esteem than he did the whiskey-besotted federal soldiers who’d murdered his lover and her harmless grandfather.

      He hoped there would be no trouble here, but he wouldn’t shy from it.

      As he and Dorian followed the rails as well as the scuffed tracks up the rise toward the railroad depot lying dead ahead of them, on the far western edge of the town and abutting the cold steel rails, he leaned forward to nudge the butt of his Henry rifle jutting from beneath his right thigh. He was conscious of the weight of the LeMat thonged on his thigh, the toe of the holster peeking out from beneath the hem of his coat.

      Both were automatic, semi-conscious gestures to reassure himself that his weapons were handy in the event he needed them. And in towns—even towns as small as Sundance—there was always a good chance he’d need them.

      The past had taught him well...

      Sartain reined Boss to a halt at the edge of the wooden platform on which the small, clapboard depot station hunched, the wooden shingle beneath its broad front eve announcing SUNDANCE, NEB. TERR. The shingle was getting a good workout by the increasing wind now howling and moaning like a northern witch in the worst kind of heat.

      He and Dorian tossed their reins over a hitch rack and walked onto the platform. Sartain tried the front door. Locked. The curtain was drawn across the glass pane in the top of the door, but a sign scrawled in pencil hung in the window:

      CLOSED TILL THE STORM BLOWS OVER

      Sartain and Dorian shared a glance.

      “The depot agent and everyone else is likely over at the Sundance,” Sartain said.

      “That the big red building yonder?”

      “One and the same.”

      They mounted up and rode on through the heart of Sundance, meandering around shanties and stock pens, occasional barns, corrals, and privies. An old woman was coming out of one badly leaning privy as they passed. Still pulling up her drawers and letting her dress fall back into place, she turned to the two strangers with a start, her long, grizzled gray hair and cream apron blowing in the wind.

      “Ja, you scart me!” she scolded in a thick German accent, pooching out her lips. She was a hefty lady in her sixties, with stout hips and large breasts sagging inside her layered wool clothes.

      “Pardon us, ma’am,” Sartain said, pinching his hat brim to her.

      “You go to the Sundance?” she asked, holding her hair in place with one hand, her apron down with the other.

      “You got it!” Sartain had to raise his voice to be heard above the wind. “Join us?”

      She scowled at him, then at Dorian, not seeing the humor in the invitation. She returned her glare to the Cajun. “You tell Arnie Becker to get his ass to home this instant or I come for him with the shotgun. He is my husband. At least, that’s what the paper says, anyways. You send him home, tell him his wife forbids him to spend every last nickel they have on drink. You tell him that, ja? You tell him to come home, or I come for him with the shotgun and blow his damn head off!”

      “Arnie Becker,” Sartain said, glancing at Dorian, who bit her upper lip to keep from laughing. “I’ll tell him to get his ass home if he knows what’s good for him!”

      “Ja, you do that!” the old woman said, spitting a wad of chaw to one side, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, and trudging heavily off toward the square shack ahead of her. The shanty, no larger than a buggy shed, was flanked by a pile of split wood and a chopping block into which an ax had been sunk, handle up.

      As she reached the door, the woman swung around suddenly and stared at Dorian. She slid her gaze to the Cajun. “Who’s that you got wit you?”

      “Me?” said Dorian, smiling brightly. “Why, I’m Dorian Rasmussen, ma’am. How do you do!”

      The old woman scowled at the pretty blonde, moving her lips as though talking to herself. Her eyes flicked toward the riderless horse, Scanlon’s coyote dun, flanking the two newcomers. Her heavy, sagging cheeks flushing slightly, she swung around, jerked open the shack’s back door, and bolted into the cabin.

      Sartain heard the scrapes and thuds of a locking bar being dropped into steel brackets.

      He glanced at Dorian. The girl shrugged.

      “I reckon folks get a little crazy out here,” the Cajun opined.

      Sartain glanced once more at Dorian and then gigged Boss on eastward, pulling up a few minutes later in front of the sprawling, red mess known as the Sundance. The broad, towering false façade creaked and groaned in the wind that was steadily growing in venom. More snow was coming down, large flakes that stung the eyes and cheeks and were beginning to dust the previous snow like down from a torn feather pillow.

      Sartain turned to Dorian and said, “We’d best stable the horses pronto before this storm explodes. There’s a barn around back, and it’s free to customers of the Sundance.”

      “That’s us!” Dorian said and spurred her fine pinto after Sartain and the buckskin. Scanlon’s coyote dun trotted after them, whickering.

      They galloped down the Sundance’s east side to the wood-frame barn at the back of the place and to which a large corral was attached. The timbers of the barn groaned in the wind, and a shake shingle came hurling at Sartain, who ducked just in time to keep his nose from being sheered from his face.

      “Yep, A real corker!” the Cajun said, chuckling.

      They dismounted, opened the heavy double doors, and led their horses as well as Scanlon’s inside. The barn was warm and fragrant with all the usual smells. A lit lantern hanging from a ceiling support post cast a watery light.

      Sartain saw through an open door a bullet-shaped potbelly stove. He remembered that a fulltime liveryman lived out here, in the lean-to addition—a big half-breed named Hector Lee Wallace with whom Sartain had shared several drinks when he’d previously passed through Sundance.

      Wallace was half-Sioux, half-Irish. At times he displayed the stone-faced, pent-up hostility of the former, and at other times, the jovial, drunken banter of the latter. When he was both Sioux and Irishman together, it was best to head for the nearest door, for nothing good would follow.

      Thus, the half-breed had been confined to the barn though Sartain knew that he wasn’t always alone. Once, when fetching his horse one early afternoon, the Cajun had glimpsed through the partly open door a pretty, young Chippewa doxie who occasionally worked at the Sundance servicing the big, bearded half-breed on his cot near the ticking potbelly stove. The pleasure girl had been humming what had sounded like some Indian ceremonial chant while Hector Lee Wallace had grunted like a tracklayer in the mid-day summer heat.

      “Hector!” Sartain called for the man now.

      “Who’s Hector?” Dorian asked.

      “Liveryman.” Sartain called for the man once more, then, shrugging, he began unsaddling his mount.

      Dorian did the same. They piled the tack on stall partitions and rubbed the mounts down with scraps of burlap. When the Cajun was finished with Boss, he tended Scanlon’s mount and then stabled the horse in its own stall next to Boss. Only three of the barn’s ten or so stalls were occupied, so there was plenty to go around.

      Later, he’d try to sell the dead outlaw’s horse and tack to Wallace.

      Since he didn’t charge for revenge, which was more of a religion for him than an occupation, he was always on the scout for an extra buck here and there.

      Sartain patted the gelding’s neck, figuring he should be able to rake in a good twenty dollars for the horse. That would provide a few meals for himself and Boss and buy him a few bottles of Sam Clay and other trail necessities.

      He stepped into the barn alley, closing and latching the stall door behind him.

      He looked around the dimly lit, musty barn. “Dorian?”

      No reply but the wind sawing at the barn’s eaves and trying to push in through the cracks between the vertical pine boards comprising its frame. He called the girl’s name again.

      Again, no reply.

      He walked toward the front of the barn where they’d unsaddled the horses. He looked at the closed doors that groaned against the wind pushing hard against them. Had she gone outside?

      Tobacco smoke touched his nostrils.

      He followed the scent to the small doorway ahead of him and to the left. The doorway was lit a guttering umber by a small fire. Silhouetted against it was Dorian standing naked in the doorway, leaning against the frame, one knee bent forward. She stood in dark contrast to the red light radiating behind her, but Sartain could tell she wasn’t wearing a stitch.

      She lifted a cigarette to her lips, inhaled, and blew the smoke out into the barn.

      The Revenger’s lust-thick voice raked roughly across his vocal cords. “Well, now. What do we have here?”
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      “Comfortable bed in here,” Dorian said. “An open bottle, some jerky, and tobacco with rolling papers. Even warm water on the stove.” She hiked a shoulder as she blew out another plume of cigarette smoke. “I don’t know. It’s as though someone had invited us here, Mike.”

      Sartain chuckled as he moved forward, the girl’s splendid body clarifying before him. His heart thudded. My god, what a creature.

      “I feel itchy all over,” Dorian said. “Must be the heat from that stove after the long, cold ride...and the memory of last night. Kept remembering you...me...all the way here.”

      “Must be catching.” Sartain grunted, leaning forward to lightly kiss her tender lips. “I’m startin’ to feel it, too.” He nuzzled her neck. “And I reckon I’m in no hurry for the company of others.”

      “No,” Dorian said, taking his hand and leading him into the small lean-to room carpeted with several buffalo and wildcat rugs, “I think we’re all we need...for the next couple of hours, anyway.”

      She sank onto the large cot abutting one wall. It was mounded with animal skins, and there were two thick pillows covered with burlap. Sartain doffed his hat and shrugged out of his coat, glancing out the open door behind him.

      “Hope ole Hec Wallace don’t mind. But, under the circumstances,” the Cajun added with a smile, feasting his eyes on the girl stretching her body out on the cot before him, “I think he’ll understand. Especially if I toss him a couple of silver dollars.”

      He removed his gun and knife and skinned out of his clothes, tossing them onto a chair near a small, two-plank table on which was a bottle, a tobacco sack, and a small pile of jerky on a tin plate. There was an unopened tomato tin, as well. It looked as though Hec Wallace had been about to settle in for the evening but had gotten called out into the storm. Maybe he was tending the hotel guests.

      Sartain hoped he’d be a while.

      “Oh, God, Mike! Where did you come from, anyway?”

      Sartain nibbled her left earlobe. She scrubbed her hands through his thick, curly hair.

      “Oh, God. I’ve needed you so bad!”

      “Not many men out where you live, I take it?” he asked, running his lips across her jaw and lips as he moved to her other ear.

      Her breathing strained, she said, “There was a boy...once...but oh, so long ago I forgot what it was like!” Her cat-like eyes slightly crossed as a mesmerizing smile lifted her mouth corners. “Now…it’s all coming…back…to me…”

      Later, he rose and went to the table. He studied Hec’s bottle on the table, sniffed the lip. He set it back down with a reproving grunt and then walked back out into the barn.

      “Mike, where you going?” Dorian called desperately behind him.

      He returned to the room with his saddlebags and rifle. He set the rifle on the table, draped the saddlebags over his chair. He pulled out his bottle, held it up to the girl with a wink, and then half-filled two of Wallace’s relatively clean tin coffee cups.

      Dorian rolled toward him, raising her knees toward her belly and resting her head on the heel of one hand while placing her other hand on the cot where Sartain had been lying, as though she were caressing his chest.

      “Just what the doctor ordered for such a night,” she said.

      “Yeah,” the Cajun said, glancing at the closed door once more. “Wonder where ole Hector is.”

      As if to punctuate the statement, a howl rose in the late afternoon's windy distance. He frowned as he stared at the door, a cold finger tickling the underside of his belly.

      “What is it? You gonna give me that whiskey or hold the cup all night?”

      He’d barely been able to hear the girl above another wind gust hammering the barn and pelting it with snow.

      “You didn’t hear that?”

      “The wind? Yeah, I heard it, all right. If that Hector fella ain’t back by now, he’s probably not coming back tonight. Maybe he’s holed up in the hotel with a girl. Every man should have him a girl on a night like tonight.”

      She ground her fingers into the cot where Sartain had been lying and pressed her legs together.

      “I think I heard that beastly howl again.”

      Dorian sat up suddenly, drawing the skins up to partially cover her chest as she stared out the window to The Revenger’s left. “You did?”

      “Yeah.” Sartain glanced at her. “You didn’t?”

      She shook her head slowly, lips parted apprehensively. Then she smiled. “Just the wind,” she said. “Not even that critter would be out on a night like this. He’s probably got him a big furry gal in a warm cave somewhere.”

      “Yeah,” Sartain said, rising from the chair, keeping his ears pricked, unable to quell the tension inside him. “Maybe.”

      He gave Dorian the whiskey and crawled in beside her. She sipped her whiskey then set the cup down on a shelf above the cot. Sartain sipped his own whiskey.

      “Mike,” Dorian spoke as they lay slowly sipping the bourbon from their cups and enjoying the fire’s warmth in the little, well-furnished room.

      “Uh-huh?”

      “I’d like to spend my whole life like this.” She placed her hand against the side of his face. “With a man like you.”

      He held her hand to his lips, kissed it tenderly. “I’d get on your nerves after a while. Every man gets on every woman’s nerves after a while. It’s one o’ them nasty truths about life. You’ll find out for yourself soon enough...unfortunately.”

      He didn’t think he’d ever gotten on Jewel’s nerves. She certainly hadn’t gotten on his. But, then, they hadn’t had much time together.

      “You could never get on my nerves, Mike.”

      “Dorian, I do thank you for sayin’ so.”

      “No. I mean, you really wouldn’t.”

      Sartain leaned forward and pecked her nose.

      “Let’s throw in together, you and me,” Dorian said. “You don’t have nobody, right? Leastways, no one that’s alive. And I don’t...I don’t have anyone, neither.”

      “You’re just lonely. I know. I been there. You’ll find the right one soon, and you won’t be lonely anymore.” Sartain kissed her chin. “And you won’t feel desperate enough to want to throw in with an old scalawag like me.”

      Dorian’s eyes narrowed slightly. He thought anger passed over them like a fleeting cloud, but then she smiled, brushed her lips across his.

      “We could have a good time together, Mr. Scalawag. A real good time, if you catch my drift. We could find us a little ranch down in New Mexico, and—”

      “Dorian, Dorian, hold on,” Sartain said, placing his left hand against her right cheek and brushing his thumb across her chin. “You know the life I live. It’s a wild-assed, unbridled kind of life! I got men after me—lawmen, bounty hunters, and every kind in between. I have to keep moving. Even if I didn’t want to keep doing what I do, I could never settle down. When I settle down, I’ll die.”

      She stared at him, her eyes suddenly sad and far away, incredulous.

      Outside, beneath the bellowing wind, another howl came caroming out of the storm. Sartain rolled away from Dorian and dropped his feet to the floor.

      “There it is again!” he said, rising. “That tears it!”

      “I didn’t hear nothin’,” Dorian said in a pinched up, little girl's voice, rolling onto her back, lifting the covers to her chin, and staring at the ceiling.

      “It’s followed us—I know it has!”

      Sartain was glad to feel fury burn away his fear of the beast. He didn’t like fear. Never had, though he’d endured a bellyful during the war. Whatever it was that had stolen into his camp and taken his prisoner as well as Elaine Rafferty’s hope to see Scanlon hang over her dead husband’s grave, was like a nightmare that would not let him go.

      The beast was outside. It had probably been lured to the town by the storm, maybe looking for food and shelter.

      Sartain would see about that...

      He grabbed his clothes and dressed. He sat on the cot to pull his boots on and glanced over his shoulder at Dorian, who’d fallen suddenly silent. She stared sullenly at the low ceiling. Sartain didn’t know what to say to the girl.

      Had she really thought that she and he had a future together?

      The notion was too crazy to be believed. But she must have. That’s how desperately lonely she’d obviously become, living with only her father out on the prairie. Guilt plucked at him. He’d taken her for a woman. But she was really just a girl in a woman’s body. He shouldn’t have made love with her. He felt sad for her, ashamed that he’d inadvertently led her on, but there was nothing he could do about it now.

      “I’ll stoke the stove for you,” he said, feeding a couple of chunks of split cedar to the potbelly stove. “There you go. That’ll keep you warm till I get back.” He gave her a wink. “Don’t drink all the bourbon while I’m gone, okay?”

      She didn’t look at him but merely kept her sad gaze on the ceiling as she steepled her hands over her belly, atop the heavy bedcovers.

      Sartain winced at the girl’s sudden mood change. He pulled his gloves on and then donned his hat and grabbed his Henry. He glanced over his shoulder once more at the listless girl and went out just as the beast gave another bizarre, lonely, angry, hungry howl.
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      Sartain tramped through the six or seven inches of fresh snow to the back of the barn. He pressed his back against the rear wall, pumping a cartridge into the Henry’s breach and wincing against the driving snow, staring off through a jostling curtain of white.

      There didn’t appear much back here but open ground. A hay wagon lay just ahead and to Sartain’s left, drooping tongue buried in the newly fallen snow. There were a couple of other farm implements, maybe a rake, but Sartain couldn’t tell what they were. There was too much snow, and more was coming down fast, obscuring his view.

      No, there didn’t seem to be much back here, but that didn’t mean much. The Cajun couldn’t see farther than twenty or thirty feet.

      The howl rose again. It was like a voice calling out of a stormy sea. The voice of a monster. A lonely, angry monster relegated to the frigid depths but yearning to come landward.

      “What the hell do you want?” the Cajun bit out as he began moving straight out away from the barn. “What are you?”

      A bear wouldn’t be out in this.

      No animal would be out in this. Unless it was a damn hungry one. The beast stalking Sartain couldn’t be hungry. Charlie Scanlon had been a big meal.

      Sartain’s cheeks grew raw as he continued walking. The wind batted his hat. He had to pull it down several times to keep it from blowing away. He hadn’t taken the time to don his muffler. He should have. The frigid wind’s razor-edged teeth nipped at his ears. It slithered under his collar and raised chicken flesh between his shoulder blades.

      What had appeared a flat, stormy plain at first soon dropped away to a slope. The declivity became more and more pronounced, and gravity was a strong hand shoving Sartain down, down, until he had to turn sideways to negotiate the steep hill, to keep from slipping and falling.

      Below, brush and woods lined a crease between hills.

      When Sartain gained the bottom of the hill, he found himself in a canyon. The slough at the north side of the town fingered into the crease on his left. He could see the fringe of cattails at the ice’s edge. Straight ahead of him appeared a good fifty or so yards of cottonwoods, box elders, and cedars. The woods stretched out to his right, as well, but he couldn’t see how far.

      He couldn’t see much of anything.

      It was a gray-white world that he was locked into, his field of vision limited to only a handful of yards in all directions around him.

      The howl had seemed to originate from straight off into the woods, so that’s the direction he headed. He hadn’t taken more than two steps before his right boot kicked something that was too soft to be a rock or even a log. Whatever it was rolled a ways off into the snow.

      Sartain moved forward and stared down.

      Two dark-brown eyes stared at him unblinking from a broad, ruddy face. Sartain gave a startled grunt and lurched backward, getting his boots entangled and falling onto his butt. He nearly dropped the rifle as he plunged his left hand into the snow.

      “What the hell?”

      He stared straight ahead of him, over the tops of his snowy boots. He gained his knees and crabbed over to stare in scowling dismay at the head of Hector Lee Wallace staring past him at the sky.

      Snow glazed Wallace’s eyes and brows. The man’s neck was ragged, bloody skin turned to slush. Wallace’s long, dark-brown hair was flecked with snow as it lay tangled on the ground beneath his head. The skin of his broad face with high, Indian cheekbones was still brown, but it was turning waxy, and the pallor was just rising behind the natural nut-brown color.

      He hadn’t been dead long. Maybe an hour or so.

      “Holy crap, Hec,” Sartain said, looking around, heart thudding heavily, “where’s the rest of you, old son?”

      The wind moaned. The snow sprayed like sand against the trees. It tap-tap-tapped against the Cajun’s hat.

      Sartain gained his feet, brushed the snow from his Henry, and stared again at Hector Lee Wallace. Or, at least at the half-breed’s head. Again, as though the head might answer him, Sartain said, “What happened out here, Hec?”

      No reply. The half-breed’s brown eyes that were quickly being covered with snow stared dreamily at the skeletal tree branches. The man’s lower jaw hung slack, as though with wonder or maybe confusion.

      Sartain looked around again. He was colder than before. Faint tracks led off into the trees. He wanted to follow them, but his boots suddenly felt like lead.

      There it was again.

      Fear.

      Sartain’s toes were numb inside his boots. His ears burned. His fingers were cold, too. He should go back to the barn. The heat of the fire Hector had laid before he’d been so brutally butchered beckoned. But Sartain couldn’t answer that call. He couldn’t give in to his fears. He had to find out what kind of a creature he was dealing with.

      He had to kill the son of a buck.

      He stepped around Hector Wallace’s head, glancing at it one more time.

      A scream rose in the south.

      Sartain froze and whipped his head in that direction.

      Faintly, Dorian’s voice screamed, “Mi-ike?”

      He hesitated. Had that really been Dorian’s voice, or had it merely been a trick of the wind and his own terrorized imagination?

      No, he had to assume it was Dorian. But what was she doing out here?

      Switching course, he jogged through the snow to the south, down the middle of the crease between the hills and along the edge of the woods. He tripped over a buried log, fell. He climbed to his feet and continued jogging.

      “Dorian?” he called. “Dorian, is that you?”

      The only reply was the loud sighing of the wind.

      It was getting darker, as though a dark rag were being closed over a weak lamp. But he continued running down the crease. Soon, he found himself in deep woods. Beyond, lay a hill. He climbed the hill, quickly growing breathless, pausing once in a while to suck frigid air into his aching lungs and to look around for tracks.

      He called the girl’s name again. No response.

      He climbed the hill to its crest and called again.

      Still, nothing.

      A good twenty minutes had passed since he’d left Hector Lee Wallace’s head. He hadn’t heard Dorian’s scream in that time, and she hadn’t responded to his shouts. Maybe he was heading in the wrong direction.

      He stared out over the top of the hill. A few scrub pines and cedars poked out of the snow, their branches bowing under the fresh stuff coming down. The sky was a deep purple-gray. It looked like the ocean during a winter storm. It meant more snow would be falling soon.

      Lots more.

      He was in a for a real Great Plains blizzard.

      He had to get back to the barn before full-dark descended on him. After dark closed, he might never find his way back. That wouldn’t do him or Dorian any good. She’d probably gone back to the barn when she’d seen how violent the weather was becoming. He’d likely find her there.

      Maybe she’d never been out here. He was no longer convinced that it was the girl’s cry he’d heard but merely a trick of the wind and his own fear, after all.

      He followed his own, fast-obliterating tracks back the way he’d come. He had trouble climbing the steep hill, his boots slipping and sliding. It didn’t help that he could no longer feel his feet. He needed a pan of warm, salty water with which to thaw the old dogs out...

      At the top of the hill, he could barely make out the barn moving up before him. The snow was coming down at a fast, wicked slant. It felt more like sand than snow. It formed a crust on his face. He was so cold that only a few flakes melted and slid down his cheeks toward his neck.

      At least, he thought they did. He couldn’t feel much of anything.

      He tripped over what he’d thought before was a hay rake, and fell in the snow, which had totally covered it. Cursing, he gained his feet, clinging to the Henry, and staggered around the side of the barn to the front. He heaved open the doors, lurched inside, the warm air in contrast to the outer cold nearly making him pass out.

      As the dark barn pitched and rolled around him, he called out breathlessly, “Dorian?”

      “There he is,” a man’s voice replied.

      “Grab him!” said another.

      Sartain jerked his head up to see a black-gloved fist caroming toward him. He felt only a dull blow as his head was thrown back. His face was too frozen for it to register the pain of the blow beyond a slight pinch.

      “I said, grab him!” a man bellowed.

      Sartain staggered sideways. He felt a man grab him from behind, pull his arms back. At the same time, a hand wrenched the Henry repeater from his right hand. He was so cold and tired that he barely registered that sensation, either.

      He glimpsed man-shaped, fur-clad shadows moving around him.

      A fist rammed into The Revenger’s belly, hammering the breath from his lungs. Sartain jackknifed, dropped to his knees, hearing his own wheezing rasp as he tried to suck air into his battered lungs.

      His ears rang. The warmth of the barn was beginning to thaw him out, but it was not a pleasant sensation. His skin prickled, and his face felt like it had been raked by a hundred sharp claws. The heat was heavy and damp, turning his coat to a warm, moist blanket pushing down on him.

      “Who are you?” asked the man standing before him.

      Sartain glanced up. A broad-shouldered, shaggy-headed gent in a black fur coat and a black hat was ramming his right black-gloved fist into the palm of his left black-gloved hand. His face was fat and pitted, and a dark-brown mustache mantled his thick upper lip. He wore a fur-lined eyepatch over his left eye socket.

      Sartain continued to fight air into his lungs, managing about half a teaspoonful at a time.

      “I’ll say again,” One-Eye said, ramming his fist into his hand once more. “Who are you?”

      Rage boiled over in Sartain. It was as though all his blood had turned to molten lead as it rushed to his extremities, filling him with ferocious energy. He bounded off his heels and rammed his head and shoulders into the one-eyed man’s chest and slammed his forehead against the point of his chin.

      One-Eye screamed as he fell backward with a loud, crackling thud on the hay-strewn floor.

      “Grab him!” one of the others yelled.

      Sartain turned, swinging his fist toward a shadow on his right.

      The fist connected soundly. That man went down with a scream, as well.

      “Crap!” said another man, lunging toward Sartain, who hammered the man’s face twice with his right fist, knocking him backward.

      He struck the man’s face twice with his left fist. As that man flew backward, cursing and grunting, Sartain reached under his coat and quickly slid the big LeMat from its holster, ratcheting the hammer back.

      He swung the gun toward One-Eye, who lay writhing on the floor, clutching his head in both black-gloved hands. Sartain swung the gun toward the second man he’d hammered, and that man, who was trying to pull his own revolver from under his buffalo hide coat, froze.

      He glared at Sartain, two gold front teeth winking in the gray light angling in through the partially open barn doors, along with a column of windblown snow.

      “Keep going,” Sartain bit out, drawing air through his gritted teeth, just now beginning to draw complete, albeit painful, breaths. “Pull it! I said pull the goddamn thing, so I can blow your damn head off!”

      He turned to the third man, who was sitting on the barn floor, staring hang-jawed at the pearl-gripped revolver in the Cajun’s clenched fist. He was the tallest of the three, and fairly lean, and he wore a red mackinaw and a tan hat tied on his head with a red muffler.

      “What about you?” asked the man with a challenge.

      Crunching footsteps rose from beyond the barn doors. Two people were moving toward the barn, walking, not running.

      An older gent with upswept, handlebar mustaches poked his head around the near door, frowning behind snowy, quickly fogging spectacles. His cheeks were two apples holding the round-rimmed glasses on his nose. He was elegantly attired in a long, wool, fur-trimmed coat and store-bought beaver cap.

      “What in tar-na-tion?” he inquired, frowning around the barn door and then casting his incredulous gaze at Sartain.

      The Cajun’s blood was still up, and, after the assault on his solar plexus, he was itching to shoot somebody. “Who in the holy hell are you, old man?” he fairly roared, breath billowing thickly around his steaming head.

      “Hold on, hold on,” the older gent said. He had a pearl-gripped derringer in his gloved right hand, but he held it wide, as though in supplication.

      “His name is Harken,” said the young woman who poked her head around him to look at Sartain and then at the pearl-gripped cannon he was clenching in his fist, its hammer eared back. “Stanley Harken,” she added.

      The girl let her jade eyes flick around the inside of the barn, taking in the men who were still down and grunting and looking the worse for wear.

      “Oh, dear,” she said, wrinkling the skin above the bridge above her fine, pale nose.

      Then she glanced once more at the three men who’d jumped Sartain, and, unexpectedly, she choked back a laugh. She covered her mouth with a mitten of silky chocolate marten fur, snorting.

      “Gala, this is nothing to laugh at,” said the old gent, Harken, still regarding Sartain dubiously. “Who are you, and what do you want? Are you one of them?”

      He stepped sideways to place his short, bulky frame in front of the girl, who tipped her head sideways to see around the gent’s red-cheeked, beaver-hatted head. “Forget it. You can’t have her. You won’t have her, I tell you. You’ll have to shoot me first, and even then, you’ll have the United States Army hounding you from sundown to sunup! You’ll hang if you touch one hair on the governor’s daughter’s precious head!”
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      The girl didn’t look all that afraid as she regarded Sartain with those large, jade eyes. Coal-black bangs hung over her forehead. Her brows and lashes were of the same black, in beguiling contrast to the eyes that shone as though small fires kindled behind each frank, green orb.

      In the corner of Sartain’s left eye, the gent flanking him made a sudden movement. Sartain wheeled, triggered a bullet into the floor, the blast sounding like a shotgun in the close confines.

      The girl expelled a startled, “Oh!”

      The bullet blew intentionally wide but relieved One-Eye of his ill-advised intention. As he jerked both hands high, palms out, Sartain looked back at the girl, who was spreading her dark-red lips back from small, fine teeth as though with as much delight as apprehension.

      She had a mittened hand pressed to her breast swathed in the same chocolate fur as her hat. Her chest was rising and falling sharply.

      “Brigand!” bellowed the walrus-mustached gent, Harken, holding his arms out and back to protect the girl.

      “There you have it,” Sartain said. “A brigand whose gonna blow your head off, old man...and the plug-ugly heads off your three partners here, and take the girl into a stable with me”—he grinned evilly, his cheeks now fairly burning from both frostbite and rage—“if you don’t tell me why they jumped me.”

      The girl stared at him with those glowing jade eyes, the slight smile of fascination still working on her pretty mouth. His threat hadn’t seemed to frighten her in the least though it did add some color to her cheeks.

      “You’re one o’ them, ain’t ya?” said the broad-chested One-Eye behind Sartain. “One o’ the train robbers.”

      “Wrong.”

      Sartain studied the girl. He was as fascinated by her as she apparently was by him, but he raked his gaze from her to step back behind One-Eye, giving the man a light kick in the side. “Get up and get over there with the others, where I can keep an eye on. You two—up!”

      When all three of the tough nuts who’d jumped him were on their feet, glowering at him and straightening their clothes and replacing their hats on their heads, Sartain said, “You’re from the train, I take it.”

      “We are,” Harken replied. “Do you know about the train?”

      “We rode by, saw the bodies.” Sartain glanced at the others and asked incredulously, “Did these fellas do that?”

      The girl snickered.

      “Yes, they did,” said Harken, proudly, then added with a sheepish pitch to his voice, “They are apparently better with their guns than their fists.”

      The three tough nuts cast the older man glares.

      Sartain said, “I was with a girl. A blonde. About her age. She disappeared in the storm, and I was out looking for her before these three jumped me.”

      No one said anything. They only stared dubiously at Sartain.

      “The only girl here is Gala,” said Harken.

      “Who’s Gala?”

      The girl stepped resolutely out from behind the older gent, removed a mitten, and extended her fine, long-fingered right hand to Sartain. “Gala Morrissey. I am the daughter of Governor Galen Morrissey of Colorado Territory. Pleased to meet you, Mister...ummm...”

      “Sartain.”

      He didn’t shake the girl’s hand. She was a beauty along the lines of Dorian, though without the backwoods feral edge. But he didn’t see any reason to get too friendly with her, since he had a feeling she was tied rather closely to the other men in the barn, whom he didn’t care for, for obvious reasons.

      “Who’re these barnyard dogs?” he asked.

      “They’re my bodyguards, I guess you could say.” Gala Morrissey looked around at the hangdog men as though giving them a fresh appraisal. “I was rather impressed by the way they...and even Stanley here...took down the men who tried to rob the train I was on. My impression, however, has suddenly turned none too favorable.”

      She looked back at Sartain. “Since one man, albeit a rather large and tough-looking hombre, managed to tie them all in knots single-handedly, and while half-frozen. Southern, aren’t you?” She sucked in her cheeks. “I’m rather partial to a Southern accent.”

      “Louisiana Cajun.”

      Her left brow rose and fell quickly. “Oh, Cajun!” She seemed to like that even more.

      “Gala!” Harken admonished the girl. “That’ll be enough. Your father warned me to keep you on a short leash this trip.”

      Gala kept her eyes on the big man facing her. She glanced coolly at the fancy, savage-looking pistol still in his hand, aimed at the other three. “Oh, don’t get your shorts in a twist, Stanley,” she said. “A girl can be impressed, can’t she?”

      To Sartain, she said, “Stanley, here, is my chaperone. He was once my father’s personal secretary until he got, ahem, rather too taken with drink.”

      Harken’s cheeks flushed above his ostentatious mustaches, and he glanced sheepishly at the floor.

      “Now his job is to keep me out of trouble,” the girl added.

      “I spent the autumn in Minneapolis, where Father wants me to enroll in a private college for girls. He had Stanley following me around like a watchdog, on the attack at the first glance of a passing stranger.”

      She stretched her lips wide and gave a slow, arrogant blink of her jade eyes. “I can get quite a few of those. He hired these men as bodyguards for the trip back west. They’re gunfighters. Obviously, as Stanley so aptly pointed out, they’re better with their guns than they are with their fists.”

      “Hey, now,” complained the tallest of the three gunmen.

      Ignoring him, Gala tilted her head to study the big Cajun more closely, up and down. “You, Mr. Sartain, look like a man who might be good at both. If so, would you like a job? I’ll have Stanley fire these three and hire you instead.”

      “Hey, you can’t do that!” said the one-eyed, broad-chested bodyguard. He was holding a bloody handkerchief to the back of his head, and he was snarling like a dog with a leg caught in a trap.

      Sartain wasn’t sure what to make of the girl. He suddenly felt as though he’d fallen out of the frying pan and into the fire, at least as far as unhinged women were concerned.

      Women...

      Dorian.

      Thinking of her nudged his thoughts back to Hector Lee Wallace’s head, as well.

      He looked at Harken, the only other one here who seemed rational. “There’s something out there. It got the swamper.”

      “Wallace?”

      “Yep.”

      “What do you mean it got him?” asked One-Eye, still wincing at the cut in the back of his head.

      Sartain glanced at the girl and decided it might be best not to be too graphic in his description. “It got him. As in he’s dead. I found him out in the ravine yonder when I was looking for Dorian.”

      “Dorian, Dorian, who is this Dorian?” Gala wanted to know, a deep frown betraying her jealousy.

      Ignoring the girl, Harken stepped forward, glowering incredulously up at Sartain, who was a full head taller than he. “You mean the half-breed is dead?”

      “That’s right. That thing, whatever it is, got him.”

      “What thing?” asked the gunman with the gold front teeth.

      Sartain glanced at the girl again, who was frowning at him now as though she thought he was the one who was unhinged.

      “Never mind.” Sartain turned to the men who’d jumped him. “Have you three had enough or should I drill you and be finished with you?”

      Harken spread his fingers. “You can holster your weapon, Mr. Sartain.” He glanced at the three bodyguards. “No more nonsense, understand?”

      “We thought he was one o’ them robbers,” snarled One-Eye. “Thought maybe one of ‘em ran off when we beefed the others and came here to get out of the weather.”

      “Go on back to the saloon,” ordered Harken, jerking his head toward the opening between the doors.

      The three disgruntled gunmen glanced at each other, then glanced at Sartain with meaning. All three were piss-burned. They’d been humiliated in front of the girl. Sartain knew he’d have to watch his back, as they’d have to make another try at him if only to restore their pride.

      Hitching their gun belts up on their waists, they trudged through the doors like injured schoolboys. Their boots crunched off through the snow, quickly being drowned by the wind and the sand-like sound of the snow being driven against the barn’s creaking walls.

      “You go on, too, Stanley,” Gala said. “I...er, we...will be along in a minute.”

      Harken gave a rueful snort. “I am not leaving you alone out here with...with him!”

      “Stanley,” she said, arching a brow as though to convey the futility of her chaperone’s position.

      It was a succinctly efficient gesture. Stanley got it right away. Obviously, this wasn’t his first rodeo with the governor’s green-eyed daughter, and he was exhausted by the futility of his efforts.

      He sighed, slapped his hands against his sides, gave Sartain a look of feeble warning, and then followed the others back in the direction of the saloon.

      “You might as well go back, too,” Sartain told Gala. He walked over and picked up his rifle, brushed the dust and straw off it, closely inspected the stock for scrapes and abrasions. “I have to go back out there. I have to find Dorian.”

      “Dorian,” Gala said. “What a pretty name.” She glanced at the open door to what had been Hector Lee Wallace’s room, where a dim light still danced from the fire in the potbelly stove. “What were you two doing together out here?”

      She turned back to Sartain, her wide eyes betraying lurid fascination.

      “We were, uh, warming ourselves. Now, if you’ll excuse—”

      Gala placed her hand on the barrel of the rifle in his hands. “You can’t go back out there. You’re half-frozen. If Dorian’s out there, I’ll guarantee you she probably doesn’t need your help anymore. Even if she’s still alive, you’d never find her.”

      “I have to try.”

      “Futile!” the girl fairly yelled, widening her eyes at him commandingly.

      He had to admit that this girl was made of formidable material. That look almost convinced him.

      “Come,” she said, sliding her mittened hand slowly along the Henry’s barrel then giving it a slight tug. “Let’s get you inside. I’ll have Mrs. Dalton heat water for a bath. I was about to do the same for myself when the others thought they saw someone out here.”

      Sartain glanced at the girl’s hand on his rifle. “What’re you doing out here?”

      “I was curious.” Gala smiled. “I’m a bored, curious, precocious girl, Mr. Sartain. And I don’t mind a little...danger...now and then.” She removed her hand from the rifle. “Come. A hot bath is waiting.”

      Those eyes met his once more, levelly, commandingly.

      Seductively.

      She was right. If Dorian was out in the storm, he didn’t have much chance of finding her. Especially now that he was already half-frozen.

      As Gala Morrissey swung saucily away from him and stepped out between the barn’s open doors, Sartain glanced around the barn once more. He walked over to the open door of Hector Lee Wallace’s room—a room the half-breed would no longer be occupying—and peered inside.

      Just in case Dorian was lurking around in there.

      She wasn’t.

      “Damn fool girl,” the Cajun muttered as he moved inside the room.

      He grabbed his bottle of Henry Clay off the table and stuffed it inside his coat pocket. He slung his saddlebags over his shoulder.

      He walked out of the barn’s main doors and into the storm.

      There was only a little light left in the sky, and it was bleeding out fast. He followed the girl’s tracks, overlaying the men’s fast-fading tracks, to the rear of the saloon.

      Gala waited there for him, by the back door, hunched inside her fancy fur coat. She waited until he’d stopped near her and the door, then she lunged toward him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and rose up on her tiptoes to press her warm, moist mouth against his.

      From the lamplight leeching out the sashed window to his left, he saw her white-toothed smile when she pulled away from him.

      She chuckled throatily then swung around, opened the door, and stomped her boots as she hurried inside.

      Sartain was a little taken aback by the girl’s brashness. Two brash girls in one day...

      What potion had leeched into the water here in western Nebraska, anyway?
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      Sartain looked around once more, as though maybe Dorian had suddenly materialized behind him. But there was only the snow roiling through the howling, fast-descending darkness.

      He followed Gala past the mouth of the saloon’s rear stairs and down a short hall adorned with a badly faded oil painting of George Washington in full dress regalia. There was a bullet hole in one of George’s brass buttons.

      Sartain’s boots felt as heavy as lead. All he could feel of his feet inside them was a pinching pain where he thought his toes probably were, but he wasn’t sure. He half-wondered if, after he’d pulled off his boots, they’d tumble out one by one, hard as stones.

      He winced at the notion.

      He and the girl pushed through a wine-red curtain and into the main saloon. While Gala hurried over to the large, ornate mahogany bar that the Sundance’s proprietor, Lick Dalton, had ordered from San Francisco, Sartain stopped to get the lay of the land.

      The large, dimly lit, low-ceilinged saloon was threaded with smoke from the massive stone hearth in the wall to the Cajun’s right, and from the cigarette or cigar smoke sent into the air by the men smoking in various places about the room.

      There were four long, halved-log tables running from the front to the back of the place. Three were occupied by a dozen or so men and one woman.

      Six of these men sat together at the end of the second table from the room’s front. They were a mixed bunch, including a gent in cavalry blues, with a cavalry great coat hanging off the back of his chair. Among them was also a black man in pinstriped overalls and with a wool-lined leather coat and a fur hat with earflaps hanging off the back of his chair. Sartain thought he worked for the railroad.

      Two of the other four at that table were middle-aged and wearing what appeared badly rumpled business suits while the other two wore the worn gear of common trail riders. All but one of the six was smoking so that a heavy, gray cloud swirled over their table, its belly dully lit by a hurricane lamp near the pile of cards, coins, shot glasses, and greenbacks.

      At the next table nearer Sartain sat the three bruisers who’d jumped him. They had a bottle and glasses on the table before them, and they all had their eyes on Sartain. Stanley Harken sat in a leather-upholstered armchair angled near the fire. He’d been reading a newspaper, but now his bespectacled gaze was also on the Cajun.

      At the far-left side of the table nearest, The Revenger sat a man and a woman, one on either side of the table, the woman’s back to Sartain. They were a young couple. Sartain couldn’t tell for sure, but the woman looked pregnant. Both were heavily dressed in worn wool garb against the weather. They had large coffee mugs on the table before them, and plates with food leavings.

      The young man, who sported a blue-eyed Germanic face and close-cropped yellow-blond hair, had his vaguely curious, apprehensive eyes on the newcomer. Following the young man’s gaze, the young woman, hunched low over the table, both hands wrapped around her stone coffee mug, turned to glance over her right shoulder at the object of the young man’s scrutiny. Thick brows accentuated her decidedly plain, pale features.

      She didn’t seem to like what she saw in the big man standing before the wine-red curtain. Drawing her head down a little, like a cowering dog, she turned back forward. Sartain saw the side of her face move as she muttered something to the young man who was probably her husband.

      He said something back to her and placed his hand on one of hers as though to reassure her.

      They’d obviously been on the ill-fated train, and between the robbers and the weather, they’d had enough trouble for one day.

      “Sartain!” This from the little, wiry man with a prominent Adam’s apple and upswept gray mustaches standing behind the bar, staring past Gala at the burly newcomer. “Sartain!” Lick Dalton bellowed, then, ambling out from behind the bar and limping toward Sartain, he wiped his hands on his apron and looked around the room sheepishly, clicking his dentures worriedly.

      He wore a threadbare long-handle shirt under baggy denims held upon his spindly shoulders with snakeskin galluses. A black cloth watch cap was perched on his bony head.

      He hurried up to the Cajun, getting a little too close for The Revenger’s comfort—so close that Sartain could smell the malty ale on the man’s breath, and his rancid body odor—and said with a conspiratorial air, “What’s this about the breed?”

      “He lost his head.”

      “What?” Dalton had said it too loudly, and looked around cautiously. Lowering his volume and moderating his tone, he said, “If this is some kind of joke, I got customers here, don’t ya know. And I don’t need no one gettin’ scared off by—”

      “Crap, Dalton,” Sartain chuckled, “where they gonna go?”

      “I mean, I don’t need no dark tales gettin’ spread around. The railroad’s been good to Sundance. We’re a growin’ town though it might not look like it just yet, but we been gettin’ more and more trains through here, and—”

      “I’m sorry if Wallace’s death is bad for business,” said Sartain, “but come spring, you’ll find his head at the bottom of the hill beyond the barn. If the coyotes don’t drag it off.”

      “Shhh!” Dalton said, looking around again then grabbing The Revenger’s arm and leading him over to the wall near the hearth, out of hearing range of everyone except possibly Harken and Gala, who was inching closer to the pair with an uncertain expression on her radiant, jade-eyed features.

      “I say, Miss, beggin’ your pardon an’ all,” Dalton said, giving the girl an uneasy glance, “I know you’re a governor’s daughter, but we got us a private conversation here.”

      Gala arched her brows in mild shock at the harsh tone the saloon owner had taken with her and sagged into a shabby upholstered armchair near Stanley Harken and the fire. But she kept her curious gaze on Sartain and the Sundance’s scrawny, mustachioed proprietor, who gave her his back.

      Dalton might have held guard over Sundance’s reputation, but, like most westerners, he had little patience for the uppity elite, one of which this girl obviously was.

      “Are you sure the half-breed’s dead?” Dalton whispered, getting so close to Sartain now that The Revenger felt compelled to hold his breath.

      Sartain kept his voice low mainly to keep the Sundance proprietor’s shorts from getting into more of a bunch than they already were. Dalton seemed very much undone about the dark turn of events, and The Revenger had a feeling there was more to it than the man’s feelings of personal loss.

      “Unless a man can survive without his head, he’s dead.”

      Dalton glanced away, his brows ridging over darkly pensive eyes.

      “What is it?” Sartain probed the man.

      Dalton was suddenly staring off into space.

      “What is it?” Sartain said, louder.

      Dalton jerked as though out of his reverie, sliding his indignant gaze back up at the tall man hovering over him. “Keep it down, will ya? I got a business to run here.”

      The man limped away, glancing over his shoulder to say, “Alma will have your bath ready in a few minutes. Why don’t you go upstairs and make yourself comfortable? Room 6 is clean...so to speak.”

      Alma was Dalton’s sullen, portly wife.

      “If you need someone to wash your back, I’m sure you can find someone around here somewhere!” Dalton said as he glanced at Gala then winked at Sartain, giving a devilish grin.

      “Good God!” Harken complained, shooting a reprimanding look at Gala, who merely sucked in her cheeks.

      Dalton walked around behind the bar, raising his voice to bellow to the room, “Gonna be a long night, folks! A long, stormy night, yessir, but there’s nothin’ to worry about. Me an’ my sweet Alma got plenty of grub and plenty of busthead and plenty of wood to keep the fires stoked!”

      “Yeah, but what’re we gonna do without the half-breed to fetch it from the shed for us?” said one of Gala’s bodyguards, the tallest of the three, with a mocking air.

      The others in the room cast suspicious glances between him and Dalton, who gave a brittle laugh and said, “Oh, never mind him, folks. Why the breed’s just takin’ a little badly needed break out in his room off the barn, that’s all!”

      He laughed again, even more woodenly than before, and disappeared through a curtained doorway flanking the bar. Sartain studied the curtain jostling back into place over the doorway.

      The Sundance proprietor had more on his mind than just the knowledge he was out one half-breed swamper.

      What was that, exactly?

      Did Dalton have an idea of who...or what...had separated Hector Lee Wallace from his head?

      Sartain dragged his numb feet over to a chair on the other side of the fire from the girl and Harken. They both sat facing him, a stout log table between them. On the table sat a one-quarter-full brandy snifter and a cigar resting in an ashtray. Sartain pulled his bottle from his coat pocket, popped the cork, took a couple of healthy swallows, and set the bottle on the floor beside him.

      He winced as he tried to scrape his left boot off with the right one. When Gala saw that he was having trouble, she said, “Let me help you with that.”

      She removed her fur hat and shook her head. Sartain felt himself become a little breathless when he saw the thick, coal-black hair cascade around her head and shoulders. Gala slid out of her chair and dropped to her knees before the Cajun.

      “Gala, for heaven’s sake!” admonished Stanley, glancing around the room to see who was watching.

      Plenty of eyes had been flicking to the girl, Sartain had noticed. Nearly every man in the room was fascinated by the beautiful young woman though word had no doubt gotten around that she was the daughter of the governor and, thus, off limits.

      The tallest of the three bodyguards glared over his cards at Sartain. He seemed to be the one most interested in her actions. His eyes owned a proprietary air whenever they landed on her. The other two snorted ruefully and shook their heads, One-Eye taking a long drag off his quirley.

      “Oh, hush, Stanley,” Gala said. “I’m lending assistance to a brother in need.”

      “He’s not your brother.”

      “Just as well,” the girl said, looking up ironically from beneath her brows at the man she was assisting.

      Harken glanced around once more, his nose turning crimson, and then sighed and distracted himself with his newspaper.

      “Obliged,” Sartain said as she pulled his left boot off with a grunt, and stood it on the edge of the hemp rug near the popping flames in the hearth.

      Sartain was glad to see that all of his toes were intact. He couldn’t feel them, but they were still attached to his foot, at least.

      “One down, one to go.”

      The girl bunched her lips as she took the second boot in both hands, propping the heel between her thighs, and pulled. She grunted, making a face, and nearly fell backward against her chair when the boot finally slipped free of the Cajun’s foot.

      The sock had come off with the boot.

      Sartain scowled at his foot, all the toes of which were purple.

      “Oh,” the girl said. “See? I told you you were half-frozen!”

      She peeled the cold, wet sock off The Revenger’s other foot, and sucked a startled breath. “See there? The same thing!” She cradled his foot in her lap and went to work, massaging it, bending the toes forward and back.

      “Gala!” Harken wheezed, staring in scandalized shock over his newspaper. “He may be a brother in need, but you’re not a doctor. You’re a twenty-three-year-old young woman, and it is my duty to see that—”

      “Stanley, I’m merely tending the man’s feet,” Gala said, rolling her eyes at Sartain. “I promise to ask your permission if I intend to go any higher.”

      Harken glanced around again. All eyes were indeed on the governor’s daughter and the Cajun. It seemed as though the card players were having trouble concentrating on their game.

      The three bodyguards watched Sartain and muttered in low, angry tones among themselves. Even the Germanic-faced blond young man cast quick, furtive glances Gala’s way, while, hunched over the table, he continued to hold his wife’s hand.

      His face was dark red, as though deeply embarrassed by the young woman’s display, but that didn’t keep him from continuing to cast quick, sheepish but lusty glances at her.

      Sartain groaned as she worked the blood back into his foot. He hadn’t been able to feel her manipulations at first, but now he was starting to. He felt the valley between her thighs under his heel, the supple warmth of her hands massaging his foot. As she toiled, she often leaned forward, and her black hair brushed across his toes, and he was even starting to feel the mesmerizing, silky, intimate sensation of that, as well.

      Along with his foot, his blood was starting to heat up.

      Harken polished off his brandy and summoned Dalton for another. After the proprietor had brought over the bottle and Harken had refilled the snifter, the girl’s chaperone took a long gulp from the glass and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

      He kept his voice low as he said, “Tell me, Mr. Sartain, exactly what was it you saw out there? What is it that you think killed Mr. Dalton’s hired man?”

      “I don’t know what it was,” Sartain said, wincing as the girl manipulated the blood back into his other foot. “All I know is, it's crafty and it’s strong.”

      “A bear? Mountain lion?”

      Sartain took another pull from his bottle. “I don’t know.”

      “Should we be worried?”

      Sartain glanced around the room. Most of the eyes in the room had drifted away from the girl and the Cajun’s frozen foot.

      The Revenger considered Stanley’s question.

      He himself wasn’t so much worried as angry that the beast had made off with his prey and killed a good man. Should the others be worried? Probably not. The beast couldn’t get inside the saloon.

      Could it?

      Everyone in town should be wary, however. And no one should step outside tonight. But the weather would likely keep them all in, anyway. Slop buckets would be used for nature calls. Dalton was probably right to not get anyone riled, and there was a fine line between being duly concerned about a bona fide threat and panic.

      Panic could make the situation far worse than it was.

      As soon as the storm broke, Sartain would go out after the beast and kill it for killing his prey and Hector Lee Wallace and, probably, Dorian, as well.

      Footsteps sounded on the broad wooden stairs flanking Sartain. He glanced over his shoulder as the stout Alma Dalton stopped halfway down the stairs and declared, “Your bath—.”

      The moon-faced woman, her brown hair pinned in swirls above each ear, frowned in surprise at the young woman kneeling between The Revenger’s spread legs, his bare left foot getting a workout in the girl’s lap.

      Alma Dalton returned her gaze to Sartain and said, “Your bath is ready, Mr. Sartain.”

      She continued down the stairs and disappeared through the curtained doorway flanking the bar.

      Sartain took another pull from the bottle and looked at Stanley.

      “Forget about it,” he told the middle-aged man and stuffed the corked bottle into his coat pocket. “The beast can’t get in here. Besides, it’s gonna be dead real soon...just as soon as I can get outside and track it.”

      He pulled his foot from the girl’s lap, gathered his saddlebags and rifle, and rose from his chair.

      “Thanks, darlin’,” he said, smiling down at the girl gazing up at him from her knees. “Sure do appreciate it. That hot bath is callin’.”

      As he clamped his boots under his arm, Gala said, “If you need someone to wash your back, you know where to look, Mr. Sartain.”

      One of the bodyguards said, “Crap, that son of a...”

      “Gala!” Harken reprimanded his charge.

      The girl laughed.

      Sartain winced at the tightness of his trousers and started barefoot up the stairs.
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      Room Six was small, with a lumpy bed and a dresser with a cracked mirror. Sartain closed the door and considered the key in the lock. He gave a snort and didn’t turn the key. Something told him he’d have a visitor if Gala could pry herself away from Stanley and her bodyguards.

      The girl could probably do anything once she set her devious mind to it.

      A tub sat on the braided rug. It was one of those large copper affairs with a high back, and it held enough steaming water that a fellow could soak his half-frozen hide for a good long time. Sartain dumped his gear on the bed and then looked out the window between the bed and the dresser, sliding the flour sack curtain aside with the back of his hand.

      The window looked out on the back of the saloon. He couldn’t see much now because of the heavy, murky darkness threaded with wind-driven snow, but he could make out the hulking outline of the barn between howling gusts.

      Where was Dorian?

      Where in hell had she gone?

      Had she left the barn to look for him and then never made it back? That was the only conclusion he found himself coming to. If that were so, she was likely dead by now.

      Guilt hammered at him but continuing to look would be pointless. All sign of her would be long gone, and her body would likely be buried in a snowdrift. If the thing that had taken Charlie Scanlon and decapitated Hec Wallace hadn’t gotten her, which was just as likely.

      Sartain shrugged out of his coat, removing the bottle and setting it on the floor by the tub, and shucked out of his cold, stiff clothes. He sat on the edge of the bed, naked, warming himself by the charcoal brazier glowing in the corner, and hastily rolled a smoke.

      When he’d lit it, he poked a toe into the tub and winced.

      Alma hadn’t cut the hot with cold. That was all right. It was a cold night.

      He dropped both feet into the scalding water and sank slowly, slowly into the tub, watching the water inch up past his belly to his chest, turning him red. At first, the hot water made him feel even colder, but then, as he lolled against the backrest and leisurely smoked the quirley, the heat engulfed him, soothing.

      The heat made him groggy, as though a syringe filled with sleep had been plunged into him.

      He took a long, deep drag from the quirley, blew the smoke at the ceiling, then reached for the bottle. He took a long pull, enjoying the burn inside as well as outside of him now. That made him even groggier. Suddenly, his eyelids were as heavy as anvils. Sleep began to roll over him but rolled away when footfalls sounded in the hall.

      The footsteps stopped outside his door. He looked at the holstered LeMat he’d positioned on the bed to his right, three feet away, for a quick grab. Then he grinned.

      Three knocks sounded, louder than he would have expected.

      “Who is it?” asked the Cajun, the grin still half in place.

      “It’s Dalton,” came the raspy male voice in sharp contrast to the one he’d expected. “Can I come in, Sartain?”

      The Cajun was needled by a vague disappointment.

      “As long as you don’t get fresh, I’m butt-naked, but the door’s open.”

      Hinges chirped and groaned, and Dalton ambled in, his stockmen’s boots with high, undershot heels scraping along the floor, a loosely rolled quirley dangling from the Sundance proprietor’s thin, wrinkled lips. He closed the door and turned to Sartain, ashes dribbling from the smoldering quirley.

      “Wanted to talk to ya,” he said.

      “Forgive me for not getting up. There’s a chair, though it don’t look none too sound.”

      Dalton pulled the room’s lone, Windsor chair out from the corner and positioned it beside the tub. He eased his gnarled body into it, wincing against the popping of his weathered joints, and leaned forward. A clump of gray ashes dropped from his quirley to bounce off the side of the tub, half of the ashes dropping into the water, the other half dribbling onto the floor.

      “Christ, Dalton,” Sartain said.

      “Sorry.” Dalton removed the quirley from between his lips, blew smoke at Sartain, and said, “Wanted to discuss the...uh...the problem.”

      He glanced at the door, as though someone might be listening just outside of it.

      “By the problem, I assume you mean the beast that separated Hector Wallace’s head from the rest of him and likely killed the girl I rode in here with?”

      Dalton turned his mouth corners down, sheepish. “Yeah, well...sorry about that, Sartain.” He kept his voice low, just above a whisper. His raw, sweat-and-tobacco and stale-ale stench filled the room as well as Sartain’s nostrils, which the Cajun tried not to pinch. “We got us a little problem, you see.”

      “Yes, I’ve seen. Believe me. What is this problem, Dalton?”

      Again, the wizened oldster glanced suspiciously at the door. “Bear, I think.”

      “A bear?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” Dalton brushed his fist across his nose and then took another, shallow drag off his cigarette. “Started moonin’ around here a couple weeks ago. Must be one o’ them that’s late to hibernate. We get ‘em every once in a while. Night owls, I call ‘em.”

      The saloon owner tried a grin. Sartain stared blandly back at him.

      Again, sheepishly, Dalton said, “They usually head back to the mountains by now, or drift on down to the badlands south of here, and hole up for the winter. But there’s sometimes one that gets confused...and gets owly cause he’s confused.”

      “So, you think it’s a bear on the lurk around here, killin’ folks.”

      “Sure enough. I seen it. From a distance. A bear, all right. Hell, I know what a bear looks like! But don’t you worry, I’m gonna hire me a couple of hunters to go out after it just as soon as the storm clears.”

      “No need. I’m gonna go out after this bear of yours, Dalton.” Sartain narrowed an eye at the bony, little man. “Are you sure it’s a bear?”

      “Sure as hell, I’m sure!” Dalton declared, suddenly indignant. “Are you tellin’ me I don’t know what a bear looks like?”

      “No, I ain’t sayin’ that at all. It’s just that this thing doesn’t act like any bear I’ve ever encountered or even heard about.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean the thing is...well...the thing seems smarter than most bears. Cunning.”

      “Oh, bears can be cunning, by God!” Dalton slapped his thigh, and more ashes sprayed from his cigarette. “And, yeah, this is a pretty damn cunning one. That’s for sure.” He lowered his voice and leaned closer to the Cajun. “But let’s just keep this whole unfortunate episode under our hats, all right, Sartain?”

      “Why?”

      “Those folks down there are gonna be gone just as soon as the weather clears, and we can get another crew for the train. Another train is due in two days. There won’t be any trouble till then. I’ll keep everybody inside. It’ll likely be too cold to go out, anyways, and me an’ Alma will keep the slop buckets emptied. Yessir, we’ll just keep everybody inside. Everbody’ll be safe in here, for sure!”

      “Why so secretive, Dalton?”

      “Because, by God, we’re tryin’ to grow a town here. These is modern times a-comin’. Been comin’ ever since they put the railroad through here. You know what was here before the railroad come?”

      Sartain just stared at him.

      “Nothin’ but my saloon, and it was only a ten-by-ten trader’s shack, half of it canvas! A little canvas-and-log shack along the old Army and freight trail. Once the railroad said they was comin’, I rode over to Grand Island and got me a loan from the bank to add on. And I did, by God. Look around you. All this is due to the railroad movin’ in, and soon a real town is gonna grow, and me an’ everyone else around here is gonna get right prosperous.”

      “Why, next spring I got some pleasure girls from Omaha comin’, and there’s a doctor from Minneapolis givin’ serious thought to hangin’ up his shingle hereabouts. We already have us a blacksmith and a wheelwright, though they both went to Kansas for the winter. But they’ll be back in the spring, and they’ll likely stay all year next year. There’s plenty of folks back in the hills around here—wheat farmers, mostly—and more are comin’ on account of the railroad and my saloon!”

      Dalton leaned even closer to Sartain, his pale-blue eyes twinkling giddily within deep sockets. “Do you know there’s even a rumor that back East they’re startin’ to get electric lights an such? Sure as hell, Sartain, this elec-sissity is gonna take the place of coal oil. Soon you’ll be able to just flick a switch and a lamp fires up!”

      Sartain looked at the man, incredulous.

      “A passin’-through Easterner told me streetcars are gonna run on this elec-sissity, too. No need for wood or coal—none of that stuff. Just elec—”

      “...sissity,” Sartain finished for the man.

      “Darn tootin’!” Half-bounding out of his chair, Dalton gave his thigh a loud whack!

      When he sank back in his chair, his face acquired a serious expression. “If them people down there start spreadin’ it around that it’s still half-wild around here, and that folks is gettin’ ate by bears, why, that word’ll keep spreadin’ like a wildfire. It might ruin our chances of becomin’ a real town and gettin’ prosperous as they are over in Grand Island.”

      Dalton brought the stub of his quirley to his lips and puffed, slitting his eyes against the smoke. “You wouldn’t want that to happen, now, would you, Sartain?”

      “No, no. Of course not,” the Cajun said. Hell, Dalton’s enthusiasm for his prospective town almost had Sartain convinced that it was indeed best to keep the bear under his hat.

      If it really was a bear.

      What else could it be, though?

      Had to be a bear...

      “All right, Dalton,” Sartain said. “I won’t go announcin’ it around about the...thing...no more. But tomorrow, by God, I’m goin’ out after it. Just to make sure it is a bear, and that that bear pays for killin’ Hec Wallace and Dorian if that’s how she ended up.”

      “Dorian, eh?”

      “That’s her name. Dorian.”

      “Odd name.” A nerve twitched in the hotel proprietor’s cheek as he gained his feet. He dropped the cigarette on the floor and stubbed it out with the toe of his boot.

      He jerked with a start, and plucked the mashed quirley up, chastising himself with, “Look there! See how hard it is to make a place civilized? Why, I’m already for the streetcars runnin’ on elec-sissity through Sundance, and I’m still stubbin’ my quirleys out indoors!”

      The old man clucked to himself, holding the quirley in the palm of his gnarled hand, and opened the door.

      “I think we had us a nice talk here, Sartain. I do appreciate it.”

      “Do you appreciate it enough to bring me a plate of food? Maybe a pitcher of cold water?”

      “Sure, sure. Comin’ right up!” Dalton grinned, nodded, winked, went out, and closed the door behind him.
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      The beast moved out of the howling darkness from behind the barn, sleeved blood from its lips, and shook itself, flinging snow in all directions. It was a futile move, for another gust of wind pelted its fur once more.

      The beast studied the saloon’s dully glowing windows. It slogged through the snow to the saloon’s rear wall and peered into the two windows left of the back door. No humans moved within. There were only barrels of flour and meal, and shelves stocked with airtight tins and small burlap pouches.

      Cured meat hung from the rafters.

      The beast moved to the door and stood before it, studying it, touching the knob, and then brushing its nose across its planks. Faintly, the cold air was touched with the smell of cured meat and humans emanating from within.

      The smell had little effect on the beast. The beast was sated on the flesh of the half-breed.

      It slogged through the knee-deep drifts and moved around the saloon’s rear corner. It moved up the side wall, blinking against the blowing snow and the snow ricocheting off the saloon’s red, clapboard wall. The beast stopped at the first window, crouching, and slid an eye around the edge of the frame to peer inside.

      The little man who was always here, with the big woman who was always here, stood before the hearth not far from the beast, crouched forward to stir something hanging over the flames. Through the window, the beast could smell the food it knew humans to eat and which the beast itself could taste when it sunk his teeth into their flesh.

      Their flesh, however, was much sweeter and more succulent than the food the humans themselves consumed.

      The beast snorted, grunting softly deep in its throat, as it studied the broad, low-ceiling room before it, beyond the crouching little man.

      Men were clumped here and there. Most were flipping cards back and forth across their table, tossing coins or green money down before them, occasionally laughing, coughing, drawing on cigars or cigarettes and exhaling great plumes of lantern-lit smoke. They picked up their glasses and paused to speak to each other and sometimes to chuckle or laugh, and then they lifted the glasses to their lips and drank.

      They sat around together, laughing, being together and enjoying each other’s company, occasionally patting each other on the back. One man looked as though he were angry as he rose from his chair and wrapped his hands around the neck of the man—a black man—sitting beside him. The beast drew an excited breath, widening its dark eyes, but then released the breath when the standing man laughed and only made as if to strangle the black man.

      Both men laughed. The standing man sat back down in his chair and poured liquid from a bottle into the black man’s glass and then into his own glass.

      Only one man sat alone. He was an older man with a large, gray-brown mustache and round spectacles perched on his nose. He sat near the brick fireplace, the fire’s red flames reflecting off his glasses as he read the large paper he held open in his hands.

      The little man who was always here straightened from the hearth and the beast pulled its head back from the window with a start. When it slid its eye back across the frame and peered into the room once more, the little man was limping away, heading toward the bar on the room’s far side.

      Just beyond where the little man had been standing, a young woman sat leaning back and sideways on a sofa. The old man had blocked the beast’s view of the young female. Now it had a clear view of the lovely creature before him.

      The beast’s heart fluttered.

      The young female’s legs were stretched out before her. They were long legs whose shape he could see through the dark-green dress she wore. The dress was trimmed with fur. It was the same green as the girl’s eyes. It was cut low. The bosoms were like the tops of hills, the lower reaches of the hills concealed by the maddening fringe of fox fur.

      The girl had thick, long, black hair. She was curling a long lock of the hair around a finger as she stared thoughtfully into the fire’s flames, to the right of the beast peering in. Her lips were slightly parted. Sometimes the plump lips parted a little more, showing more of the white glow of the girl’s teeth.

      As she stared into the fire, she was thinking about something that pleased her.

      The beast felt his blood warm, his belly stir.

      He gave a deep grunt and ground his back teeth.

      He pressed his face closer to the window, pressed his nose against the frosted glass. The girl turned her head toward the window. The beast gave an alarmed grunt and lowered its head, gritting its teeth.

      Had the young female seen it?

      The beast waited for a short time and then slid his eye across the frame once more and across a thick fringe of frost. The girl had returned her gaze to the fire. She continued to curl her hair around her finger and give that pensive half-smile, showing the white gleam of her teeth behind her plump lips.

      The beast’s chest lightened with relief.

      It pulled its head back away from the window. It pressed its back against the saloon wall. It groaned, almost howled but caught itself just in time. The beast pressed its back harder against the wall, shuddering, the image of the young female’s half-hidden mounds floating around before its eyes.

      The thick hair, the white teeth, the long legs...

      The spasming stopped.

      The beast sighed, spat to one side, felt the wretchedness following release. It stepped out away from the saloon and slogged heavily back through the snow to the barn. Heaving the barn doors open with a grunt, the beast moved inside and closed the doors behind it.

      Horses nickered nervously, one kicking a stall partition, as the beast moved through the darkness and into the room in the lean-to addition, where the man it had just fed on had lived. The man had been fetching wood outside the barn when the beast had attacked. The beast could smell the man now in the warm darkness. The smell was much as the man had tasted—the parts the beast had eaten, that was.

      The rest it had saved for later.

      A lit lamp, the wick turned low, sat on the round table against the far wall, left of the still-warm potbelly stove. A coffee pot sat on the warming rack. Smelling the coffee, the beast took a cup off a shelf above the stove and poured coffee into it.

      A sound rose from behind him.

      The beast grunted with a start, coffee sloshing down the side of the cup to dampen his thick, hide mitten. He wheeled. Something or someone was on the bed. The beast’s heart thudded fearfully. He set the coffee on the table and quickly turned up the lamp. Even as he saw the blond hair spilling across the pillow, he drew into his lungs the familiar smell of her, and his heart slowed.

      He moved to the cot, shuffling his large feet in the large fur boots that rose to his knees. He dropped to a knee beside the cot, placed a mittened hand in the thick hair fanned out across the pillow.

      Dorian gasped and turned toward the beast, her eyes snapping wide, mouth opening in shock. She blinked. “Hans?” She cleared her sleep-thick throat. “Oh, Hans!”

      The beast grunted, sheepish.

      Dorian sat up, her wide eyes reflecting the light of the guttering lamp. “Hans, where have you been? I was waiting for you back at the cabin! When you didn’t come, I came back here to look for you, and for a while, I was lost in the storm. I might have frozen to death!”

      She studied the beast. It lowered its eyes with chagrin.

      “Why did you come back here, Hans? It’s storming, and you’ve already fed. Wasn’t the half-breed enough for you?” Dorian smiled at him. “You are a growing boy, but you know we can’t get greedy. And, in case you hadn’t noticed, Hans, it is storming out there. While your senses are as keen as a mountain lion’s, you, too, have been known to get turned in a storm, naughty boy!”

      The beast cowered, lowered its head still further in shame. It whimpered softly.

      “You are incorrigible. You know that, don’t you?”

      The beast, chin dipped nearly to its broad chest, bobbed its head.

      “Now, why don’t you tell me what you thought was worth the risk of coming back here?”

      The beast looked away.

      “Hans, don’t you pull that with me,” the girl admonished. “You answer my question and be honest! Were you being greedy?”

      The beast shook its head.

      “What, then?” Dorian asked.

      The beast’s cheeks burned with chagrin.

      “Hans, what is it?” the girl prodded him.

      The beast shoved its mittened hand toward her. He placed it on one of the two, fine, large mounds in her partly open coat.

      “Hans, no!” Dorian cried, slapping the large, paw-like hand away. “No, Hans! No! Nooo! Very bad, Hans!”

      The beast lurched back in terror and shame. It dropped to its butt, scuttling back away from the girl and pressing its back against the outer wall, raising its knees and burying its head between them.

      “Very, very bad, Hans!” the girl continued to castigate the beast, rising from the cot and moving menacingly toward it. “I told you that you must never, ever place your hand on me in that way again! Bad, Hans! So very, very bad! It’s not natural! What would Papa say?”

      The beast threw its head back and howled and then, squeezing its eyes shut, shook its head from side to side.

      Dorian frowned. She crouched over the beast and placed a hand on its knee. “Hans, you were just trying to tell me something, weren’t you?”

      The beast lifted its head, and stared back at the girl, widening its eyes. It nodded.

      “What could you have possibly been trying...”

      The girl let her voice trail off and then turned to stare in the direction of the saloon. Her red lips stretched a slow, faintly devilish smile. “Oh. I think I understand you, now, Hans.”

      She turned back to the beast, the grin still spreading her lips. “You were trying to tell me you found something...or someone... you desire. Is that it, Hans? Is that what you were trying to tell me?”

      The beast nodded quickly, grunting and sort of groaning, bringing the sounds up from far down in its belly.

      Yes, yes, yes. That was it exactly!

      “I see,” Dorian said.

      The girl lowered her head and tucked her bottom lip beneath her upper teeth. She turned toward the saloon once more, and stared in that direction for a time, grimly thoughtful. The beast sensed a deep sadness in the girl. A hopeless longing.

      The beast knew such feelings. Such yearnings. Regularly, they flogged him nearly senseless so that all he could do was wander off alone, drop to his knees, and howl.

      But his heart began to beat hopefully now as he studied the girl.

      She said nothing for a long while, and then she placed her hand on the beast’s knee again, and said, “All right, Hans. All right.” She nodded slowly. “Let’s just see what we can do about that, shall we?”

      The beast’s thick, crooked lips shaped an eager smile.
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      Sartain ran a rag down the stock of his prized Henry repeater, giving the walnut stock and the brass chasing a good polish. He noticed a couple more, small scrapes in the stock due to some recent rough handling.

      Each nick pained him, but they couldn’t be helped. The kind of life he lived was hard on guns. Hell, it was hard on him, but riding the vengeance trail was the only life he knew. He’d ridden other trails, mostly soldiering trails, until Jewel and her grandfather were murdered.

      Now, the trail of revenge was his life, the only life he’d know from here on in.

      Clad in only his skin-tight balbriggans and socks, he sat in a chair near where his bathtub had been until Dalton had drained it and hauled it away. Tufts of dark hair curled out from between the buttons in his long-handle top. He tilted the rifle to the light of the lamp on the dresser behind him. He turned the gun this way and that, gave a satisfied grunt, and set the rifle on the bed.

      From downstairs, the strains of Dalton’s raucous fiddle music nearly drowned out the howls of the storm still battering the big saloon. The Sundance’s proprietor was entertaining his overnight guests, singing as well as fiddling and stamping his boots to the beat.

      One or two of the clientele were also stomping their boots and giving an occasional, festive, inebriated howl. Sartain could feel the reverberations of the din through the floor beneath his feet.

      He wasn’t tempted to join the others. He was a loner by nature, and, besides, he wasn’t in a festive mood. His mind was on Dorian and the so-called bear that had taken Scanlon and killed Hector Wallace.

      If it really was a bear.

      Sartain had his doubts.

      When the storm gave ground, he’d find out for sure.

      He took a drag from the quirley that smoldered between his lips and then pulled his LeMat revolver from the holster he’d hung from a near bedpost. He inspected the heavy piece, from its pearl grips to the short, stout, twelve-gauge shotgun tube residing beneath the main, .44-caliber barrel. The gun was in good shape, the pearl of the grips and the brass of the scrolled barrel glistening beautifully in the lamplight.

      He gave the gun a cursory rubdown and leaned forward to return the piece to its holster.

      Light footsteps sounded outside his door. They were nearly inaudible beneath Dalton’s raucous fiddling, but the Cajun’s hearing was keen. He kept the LeMat in his hand and automatically ratcheted back the hammer as he turned to the door.

      Underneath it, a shadow moved.

      There was a light tap. A girl’s tap.

      Sartain ignored it. He’d locked the door for the night and had no intention of opening it. The governor’s daughter was right fetching, but he was no longer in the mood for company this evening. The bath and a plate of food and half a bottle of Sam Clay had filed the edge off his desires.

      Besides, Dorian had satisfied his male urges several hours ago, before she’d disappeared.

      Now all he wanted was another cigarette, another drink, to climb under the bedcovers, and let the wind lull him to sleep. Then he’d go out after Dalton’s so-called bear...

      Another tap sounded on the door. The knob twisted again.

      The girl was persistent. Sartain would give her that.

      He turned away from the door but turned back again when another set of footsteps sounded in the hall. These were louder. These, too, stopped outside Sartain’s door.

      A man said something in a tone that sounded angry, but Dalton’s fiddling and the howling storm obscured the words. The LeMat in his hand, Sartain rose from his chair and walked over to the door, tipping his head to hear Gala say in a hushed, angry voice, “...none of your business what I do, or whose door I go to!”

      A man’s thickly inebriated voice said, “You harlot. How ‘bout if I tell your old man what you do when you’re not around where he can personally keep an eye on you?”

      “Go to hell, Ed,” the girl returned sharply. “How ‘bout if I fire you right here and now?”

      “You don’t have the authority. Now, how ‘bout if you stop standin’ out here makin’ a fool of yourself, and come over to my room? I got this bottle right here, and I got two glasses—”

      The tallest of the girl’s three bodyguards cut himself abruptly off when Sartain pulled the door open. The man was holding a bottle and looking heavy-lidded and uncertain on his feet. He and Gala snapped surprised looks at the big Cajun whose broad frame nearly filled the doorway.

      Sartain grabbed the girl’s arm, pulled her into the room, and informed, “Two’s company, Ed. Three’s a crowd.”

      He slammed the door in Ed’s hang-jawed face.

      Gala snickered. She looked Sartain’s long-handle-clad frame up and down, eyes lingering on his bulging chest and shoulders, and then rose onto her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his neck. “My savior!”

      Her breath smelled of alcohol.

      Sartain removed the girl’s hands from behind his neck. “You’re trouble!”

      “Trouble comes in pretty packages sometimes. Doesn’t it, Mr. Sartain?”

      “Oh, it does at that, Miss Morrissey. But that doesn’t mean I’m gonna unwrap it.”

      “You wouldn’t have to unwrap much,” she said, screwing her right index finger into his chest. Lowering her voice a notch, she explained, “I’m not wearing much.”

      He turned away from the girl and sat on the edge of the bed. “I don’t care. I didn’t invite you in here to...to do what you came here for.”

      Gala placed an indignant fist on her cocked hip. “Then what did you invite me in here for?”

      “I didn’t like Ed’s tone. The doves who raised me back in the Quarter always said my contrary nature was gonna get me back-shot by some fool over a girl. Just never did take a liking to folks ordering other folks around. Especially men ordering women around because they think the woman is theirs...although I do suspect you might have done a little to get ole Ed believing you were his. Maybe led him on a fair amount?”

      Sartain narrowed an eye at the pretty, chocolate-haired, green-eyed waif standing haughtily before him. “Maybe even a tad more than a fair amount?”

      “So I slept with him once. Days and days ago. There was no one else around at the time, and a girl gets lonely in eastern Dakota Territory. Have you ever been there? Our train was stalled in a little jerkwater town because a band of renegade Indians had damaged a trestle.”

      Suddenly coquettish again, she moved toward the Cajun, swaying her hips. “So...you were raised by nymphs du pave in New Orleans, eh? What did they teach you?”

      Sartain chuckled in spite of himself. “More like what didn’t they teach me.”

      “Could you show me a little of it?”

      “No, but I will offer you a drink, though it appears you might have had enough.” Sartain held up his bottle of Sam Clay. “Then, again, I reckon I have, too.”

      “Mr. Dalton served punch,” Gala said, snickering. “There was rum in it. Stanley is dead asleep in front of the fire downstairs.”

      Sartain wasn’t sure how anyone could sleep through the din still rising through the floor, although Dalton had moved onto a somewhat less raucous tune than the one previous. The sounds of shuffling feet told him, however, that the men were dancing together, a spectacle that Sartain hadn’t seen since his days on remote outposts in the frontier army, where women had been damned few and far between.

      Some were singing along with Dalton. They sounded as off-key as coyotes celebrating a fresh kill.

      Gala took the Sam Clay. She popped the cork, sipped, swallowed, and lowered the bottle quickly. A deep flush rose into her cheeks. Her eyes looked as though they would pop out of her head. She convulsed, coughing.

      “Jesus,” the girl said through another raspy cough, “I think I’ll stick with Dalton’s rum punch!”

      Sartain chuckled and reached for the bottle. The girl pulled it back away from him and crawled onto the bed. She had an insouciant look on her beautiful face. Staring alluringly at the Cajun, she leaned back against the headboard and drew her skirt up her long, creamy legs.

      She hadn’t been lying about the absence of underwear. At least, she wasn’t wearing pantaloons or a petticoat. Only pink silk stockings. She made her expression even more alluring as she continued to draw the heavy skirt up past her thighs. She tucked each foot beneath an opposite knee, sitting Indian style, the billowy folds of the dress drawn around her belly.

      The Cajun’s throat grew thick as he watched her.

      “See?” she said in a soft, husky voice. “I wasn’t lying about not wearing underwear.”

      “You sure weren’t.”

      “Some might call me brazen, or even a harlot.” Gala smiled. “But never a liar.”

      “I reckon not.”

      It was a cold and stormy night, and there was nothing he could do about Dorian or the beast that had likely killed her. He might as well enjoy this beautiful girl.

      At first, the sound he heard outside the door of his room was a mere annoyance, a slight distraction from the night’s festivities.

      But then he looked up to see through the crack beneath the door a shadow move in the hall.
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      There was another faint squawk of a floorboard under an ominously stealthy tread.

      Cursing under his breath, Sartain thrust his left arm out toward the bed’s front post from which hung his cartridge belt and holstered LeMat.

      Using his thumb to flick the keeper thong free from over the big popper’s hammer, he slid the gun from the holster. His voice muffled by the door, a man shouted, “Two-timin’ vixen!”

      There was the sudden slamming sound of a gunshot. A blond, ragged-edged crater appeared in the top door panel as the bullet curled the air over Sartain’s head and thudded into the wall behind him.

      The Revenger aimed the LeMat straight out from his left shoulder, flicked the steel lever to engage the twelve-gauge shotgun tube beneath the main barrel, ratcheted back the hammer, and fired.

      Gala and the man in the hall screamed in unison. There was a heavy thud as the man in the hall struck the floor.

      There was another, clattering thud as his pistol did the same.

      Gala sat up, shuddering. Voices rose in the hall.

      Sartain went to the door. He peered out through the fist-sized hole in the upper panel, saw Ed lying out in the hall, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling, one leg tucked under the other one. The one-eyed bodyguard crouched over him, his Remington in one hand. As he turned toward Sartain’s ragged door, the Cajun opened it and stepped out into the hall.

      Dalton was just then climbing the stairs, weaving a little from side to side, his fiddle in one hand, the bow in the other hand. He was breathing hard as he gained the top of the stairs. He cursed under his breath, wagging his head as though this were just the sort of thing, he’d been afraid of, though of course, he’d witnessed plenty of dustups equally bad and worse.

      The one-eyed bodyguard straightened, scowling and glancing at the smoking LeMat in The Revenger’s fist.

      “You make it a habit of drillin’ men through your door, mister?”

      “Only in return for the favor.”

      Sartain glanced at the much smaller hole in the door panel, just above his own fist-sized one.

      One-Eye frowned, puzzled, as he studied the hole. “Well, why in the hell...”

      A jade eye peered out at him through Sartain’s hole. Gala blinked then stepped sheepishly out around the partly open door. She had her head down, and she was sucking in her cheeks. She glanced demurely at the one-eyed man and said, “We were just having a drink, Chance.”

      She glanced at Sartain, a devilish gleam in both eyes then looked at the floor again.

      “That cuts it, Miss Gala,” said the one-eyed man. “That just cuts it!”

      The third bounty hunter had come up the stairs behind Dalton. He was swaying and weaving around on the stairs and clutching a bottle to his chest. There was no sign of the girl’s chaperone, Harken. He was probably still pie-eyed on Dalton’s rum.

      When the gold-toothed bounty hunter saw Ed lying dead on the hallway floor, he gave a clipped chuckle and then, as though suddenly realizing the gravity of the situation, brushed a hand across his mouth, as though pushing away the smile, and said, “Holy...crap.”

      Then he looked from the Cajun to Gala and back again. “Poor ole Ed.”

      The other men from the train were clumped at the bottom of the stairs, muttering among themselves, shaking their heads.

      The black man said, “That girl’s trouble. You can just tell by lookin’ at her. Come on, gents. I finally got me a good hand. Let’s get back to it!”

      The others turned and, owning the fatalism of most rugged frontiersman, turned and followed him back to their poker game.

      That left only Alma and the young man and the pregnant young wife, all three appearing to be the only sober folks in the building, standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      Alma sighed and slapped her arms against her sides. “I’ll get a mop!”

      She turned and disappeared, as well.

      The gold-toothed bodyguard standing behind Dalton touched the pistol holstered on his right thigh. “What we gonna do about this, Rand?”

      “Nothin’,” Rand said in disgust. “I reckon ole Ed done it to himself, all right. I never did cotton to a bushwhacker, and Ed didn’t, either. He was just drunk and...” He let his voice trail off as he looked at Gala in her rumpled dress and the big Cajun in his skin-tight long-handles and wool socks.

      He stepped close to Sartain and gritted his teeth as he said, “You can haul him on out of here since you’re the one who beefed him.”

      He gave Gala a reproving glance and then swung away from the lovers and tramped angrily down the hall to his room.

      Dalton groaned as he stared at the dead man and then looked at Sartain. “Doggone it, Sartain! Folks’re gonna think I don’t run a civilized place!” He clicked his dentures and then, using the handrail, went back down the stairs.

      Sartain stretched, yawned, and scratched his chest. “Well, I reckon we caused enough damage for one night,” he told Gala, tramping back into his room for his duds.

      “I’ll help you, Mike,” she said. “Just let me get my coat and boots!”

      “No, no. You just stay in here, young lady,” the Cajun ordered, but he doubted she’d heard him.

      Dalton was sawing away on his fiddle again even more loudly than before, and Gala had trotted off down the hall to her room.

      Sartain dressed and shrugged into his heavy mackinaw. He wrapped his scarf over his hat and tied it beneath his chin. Pulling gloves on, he walked into the hall. Gala was moving down the hall from the direction of her room, bundled up against the cold, even wearing her sleek fur hat and fur mittens.

      “I told you to forget it,” the Cajun told her. “I can handle him myself. Besides, it’s dangerous out there.”

      “Don’t be mad, Mike,” the girl pouted, beetling her sexy brows. “I’m not the one who fired that bullet through your door!”

      “No, but...” Sartain let his voice trail away as he started to pull Ed off the floor. What was the point of trying to reason with the impetuous girl?

      “I’ll take his feet.” Gala crouched over the dead man’s legs. “We’ll both carry him, so you won’t get blood all over your coat.”

      “Ah, hell.” But Sartain thought she had a point there, too. The shotgun blast had opened one hell of a bloody hole in Ed’s chest. And, besides, if it weren’t for her having led the man on, Sartain likely wouldn’t have had to kill him.

      Someone likely would have killed him eventually. Ed hadn’t been new to trouble. But Sartain wouldn’t have had to kill him.

      The Revenger lifted Ed up by his shoulders and Gala lifted him by his ankles. Grunting and stumbling, they back-and-bellied the dead man down the stairs. Dalton was playing his fiddle near the bar, but only two men—the drifters in rough trail garb—were dancing hand-in-hand, drunkenly twirling each other while a couple of the card players yelped and howled at the dancers, occasionally throwing money.

      All turned to see Sartain and the girl hauling the body, but none offered to help. They were all too drunk, too distracted, and they knew that Sartain already had dibs on the girl’s pleasure. She might have been a tart, but she wasn’t the kind of tart to entertain more than one man in an evening.

      Gala’s chaperone, Stanley, was sound asleep on the settee. He looked dead, for he was laid out on his back, beringed hands entwined on his chest. He wore one of those serene half-smiles that undertakers arranged on cadavers’ faces, to make the dead folks’ families believe their beloved was pleased as punch to be heading off to the Great Beyond.

      Sartain could have warned the man about Dalton’s punch, which he’d sampled once before and woke the next morning feeling as though a mule had kicked him three solid times in the head and then rolled on him, besides.

      The young man and young pregnant woman were sitting near the hearth, drinking coffee. The young man had an arm around the young woman’s shoulders, and they were both watching Sartain and Gala with a repelled, reproving air.

      They looked sleepy, but after all that had happened today, their nerves were probably too jangled to rest. Something told Sartain this was probably their first time traveling any distance from home. Something also told him they were traveling somewhere so that a female relative could help with the last weeks of the young woman’s pregnancy, which, judging by the distant, worried look in the girl’s eyes, might not have been going well.

      He and Gala carried Ed down the rear hall and past the oil painting and the rear stairway. Two stout locking bars were in place across the door. Sartain hadn’t noticed those before. He thought it odd to have two bars, one thick chunk of ash or pine could usually be trusted to do the trick.

      He and Gala set the body on the floor and caught their breaths as Sartain removed the locking bars and leaned them against the wall beside the door.

      “Shall we?” he asked, grunting as he snaked his forearms beneath Ed’s upper arms.

      He and Gala carried the body through the deepening drifts. The wind was swirling the snow so violently that he couldn’t see the barn until he was maybe twenty feet away from it. Again, they lay Ed down, the body sinking deep in a feathery drift. When Sartain had slid the two barn doors five feet open on their frozen, rusty rollers, he and Gala carried the body inside.

      Gala dropped Ed’s feet and slowly straightened. Even in the barn’s thick, aromatic shadows, Sartain saw her eyes widen as they fixed on something behind the Cajun. Her mouth opened, and then a shrill scream came ripping out of it.

      Sartain started to turn around. Something heavy and solid, like a two-by-four, clubbed him across his left temple.

      He flew back across the dead man and hit the barn floor on his back, losing consciousness as fast as the flame died on a blown candle.
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      “Sartain!” a man’s voice called to him as though from the bottom of a deep well.

      At the same time, rough hands shook him.

      “Sartain! Sartain! Where’s Gala?”

      The Cajun opened his eyes, immediately slitting them against the harsh morning sunlight streaming through the shed’s east windows. He lay on Hec Wallace’s bed, a buffalo hide beneath him.

      Stanley Harken had both his gloved hands on the sleeve of Sartain’s quilted coat, and he jerked him again roughly, shaking him, pulling him farther and farther out of the pit of merciful sleep he’d prefer to remain in, away from the throbbing pain in his left temple. Behind Harken stood the other two bodyguards, both as red-eyed and haggard as Gala’s chaperone.

      “Sartain!” Harken intoned once more, aggravating the throbbing in the Cajun’s head. “Where...is...Ga-laahh?”

      Gala!

      Sartain jerked his head up off the cot and dropped his feet to the floor so abruptly that a fetid wave of dizziness and nausea washed over him, nearly making him faint. He fought it back, wincing against the pain hammering his skull like the blows of a sledgehammer, and fought to stand, clinging to both Harken and the one-eyed Rand. The memory of what had happened after they’d entered the barn last night, her horrified stare and then her scream, the smack of the club against his temple, poked and prodded his memory.

      “Where is she?” Harken said, staring up from beneath Sartain’s right shoulder, his own features terrified as well as mystified. “By God, if you did something to that girl...”

      As if that were a signal, Rand reached under his fur coat and pulled a pistol, holding the gun at waist level, aimed at Sartain. He gritted his teeth as he clicked the hammer back.

      “Christ,” the Cajun said, pushing off both men and staggering toward the open door. That was all he could say: “Christ...Christ...Christ...”

      He moved through the doorway into the main barn. The doors were open six feet, the post-storm sunlight blazing down from a clean-scoured sky, forming a glowing trapezoid on the scattered hay and straw. The ground was scuffed where Sartain had fallen and where the girl had no doubt tried to fight off the beast.

      The beast.

      That’s the only thing that could have taken her.

      Only in a vague, stunned way did he wonder why he’d been laid out on Wallace’s cot. Alive! That part was too mystifying for him to consider just now, in his brain-fogged state.

      “Where’s Ed?” he asked, glancing at the three men walking through the side-shed door behind him. “Did you move him?”

      “No Ed,” said Rand, again aiming his revolver at Sartain. “No Ed, no Gala. Just you, Sartain, sound asleep on the cot.” His voice was hard and brittle with accusing. “Suppose you tell us where both of them are!”

      “Did you look all over the barn?”

      “Pretty much,” Rand said.

      Still, Sartain stumbled off down the barn alley, staggering like a drunkard, peering over the stall doors on both sides. His own horse and Charlie Scanlon’s coyote dun stood in stalls nearest the front.

      Boss looked nervous. When he saw his rider staggering toward him, he loosed a relieved whinny. The two other horses, both likely Dalton’s, answered in kind. They too looked edgy as they craned their necks toward the Cajun. The sorrel kicked its stall door.

      Sartain ignored the mounts. He felt compelled to check each stall, looking for whatever the beast had left of Gala and Ed. But there was nothing.

      Nothing.

      Could it have hauled both away like it had done with Charlie Scanlon?

      Then he swung toward the stall in which he’d housed Dorian’s horse. The pinto wasn’t there!

      It had been there last evening after Dorian had disappeared in the storm. But it wasn’t there now.

      He walked slowly, heavily toward the front of the barn. Harken stood glaring at him, red-eyed, his stubby nose also red and swollen from drink. The other two flanked him, Rand aiming his cocked revolver at him.

      All three appeared ready to hang him.

      “What?” Sartain laughed derisively, brushing his curly hair back from his swollen temple. “You think I gave myself this?” He let the thick hair flop back down on his forehead. “What do you think I did with the bodies? Why would I have done anything with Ed’s body? You knew last night he was dead.”

      Harken kept his hard stare on Sartain, wanting to believe the conclusion he’d already come to because it was the easiest thing for him to wrap his mind around. “Who knows how a madman thinks?”

      The gold-toothed bodyguard, who Sartain thought he’d heard called Temple, said, “Yeah, a madman. That’s it. You killed the swamper, and then you killed Gala and Ed. Prob’ly been plannin’ the whole thing since you got here. A goddamn crazy son of a buck. You got it written all over you, Cajun!”

      “Yeah, I got a good bit of crazy in me, but not that kind of crazy.” Ignoring Rand’s pointed gun, he pushed through the trio and continued to stagger up the alley and out through the doors. He raised his arm to shield his eyes from the sunlight and looked around.

      There could have been some tracks leading out away from the barn, to the northeast, but it was hard to tell for sure. There were Harken’s and the two bodyguards’ recent tracks, but the wind had likely blown all night. Any other tracks would have long been erased.

      “Where you goin’, Sartain?” Rand barked as the Cajun tramped through the snowdrifts that rose to his knees in places. “Hey, where you goin’?”

      Ignoring the men moving toward him, he continued to walk out northeast of the barn. There were no tracks that he could see. There were a few faint dimples that were a little darker blue than the rest of the snow, but they could have been made by the wind.

      Sartain stopped and swung around. Temple and Rand stood a ways out from the barn, both holding guns on him now. Harken remained between the barn’s open doors with a befuddled expression on his ragged, hung over features.

      Sartain pushed past the two frowning bodyguards as he headed back to the barn. “Now, where you goin’?” Temple called.

      “I’m goin’ to fetch my hat.”

      Sartain brushed past Harken, picked up his hat where he’d left it on the floor last night, stuffed it onto his head, and then tramped back out through the barn door. He stopped suddenly. Lick Dalton stood staring toward him from the saloon’s rear door. The apron-clad proprietor was holding an armload of wood against his chest. He had a funny, faintly sheepish expression on his long, craggy face.

      Seeing Sartain staring back at him suspiciously, Dalton jerked with a start and then pulled the saloon’s rear door open and disappeared inside, awkwardly pulling the door closed behind him.

      “Dalton!” the Cajun intoned. “Hey, Dalton! Wait a minute!”

      Sartain jogged through the snow as Rand said, “You wait a minute, Sartain! We ain’t finished!”

      “Ah, let him go. He didn’t give that goose egg to himself,” Sartain heard Harken say as he jerked open the saloon’s rear door. He bounded inside the saloon. As he entered the main room, in which only a couple of last night’s card players and the young couple sat, drinking coffee, Dalton disappeared through the curtained door behind the bar.

      Sartain strode purposefully around the bar. He pushed through the curtained doorway. Dalton was dropping his load of wood into a box beside the large cook range at which Alma was frying potatoes and onions. Three loaves of fresh bread sat on a wire warming rack on a stout log table.

      Dalton glanced at Sartain as he grabbed one of the logs and turned to the range. “That wasn’t supposed to happen. No, sir. It wasn’t supposed to happen like that.”

      He opened one of the range’s small, square side doors and shoved the log inside.

      “What wasn’t supposed to happen?” the Cajun wanted to know.

      Alma jerked a harsh, commanding look at her husband. “Lick!”

      “What wasn’t supposed to happen?” Sartain repeated, louder, ignoring the woman’s cold stare at her husband.

      “Nothin’,” Dalton said as he shoved another log into the firebox then closed the door with a squawk, twisting the handle to lock it.

      “Come on, Dalton. Be a man.” Sartain moved forward, hot blood rushing to his face. “What’s going on around here? I got a feelin’ you know all about it, don’t you? I got a feelin’ you know what that beast is that’s been doin’ all the killing.”

      Dalton glanced at Sartain then turned to Alma. She held her castigating gaze on her husband, bunching her lips as she angrily stirred the potatoes in the cast iron pan.

      Sartain said, “Alma, he might as well tell me. Or you might as well. I know there’s something wicked at play here. Wickedly deadly. And I know you two are in on it. I’m gonna get to the bottom of it one way or another.”

      Sartain pulled a chair out from the table, sat down, removed his hat, and tossed it onto the table beside the bread. He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not goin’ anywhere until I hear every word of what’s at play here in this godforsaken devil’s lair!”

      Dalton glanced at Alma once more. She hardened her jaws as though knowing there was nothing she could do to stop her husband now, and she turned her attention to the potatoes, giving her back to Sartain.

      Dalton hooked his crooked thumbs in the pockets of the denim trousers that sagged on his wide, bony hips. “It’s a beast, all right. A man-beast is what it is.” He spoke slowly, softly, to the floor, owning the air of a schoolboy sent to the headmaster’s office for punishment. “Hans Rasmussen.”

      “Rasmussen?” Sartain scowled in disbelief. He had a feeling that everything he was about to hear was going to be hard to believe. He braced himself for more. “Dorian’s...”

      “Brother.”

      “So it’s human, this beast.”

      “Part.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Dalton walked over to the range. He grabbed two stone mugs from a wooden cupboard and then used a leather mitten to remove an enamel coffee pot from the stove’s warming rack. He brought both cups over to the table, filled them with the thick, black, smoking brew, and returned the pot to the range. “I reckon he was born human, but he’s become more beast than man.”

      Harken slacked down in a chair, facing Sartain, and lifted the cup to his lips, blowing on it tentatively. His emaciated features were tight, his eyes dark.

      “Six years ago, buyers for the railroad came through, making offers for land. Small farms an’ such. Cash on the barrelhead. Mine and Alma’s was one of them farms they wanted to buy. There were several more farms along the path where the railroad wanted to lay its rails. One of ‘em was the Rasmussen farm on the north side of Rasmussen Slough.

      “Because of the slough and the boggy land to the west, the railroad had to have the Rasmussen land. It was the only place around here they could lay the tracks unless they moved the rails ten miles east or thirty miles west. But old Horace Rasmussen didn’t want to sell. He was odd that way. He thought the railroad was too big for its britches. He thought they were just pushin’ him around. He refused to sell unless they doubled their offer.

      “The railroad refused. Horace was stubborn, but the railroad was even more stubborn than he was. The buyers came around here and held a meeting with us other farmers who’d agreed to sell. They told us that if we couldn’t convince Rasmussen to sell to them, they couldn’t buy from us. They’d have to move the rails either east or west, bypassing this whole area.”

      Sartain sat stiffly in his chair, one hand around his coffee mug. He hadn’t taken a sip yet. He was too enmeshed in the old man’s story.

      “Go on,” he said after Dalton had taken another sip from his cup and set it carefully back down on the table.

      Dalton swallowed audibly, grimaced as though from the burn of the hot brew going down his throat, and licked his lower lip. “We other farmers had us a meetin’ and invited Horace Rasmussen. We pleaded with Rasmussen to sell his land to the railroad. Horace flat-out refused, and even refused to talk to any of us any more about it. By god, he was a stubborn son of Satan! An odd one, too. Fought in the war, and it made him...”

      Dalton twirled a finger in the air beside his right ear.

      “But them kids of his were odd too. So was his wife, though I don’t believe I ever seen her except from a far distance. She never went anywhere, but holed up in that old shack of theirs, along with that crazy girl an’ crazy boy, that Hans. Prairie people, born and bred. Crazy people!”

      “What happened, Dalton?” Sartain prodded the man, sensing the Sundance Proprietor was filling time, reluctant to get to the crux of his confession.

      Dalton sighed and turned to Alma. She looked back at him as she sliced cured ham into another pan on the range. She shook her head slowly, with a deeply bitter, reproving look, and turned back to her chores.

      “We all were fit to be tied,” Dalton said, staring down at the table now as he talked. “The railroad offered us each twenty thousand dollars for our land, twice what it was worth. Horace Rasmussen wanted forty! Well, he wasn’t gonna get forty, and that meant none of us was gonna get our twenty.”

      “So...what happened, Dalton?” Sartain leaned toward the little man sitting hangdog in his chair, pressing him. “Get on with it. There’s a girl out there in the snow somewhere, and I want to know if there’s a chance she’s still alive!”

      But it was no longer the girl he’d first been worried about...

      Dalton jerked with a start at the Cajun’s rising, angry tone. He said, “We all got liquored up one night, armed ourselves, and rode out to the Rasmussen place.”

      He looked at Sartain, wide-eyed now with exasperation. “There was a big argument, as you can imagine. Horace went for a gun and shot one of the farmers, a fella named Paul Christie. Someone else shot Horace. Then the kids come at us—the crazy girl, Dorian, though she was all of fourteen. And that giant of a brother. There was somethin’ wrong with him—bad wrong. Stood nearly six feet tall when he was only eight years old. When he was twelve, the age he was when we went out there, he stood nearly seven feet. Couldn’t talk but only grunted. Had a big, pumpkin head—badly misshaped. Big feet and hands. I never seen hands and feet so big!”

      Dalton used his hands to try and convey the large, odd shape of the boy’s head.

      “Odd how the girl could be so pretty, and the boy so damn ugly!”

      Sartain felt the tightness of revulsion at the way Dalton had emphasized “pretty.”

      “Dalton, you’re not gonna tell me that—”

      “Yeah, things got out of hand in a bad way that night. I had no part in that, but I was too fired up and liquored up to stop it. Three of the six of us who went out there beat the boy with their rifles, and then they...managed to run the girl down—she was a wildcat, that one—and take her into the cabin.”

      Sartain glanced at Alma. Dalton’s woman stood with her back taut, facing the range as she worked, making short, jerky movements. The Cajun sensed that she was squeezing her eyes closed and trying not to listen to the rest of the story she’d obviously heard in the past.

      A story she knew only too well.

      “They...they had their way with her, those drunken fools,” Dalton said slowly, ominously. “I might as well have, too, because I didn’t do nothin’ to stop it.”

      Sartain thought that those had been Alma’s castigating words, and Dalton had absorbed them out of guilt and shame. He wore them like a prisoner wore his striped pajamas. “And then, somehow, the cabin caught fire. A lamp must’ve got broke. The three men who’d taken the girl dragged her out but left the boy inside. We all mounted up and galloped off in our separate ways, never to speak of that night again.”

      Again, Sartain leaned forward in his chair, desperate for the whole story. “But the boy, Hans—he survived the fire. Didn’t he, Dalton?”
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      “Yeah. Somehow. He survived it.” Dalton ran a hand across his mouth and glanced over at his wife again.

      She said nothing but only flipped the sizzling slices of ham and scraped the potatoes around, one stern hand on her beefy hip.

      “But I didn’t know he survived it until the railroad went through, and I built this store in town, and we started to prosper. I thought the girl had left on her own, but then they started showin’ up here in town. The boy had a badly scarred face, though. He wasn’t much to look at, to begin with.”

      “Was that what made him a killer?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. He probably always had the killer in him. But folks started disappearin’. One here and there, mostly train passengers. They seemed to feel the need to prey on the railroad.”

      “You mean, all this time they’ve been killing the passengers here in Sundance?” Sartain raised his voice in exasperation. “At this very saloon, Dalton?”

      “Shhhh! Keep your voice down, will ya?” Glancing at the curtained doorway, Dalton waved for the Cajun to pipe down. “They spread the killin’ around, up and down the line. Every once in a while, one of my customers will disappear. Very rarely, you hear? Oh, sometimes there’d be an investigation, but nothin’ would be found of the poor soul. The local sheriff from over in Jasper usually chalks it up to the still-violent ways of the frontier. After all, it is still a wild place, as much as I’d like to think it ain’t.”

      “Why do they kill? Just mad at the railroad? Why haven’t they killed you?”

      Dalton stared at his coffee mug. Finally, he lifted it with hands that Sartain noticed were trembling slightly. He lowered his head, sipped the still-hot brew, and glanced over his shoulder again at his wife. She must have sensed it, because she glanced back over her shoulder at him, darkly.

      “I reckon on account of I run the hotel, me an’ Alma.”

      “Which lures in their prey,” Sartain finished for the man, nodding slowly.

      Dalton set the coffee cup down, cleared his throat.

      “The boy, Hans? He has him a peculiar appetite.”

      Sartain scowled. “Huh?”

      “He has him an...an unnatural appetite. He eats folks. Humans.” Dalton paused, shook his head, and exhaled loudly. “I’ve heard of it before. Cannibalism. Mostly, though, it’s done when there’s no other food around. You know, like the Donner Party out in California.”

      The old man shook his head again in disbelief. “But I’ve heard of others who somehow have acquired the taste of human flesh. There’s an animal quality about ‘em. They’re born with it. And this boy has it, by God. I know because I seen what was left of one of his victims, the bones all spread around a cave not far from here. I tracked him one fall, right after I figured out that it was Hans doin’ the killin’s hereabouts, that crazy sister of his sort of assistin’, you might say. I think she lures men into traps, and if you’ve seen her, you know how easily that could be done.”

      “Oh, I know,” Sartain’s voice was pitched low with his own brand of disbelief now. He’d heard some wild stories on the frontier, but this one took the cake.

      Vaguely, beneath a lingering fog of incomprehension of such a tale, he wondered why Dorian hadn’t thrown him to her brother, the beast. Had Hans had his fill with Scanlon?

      But, why had he taken Hec Wallace the following night?

      He posed the question to Dalton.

      The proprietor exhaled again loudly, and said, “They been steppin’ up the killins of late. I’m not sure why. Maybe because the winter’s comin’ on again—the long winter—and he gets a little crazy this time of year. Like wolves, like bears. Hell, I don’t know. How am supposed to understand what goes on in the mind of a boy who feeds on his own and a sister who helps him?”

      “Why haven’t you gone to the sheriff, Dalton?”

      Dalton bunched his lips and closed his hands around his cup again but seemed to decide not to lift it to his lips. He took his hands away, let them fall to his sides. “Because...because I thought we sorta had an agreement that, because of what I done—and maybe the railroad helped cause that—that I’d let ‘em take one now and then. A human being. That way, they’d be satisfied, and they’d leave me and Alma alone, and the story wouldn’t get out about what went on here. The killin’ of old Horace, the fire, the boy...the girl...And then the killin’ they started doin’ a few years back, to get even, I reckon, as much as to feed the boy’s cravings.”

      He looked pleadingly at Sartain. “If that story ever got out, you think anyone’d want to stay here at my place? My big red place here on the plain where folks are sometimes murdered and eaten by a monster? Why I’d have to shut down within days! The railroad would probably relocate the depot station!”

      Dalton stared hard at Sartain, then shook his head. “No. No, no one would get off here for the stage, or buy a ticket here for the train. And all we built would be gone, and Alma and me would be back livin’ on ten acres and tryin’ to scratch a livin’ out of this godforsaken prairie. At our ages!”

      Dalton lowered his head and wept, tears rolling down both sides of his long, slender nose.

      Weeping, he said, “I should have gone to the sheriff when I first caught on, but I didn’t, hopin’ that maybe it wouldn’t happen again. But then it did, and I didn’t go to the sheriff because I hadn’t before, and then I worried about the story gettin’ out and folks realizin’ how awful this country still was!”

      Sartain rose a little unsteadily from his chair. He hadn’t touched his coffee. “So Gala is likely dead.”

      “That’d be odd,” Dalton said in a thin, almost inaudible voice. “He never took no women before. I figure...I figure maybe he’s comin’ on to needin’ more than just flesh to eat...”

      Sartain’s heart thudded with both hope and revulsion. “Do you know where they hole up?”

      “One of the places. They move around a lot. When they’re huntin’ around here, I think, though I’m not sure, they stay in an old trapper’s shack on Eagle Creek, about six miles from here.”

      “Draw me a map. I’ll be back for it after I fetch my rifle.”

      Dalton looked vaguely around for paper and pencil then scowled curiously at Sartain. “What I can’t figure is why Hans didn’t take you.”

      Sartain knew why. Because Dorian had tumbled for him. That’s why she’d laid Sartain out on the cot last night and had even built a fire in Wallace’s stove so he wouldn’t freeze to death.

      The girl’s urge to leave here with the Cajun had been real. He was convinced of that. She’d thought she’d fallen in love with him, and while his refusal had hurt her, she must have thought she loved him enough to not allow her brother to kill him.

      To kill and eat him.

      Sartain didn’t convey any of those thoughts to Dalton, however. There was no time. Besides, he was still trying to wrap his mind around the entire grisly situation, and his tongue was as thick as shoe leather in his mouth.

      He had to see about saving Gala from Dorian and her brother, the man-beast.

      He swung around and pushed through the curtain, stopped in his tracks when he saw Stanley Harken and the two bodyguards standing before him, just beyond the doorway. Rand was leaning back against the bar. They all wore stricken disbelieving looks on their faces.

      “Good God!” Harken said, shuddering.

      “You heard, I take it.”

      “Christ, what kind of a hellhole is this?”

      Sartain pushed past the three men and walked out from behind the bar. “If you’re comin’ with me, you’d best pick out and saddle your horses. That buckskin’s mine. I wouldn’t go near him if I were you, unless you want an ear torn off.”

      The Cajun ran upstairs to fetch his rifle and saddlebags.
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      The snow was knee deep in places. In other places, deeper. But the wind had done a good job of sweeping it into frothy drifts, and between many of these drifts, the land was nearly bare.

      Sartain led the way around these impediments, and by doing so, he was often able to hold Boss to a full trot, sometimes even a ground-eating lope. It was at the bottom of ravines and coulees that he and the other three riders had their work cut out for them, for the snow had piled up in these low-lying areas like white frosting that had dripped down the sides of a rich wedding cake.

      Often, brush and fallen trees, hidden by the deep snow at the bottoms of the cuts, further impeded their way. Several times, they had to dismount and lead their mounts through these buried reefs of tangled brush and branches, a painstaking process that ate up precious time.

      Sartain had no idea how long Dorian and Hans would keep Gala alive. Or if the governor’s daughter was even alive now. Having sated Hans’s sexual hunger, she could very well be satisfying his other, even more, dangerous hunger.

      “Cannibalism,” Sartain quietly mused. “Christ!”

      At least, the weather was holding. It was cold in the wake of the storm. Cold and impossibly sunny, the sun flashing wickedly off the snow. At least no more was coming down.

      Chickadees peeped in the scattered copses. That with the horses’ dull clomps, strained breaths, the constant sigh of the wind, and the sifting of the snow blowing along the ground were the only sounds.

      It was a bright, stark, empty, frigid desert they were traversing, generally traveling southeast in a roundabout way, negotiating routes around or through long drifts capping ridge tops and forming the shapes of frozen ocean waves.

      Occasionally, Sartain hauled out the map that Dalton had penciled on lined notepaper, consulting it briefly, matching its lines and circles with land formations around him, making sure he was still headed in the right direction. Then he stuffed the wind-battered leaf back into his coat pocket and kept going.

      Harken followed close behind him on Charlie Scanlon’s horse. Rand and Temple, riding abreast, followed Harken from about twenty yards back.

      At midday, they dropped into the ravine that the map told Sartain held Eagle Creek and the old trapper’s cabin in which Dorian and Hans holed up from time to time, while they hunted the area around the Sundance. When The Revenger and the others reached the snowy bottom of the cut, Sartain reined Boss in and dismounted.

      “Let’s hold up here,” he said, looping his reins over a gray branch jutting from a deadfall. “According to Dalton’s map, we’re close.”

      “Where is it?” Harken said, his voice betraying his eagerness to retrieve his kidnapped charge. “Where the trapper’s shack?”

      Sartain turned to stare east along the ravine, which broadened out a ways ahead, to the right of where the frozen creek curved away to the north. The ground was relatively flat and stippled with sparse, winter-gray trees—box elders, aspens, and cottonwoods.

      “That way,” said the Cajun, sliding his Henry from its saddle sheath.

      “Christ,” Rand said. “How in the hell did those two find their way out here in last night’s storm?”

      “They must know the country well,” Sartain said, racking a cartridge into his rifle’s breach. “And have one hell of a good sense of direction. Not all that unusual for folks who live in the wild and have grown accustomed to getting around in it in all kinds of weather.”

      “Or maybe they’re not out here at all,” opined the surly Temple. “Maybe old Dalton’s full of crap. Maybe he just led us off on a wild goose chase hoping we’ll get lost and never find our way back. The wind’s fillin’ our tracks in right quick. Or maybe he’s just feedin’ us to that thing, leadin’ us into a trap!”

      “Why would he do that?” Harken asked the bodyguard.

      “So, we won’t live to tell the tale of what’s been goin’ on out here, around his hotel. You heard him. It took him this long to tell anybody. Bad for business!”

      Harken pondered that, “He could tell the other passengers we all went off chasing Gala, who got lost in the storm and simply never came back. None of the others know what’s going on.” He gave the Cajun an incriminating look. “All they know is Sartain and Ed got into it over the girl.”

      “Like I said, we’re bad for business!” Temple repeated, snarling it. Then he jerked back abruptly, eyes widening in sudden shock, as though some invisible fist had punched him in the chest.

      As the crack of a rifle flatted out over the floor of the ravine, Sartain saw blood bubble up from a hole in Temple’s fur coat, just below the third button down from his throat.

      Temple dropped straight back, like a felled aspen.

      “Down!” Sartain shouted.
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      Sartain hit the snow and crabbed on chest and belly toward a deadfall bowing up out of the fresh powder. Behind him, the horses whinnied and shied at the shot and the smell of fresh blood.

      Another bullet screeched through the diamond-clear air and sliced into the snow near where Harken had fallen after jerking with a start and getting his feet entangled.

      “Jesus!” the older man intoned at the menacing blue crease in the snow near his right arm.

      The shot crackled, clear as a bell, the echo dwindling quickly.

      Sartain lifted his head over the deadfall in time to see a slender figure run out from behind a tree roughly sixty yards away from him, to the right of where the creek made a sharp curve to the north. The sun was so bright, the snow reflecting off it so unforgivingly, that he couldn’t see the figure clearly, but he thought he could make out Dorian’s rabbit fur cap, jostling now as the girl ran through the trees.

      Sartain cursed, not wanting to kill the girl. Still, he raised the Henry and fired three quick rounds at her, hoping only to wing her. As he snapped off the third shot, the sun reflected bayonet-sharp off the snow, momentarily blinding Sartain just as he heard the girl scream and drop to a knee. He blinked, squinting against the pink and gold bayonet blade of flame-like light, and saw the girl’s silhouette push up out of the snow and continue running.

      “I’ll stop the polecat!” Rand bellowed.

      He fired his carbine.

      He pumped another round into the chamber and fired again.

      “Did you get her?” Sartain asked, large, black dots flashing in front of his eyes, his forehead burning from the harsh light’s assault on his retinas.

      “Not sure,” Rand said, pumping another round into the chamber but holding fire. “The damn light...”

      Sartain rose from behind the deadfall, all three horses continuing to shy and nicker, pulling at the tied reins. He lifted an arm to shade his eyes and saw a slender shadow retreat into the denser copse straight beyond him, maybe nine yards away from him now and retreating.

      “There she is,” Sartain grunted half to himself.

      He climbed over the deadfall, tripped on a buried branch, and ran, unable to raise his boots very high in the snow but mostly sliding both feet forward, as though he were skiing.

      What he wouldn’t give for a pair of snowshoes...

      “We have to get her,” Harken said, breathless, running behind Sartain, trying to keep up. “We have to get her...find Gala. Good Lord, what’s the Governor going to say about all this?”

      “He won’t say much as long as we get her back,” Rand said, hopping through the snow to Sartain’s far left, throwing his left arm out for balance, holding his rifle low in his right hand.

      He was nearly parallel with Sartain as they ran into thicker trees east of the creek, but Harken was lagging a good thirty feet behind, working hard, his breaths coming in ragged gasps. He held his own carbine against his chest, swinging it as though he was rowing with it.

      Sartain continued to move into the trees, following the girl’s tracks. He saw no blood in the snow, which meant that neither he nor Rand had hit her. Ahead, the trees grew thicker, and there was more undergrowth for him to stumble over.

      He slowed his pace, looking around carefully. She could be anywhere in these trees, holing up behind cover, waiting for him and his companions to walk into her rifle sights.

      He glanced to his left. Rand was just then swinging a leg over a deadfall.

      “Best slow down,” Sartain yelled.

      Rand stopped, turned his one-eyed face toward the Cajun. “Why? You think she has?”

      The crack of a rifle was a good enough response.

      Rand’s head jerked violently back, then wobbled. His body sagged back against the tree he’d just stepped over, and his carbine tumbled from his hands. As the man dropped to his knees as though bowing for communion, Sartain pulled his head back behind an aspen just in time to avoid another bullet slicing the air where he’d been standing half a wink before.

      The bullet thunked into a frozen tree behind him. The rifle’s shrill echo wailed through the woods.

      Sartain glanced over his right shoulder. Harken was just then dropping behind a dense pocket of chokecherry brush about thirty yards behind him. In the quiet air following the shot, Sartain heard the man curse shrilly.

      “Stay where you are,” the Cajun told him, not having to raise his voice to be heard in the still, dense tense silence.

      “Is he dead?” Harken asked, his voice quavering fearfully. “Is Rand dead?”

      Sartain glanced over to where Rand’s back humped up out of the snow, the man’s head and legs buried. “I’d say it’s a safe bet.”

      “Oh, dear Lord.”

      Sartain knew that the man was reflecting on the irony of the three bodyguards’ having taken out the train robbers with aplomb, only to be dispatched, one by one, first by a lone Cajun and then by a girl.

      Dorian’s voice sliced cleanly through the chill air. “Go away, Mike. I don’t want to have to kill you.”

      Sartain glanced around from behind the aspen. He couldn’t see her for the tangle of shrubs and the leaning pillars of trees silhouetted against the sunlight. But she’d sounded only a handful of yards away, though sounds could be deceptive in air this dense.

      “You don’t have to kill anybody, Dorian,” the Cajun said, again not having to raise his voice much. “I’m here for your brother.”

      “You got no call!” the girl cried. “What’s any of this to you?”

      “You took an innocent girl,” Sartain said. “A governor’s daughter. That man’s going to be wanting her back.”

      Dorian’s voice was shrill with jealousy. “I suppose you want her back!”

      “Yeah, I want her back.”

      “She’s pretty, isn’t she, Mike?”

      Sartain cursed under his breath. He didn’t need this added complication to an already dire situation. On the other hand, it was good to hear Dorian refer to Gala in the present tense, which meant she must still be alive. “That has nothing to do with it, Dorian. Your brother can’t have her.”

      “He’s already got her,” Dorian said, sneering. “He’s going to keep her. He needs someone. Just like I need someone,” she added more sharply and again with accusing.

      “Dorian, be reasonable,” Sartain said. “It’s over. This whole grisly game of yours and your brother’s is over.”

      “I would have run away with you, Mike,” Dorian snapped. “But you wouldn’t have me. I was ready to leave Hans. I was ready to leave this life. I’ve had enough of it...tending Hans and his...hungers...and desires.”

      “You can still leave it.”

      “And do what?” Dorian asked. “Go where? With who?”

      Sartain didn’t know how to answer that, so he let the question hang in the air.

      Dorian said, “I got nowhere else to go. My life is here with Hans.”

      “Feeding his cravings?” Sartain gave a caustic laugh. “Dorian, his cravings are unnatural. I can understand your anger...your need for revenge. Believe me, if anyone can understand the need for revenge, it’s me. But you and Hans...you’re feeding on innocent people, preying on innocent train passengers like wolves on newborn calves. Dorian, for chrissakes, you’re sane. I know you are. It’s time to stop this.”

      The girl’s response was another bullet plunking into the tree Sartain was using for cover. Bark sprayed. The shot rang out over the forest.

      “Christ,” Harken said behind Sartain.

      The Cajun knew he had no other options now. Dorian wouldn’t give up, and neither would her sick, crazy brother. Gritting his teeth in frustration, he stepped out around the left side of his covering aspen and triggered the Henry in the direction from which her voice had come.

      There was a shrill cry and the crackling of thin branches.

      Sartain saw a shadow move. He bounded toward it through the snow, lifting his knees high. He wove through the trees and bulled through the brush, stopping and staring at the scuffed snow where the girl had fallen.

      The pink slush of fresh blood shone around the deep scuff marks.

      Hard to his right, snow crunched faintly.

      Sartain steeled himself, waiting for the bullet.

      There was only the ping of a hammer dropping benignly against a firing pin.

      The Cajun wheeled in time to hear the girl scream, throw her empty rifle away, and hurl herself toward him from a V between two trees, her face a red mask of insane rage and desperation. She slashed the barrel of her rifle down toward him.

      He’d hesitated in raising the Henry, still reluctant to kill her. Before he could bring the long gun up, she rammed the butt of her own empty rifle down against it, knocking it out of his hands.

      The barrel of her Winchester glanced off his right temple and shoulder.

      And then Dorian slammed into his chest, bulling him off his heels into the snow, screeching like a wildcat. He rolled her off him more easily than he’d anticipated. She lay back in the snow, writhing.

      “Oh, damn you,” the girl cried, closing her eyes and pressing her head to the snowy ground, grinding her heels into the snow as well.

      Red slush shone at her right side.

      “Dorian,” Sartain said, rising to his knees and looking at her. “Oh, Dorian...”

      One of his bullets had hit home. Suddenly, he felt wretched.

      Dorian sobbed, “Leave him be. He can’t help what he is.”

      Sartain brushed the bloody snow away from her side, revealing the small hole from which dark-red blood issued, steaming in the cold air. He reached under his coat and removed his neckerchief.

      He pressed the wadded cloth against the hole.

      “Hold that there,” he told the girl. “Hold it down tight.”

      When the girl only lay back in the snow, sobbing, he grabbed her right mittened hand and placed and it atop the cloth over the hole. “Hold it down tight, or you’ll bleed out.”

      The crunch of footsteps and the rasps of heavy breathing rose, and Sartain saw Harken trudging toward him. The man’s face was mottled red from cold and exertion. He held his rifle not very tightly under his right arm. It wagged and flopped.

      “Keep an eye on her,” Sartain ordered Gala’s chaperone. “And make sure she keeps that neckerchief pressed down tight against the wound.”

      The exhausted Harken looked from Dorian to Sartain. “You going after Gala?”

      “Yep.”

      Sartain scooped his Henry out of the snow and brushed the snow from its stock. Quickly, he removed the loading tube from under the barrel and filled it with fresh cartridges from his belt. When he’d snugged the tube back under the barrel, and locked it, he racked a fresh round into the Henry’s breach, off-cocked the hammer, and looked down at Dorian.

      She’d risen onto her elbows, and she was staring angrily up at him.

      “Go ahead and fetch the pretty governor’s daughter,” Dorian snarled, flaring a nostril. “Kill my brother and leave me with nothing!”

      “I hope to leave you with a new life, Dorian.”

      He turned and looked around. He couldn’t see the cabin, but he sensed it was dead ahead, for that was the direction that Dorian had been heading.

      He glanced once more at the girl and Harken, who sagged wearily onto a snow-mantled tree stump.

      “Keep a close eye on her, Harken,” Sartain ordered the older man again. “Don’t let her out of your sight. Not even for a second. And if she tries to call out a warning to Hans, shoot her.”

      “All right,” Harken said, nodding resolutely. “I will. Shouldn’t be too hard...under the circumstances.”

      He aimed his carbine at Dorian, who held her hateful glare on Sartain, her jaws hard.

      The Revenger swung around and jogged off through the snow.
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      It wasn’t hard to find the cabin. Sartain quickly picked up Dorian’s tracks and followed them back through the snow and brush to the squat, gray-log shack hunched at the base of a steep slope.

      The place was well hidden. From a distance, it looked a little higher than the snow-covered undergrowth around it. Cottonwoods and aspens towered over it. Hans and Dorian had chosen it well. No one could have found it unless they knew exactly where to look for it.

      A stone hearth jutted up along the left wall. Gray smoke issued from the chimney, flattening out over the cabin’s roof, which was mantled in a good three feet of fresh snow that gleamed like expensive crystal.

      Sartain studied the place from a tangle of thick brush twenty yards away from the northeast front corner. It was banded with sunlight and shadow, smoke from the chimney hovering over it. No sounds issued, lending an additional air of foreboding.

      The only sounds at all were the peeping of chickadees and nuthatches, gay music in stark contrast to the air of hushed menace surrounding the grim place.

      Holding the Henry in both hands, barrel up, the Cajun moved out from his cover, heading slowly toward the cabin. He kept a close eye on the shuttered windows, which bore rifle slits that had probably been used by its original dweller for warding off Indian attacks. The slits formed black crosses. So far, no shadows had moved behind them.

      Sartain stepped onto the rickety stoop, wincing against the squawk of loose, rotting floorboards beneath his boots. He expected the door to be barred from within, but it wasn’t. The metal latch handle dropped in its steel rack, the door shuddered and squawked as it fell open.

      A sour smell permeated the air pushing out through the dark opening at Sartain. Holding the rifle straight out from his right side, he drew the hammer back and stepped inside the cabin, looking around, his eyes slow to adjust to the murky, brown light.

      He wrinkled his nose. His eyes burned.

      The stench was like that of a bear den. Sartain wondered how Dorian stood it. Orange flames danced in the hearth to his far left. The cabin was only one room, neatly kept. There was a table, a cot, some wooden cabinets, a dry sink mounted on branches fastened together with rawhide, and not much else.

      Tack was piled in a corner near the fire. A washbasin filled with water sat on the table, and a strip of flannel likely used as a towel hung over a near chair.

      The Revenger’s eyes swept the room. There was no one here. If Hans was as large as Dalton had said he was, there would be no room for him to hide in here.

      Sartain studied a bobcat skin stretched over the cabin’s rear wall. In fact, it was two skins crudely stitched together. It hung from two nails, like a curtain...

      Frowning curiously, the Cajun moved to the hide and poked his rifle barrel around the left side of it and shoved the barrel forward. It met no resistance.

      Sartain stepped back, heart thudding.

      Then he used his right hand to quickly lift the hides, revealing an opening in the cabin wall. Beyond the opening appeared to be a cave. The mouth of the cave was like the mouth of a giant with the worst breath imaginable. The mouth exhaled that sickly sweet stench, which wrapped around Sartain and sucked his own breath from his lungs.

      His eyes watered.

      He was about to reach for his neckerchief, forgetting that he’d given it to Dorian when a giant figure stepped casually into the opening before him. Sartain gave a grunt and stepped back in shock. Just as he began to draw his index finger back against the Henry’s trigger, the giant stepped to one side, gave a loud grunt of its own, and yanked the rifle out of Sartain’s surprise-weakened grip.

      The rifle belched loudly, the echoes hammering in the close confines.

      Sartain’s hand ached from the violent jerk of the gun from his fingers. As he bounded back into the cabin, he saw the beast duck out of the cave entrance and straighten before him—a good seven feet of giant with round cobalt-blue eyes bulging out of a dome-like head only half-covered with stringy yellow hair and a hideously deformed face.

      The mouth almost appeared to be two half-mouths set crudely side by side. The beast’s two connected mouths opened, giving its bear-like bellow. It raised its right arm, a hatchet arcing up in its right hand. Vaguely, Sartain reflected that the hatchet was how it had so quickly freed Charlie Scanlon from his ties, so quickly killed him, and chopped off the half-breed’s head.

      Hans was coming after Sartain now with the same hatchet.

      The hatchet came down in a gray-brown blur toward the Cajun, its razor-edged blade crusted with old blood and tufts of hair.

      Sartain stumbled to one side. The beast gave another, louder bellowing wail as the hatchet thudded loudly into the table. Sartain clawed at his holster for the LeMat, but the beast was too quick. It yanked the hatchet out of the table, bellowing, showing its worn, grimy teeth and squinting its eyes, and slashed the hatchet from right to left.

      Sartain ducked, heard the whistle of the blade through the air where his head had just been. Again, he clawed at his holster, but he was stumbling backward, trying to keep his eyes on Hans’s hatchet, and he was having trouble releasing the keeper thong from over the hammer.

      And then the wretched beast hammered its three-hundred-and-fifty-pound body straight forward, slamming his massive head and shoulders into the Cajun, lifting him off his feet and driving him to the floor.

      Sartain’s head rang from its brutal meeting with the hard-packed dirt. For a moment there were two man-beasts straddling him, opening the horror of his mouth, unleashing that rancid breath fetid with what could only be the stench of human flesh, and lifted the hatchet high above his head.

      The hatchet came down, but now Sartain had the LeMat in his right hand.

      The pistol exploded, flames lapping from the barrel.

      The bullet tore into Hans’s right shoulder at the joint. The beast’s hand opened, and the hatchet slammed into the ground about six inches from the Cajun’s left cheek, so close that he could smell the coppery-sweet smell of the blood- and flesh-encrusted blade.

      Hans sagged backward, snarling wildly and shaking his pumpkin-sized head as he clamped his massive left hand to his anvil-sized, bullet-torn shoulder.

      Sartain gave a beast-like roar of his own as he hardened his jaws and slammed his forehead into Hans’s chest, shoving the giant backward. The Cajun was able to slide his right leg out from beneath Hans’s rear-end and slam the heel of his boot against the beast’s chest.

      Hans roared again and fell backward. As he did, Sartain kicked him again and aimed the LeMat at his head. As he squeezed the trigger, Hans slung his left arm backward, connecting solidly with the LeMat’s brass frame.

      The revolver roared, the bullet screeching off the cook stove. The gun itself flew out of Sartain’s hand, spun through the air, and slammed into the front wall.

      Hans reached with his left hand for the Cajun’s throat. Sartain elbowed the giant’s massive hand away then grabbed the hatchet, loosing a bellowing curse as he kicked out with his legs and drove the blade into the same shoulder he’d plundered with the bullet.

      Hans screamed a scream that was nothing like Sartain had ever heard—part bird, part grizzly bear, part bugling elk cry, and part something that could only be about one-quarter human. The bellow filled the cabin, swirling through the air like something palpable and deadly, causing Sartain to grit his teeth against the rattling of his eardrums.

      As the man-beast loosed another such scream of anger, frustration, and pain, Sartain yanked his left leg out from under him. He scrambled to his feet but hit the floor again on his knees as Hans somehow managed to lunge toward him and grab his left ankle.

      Sartain could smell the breath of the beast scrambling toward him. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that Hans had pulled the hatchet out of his shoulder and, on hands and knees, crawling furiously toward Sartain, raging, raised the blood-dripping weapon once more.

      The Cajun saw the LeMat lying at the base of the front wall and lunged for it. He wrapped his hand around the pearl grips, raised the weapon, twisting around, and saw Hans raising the hatchet high in the air above his head, open mouth looking like a large, black saucer.

      That horrible, sour air blew against the Cajun once more, stifling him. Still, he managed to raise the LeMat, engage the shotgun shell, aim, and fire just as the beast started driving the hatchet down.

      Hans’s bellowing wail turned into a squeal as the hatchet left his hand once more to tumble to the floor beside Sartain’s head. The man-beast sagged backward and then fell forward. The Cajun rolled to the right a quarter-second before Hans would have fallen on top of him, likely suffocating him with his bulk.

      Sartain gained his feet and stared down at Hans. The beast lay sprawled partly on its bloody right shoulder, jerking and gurgling as it died. The massive head bobbed as Hans convulsed with death spasms.

      “Mike!” Came a young woman’s cry.

      Sartain looked toward the skins covering the cave entrance. “Gala!”

      He ran through the door and stopped, looking around horrifically. The cave was lit by several lamps guttering on what appeared old dynamite crates. The cave had been a mine. Sartain could see the marks of picks and shovels in the walls and the high, vaulted ceiling. What caught the brunt of his attention, however, was the grisly litter of human bones. Many of the bones, obviously arms and legs, a few ribs, still had bloody meat clinging to them.

      A whimper and a creaking sound drew Sartain’s attention to the large reinforced bed lying against the cave’s left wall, under a stout ceiling beam to which cobwebs clung. The bed was a massive pile of buffalo hides.

      “Mike!” It took Sartain a moment to pick Gala’s oval face out of the hides.

      She was trying to sit up despite the ropes tying her wrists to the bed’s stout posts, which had been constructed out of what appeared old ceiling beams. They were probably the only supports that could have held Hans’s massive frame.

      “Mike!” Gala cried again, turning her head toward him. A neckerchief trailed across her chin. It had likely been used as a gag, which she’d spit out to call for him.

      “Jesus,” Sartain muttered, unsheathing his Bowie knife. “Jesus Christ,” he said, freeing the girl’s wrists and ankles while his eyes swept the horror of the bone-littered floor.

      “Oh, Mike,” Gala said, staring wide-eyed at him. She wasn’t crying. Her jade eyes were merely glazed with shock.

      She didn’t seem to know what else to say. That about said it all, the Cajun thought, as he wrapped the girl in the robes and picked her up in his arms.

      Gala clung to him, staring up at him.

      “It’s all right,” The Revenger said. “It’s going to be all right.”

      But he wasn’t sure, after seeing what they’d both seen here today, that anything would ever be all right again.

      He swept the skins away from the cave entrance and ducked back into the cabin. He jerked back against the skins when he saw Hans standing before him, wailing again as he raised the hatchet above his head.

      A rifle roared.

      Hans squealed and drove the blade of the hatchet into the log wall above Sartain’s head. Hans’s massive frame wobbled, and then he stumbled away and fell to the floor. Sartain could feel the reverberation of the giant’s fall through his boots.

      Dorian stood in the cabin’s open doorway, smoke curling from the barrel of her carbine.

      “No!” a man’s voice shouted outside the cabin.

      Sartain yelled, “Hold on, Harken!”

      Drowning the yell, another rifle belched, this one outside the cabin.

      Dorian screamed and stumbled forward as the bullet tore through her back and out her chest, spraying blood onto the floor in front of her. She staggered forward, her blue eyes meeting Sartain’s briefly, obliquely, before she crumpled and lay in a quivering heap at the Cajun’s boots, not far from her brother.

      “Ah, crap,” said Sartain as Dorian started to raise a hand toward him as though seeking his help.

      Then the light left her eyes, and her head and hand dropped to the floor.

      The sound of running footsteps and strained breaths sounded outside the cabin. There was a thud on the wooden stoop, and Harken poked his head and the barrel of his smoking carbine through the door.

      He looked at Sartain and Gala, then frowned as he shifted his gaze from the unmoving Hans to his dead sister.

      “Oh, hell,” Harken said.

      “Yeah,” replied the Cajun.

      “She jumped me, grabbed her rifle, and headed for the cabin. I thought...I thought she was going to shoot you or Gala...”

      Sartain stepped over Dorian as he moved toward the door. “You probably did her a favor,” The Revenger said. “She gave her life for her brother. There wasn’t much left.”

      Still, his heart felt heavy and sick. Dorian hadn’t asked for the life she’d been stricken with, being caretaker of a brother who’d either been crazy since birth or driven that way by circumstances beyond his control.

      Sartain carried Gala out of the cabin.

      As he headed back in the direction of the horses, she asked, “Mike, what...what happened? My mind can’t quite grasp it.”

      Her voice was pitched with shock and wonder.

      “Don’t ask me,” the Cajun said, tramping off through the deep snow. “Let’s just chalk it up to one wild night at the Sundance Saloon.”

      
        
        The End

        Look for more Revenger titles at Amazon and Barnes & Noble,

        published only by Mean Pete Press! 
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      Edgar Rosen thrust his Peacemaker revolver at the three hard-eyed men slouching on the green plush train seats before him, and said commandingly, “Claw air or chew dirt, ya rotten rannies! I’m Deputy U.S. Marshal Edgar Vincent Rosen, and I’m takin’ you into the federal lockup. You can go in head up or toe down. It’s your decision. Don’t make no never mind to me!”

      The biggest man of the three, who had a bullet-shaped head as bald as a wheel hub, and a tattoo of a naked woman on his neck, wrinkled his broad nostrils at the tow-headed five-year-old and said, “Beat it, junior, or I’ll cut your tongue out an’ chop off your—!”

      The man beside him elbowed him sharply and smiled down at the nicker-clad boy, who was still pointing his “Peacemaker” at them. It was a wooden gun that little Edgar had carved from a chunk of cottonwood, but in the boy’s mind, it was a brass-chased, ivory-gripped beauty with his initials carved into the handles, which boasted a half-dozen carefully carved notches.

      The man who’d elbowed the big man had long, stringy, light-brown hair and a silver spike through his left nostril. He threw his hands up, and said in mock fear, “He’s got us now, boys! He’s got us now! Lordy, I’ve been soooo worried that nasty ole Marshal Edgar Vincent Rosen was gonna run us to ground that I ain’t been able to catch a good night’s sleep in years! Oh, I reckon it’s just as well. Give yourselves up, fellers! Old Rosen has got us dead to rights, he has!”

      He pretend-sobbed. “Have mercy on us, Marshal! Oh, please, do have mercy on us, Marshal Rosen! We don’t wanna die!”

      “Marshal” Rosen gritted his teeth, extended his left, slightly sticky hand palm up, and wagged his wooden pistol. “Turn over them hoglegs nice an’ slow. One quick move and you’re gonna be snugglin’ with the diamondbacks! I got paper on ya—snagged it from the depot in Denver—so I know who ya are. You’re the Lute Lawton Bunch, and I’ve done run ya to ground!”

      The three men’s sharp-featured bearded faces flushed the deep red of an Arizona sunset.

      The long-haired man with the nose spike slowly lowered his hands. He glanced around self-consciously and then chuckled edgily. “We’re the Lute Lawton Bunch, eh, sonny? No, I think you done made a mistake.” He chuckled again, edgily. “Run along now, little boy. Your momma’s probably worried about ya.”

      “Beat it, kid,” said the man sitting against the window. He was middle-aged, with a gray mustache and chin whiskers, and he wore round-rimmed spectacles and a bowler hat. A scar slanted across his left cheek. There was a long, wide bulge under his black wool coat. “Scram! Can’t you see you’re pesterin’ your elders?”

      “Oh, don’t be so hard on the kid,” said the longhaired man. “He’s just playin’ make-believe.” He chuckled again and glanced around the narrow-gauge passenger car as the wheels clacked and clattered over rail seams.

      The car was about three-quarters full. Stony ridges passed beyond the sooty, sunlit windows. Nearly every other passenger within ten feet in every direction of the car was frowning curiously over at the longhaired gent and his two partners.

      The longhaired gent looked around again and lifted his voice to say, “Little shaver here’s a real law-dog. Why he’s got us dead-to-rights!” He laughed. “Little boys. Ain’t they somethin’ special, though? Oh, to be that age again when everything’s a fancy!” He turned back to young Edgar and said softly but with a tense smile, “Run along, now, sport. Time to take your make-believe game to another car, all right?”

      “I got the dodger on ya!” young Edgar exclaimed, pulling a long, flattened leaf of paper out of the back pocket of his gray wool knickers.

      He held the paper up and shook it, gritting his small, white teeth, several of which he was missing. “This here tells how there’s a thousand-dollar bounty on each of yas, and Marshal Rosen is here to collect. Now, go on and reach for the ceilin’ before I fill ya full o’ lead and take you into the hoosegow feet-first!”

      “I said vamoose, you little peckerwood!” the big man intoned, lurching forward with menace and crinkling up his face. “Vamoose before I cut your ears off!”

      Edgar screamed as he lurched back in the aisle, dropping his wooden gun.

      The train car pitched and rocked, causing the child to get his feet tangled. He dropped to his butt with a started look, as though he’d been slapped. His cheeks turned pale, and tears filled his eyes as he started to cry. The door opened behind the boy, at the front of the car, and a pretty blonde woman in a conservative, pearl-colored traveling gown with matching waistcoat and picture hat with a beaded reticule hanging from her wrist, pushed into the car.

      Her eyes widened in shock at the boy crying on the aisle floor, and she gasped. “Edgar, there you are! What happened, child?”

      “Oh, he was just playin’ a little game and got himself riled,” said the longhaired man with the nose spike.

      “Say there,” said another man, moving forward along the car’s narrow aisle, “what’s all this about?” He was a tall man in a three-piece suit with a dark-blue vest to which a deputy U.S. marshal’s badge was pinned and peeking around from behind his coat lapel. A black leather gun rig was cinched around his waist. “Are you hurt, boy?”

      Edgar was now sobbing into his mother’s arms. “That hardtail tripped me and knocked my gun out of my hand!” he intoned, his voice muffled by his mother’s shoulder. “I want my Peacemaker!”

      “Here’s your Peacemaker, boy.” The lawman crouched over the boy. The man was small and compact, his craggy features adorned with a salt-and-pepper mustache and sideburns.

      Edgar looked up, his cheeks tear-streaked, and accepted the wooden gun from the man.

      “What do you say, Eddie?” said the boy’s mother.

      “Thank you, sir,” the boy said and scowled over at the three men sitting sheepishly in their plush-covered seats, five rows down from the front of the car. “Doggone owlhoots!”

      “Owlhoots, eh?” the lawman said, glancing at the three obvious tough nuts who did not look at him but kept their stony gazes straight ahead. “What you got in your hand there, boy? No, I don’t mean the gun. I mean what’s that paper you got in your other hand?”

      The boy’s mother said, “Show the man what you have in your hand, Edgar. I think he’s a lawman. See the shiny badge on his shirt?”

      Edgar squirmed around in her arms so he could get a better look at the lawman. The boy’s blue eyes found the badge, and he said with awe, “Are you really a lawman?”

      “Sure am, son.” The lawman gave the boy’s mother a wink. “Can I see that paper you have?”

      “This one?” the boy said, holding out the badly crinkled, age-yellowed paper. “I saw it in a Wells Fargo office. I didn’t mean to take it. I was just lookin’ at it, and it fell off the wall. So, I picked it up and got busy with somethin’, and forgot to stick it back on the wall.”

      “Sure, sure.” Giving Edgar’s mother another wink, the lawman took the paper and unfolded it.

      His gray-blue eyes skimmed the wanted circular, and then, his craggy face blanching slightly, he turned to the three hard cases sitting nearby and staring straight ahead, stony-faced.

      Deputy U.S. Marshal Melvin Sickles stared at the men for nearly half a minute, a muscle in his cheek twitching, his heart picking up its beat. The long-haired hard case turned his head slowly toward the lawman. He returned the lawman’s stony stare, and then he smiled.

      It was more of a smirk.

      The lawman lowered the paper to his side. He hung his right hand down over the black leather holster poking down beneath the hem of his coat. “The boy’s right, ain’t he? You’re Lute Lawton.” His voice was pitched so low that he himself could hardly hear it above the noise of the train.

      Wood smoke intermittently slipped in through the half-open windows to dance in the air around him.

      “You got it, Chief,” said the longhaired man with the nose spike, whose sole likeness had been sketched on the wanted dodger, which the marshal let flutter to the floor at his boots. Only Lawton’s image had been sketched on the dodger, but the circular offered a one-thousand-dollar bounty on each head of the eight-man Lawton Gang save for Lute Lawton himself.

      Lute Lawton had four thousand riding on his ugly visage.

      Marshal Sickles, who’d been on his way to the little mining town of Grizzly Gap in Colorado’s Sawatch Mountains to discuss none other than the Lute Lawton bunch themselves, quickly lifted the hem of his coat and shucked his walnut-gripped, Frontier-Model .44, aiming the pistol at Lawton and raking back the hammer.

      Out of the left corner of his mouth, he said softly but menacingly, “Ma’am, you’d best take the boy and move on outta here now.”

      He could see the woman and the boy, both still kneeling on the floor, staring up at him wide-eyed. They both seemed to be in shock. They were as still as statues. Sickles didn’t have time to repeat the warning nor to take his eyes off the three hard cases he was confronting, for fear they’d draw on him.

      To a man, the Lute Lawton Bunch was some of the fastest killers on the frontier.

      Marshal Sickles’s heart was thumping violently against his breastbone.

      “Where’s the rest of you?” he asked, turning away from the three briefly to rake his gaze across the car. All the other passengers—nearly two-dozen men and women and a few children including a small baby being held by its mother—were now staring toward Sickles and the three members of the Lute Lawton Gang.

      “The rest of us?” Lawton said, still smirking up at the lawman. Then he frowned and looked around. “Well, I don’t know. They should be around here some—”

      He cut himself off as a cannon-like blast sounded in the distance ahead of the train. The train slowed suddenly, lurching violently back and forth, brakes screeching and iron wheels clawing the steel rails. The floor was ripped out from beneath Sickles’ feet, and he went briefly airborne, watching the three gang members lurching forward with the car’s sudden slowing.

      Sickles hit the floor on his left hip and shoulder, wincing against the piercing pain of the fall but keeping his gaze on the Lawton Bunch.

      Each of the three was now smiling and whooping and hollering in delight while clawing six-shooters out of their holsters.

      “There’s the rest of the boys now, Marshal!” Lawton howled, raising two big, long-barreled Smith & Wesson pistols as he continued to lean over the seat before him. “They done blowed the tracks! Give ‘em a second, and I’ll introduce you!”

      The car’s wheels continued to screech shrilly as the train continued to slow, gravity like a strong wind trying to blow Sickles along the aisle toward the front. The boy and his mother had fallen against the car’s front door, the woman screaming and the boy yelling, “What’s happening, Mama?”

      A pistol roared.

      A bullet hammered the floor six inches to Sickles’s right. The lawman jerked his gaze back to see Lute Lawton, whose right-hand pistol was smoking. Lawton raised his left-hand pistol and, laughing maniacally, dropped the hammer.

      The bullet slammed into Sickles’s left shoulder like a blow from a hot branding iron. The lawman bellowed a curse as he kicked his legs, lifting his back from the floor and raising his Colt.

      Just then the train came to a dead stop with another violent lurch, throwing Lawton and the three other gang members back into their seats. Sickles’s bullet flew past the outlaw leader and plunked through the window behind him.

      The shouts and screams of men and women and the wailing of the baby and young children filled the car.

      Sickles looked at Lawton again, and his belly churned with dread.

      Lawton was whooping and hollering and extending both his pistols at the federal lawman, and firing. Sickles felt as though he’d been run over by a locomotive. As both bullets slammed into his chest, he was smashed flat against the floor.

      Everything went dark for a time though he could hear the din of men shouting and women and children screaming as though from far away. Nearer, he thought he heard a woman screaming, “Eddie!” over and over again.

      Then the din faded slightly, and Sickles found himself flotsam in a rollicking dark sea of pain.

      When the lawman opened his eyes again, he looked up to see Lute Lawton strolling toward him along the aisle. The man had one long-barreled Smithy in his hand. The other Smithy jutted from the holster positioned for the cross-draw on his left hip.

      The other two other gang members were just then running out the train’s rear car behind the outlaw leader, both carrying grub sacks likely containing loot they’d stolen from the passengers. Out the car’s dusty windows, Sickles saw men milling on horseback, whooping and hollering and triggering pistols into the air.

      The rest of the gang had likely been waiting at some predetermined position along the rails to blow the tracks and storm the train. They were doubtless looting the express car for the gold the train had been carrying from the mine at Grizzly Gap.

      Sickles returned his gaze to Lawton, who stopped two feet away from the lawman. Sickles felt the heavy, cold wetness of his own blood bathing his chest. He felt around for his pistol. His hand closed over it. As he tried to lift it, Lawton set his left boot on top of it.

      Sickles winced as the man ground his hand and the gun into the floor.

      “Uh-uh,” Lawton said, shaking his head. “You done popped all the caps you’re ever gonna pop, Chief.”

      The long-haired outlaw glanced beyond Sickles. The lawman followed the man’s gaze, and his stomach convulsed in horror. The blonde woman in the pearl dress was down on both knees near the front door, cradling her son, young Edgar, in her arms.

      The boy’s limbs hung slack. Blood shone on the child’s white shirt, just down from his bow tie.

      Horror of horrors, the child had taken a bullet!

      His mother sobbed as she hugged and rocked the dead child in her arms.

      Sickles gritted his teeth in fury as he glared up at Lawton, who kept his eyes on the woman. “Sorry about that, ma’am,” the outlaw leader said, lifting his boot from Sickles’ hand and then kicking the lawman’s gun away. “He musta caught a stray one. Had it comin’, though, if you ask me. Nosy little barn rat!”

      Lawton walked over to the woman and grabbed her arm. “Come on, Momma,” the outlaw leader said, jerking the woman to her feet. “I’ll take your mind off your grief!”

      The woman screamed and fought until Lawton slammed his pistol across her left temple, knocking her cold. She sagged. Lawton grabbed her around the waist and heaved her over his left shoulder.

      Laughing, he looked at Sickles.

      “You...son...of...a...buck!” the lawman raked out, gritting his teeth until he could hear them cracking.

      “You got that right, Chief!” Lawton whooped, raising the Smithy once more.

      Lawton saw the brief stab of flames from the gun barrel half a wink before the bullet hurled him into eternity.
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      Mike Sartain, The Revenger, flicked a match to life on his cartridge belt and touched the flame to the end of a freshly rolled quirley.

      An object appeared beyond the flickering orange flame, beyond the gray smoke now billowing around Sartain’s head in the cool breeze scuttling along the sage-carpeted floor of this high mountain valley.

      Sartain dropped the match in the dirt at his boots, and the old, backless chair groaned against his shifting weight as he toed out the flame.

      He cast his gaze out beyond the tiny ghost town, a ragged collection of under a dozen log or wood-frame buildings lining a two-track wagon trail. He frowned beneath the brim of his snakeskin-banded, sand-colored Stetson to study the wagon that had crested a low, rocky ridge to the north. The wagon swayed and pitched down the ridge’s near side, weaving around crusty, dirty snow patches left over from the hard-mountain winter, heading toward the little ghost town and the big, shaggy-headed Cajun sitting in the backless chair out front of Pete Stanley’s derelict saloon, smoking the quirley.

      The wagon was a small, black one-seater with red-spoked wheels. The horse pulling the wagon was a big, lumbering gray. The man driving the wagon, whipping the reins across the gray’s back, appeared from this distance to be a small man wearing a clay-colored vest and a billed forage cap. Gray hair hung down behind the cap, blowing around the old gent’s ears in the wind.

      As the wagon approached the bottom of the ridge, Sartain could hear the driver’s raspy voice urging the horse ahead along the trail it was following, a trail that intersected the town’s main street at the edge of the now-defunct mining town, a block or so away on the Cajun’s left.

      “Come on, now, Sam’l,” the wagon driver urged testily. “We don’t got all day. Forget about that damn rattlesnake, will you, you shifty, old broomtail!”

      The horse shook its head as if in response to its driver’s tirade and swung around a severely leaning, log livery barn and onto the main trail, loping toward Pete Stanley’s Saloon and The Revenger perched on the sun-blistered boardwalk fronting the partly boarded-up place. As the clomping of hooves and the rattle of wagon wheels grew louder, The Revenger shifted his gaze back toward the rocky northern ridge down which the wagon had come.

      So far, there was no other movement back in that direction.

      Maybe the old man hadn’t been followed out from town.

      Still, Sartain automatically adjusted the big, pearl-gripped LeMat thonged low on his right thigh. The LeMat was outfitted with a twelve-gauge shotgun barrel under the main, .44-caliber maw. A simple flick of a steel lever switched the gun from .44 to .12-gauge—for one shot, anyway. That’s usually all it took. He glanced at the Henry repeater leaning against the saloon wall flanking him, within an easy reach if needed.

      It had been needed before. It would be needed again.

      That was the life of a man who lived for Revenge...

      The old man yelled, “Whooahhhh now, Sam’l!” as he jerked the ribbons, leaning back on the wooden seat padded with a red-and-yellow striped horse blanket. The old man’s dark-blue, leather-billed cap and matching wool trousers were part of his postmaster’s uniform. He wore garters on the sleeves of his pinstriped shirt.

      The torn, quilted vest lined with wool was not part of the uniform, but it was needed on a chilly spring day in the Rockies.

      A small, wooden tomato crate rested on the seat to the postmaster’s right. Blinking against the dust catching up to him, the old man threw the wagon brake and reached into the box padded with straw and from which he produced a half-filled, corked bottle. He grinned shrewdly at Sartain as he popped the cork and lifted the bottle in salute.

      “Good day to you, sir!” the man greeted, slurring his words slightly and throwing back a sizeable swallow of the amber liquid. The blue eyes behind his round, silver-framed spectacles were red-veined and watery.

      He was making the most of his time away from the office.

      “Did you have a nice ride out from Stony Butte, Mr. Kimball?”

      “As nice as could be expected,” Kimball said, smacking his lips as he rammed the cork back into the bottle with the heel of his gloved hand. “Rough trail, chill wind, and old Samuel here started at a rattlesnake about three miles back. Damn near upended the rig and sent me to my Maker. If you break a bone at my age—even a little one—you’re as good as dead.”

      He smirked and tossed the bottle toward Sartain, the bottle flashing in the washed-out sunlight. “Leastways, that’s what my wife keeps warnin’ me, but only because she’d kill me for sure before she’d empty my bedpan!”

      Sartain caught the bottle.

      Kimball laughed an old man’s wheezing laugh.

      Samuel shook his head and blew, rattling his harness. Horse apples plopped onto the ground behind him.

      Sartain took a pull from the bottle and made a face as he lowered it. “That’s awful stuff, Mr. Kimball.”

      “Yes, it is,” Kimball said, grinning, leaning forward with his arms on his bony knees. He glanced around, narrowing an eye against the sun. “You alone out here, Mr. Sartain?”

      Sartain had gained his feet and was walking over to the wagon.

      “As far as I know. Been out here for nigh on a week, and I haven’t seen much more than a coyote or two.”

      He handed the bottle back to the postmaster and then reached into the wagon box behind the seat.

      “Must be a lonely way to live,” the postman said, studying Sartain with a suddenly sad, speculative air. “Holin’ up in ghost towns, waitin’ on your mail.”

      “Life is what you make it.” The Revenger held up the small canvas sack into which his mail was stuffed. “Much obliged for the special delivery, Mr. Kimball.”

      “That’s what they forwarded from Albukirk. It’s all right there.”

      “That’s likely all you’ll get. Two weeks’ worth is all I had my hotel forward to you.”

      “You pullin’ out, are you, Mr. Sartain?”

      Sartain hefted the bag in his hand. “It’s a good bit of mail. I reckon I’ll find somethin’ intriguin’ in here.”

      “Another job?”

      “What I do ain’t work, Mr. Kimball.” The big, shaggy-headed Cajun winked at the old man. “So, I can’t call it a job.”

      Kimball said, “I know folks—most folks, anyway—appreciate your, uh, service, Mr. Sartain. But like I said, it must be a lonely way to live. Especially when you’re wanted by the law and can’t show your head in most places without gettin’ shot at.”

      Sartain’s being wanted by the law was the reason he’d had his mail forwarded from his hotel in Rio Rosa to the little Colorado mountain town of Stony Butte. Sartain had gotten word from a desk clerk sympathetic to The Revenger’s cause that federal lawmen were staking out the hotel, hoping to catch The Revenger in a whipsaw.

      So, he’d moved out to this little ghost town to wait on a reason to leave it. He hoped he’d find that reason in the bag he was holding now, someone with a valid grudge that needed a remedy only a man with The Revenger’s specialized skill could provide.

      “Like I said, life is what you make it.” Sartain reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a ten-dollar gold piece, which he’d taken off the last man he’d killed.

      “No, no.” Kimball threw up his hands, palms out, and shook his head. “You done paid me one of them eagles in Stony Butte. That’s all we agreed to.”

      “I was going to give you ten more.” The Revenger smiled and glanced at the bottle, which Kimball had returned to the box on the seat beside him. “So, you could get yourself some better busthead.”

      “That skull pop that Mort Latimer brews in the old barn behind his saloon has right grown on me,” Kimball assured and smacked his lips. “I guess I’m just naturally partial to the taste of strychnine and diamondback venom. Besides, there’s no point acquiring expensive tastes at this stage of life.”

      The postmaster took up the gray’s ribbons and disengaged the brake. “You keep an eye on your backtrail, Mr. Sartain.” He winked. “And one finger on the trigger. I know you don’t need to be told that, bein’ in the line of work you’re in, but I for one hope you live a good, long life. If you ask me, the frontier needs more like you; men who help others who can’t help themselves. Justice is laid down pretty thin out there. Sometimes the cards just don’t land in the little fellow’s favor, and the odds get stacked too high. Thank God there’s a man like you out here who can even the playin’ field a little.”

      “If only a little,” Sartain said, pocketing the eagle.

      To his left, there was the clomp of a horse’s hoof and the faint rattle of a bridle chain.

      Instantly, The Revenger wheeled, the big LeMat in his hand before he even realized he’d pulled it. Crouching, feet spread, he aimed the cocked revolver outfitted with a twelve-gauge shotgun shell beneath the main, .44-caliber barrel straight out from his right shoulder.

      A black horse with three white socks had just come around the front of the barn at the west edge of town, and now, facing Sartain, the rider pulled back on the reins, stopping the black abruptly.

      The horse stomped, shook its head, and blew.

      “Looks like you were followed, Mr. Kimball,” Sartain said, keeping his voice pitched low.

      Kimball hitched around in the wagon seat, craning his neck to see behind him. “Well, I’ll be doggoned,” the postmaster said. “I done thought I took every precaution. Rode in two circles around town before finally swingin’ south. And I kept a sharp eye out, I swear, Mr. Sartain!”

      Sartain lowered the LeMat slowly, scowling incredulously toward the newcomer—a woman in a thick wool coat with the collar pulled up to her cheeks. A thick, dark-blue scarf was wrapped vertically, tightly around her head, the ends tucked into the coat. Mittens of the same color were on her hands. Strands of long, blonde hair had freed themselves of the snug headgear and were blowing around in the breeze.

      “Well, I’ll be hanged,” Kimball said. “If that isn’t Olivia Rosen!” Kimball raised his voice. “Miss Rosen, what in tarnation are you doin’...” He let his voice trail off as a though something had just then occurred to him. “Well, I’ll be...” he finished.

      The woman was young, in her early to mid-twenties. The pale oval face framed so tightly by the scarf appeared fair and relatively wrinkle-free. The nubs of her cheeks had been rouged by the cold air. She touched heels to her horse’s flanks and came on ahead.

      Her horse tramped through a small, crusty finger of dirty snow jutting into the street fronting the dilapidated livery barn and clomped toward Sartain and Kimball. As the horse and rider continued toward him, Sartain looked around cautiously, always wary of an ambush. Federal lawmen, as well as bounty hunters of every stripe, were after the three-thousand-dollar bounty that Uncle Sam was offering for the  Revenger’s head, dead or alive. Sartain had earned the bounty for having hunted down and killed the cavalry soldiers, men from his own fort, who’d murdered Sartain’s pregnant fiancée and Jewel’s old desert rat of a harmless, defenseless grandfather in Arizona Territory.

      Now he did for others what he’d had to do for himself—exact vengeance where vengeance was due.

      “Well, I’ll be hanged,” Kimball said again, as the young woman drew the black up before Sartain. “Well, I reckon I’ll be runnin’ along. Gonna be night soon.”

      Kimball shook the ribbons over the gray’s back, turned the horse, and yelled, “Hi-yahhh! Get along there, Samuel. Gonna be night soon, an’ we don’t wanna be stuck out here after dark! Spooks’ll get us, certain-sure!”

      The wagon turned around the barn, the hoof thuds and the rattling of the wheels fading into the distance.

      Sartain looked at the girl.

      She stared down at him through her inscrutable, gray-blue eyes. Her eyes were hard, matter-of-fact. The eyes and her rather tough upper lip and upturned nose lent the rest of her a steely, moody significance.

      “Mr. Sartain, I take it?” she said finally. Her voice was deep and even.

      “I reckon you knew that,” The Revenger said, “or you wouldn’t be here.”

      He glanced around once more.

      “I’m alone,” she said. “No one knows I’m here.”

      “All right, then,” the Cajun said and shoved the LeMat into its holster.

      He snapped the keeper thong into place over the hammer and glanced at the saloon. Most of the windows were boarded up, but he’d removed the planks over the doors when he’d moved into the place a week ago. He didn’t figure you could trespass in a place that had been abandoned.

      Now the doors stood partway open.

      “Would you care to join me in my office, Miss Rosen? It ain’t much, but I have a fire and a pot of Arbuckles on the stove.”

      Ignoring his proffered hand, she stepped down from the saddle.
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      Most of the saloon’s furnishings had been scavenged.

      There was one table, three chairs, most of them in poor repair, which was likely why they’d been left, and a goodly bit of dirt, grime, mouse crap, and spider webs.

      Still, there was a potbelly stove that didn’t smoke overmuch and a small albeit moldering pile of burnable wood out back of the place. While the saloon had some broken-out windows, which made it drafty, the main drinking hall was relatively warm just now, for the Cajun had stoked the stove within the last hour or so.

      He held the door open for his unexpected visitor, then closed it and followed her in.

      While Miss Rosen looked around, arching a skeptical brow, Sartain walked over to where the potbelly stove ticked in the middle of the room, and his coffee pot steamed and gurgled. He withdrew an extra tin coffee cup from his saddlebags, which were draped across a chair back near the stove. He laid his Winchester rifle across the table positioned close to the stove and filled two cups with the hot black mud.

      “Have a seat,” Sartain said. “Might want to brush your chair off first. Critters have had the run of the place for quite some time. I had to chase a coyote out of here before I moved in.”

      Miss Rosen ran her mittened hand across the seat of a chair, and sat cautiously down in it as though she wasn’t sure the chair could take her weight, though the Cajun doubted she had any spare pounds on her. Despite her heavy, shapeless wool coat, he could tell that she was ample-breasted, but she was otherwise spare-framed though strong, durable.

      She was also pretty in a subtle way. Maybe the subtlety came from the fact that she seemed dispirited, humorless. Sad. Downright depressed, her features gaunt and pale.

      “Do you often house yourself in such...offices...Mister Sartain?” she asked, glancing around again at the humble furnishings.

      “I holed up in a hotel in until the local lawdogs started sniffin’ around. I reckon my trail has grown hot enough that I’ll be holin’ up in such ‘offices’ as this for quite some time. Till my wick is snuffed, most likely.”

      “You seem as though you don’t dread it.”

      The Cajun shrugged. “What’s to dread?” He glanced out a dirty front window. “Any chance you might have been followed out from town, Miss Rosen? I assume you rode here from Rio Rosa since that’s where Mister Kimball came from. You followed him, I assume. It can’t be a coincidence that you’re both showing up here at the same time.”

      Miss Rosen removed her scarf and snatched her hat from her head. She set the hat down on the table, set the scarf inside the hat, and shook out her straw-blonde hair so that it jostled prettily though untidily across her shoulders. “Yes.”

      “How did you know where he was headed?”

      “I work in the mercantile, Mister Sartain. The post office and the mercantile—”

      “Are connected, I know,” Sartain remarked, setting a cup of the steaming coffee down before her. “You mean to tell me you overheard our conversation, Kimball’s and mine, when I hired him to bring my mail?”

      “Yes.”

      Sartain made a mental note to be more careful in such a situation next time. He never knew who might recognize him from the wanted dodgers or who might be listening in on his conversations. He turned his chair sideways to the table and slackened into it.

      Resting one elbow on the table, he studied the young woman across from him.

      She looked sheepish as she wrapped both her small, pretty, pink hands around her coffee cup on the table.

      “Please, don’t be angry, Mister Sartain. I am desperate for your help, and...and just by chance, I recognized you when you dismounted in front of the mercantile last week. I’ve seen the reward circulars the marshal hung around town, and...when I saw you in person, I just knew it was fate.

      “Yes, I eavesdropped on yours and Mister Kimball’s conversation from the spring hat racks next door. Yes, I followed Mister Kimball. Please, don’t be angry with him. I was quite desperate, and I must say, cunning. He took great care not to be followed, so I took even greater care in following him.”

      Again, Sartain felt the pang of chagrin. Apprehension was a cold hand laid across the back of his neck. If this young woman, however desperate to find him, had followed the postmaster out here from town, someone else even more determined than she could have followed them both.

      Sartain rose from his chair, walked to a broken side window near the table, and peered into the windblown, dusty street. “Did anyone know you were riding out here today, Miss Rosen?”

      Her voice was crisply indignant. “Of course not. I’m not a fool, Mister Sartain. I know the gravity of your situation. I know how much money the government has placed on your head.” His notoriety had been recounted in most of the Western newspapers, and even in some of the Eastern ones, he’d been told. “I rode out here for your help, not to lead the law to you. You couldn’t very well help me from behind bars, now, could you?”

      Sartain swept the area around the saloon with his gaze then turned to her, leaned against the wall, and crossed his arms on his chest. “All right. Why were you so desperate to see me, Miss Rosen?” He glanced at the mailbag he’d set on the table, near the bottle that Kimball had brought him. “You could have just written, you know?”

      “I could have, but I’m not much good with paper and pen. I didn’t want to be just another note in a mail pouch. I felt the need to plead my case in person.”

      “Which is?”

      Miss Rosen lifted her cup to her lips with both hands. They appeared to tremble slightly. When she’d taken a sip and set the cup back down on the table, she touched her tongue to her upper lip and turned to Sartain. Her eyes were grave. “I want you to stalk and kill the gang of train robbers who murdered my son, Mister Sartain.”

      “Your son?”

      “His name was Edgar Rosen. He was five years old.”

      “Five?”

      “Yes.” Miss Rosen reached into her coat pocket and placed a small, wooden picture box on the table. She opened it, slid it across the table toward Sartain. “This is a picture of him...us...the week before we lit out on the train for California.”

      Sartain moved to the table and stared down at the small ambrotype photograph of Miss Rosen and a little boy sitting on an ornate velvet sofa likely in some photographer’s shop outfitted with the accouterments of a middle-class parlor room. Miss Rosen wore a dark, pleated wool dress with white lace along the collar and sleeves, and a prim hat trimmed with fake flowers. Earrings dangled along her neck. The boy wore a suit and knickers with white stockings stretching to his knees, and small, side-buckle, black-patent shoes.

      They both looked soberly at the camera, but there was a precocious glint in the little boy’s eyes. Sartain thought he saw pride in the eyes of the boy’s mother, her face turned ever so slightly toward him, as though to direct attention to the child. Her right arm was draped around little Edgar’s shoulders.

      Edgar Rosen had had a pixyish face, with close-set eyes, snub nose, and a cleft in his chin. Sartain smiled. Something told him the boy had been a handful, and that to his mother he’d been worth every bit of the trouble. His right leg was slightly blurred, as though in his impatience he’d started to swing it at the same time the shot had been triggered.

      Sartain picked up the bottle Kimball had brought him, popped the cork, and held it over Miss Rosen’s coffee cup. She waved it off. Sartain splashed some of the whiskey into his own coffee, set the bottle down, hiked his boot onto his chair, and leaned forward against his knee. “How did he die?”

      “I fell asleep on the train. When I awoke, Edgar had gone. He was running about the train playing ‘lawman.’ When I found him, he was in the car ahead of the one to which we had been assigned. He was in the same car that three members of the Lute Lawton Gang happened to be riding in. He’d run into them just before they’d planned to rob the train. He’d recognized them from a wanted circular he’d probably pulled down from a Wells Fargo bulletin board...and tried to arrest them with his toy Peacemaker revolver.”

      “Arrest?”

      “Quite the imagination Eddie had,” Miss Rosen said, quirking a proud half-smile. A little sheepishly, she added, “Edgar, not unlike his mother, I suppose, was fascinated by reward circulars. There was a lawman there in Lawton’s car, as well. He heard the commotion and came to investigate.”

      Miss Rosen sighed, shook her head. “It gets cloudy after that. There was a confrontation between the lawman, a deputy U.S. marshal, I believe he was, and Lawton’s men. Then there was an explosion outside. I guess the rest of the gang had blown the tracks. Then...gunfire. The lawman fell, and Lawton kept shooting him while outside the rest of the gang also fired guns...to put the fear of God into all the passengers...and...”

      The woman’s voice trailed off. She stared at the table, her jaws hard, trying desperately to maintain her composure. Sartain thought he saw a faint sheen of emotion in her eyes, but when she blinked it was gone, and she gave him a hard, pointed look, clearing her throat.

      “...and then I found myself in the horrific position of holding my dead boy, Mister Sartain. One of the bullets Lawton had fired at the lawman must have ricocheted. It tore through Edgar’s heart.” She paused, swallowed again, her cheeks even whiter than before. “Edgar looked up at me as though with a question and then I felt his little body tremble in my arms, and then his eyes rolled up in his head...and I felt the life leave him.”

      She looked down at the table. Her shoulders convulsed once. Just once. She pursed her lips and closed her eyes, obviously fighting hard against the emotions welling up inside her.

      Sartain reached across the table and placed his left hand on hers. She pulled it away and dropped it into her lap.

      “It’s all right to cry, Miss Rosen.”

      She looked at Sartain again with sharp determination. “No, you’re wrong about that, Mister Sartain. It is not all right for me to cry anymore. I’ve cried all the tears I’m going to cry for Edgar. Now my sole focus must be on getting justice for my son. Sadness only clouds that focus. Now, I will allow myself only anger. Fury. But even that must be restrained...funneled into the seeking of justice for my boy. Funneled into making sure that Lute Lawton and every other man in his murderous group are killed...and that they know why they are being killed. They must know that they are being killed to avenge me and the boy they took from me...the boy who was all I had in this world...and who now is gone.”

      Her eyes hardened. A muscle in her cheek twitched with pent up grief. “The boy I now will not be able to watch grow up and become a man, who I will not watch raise a family of his own and make a name for himself in this world. Who is now in a tiny little box six feet under this earth, marked with a little stone marker hardly larger than my shoe, because it was all I could afford.”

      Sartain said, “Towns, you know... Towns will often help out with—”

      “Not when the mother bore her child out of wedlock, Mister Sartain. Not when the child she buried is considered a bastard.” Miss Rosen’s right nostril flared as she added, “A blight. The product of carnal sin.”

      “I see.” Sartain sipped his whiskey-laced coffee. He needed a good belt, having heard what he’d heard. He’d been through a lot—lost a love of his own, a child of his own albeit an unborn one—but he had yet to become inured to human suffering. “Not that it’s any of my business, but the boy’s father...”

      “Wanted nothing to do with him. Wanted nothing more to do with me, in fact, when he learned I was carrying his child. He was married. Is married, I should say. Edgar has only me to avenge him, Mister Sartain.”

      Of course, the killing of her child was enough to cause the almost unbearable grief and outrage that was hers, but Sartain sensed that there was even more to her story.

      He stared down into his steaming cup for a few seconds, then, finding the words, said, “What happened next, Miss Rosen? After your boy was killed? To you, I mean...”
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      Mort Kimball was puffing his pipe, enjoying the ride back to Rio Rosa—or savoring his time away from Rio Rosa, rather, and enjoying his time out of the shadowy confines of the post office—when something moved on the curving two-track trail ahead of him.

      Kimball stared out over the twitching ears of the winter-shaggy claybank in the traces, glowering.

      Five riders had just walked their horses out from a small, ragged copse of cottonwoods sheathing a rocky spring. They turned the mounts onto the trail and rode toward Kimball. Feeling cold tendrils of unease rake the base of his spine, the postmaster pulled his pipe from his mouth and set it on the seat beside him. He started to reach for his old cap-and-ball Colt revolver wrapped in an oily cloth and tucked beneath the seat but stayed the movement when he saw something flash against one of the riders.

      A badge.

      Dread raked Kimball, who hauled back on the reins. “Hooahh, there, Sam’l...”

      Now he saw the glint of badges on all five of the riders heading toward him.

      As the wagon creaked to a halt, the fiver riders stopped their horses just ahead and stared at Kimball, who grimaced as he stared back and said, “Ah, crap.”

      “What’s the matter, Mort?” asked the county sheriff, Jack Epps. “Ain’t you happy to see us?”

      He’d said it sharply, angrily, and glanced at the man riding beside him—Wayne Tatum, city marshal of Rio Rosa. Epps and Tatum were the oldest of the five. Two of the other three riders were Al Stanley and Riley Scudder, Tatum’s and Epps’s deputies, respectively. Scudder’s horse was fidgeting around, wide-eyed, and Scudder was grinding his teeth and cursing under his breath as he drew back on the reins.

      The horse seemed nervous, probably picking up on the nerves of its rider. Horses would do that.

      Kimball was nervous now, too. He gave a nervous smile and said, “I was...I was just ridin’ out to deliver a package special to Mrs. Dempsey at the Three-Bar Over D,” the postmaster added. “I didn’t mind. Mrs. Dempsey don’t get to town very often no more, and it’s a nice day fer a ride. Kinda nice to get out of the office. It was a damn long winter. Sure was. Why I’ve lived in this country nearly twenty years, and I don’t remember a winter as cold as this last one. Chills a soul deep!”

      The fifth rider was a Pinkerton detective. He wasn’t from around here, and Kimball didn’t like him. Since arriving in Rio Rosa a week or so ago, he tended to stride around town scowling with his chest puffed up, as if he owned the whole damn town and all the rocks around and beneath it. He had curly black hair and he wore black gloves and a black hat and a black string tie, and he just seemed so full of himself.

      His name was Bradley Decker. He’d thrown his name around town, in all the saloons, gambling dens, and the hog pens, brothels, out by the wash. No, Kimball didn’t like Decker one bit. He’d been in the post office several times, getting in Kimball’s way, asking questions and making veiled threats.

      “We know where you rode to, Kimball,” Decker said now, his long, pale nose red from the cold. His blue eyes were watery. He was maybe thirty, but he seemed younger in some ways, older in other ways. “We also know you’ve been squirreling mail away for Sartain though you told me otherwise.”

      Kimball cupped a hand to his ear. “I’ve been squirrelin’ mail away for who?”

      “Knock it off, Mort.” Sheriff Epps reached into the denim jacket he was wearing and withdrew a small envelope. “You dropped this in the livery barn when you rented the wagon. It’s addressed to ‘The Revenger, General Delivery.’ The hostler found it, turned it into Tatum’s office. Said you’d hitched a wagon and rode out of town to the south.”

      “Dammit it,” Kimball cussed, raking a hand across the back of his neck. “That damn Harrison kid could have just minded his own business.”

      “Could have,” said the Pinkerton, Decker, “but I alerted him to the possibility that you might be doing just what you did—renting a wagon to deliver a mail pouch somewhere out in the country. That letter you dropped proves who the mail belonged to.”

      Decker had ridden his horse up beside Kimball, his cheeks flushed with anger. Now he raised his mount’s bridle reins high then brought them down savagely, slashing them across the old postmaster’s face. Kimball didn’t get his hands up in time to shield himself, and the reins lashed his left cheek and forehead painfully.

      He screamed and leaned back and sideways, raising his arms as the reins lashed him again, the Pinkerton barking, “Dammit it, I hate a liar! You told me Sartain wasn’t getting mail from you, Kimball!” The reins came down again and again. “But he was, goddamnit! You were squirreling it away for him. I tell you I hate a goddam liar!”

      “Jesus Christ, Decker,” Tatum stressed, holding the reins of his now-jittery mount taut in his gloved fist. “Take it easy on the old bastard, will you?”

      “I hate a liar!” Decker said, turning his horse in a full circle but keeping his enraged eyes on the cowering postmaster.

      “So you said, Decker,” Epps said, glaring at the Pinkerton. “But if you hit him again, I’ll blast you out of your gall-dang saddle, box you up, and ship you in pieces back to Allan Pinkerton himself!”

      When Decker got his mount settled, he sat facing the wagon, flaring his nostrils at Kimball. His horse twitched its ears and blew.

      Epps turned to Kimball. “Mort, if you weren’t so damned old, I’d see that you were fired for this. Not only fired but jailed.”

      Kimball winced as he probed the several painful lashes on his face with his fingers. He didn’t say anything, just averted his gaze and assessed the extent of the Pinkerton’s damage to his face.

      “Where is he?” Epps asked. “Where did you deliver that mail?”

      “Ah, hell, Jack,” Kimball said, licking blood from his lower lip. “Why don’t you leave him alone?”

      “He’s a killer, you old fool,” Decker said through gritted teeth. “He killed soldiers from his own regiment, and he’s continuing his vigilante ways. No tellin’ how many men he’s murdered.”

      “I don’t know,” Kimball said. “I got me a suspicion he ain’t killed nary a soul who didn’t have it comin’. Seems to me we need a feller like that. Someone who evens the odds for the little guy...or gal...who’s been wronged by someone much bigger and can’t do nothin’ about it.”

      “What you’re condoning, Mort,” Epps said, “is vigilantism. Plain and clear.”

      “Maybe so,” Kimball said, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, holding his reins lightly in his hands. “But maybe we got a need for it.”

      He knew he shouldn’t vent the thought, the anger, that he was venting, but he couldn’t help himself. He was too damn old to care much about consequences anymore, and he’d be damned if he hadn’t found himself genuinely liking the man known as The Revenger—Mike Sartain.

      He liked him a hell of a lot more than he liked Bradley Decker, that was for damn sure.

      “Take that Olivia Rosen, now,” the postmaster continued, brushing his tongue across the cut on his lip. “Her five-year-old child was taken from her by one of the vilest creatures to roam this earth—Lute Lawton. And then to heap on even more misery, they...Ah, hell, why go into it? You know what happened to that poor woman. Now, I know you boys rode out after that bunch, but the truth is, you weren’t able to catch or kill even one of those men. In fact, you ended up ridin’ back to Rio Rosa with three of your posse members riding belly down across their saddles.”

      “They left the county,” Epps said. “The rode out of our jurisdiction. It’s up to the U.S. marshals to go after them now. That’s how this works, Mort, and you know it!”

      “I know that’s how it works,” Kimball said. “But maybe it don’t work as good as it should. And because it don’t work as good as it should, maybe it’s good we got a feller like Mike Sartain. Hell, The Revenger ain’t stopped by county lines or any other line, far as I know. What I’m sayin’ is, yeah, maybe it’s good we got us a man like Mike Sartain. Maybe you boys should just ride back to Rosa and leave him alone. Let him do your jobs for you, because it sure as hell looks like you can’t do them yourselves worth spit!”

      That last, he just couldn’t help. Anger had been rising in him throughout the tirade because the more he continued, the more his ire got stoked and the more certain he became of the aptness of his words.

      He looked sharply at Decker, who had started to put his horse back up to the wagon, glaring red-faced at Kimball.

      His voice low but quavering with emotion, the postmaster said, “Mister Pinkerton, sir, I’m going to warn you that if you try assaulting me again with those reins, I’m going to pull my pistol out of that old rag on the floor at my feet, and I’m going to blast you out of your saddle!”

      Decker stopped his horse. Staring at Kimball from over his mount’s twitching ears, he gritted his teeth.

      “Is that who the single rider was who followed you and Sartain out from town?” This from Jack Tatum, who was leaning slightly out from his saddle, staring at something amongst the tufts of sage, rocks, and small, crusty snow patches on the ground. He straightened and narrowed a suspicious eye at Kimball. “Olivia Rosen?”

      “You got me?” Kimball disengaged the wagon brake. “I reckon if she wanted somethin’ decisive done about what happened to her boy and her, she might have ridden this way. She obviously wasn’t gettin’ no help in town.” He gave a phony smile. “Now, if you’ll forgive me, gentleman, I’d best be gettin’ back to the office.”

      Epps put his horse directly in front of Kimball’s horse. “Where is he, Mort? Where’s he holin’ up?”

      “You followed my tracks from town,” Kimball said. “They must be plain enough, then. Just keep followin’ ‘em, and you’ll run into Sartain, all right.” He shook his head. “And God help you fools when you do!”

      Kimball threw his head back and laughed as he shook his reins over Sam’l’s back. As the horse lunged forward, drawing the wagon along behind, Sheriff Epps turned his horse sharply to keep from being plowed over.

      “Goddamnit, Kimball,” Epps shouted as Kimball continued to laugh as though at the funniest joke he’d heard in a month of Sundays, “I done changed my mind. As soon as I get back to town, I’m gonna have the judge draw up a warrant for your arrest. You’re finished as Rio Rosa’s postmaster, you smartass old son of a buck!”

      As the wagon rattled into the northeastern distance, Kimball glanced over his shoulder. “If you get back to town, you do that, Sheriff!” He laughed again, and he continued laughing as horse, wagon, and postmaster dwindled into the distance.
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        * * *

      

      “What happened to me?” Olivia Rosen asked Sartain.

      “Yeah,” Sartain said. “To you. What happened next...after they killed your boy?”

      Olivia Rosen sat back in her chair and stared at The Revenger levelly. She spoke with an off-putting calm which was eerie, given the horror of what she related. “Lute Lawton snatched me away from little Edgar, hauled me kicking and screaming off the train, and while his men were looting the express car and robbing the passengers, he...” She stopped, loudly cleared her throat, and stared at her hands in her lap.

      She looked again at Sartain, drew a deep breath as though to steel herself. “He raped me in the shrubs beside the tracks.”

      Sartain felt his heart drop like a snowball.

      Olivia Rosen continued with, “Then he tied me to his horse and forced me to ride with him for the next three days. He raped me repeatedly, Mister Sartain. Raped me, made me do unspeakable things. Lucky for me, I guess, that he wouldn’t allow any of the others to have me, or I would have been raped by the entire savage bunch. In fact, Lawton shot one of his own when that man challenged Lawton for me.

      “Then, when he was finished with me, he simply threw me off his horse. When I looked up, I saw him aiming a revolver at me and grinning. He would have shot me, but just then the gang realized that a posse was closing on them, and rather than give away his position with the shot, Lawton laughed at me, mocking me, then holstered his pistol and rode away. I was picked up a few hours later by the posse, and some of those men brought me back to Rio Rosa.”

      She glared at Sartain, almost as though she was confronting her boy’s killers, her captor, and rapist. “Lawton’s face at that last moment, as he laughed at me as though I were no more than a pathetic, starving dog in the street, is blazed into my brain, Mister Sartain. I will never forget what that man looks like. What he smells like...feels like.”

      She gave a shudder, shook her hair back from her face.

      “So...what is your answer, Mister Sartain? Will you help me exact vengeance for my son?”

      “I made up my mind several minutes ago, Miss Rosen. I decided to help you after hearing about your boy. Hearing about what happened afterward only sealed the deal.”

      Miss Rosen leaned toward him, eyes wide with determination. “Wait. There’s more to my request, Mister Sartain. I want to ride along with you. I want to be there when you kill Lawton.” She reached across the table, wrapped both hands around his right forearm, and squeezed as though she were trying to kill a snake.

      Her voice was fairly quaking with emotion. “I want to be there, to see the fear in their eyes, when you kill each one of the gang. But I especially want to be there when you kill Lawton himself.”

      The Cajun raised his hands. “That’s out of the question.”

      “It can’t be. It’s part of the deal.”

      “Miss Rosen, you would only slow me down. Besides, it’s dangerous. I’ve heard of the Lute Lawton bunch. Hell, they’re wanted nearly as bad as I am. And last I heard, there’s nigh on a dozen of them, which—”

      “There are thirteen,” Miss Rosen said. “I had three days to count them, to memorize their faces. There are thirteen devils running in Lawton’s pack.”

      “Which means that this is going to be one very dangerous endeavor.”

      “I don’t care how dangerous it is. I don’t care if I die. All I care about is being there when you kill each one of those men. Especially—”

      “Yeah, I know. Especially Lute Lawton.” Sartain shook his head, obstinately. “It’s out of the question.”

      “I can’t pay you in money, Mister Sartain, so—”

      “I don’t do this for money, Miss Rosen.”

      “I know that. I’ve followed you in the newspapers. You help those seeking revenge merely for the satisfaction of exacting it for them.”

      “That’s right.”

      She placed her hands on his arm again, squeezed again but not as hard as before. Her cheeks flushed slightly. It was the first time he’d seen any color in them. “If you take me along, I will pay you. I have no money, but...I will...sleep with you. Lay with you.”

      Sartain looked at her skeptically.

      She squeezed his arm again until it hurt. “Every night, if you want. I will please you. I know how men are. I know their needs. If there’s one thing I learned from those three days with Lute Lawton, I certainly learned about a man’s needs.”

      Sartain peeled her hands off of his arm. “I am not Lute Lawton, Miss Rosen. I am not a rapist.”

      “You wouldn’t be raping me. I’d be giving myself to you.”

      Sartain gave a wry chuff. “It would amount to the same thing.”

      Her lips trembled. Suddenly, tears shone in her eyes. Tightly, she begged, “Please!”

      Sartain had just opened his mouth to speak when he spied movement out the window behind her.

      “Down!” he bellowed, closing his hands over the edge of the table and ramming it into her while throwing himself over it.
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      Miss Rosen gave a shrill scream as she flew backward in her chair, hitting the floor with a hard thud. Sartain crashed to the floor beside her, just ahead of the table.

      At the same time, there was the dull ping of breaking glass. The bullet whined past Sartain’s right ear. As the slug thumped into the wood at the back of the room, there was the crack of a distant rifle.

      “Goddamnit, Decker!” a man shouted. “I told you to wait for me!”

      Another rifle cracked. Then another. As the bullets plunked through the windows and thudded into wood, Sartain grabbed his rifle off the floor beside him and turned to Miss Rosen cowering to his right.

      “Keep your head down and crawl over to that wall and stay there!”

      She nodded and snaked her body along the floor, heading for the saloon’s north wall. At the same time, Sartain racked a cartridge into his rifle’s action and began crawling quickly to the front of the room.

      Outside, several rifles cracked. The bullets broke more glass out of the already broken windows and chewed wood slivers from the frames to stitch the air over Sartain’s head. The Revenger pressed his shoulder against the saloon’s front wall, left of the window.

      More slugs chewed slivers from its frame while still more bullets were being hurled into the saloon from each of the three other directions. Sartain doffed his hat and edged a look around the frame of the near window.

      A man dressed nearly entirely in black, with a black string tie curling back around his neck in the breeze, was on one knee behind a stock trough on the other side of the street. He raised the barrel of his Winchester repeater to cock it. Sartain poked his rifle out the window, hastily drew a bead on the man’s chest, and fired.

      The man jerked back as though punched. As he dropped his rifle, he looked down at the blood geysering out of him.

      Sartain fired three more rounds. When the black-clad man sagged back against the crumbling boardwalk behind him, Sartain withdrew his smoking rifle from the window and pressed his back against the wall.

      As bullets continued to rain into the saloon from the other three directions, Sartain looked at Miss Rosen. She sat with her back against the window on the room’s north side. She was resting her right cheek atop her knees and was staring vacantly into space.

      Despite the bullets chewing wood from the window frame above and to her right, shredding the ratty curtains and making them dance, she didn’t look one bit frightened. She almost looked at peace. She could have been lounging, bored, in a train station, waiting for a flier to pull in.

      Her calm was curious, vaguely off-putting.

      Beneath the crackling of the rifles outside, a man yelled, “Hold your fire! Hold your fire!”

      The shooting dwindled to silence.

      A man shouted, “Sartain?”

      A pause. The shouter was awaiting a response.

      When one didn’t come, the man continued, “You’re not getting out of there alive, Sartain! You might as well give yourself up! You’re only going to get Miss Rosen hurt!”

      Olivia Rosen lifted her head from her knee. She looked at Sartain, tightening the muscles of her face in defiance.

      Sartain motioned to her to lie flat, and she did.

      He pulled his head down beneath the window and crawled under it, crabbing along the wall, heading toward the south side of the building, keeping to the room’s dense shadows. The shouter was north of the building. Not far away, judging by the volume of his voice.

      “The place is surrounded, Sartain!” the man shouted again. “We got every door and window covered. You’re not going anywhere!”

      Sartain glanced toward Miss Rosen. She lay flat against the base of the opposite wall. She was mostly in silhouette, but he could see her glistening eyes as she watched him.

      He crawled to the south wall’s second window. He sat up and pressed his back to the wall, holding his rifle straight up and down before him. Very slowly, he chambered a round and waited.

      “Sartain, do you hear me?” came the shout through the window just off Sartain’s left shoulder. “Don’t be a damn fool. You don’t want to get an innocent—”

      The man stopped abruptly when Sartain turned quickly around to poke his rifle out the window. The shouter had been yelling from the window of an adobe building, an old hotel standing about twenty feet away from the saloon.

      One half of the man’s torso and head were exposed. Sartain saw the sheriff’s badge on his coat. He also saw the man’s lower jaw drop and his eyes snap wide a quarter of a second before Sartain laid the Winchester’s sights on the man’s forehead just beneath the brim of his hat, and fired.

      Sartain racked and fired, racked and fired, watching the bullets punch the county lawman back from the window. The sheriff fired his Winchester into the ceiling, from which bits of wood and plaster rained. As Sartain heard the sheriff hit the hotel lobby’s floor with a loud thump, he turned to press his back against the wall again.

      Movement out the window on the far side of the saloon, near where Miss Rosen lay, staring. A man was stepping out of the door of the wood-frame building just beyond the window. He turned toward Sartain and snapped his rifle to his shoulder. Sartain jerked to his right as the shooter’s rifle blossomed smoke and flames.

      The bullet slammed into the window casing to Sartain’s left.

      The Revenger snapped his rifle to his shoulder and fired.

      The shooter stumbled back against the door he’d just walked out of. “Hellkatoot!” he hollered, regaining his balance and raising his rifle once more.

      Sartain racked another cartridge, aimed hastily, and fired.

      The shooter’s head snapped back sharply to smack the doorframe behind him. He stood there, sort of quivering and grinding his back into the doorframe, as though he were having some sort of seizure. Sartain, who made it a habit to identify all of the local lawmen in whatever area he found himself in, recognized this man as the deputy of the Rio Rosa town marshal, Al Stanley.

      Stanley opened his hands. The rifle dropped to the stoop at his feet.

      The deputy, whose left eye beneath the brim of his snuff-brown Stetson had turned to red jelly, slid slowly down the door until his head dropped out of sight. He had left a long, vertical streak of dark-red blood and white brain matter on the gray-weathered door.

      Keeping his back pressed against the saloon’s south wall, Sartain slowly opened his Winchester’s breach. The spent cartridge slid out, smoking, to tumble onto the floor with a clank. Sartain could smell the rotten egg odor of cordite.

      The Revenger replaced the spent shell with fresh, then, holding very still and pricking his ears, listening, he automatically plucked fresh forty-four rounds from his cartridge belt and thumbed them through the Winchester’s loading gate. When the rifle was fully loaded, he drew the hammer back and looked around.

      No movement in any of the windows around him.

      He looked at Olivia Rosen. She lay as before, her eyes open. For a moment, Sartain wondered if she’d taken a bullet and died, lying there, eyes open. But then she blinked.

      From out in the street rose the thuds of running feet.

      Sartain hurried over to the front window right of the door. Crouching, he looked out to see a man he recognized as the sheriff’s deputy, Riley Scudder, running from a break between two buildings on the other side of the street toward the saloon. The tall, lanky, bearded Scudder was holding a whiskey bottle with a rag dangling out of its neck.

      Orange flames and smoke licked up from the dangling end of the rag.

      Sartain poked his rifle out the window, aiming. Scudder saw him and stopped abruptly, his boots slipping a little in the remains of a dirty snowdrift. The man’s eyes widened in fear. The bottle slipped from his hands.

      It broke at his feet, and the whiskey spread in a burning puddle.

      Scudder gave a horrified yelp and leaped out of the flames. As he did, he raised the rifle he’d been carrying in his left hand, and switched it to his right, clumsily cocking the weapon and aiming at Sartain.

      The Revenger fired just as Scudder leaped again to avoid the flames that were spreading toward him. The Revenger’s bullet tore across the upper right sleeve of the deputy’s duster. Scudder screamed again and lurched backward, triggering his Spencer repeater.

      The slug tore into the window frame six inches to the right of Sartain’s face.

      “Goddamnit!” Sartain winced as wood slivers pricked his cheek. One bit into his right eye. He stumbled backward, shaking his head, blinking.

      Outside, Scudder triggered his Spencer again. The second bullet seared a hot line across the left side of Sartain’s neck before thudding into a ceiling support post behind him.

      That kicked up the fury that The Revenger harbored for all men of the law but especially for this motley bunch of hypocritical ambushers who’d obviously had never taken into account that an innocent woman was in the saloon with Sartain when they’d started throwing lead at him. Ignoring the pain in his watering eye and bullet-burned neck, he racked another cartridge and fired.

      The bullet punched into Scudder’s shoulder just as Scudder had leveled his rifle once more. The deputy triggered his shot wild as he twisted around and fell, screaming and clutching at his bloody neck. He regained his feet and ran stumbling back in the direction from which he’d come, the flames of the burning whiskey obscuring him.

      Sartain cursed as he stepped over the windowsill and out onto the saloon’s front porch. He leaped off the porch into the street, jogged several feet after the retreating Scudder. He stopped and raised his rifle.

      As Scudder ran into the mouth of the break he’d run out of, Sartain hurled three more quick shots at him. All three tore into the deputy’s back and punched him forward and down. He rolled, howling, and disappeared in the shadowy break.

      Loud footsteps thumped behind Sartain.

      The Revenger wheeled to see a man bolting out of the saloon’s front door. The five-pointed star of Rio Rosa’s town marshal, Wayne Tatum, glinted in the drab sunlight as, grinning, Tatum stopped on the porch and bore down on Sartain with his Colt’s revolving rifle.

      Sartain cursed. The man had him.

      A gun popped hollowly.

      Sartain winced.

      Tatum’s eyes widened in shock as he jerked forward and fired his rifle into the ground three feet in front of Sartain’s widely spread boots.

      From inside the saloon came another hollow pop.

      Tatum again jerked forward. He stumbled down the steps into the street, stitching his brows together in shock. Dropping his rifle, he swung around, wobbling as though drunk.

      His eyes widened as Olivia Rosen walked out through the saloon’s front door. She held a smoking .41-caliber pocket pistol in her right fist.

      The pistol barked once more. She’d blinked as she’d fired it, her jaws set hard in anger. Tatum grunted sharply and staggered backward, clutching the hole in his right side.

      “What?” he cried. “What the...”

      “How dare you try to stop a man who is only trying to bring me and my dead son justice?” She fired again. “How dare you try to stop a man who doing your job for you, you pathetic waste?” She fired again.

      She would have sent a sixth round hurling into Tatum but the hammer dropped with a benign ping against the firing pin. She hadn’t needed the sixth bullet anyway. Tatum lay on his back in the street, quivering as he died.

      Sartain was as shocked as Tatum. He looked at Miss Rosen, who stood atop the dilapidated porch, lowering her smoking Merwin & Hulbert as she stared in hard-jawed anger at the fast-dying lawman.

      A loud clattering rose to Sartain’s right. He whipped his rifle around as a pile of moldering crates tumbled onto the boardwalk facing what had once been a dry goods store. The falling crates revealed the young man, maybe nine or ten years old, who had apparently been cowering behind the stack. He wore a floppy-brimmed hat and a ratty canvas coat two sizes too big for him.

      The kid stared in wide-eyed shock at The Revenger aiming his Winchester at him. He slid his terrified gaze to Olivia Rosen and then to the dead lawman on the street.

      Throwing up his hands, palms out, he squealed, “Please don’t kill me!” then wheeled and ran off down a break between the dry goods store and a barbershop.

      Sartain lowered his Winchester with a sigh and turned to Miss Rosen still standing atop the saloon porch with the pistol in her hand.

      “Crap,” he said.
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      Pinkerton Special Agent Carl Warner rode into the bustling little settlement of Rio Rosa in the late afternoon as the spring, high-country air acquired a sharp, metallic chill and the smell of burning mesquite and piñon pine laced the wind.

      A dog came running out from under a boardwalk to nip at the hocks of Warner’s horse, which he’d rented in Denver. The horse bucked and kicked, catching Warner by surprise. The Pinkerton nearly tumbled out of his saddle while a couple of good-looking young women watched, tittering behind upraised hands, from a boardwalk fronting a haberdashery shop.

      When Warner had regained his perch, he drew his sidearm and, gritting his teeth, embarrassed and incensed, turned to look for the devious mongrel. But apparently, well-practiced in the ways of harassing newcomers while evading censure, the dog just then pulled its tail into its hideout beneath the boardwalk fronting the sprawling Rio Grande Hotel.

      The dog poked its head out from hiding, glanced in devilish delight at the angry Pinkerton, then, spying the man bearing down on him with a silver-plated revolver, jerked its blunt, mottled brown and black snout back out of sight beneath the porch.

      “Vermin!” Warner bit out through gritted teeth, returning his ivory gripped Bisley .45 to its holster positioned for the cross-draw on his left hip, beneath the flap of his tailored, fur-collared buckskin coat. “Not only rotten, but yellow, to boot!”

      The Pinkerton had purchased the coat for thirty-five dollars back in Chicago, where he was headquartered. The rakishly handsome detective of royal German stock did not skimp on his attire. Clothes may not make the man, but they sure made him look a whole lot better. And they certainly made him, an Easterner, stand out in a crowd of uncouth, raggedy-clad Westerners, that was for damn sure.

      Good Lord, did these people ever bathe?

      Warner tipped his hat to the snickering girls, cursed them under his breath while imagining punishing them both in bed until they squealed like tortured squaws, and then returned his attention to the handsome hotel.

      At least the mangy cur had pointed out to Warner what looked from all appearances like a decent flophouse, though he knew that facades often lied out here on this canker on the Devil’s ass known as the American West. The linens were probably teeming with bedbugs, and pocket mice were likely nesting in bureau drawers.

      Nevertheless, a man had to take what he could get in these parts.

      Warner would secure a room soon, but only after he’d found his colleague, Bradley Decker, whom he’d been ordered to rendezvous with here in Rio Rosa concerning the matter of the vigilante these unwashed frontier folk in all their maudlin romanticism and provincial melodrama had dubbed “The Revenger.”

      Having been unable to run the crazy, bloodthirsty ex-Confederate to justice itself, the federal government had secretly contracted with the Pinkertons to assist in that pursuit. Thus, Decker had been sent here to Rio Rosa, where it had been reported that Sartain had been sighted on several occasions and where he might even be holing up temporarily.

      Apparently, Decker had confirmed that suspicion and had cabled the Pinkerton Agency for assistance.

      Warner was that assistance. He’d worked with Decker before and come close to liking the man despite seeming somewhat full of himself...

      Warner rode on up the street to the south, looking for the county courthouse. That was where he was supposed to check in when he reached the town and arrange a meeting with Decker. The courthouse was not hard to pick out amongst Rio Rosa’s mostly humble adobe or squat wood-frame business buildings surrounding the town’s central plaza, near what appeared an ancient Catholic church. Shaded by dusty greenery, the county headquarters was impressive as courthouses went on the frontier.

      This one was two stories and constructed of stone.

      There were no pillars and no colonnade, but as though to compensate for the lack, the county powers-that-be had crowned the bulky structure with a domed and gilded cupola complete with the figure of Blind Justice. Atop Justice’s head, a turkey buzzard was just now perched, dipping its own, ugly, bald head to peruse Rio Rosa’s bustling main-street traffic with greedy interest, as though it expected to find something dead in one of the passing farm or ranch wagons.

      Directly across the street from the courthouse sat the town marshal’s office, a seedy-looking little mud-adobe building with a half-story addition built of vertical, unpainted pine boards and sporting a single, barred window. Apparently, the addition housed the city jail.

      To the Pinkerton’s judicious eye, the structure was a lingering testament to Rio Rosa’s even humbler Mexican origins...

      Warner put his horse up to the courthouse and dismounted. His polished, black boots sunk nearly ankle deep in the mud that remained after a snowy, rainy Rio Rosa winter. He scraped off what he could of the nasty mire on the boardwalk fronting the place, then walked inside to find a directory announcing the sheriff’s office on the second floor.

      He went upstairs and knocked on a door sporting leaded glass in its upper panel with the words COUNTY SHERIFF JACK EPPS in gold-leaf lettering. Watery lamplight glowed beyond the cloudy glass. Warner tried the door.

      Locked.

      On the other side of the door, a girl laughed. A man shushed her angrily.

      There was a good bit of busy bustling around inside the office, boots thumping, what sounded like a belt buckle clanking, and more snickers from the girl, before the door was unlocked. It was pushed open one foot.

      A narrow, bearded face with a long nose and a wart the size of a sewing thimble sprouting out the side of it, pushed through the one-foot gap. Two murky green-brown eyes set too close together looked Warner up and down, and the skin above the nose wrinkled.

      “What?” the man said with annoyance.

      The girl snorted in the shadows behind him. Then Warner saw her—a Mexican girl—step into view from behind a bank of filing cabinets. She was partly concealed by shadows, but she just then drew a ruffled red blouse over her chest while smiling naughtily.

      Warner glanced at the lettering on the door again, making sure he’d gotten the right office. But, then, would a courthouse host a pleasure parlor?

      “I’m looking for the sheriff,” he said, incredulous.

      “Well, he ain’t here,” the head in the door said again with obvious annoyance.

      “Who’re you?”

      “Sam Spanish. Night deputy.” The seedy eyes flicked up and down. “Who’re you?”

      “Carl Warner. Pinkerton. It’s not night.”

      “No, but the sheriff and another fancy-pants Pinkerton like you and the town marshal went out on the trail with Al Stanley and Riley Scudder. Now, if you’ll excuse me...” He glanced behind him then turned to Warner once more. “I was gettin’ a French lesson.”

      Spanish winked, pulled his head into the office, and started to close the door. Warner stopped the door with his foot.

      “Where did they go?”

      Spanish sighed impatiently. “I don’t know. I didn’t talk to any of ‘em. They just sent a kid, Pepe Banderas, over to my boardinghouse to tell me to man the office till they got back. That’s all I know. Now, if you don’t mind...”

      Warner cursed and pulled his foot away. Spanish closed the door and locked it. On the other side of the glass, he heard the night deputy say, “Now, where was we, chiquita?”

      Warner cursed again as he started back down the stairs. Worry nettled him. Had Decker and the local lawdogs gone after The Revenger?

      If so, and if they had captured the bastard, Warner was going to have his neck in a hump, as the Western saying went. (He’d heard it on the train out from Chicago.) Ever since the Pinkerton Agency had contracted with the feds to go after Sartain, Warner had secretly hoped he’d be the one to find the man and take him down.

      That would be one gaudy feather in his hat.

      It would mean a sure-fire promotion and pay raise not to mention a laudatory newspaper write-up or two. Bradley Decker probably harbored the same hope, but since the detective had asked for assistance, he could have at least waited for it to get here before he’d headed out after their quarry.

      Unless he’d been afraid Sartain would slip away...

      Oh, well, Warner thought, plucking a cigar from inside his coat and biting off the end when he hit the street fronting the courthouse. There was nothing he could do now but wait to hear if he’d made the trip down from Denver for nothing.

      He lit the cigar and enjoyed the twenty-five-cent stogie he’d purchased on Denver’s Larimer Street while he looked for and found a livery barn—Continental Livery & Feed—where he arranged to have his mount fed, curried, and stabled. The barn flanked the Rio Grande, so Warner didn’t have far to walk after he’d paid the liveryman a Pinkerton voucher for the horse’s tending.

      He tossed the remains of his cigar into the muddy street fronting the hotel, mounted the broad front steps, and entered the lobby through the heavy oak doors boasting ornate windows in their upper panels.

      A spry-looking, blue-eyed blond young woman with a pixyish face and wearing a crisp cream gown and faux pearl-studded choker stood behind the lobby counter. She had her hair piled in a couple of conservative buns atop her pretty head, but her sparkling eyes and proud bosom told Warner she wasn’t as prim and proper as her employer instructed her to dress.

      “Hello there, beautiful woman!” Warner dropped his monogrammed leather war bag onto the floor at his feet, tossed his gloves onto the counter with a flourish, and bestowed upon the girl his outlandishly rakish smile. He needed no mirror to know that his copper eyes were wolfishly narrowed and trimmed wonderfully by his long, copper lashes.

      “Why, hello,” the girl said, flushing and nervously brushing her fingers across her neck as she sized up the tall, broad-shouldered, red-haired, red-mustached stranger before her. “Looking for a room, are you, sir?”

      Warner unbuttoned his coat so the girl could get a good look at his black wool cutaway and the fawn-colored waistcoat beneath it. A gold-washed chain connected the 18-carat-gold Swiss pocket watch residing in the waistcoat’s right pocket to the fob pinned inside the left one. He could see that she got a look at that, as well, for as her eyes flicked low across his torso, the glint of approbation shone in them.

      When she raised her eyes to his, her cherry lips parted to show her perfect, porcelain-white upper teeth.

      “Indeed, I am,” Warner said, folding his arms across his chest and leaning intimately against the mahogany desk so that his head was only two feet from the girl’s. She smelled wonderful, like a field of spring flowers on the banks of a clear Upper Midwestern stream on a dewy May morning. “A room and a beautiful young woman to spend the evening with would be just what the doctor ordered.”

      The Pinkerton winked.

      The girl’s parchment pale cheeks flushed a deeper shade of red than before, and she tittered a nervous laugh. “Well, I can most certainly help you with the room, sir. But the young woman...that, I am afraid, you are going to have to see to for yourself. Please don’t tell anyone I told you so, but I do happen to know that there is a parlor house of some repute just down the street. I’ve heard Señor Sanchez—he’s my boss—recommend it to certain male guests from time to time. I hear the doves are spendy, but you appear to be...”

      She let her voice trail off when she saw Warner grimly shaking his head.

      “What is it, sir?”

      “Doves due pavé are not my cup of tea, dear heart.”

      “No?”

      “A gentleman doesn’t pay for intimacy. Besides, there’s always the risk of Cupid’s itch. I’ve never had it myself, but I’ve known several poor slobs who have.” Warner leaned closer and, smiling, said into the lively cherub’s ear, “There were times they wanted to trim away the infected organs in question with a rusty bow saw!”

      “Oh, my gosh!” The girl laughed into her hand then looked around sheepishly, snickering and snorting.

      “An unseemly affair, tumbling with strangers,” Warner said, keeping his resonate voice low and intimate.

      He’d always enjoyed the effect his voice—having both a manly and sonorous timbre, he’d been told by members of the fairer sex—had on women. One woman from Chicago’s upper crust had once told him—before he’d bedded her and then strangled her and thrown her in the South Branch of the Chicago River—that she’d wanted to expose herself to him the first time he’d heard him speak, and he’d merely been asking a hansom cab driver for directions!

      “Well, I certainly agree about the unseemliness of such a union, but...”

      “What time do you get off, pretty lady?”

      “Me?”

      “Of course, you. What’s wrong? Oh, I suppose there’s a boy.”

      “Well, no.” She beetled her brows. “I don’t have much time to spend with boys. You see, my mother died two years ago, and my father is a traveling farm implement salesman. He’s not very good at his job, so he doesn’t bring in much...”

      “Ohh!” Warner sucked sympathetically through his teeth, frowning. “Misery is the way of the world, dear heart. We must take our pleasures where we can find them.”

      “I don’t get off work until ten o’clock tonight,” the girl said, looking around cautiously and keeping her voice down.

      Her ears had turned bright red. Warner watched her pink tongue curl against the edges of her perfect white teeth as she spoke. He could feel her breath puff lightly against his cheek, arousing him further.

      “Even if I were available tonight, Pa forbids me to go out when he’s not home—he’ll be in Cheyenne until Monday—though why he bothers to forbid it, I don’t know. As I’ve said, I have little time for a social life. And there’s one more thing...”

      She looked at the open register book.

      “What’s that?” Warner prodded.

      She looked at him again. “I’m only sixteen.”

      Warner glanced at her bosom. “Surely not!”

      Now her entire face and neck mottled red.

      “Well, you surely look older than your years, Miss...”

      “Noble. Agnes Noble. Folks call me Aggie.”

      “Aggie...” Warner extended his hand to her. “Special Agent Carl Warner of the Pinkerton Agency.”

      “Oh, my gosh, really?” Aggie Noble shook his hand, staring at him in awe. “The Pinkerton Agency. I’ve heard of them.”

      “I’m here on business.”

      “Oh, my gosh...”

      “Yes, well, nothing I can go into in any kind of detail. Suffice it to say, however, it was a long train ride to Belen and then a rather rough and cold horseback ride down here from there. I would have taken a stagecoach, but I’d forgotten how hard it was to find anything but knock-kneed, ewe-necked hammerheads out here. I hope I’m not being too crass by confessing my backside is a might on the sore side, and I have a chill down deep in my bones.”

      “What you need is a hot bath, Mister Warner.”

      “Please, call me, Carl.”

      “All right, then. Carl, it is. I tell you what. I will set you up in Room Seventeen and have the Injun swamper, Old Joe, bring up a tub and plenty of hot water. You don’t mind Injuns in your room, do you? Old Joe is harmless enough, and I don’t think he’s even full. Room seventeen is near the stairs to the kitchen, so it shouldn’t take too long at all to get you soaking in a steaming copper tub, Mister, um, I mean, Carl!”

      Warner glanced around the lobby. Fortunately, no one else was in earshot. He could hear someone moving around in the dining room that opened off the lobby, but it was probably still too early for most travelers to be securing rooms.

      He turned back to Miss Noble, who was watching him with eager interest. She’d no doubt never been lavished with such attention from a man of Warner’s polished ilk. And a Pinkerton detective, no less! He wanted very much to nibble her cherry lips, ever so slightly parted and only twelve inches from his own.

      He would soon. He had no doubt about it...

      “I have a proposition for you, Miss Noble.”

      “What’s that?” the girl asked, a little breathless. She was staring at his dark-red mustache.

      “My evening only gets started at ten o’clock. Why don’t you join me for a drink once you’re finished with your labors?”

      Her lower jaw dropped, her eyes popped, and she slapped a hand to her swollen shirtwaist. “Oh, my gosh, I couldn’t visit a gentleman in his room! If anyone saw, I’d be fired on the spot! And if Pa found out, well...”

      Warner straightened. “Of course, of course...I understand. Oh, well, then. It was worth a shot. I have tried and been deterred. A man must accept defeat at some point. A lonely night it will be.” He picked up a pen with which to sign the guest register. “Which room was it again, dear, and how much do I owe?”

      Stitching her thin, blonde brows together, panicked, Aggie Noble said too quickly, “Oh, but I suppose...I suppose there is another way for us to...have a drink together...though I’ve never touched anything stronger than sarsaparilla...if you desire it so much...”

      She gave a nervous laugh, glancing around again.

      “What’s that? Pray tell, you lovely vixen!”

      She whispered very softly. “Since Pa won’t be home till Monday, I guess...I guess you could come calling at our house...if you’re real quiet and don’t let yourself be seen. I guess that should be easy enough for a detective of the Pinkerton Agency.” She snickered into her palm. “Besides, we live on a quiet street, and there are no near houses since the old Turner place burned down last summer.”

      Warner leaned toward the girl once more, so that he could again bask in her soft breath caressing his cheek. “Why that sounds a little devilish...and just perfect!” He smiled and watched as her cheeks turned brick red. “Where might I find this house of yours, Miss Noble?”
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      Warner soaked in the steaming tub until he felt like a scalded chicken with its neck wrung.

      Then he dressed in fresh silk balbriggans and wool socks, but the same outer duds he’d worn down from Denver since his war bag had room for only a single change of clothes. He hoped to find a laundry soon. Certainly, even a village as humble as Rio Rosa had a Chinaman with a boiler, it being the county seat and all.

      Warner had some time to kill before his tryst with Agnes Noble, so he walked back over to the courthouse to see if Decker and the local lawmen had returned. It was nearly dark now, the main street and plaza nearly deserted except for puffs of wood smoke wafting from chimneys. As he tossed the butt of yet another cigar into the street and mounted the courthouse’s granite steps, he heard frantic hoof thuds from somewhere up the street.

      Warner stopped to stare into the gloaming.

      The hoof thuds grew louder.

      Finally, a horse and rider galloped around a corner about seventy yards away. The horse made the turn so fast that it nearly slipped in the mud that was beginning to freeze now with the dropping temperature. Its rider gave a sharp cry of fear. Regaining its footing, the horse lunged ahead, the rider on its back leaning forward and whipping his rein ends against the horse’s flanks.

      As the pair approached Warner, the Pinkerton could see that the rider was either a small man, maybe only five feet tall, or a boy. The horse ran with a shambling gait, blowing hard. Foam basted its snout, glistening in the torchlight emanating from a near cantina.

      As the horse angled toward the courthouse, Warner watched its rider—a boy in an overlarge coat and floppy-brimmed canvas hat—leap out of the saddle even before the horse was stopped. The boy’s feet sunk in the thick mud. Lunging forward, he dropped to his knees with another shrill cry. As he clambered to his feet and bulled forward, he ran smack into Warner standing on the boardwalk.

      “Whoa, there, boy,” Warner said, grabbing the boy’s shoulders and holding him still before him. “What’s the hurry? Do you realize you’ve all but killed that horse?”

      The boy was gasping for breath, staring with horror-shiny eyes up at the Pinkerton towering over him. “I-I-I...saw something awful, señor! I need to see Deputy Spanish.”

      “Spanish is busy at the moment,” Warner said. “Why don’t you tell me what the problem is, and I’ll tell Spanish as soon as he’s available.”

      The boy squinted his eyes slightly, skeptically up at Warner. The Pinkerton pulled the right side of his coat back far enough to reveal the Pinkerton badge pinned to the lapel of his frock coat beneath it. “You can tell me, boy. I’m a lawman.”

      The boy's eyes glistened brightly as a sheen of tears dropped over them. He opened his mouth to speak, but all he seemed able to get out was, “I-I-I...”

      “Well, I can’t make heads or tails out of that,” Warner said. “Come on up here and sit down.” He pulled the boy up onto the boardwalk and then shoved him gently down to a sitting position on one of the granite steps. “Sit down there and take three deep breaths. Calm yourself. And then, when you think you can do it without swallowing your tongue, tell me what happened.”

      The boy nodded obediently. Placing his gloved hands on his spread knees, he lowered his head and lifted it slightly as he drew in three deep breaths.

      After the third one, he lifted his head and drew a fourth breath then swallowed, licked his lips, and turned to Warner. His chocolate eyes were alive with a near-savage excitement.

      “Señor, Sheriff Epps and Marshal Tatum have been killed!”

      “Killed?”

      “Bang, bang, bang, bang! And they all are dead! The deputies, too. The Revenger killed most of them, but...a lady...a lady killed Marshal Tatum, señor!”

      “A lady?”

      “A lady, señor!”

      “Did you recognize this lady, boy?”

      “Si.” The boy nodded. His eyes were as wide as silver dollars. “It was the lady from the train whose little boy was killed by Lute Lawton!” The boy looked around and then added with a whisper from behind his raised hand, “Señora Rosen.”

      “Señora Rosen...”

      “Sí, señor. She shot Marshal Tatum down like a dog in the street, Señor. My eyes have never seen anything—”

      “Easy, son,” Warner said, patting the boy’s back. “Get ahold of yourself now.”

      The boy caught his breath, swallowed. He stared up at Warner. “They all are dead, señor. Much shooting and killing. Bang, bang, bang! I watched the whole thing from behind a stack of crates!” Now the boy didn’t seem to know whether to cry from the savage thrill of what he’d witnessed or to cry at the horror.

      “When you say they all are dead,” Warner queried, “do you mean that the Pinkerton detective, who wore a badge like mine, is dead, as well?”

      “Sí, sí, señor. They all are dead. The Revenger killed them all! Except for the lady killing Marshal Tatum, I mean. Mike Sartain! He is as deadly as everyone says! Oh, it was awful, señor. So much blood and screaming!” The boy clamped his hands over his ears as though to quell the screaming inside his head.

      Warner reached over and pulled the boy's hands from his ears. Sternly, he asked, “What were you doing out there, boy?”

      The boy looked up at Warner with a constipated look on his face. His lips moved, but he didn’t say anything. That was all the response the Pinkerton needed. The boy had followed the five lawmen out of a boy’s prurient curiosity. He’d had that curiosity satisfied and gotten himself scared stiff in the bargain.

      “I am sorry, señor. My mother told me not to, but...”

      “That’s all right, kid,” Warner said, smiling gently down at the sobbing lad. “Not to worry. Your secret is good with me...as long as you can tell me, in sufficient detail, just where all this killing happened. All right? Do you think you can do that? And not tell anyone else? Not a soul...”

      “Sí, sí, señor,” the boy said, nodding his head. “I can do that.”
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        * * *

      

      Sartain pierced the writhing angleworm onto the hook from his little fishing kit, doubled the worm, and pierced it again. The worm writhed wildly against the bright red bead that had worked several times over the years to lure fish to The Revenger’s bait.

      Sartain dropped the hook over the side of the beaver dam he was squatting on and took his makeshift fishing pole—a long, slender green aspen branch—in both hands. He jostled the pole a little, making the worm and the lure dance along the base of the dam, deep down in the inky black water that was swirling slightly, gurgling faintly, and turning even blacker now as the sun dropped behind the western peaks.

      Sartain glanced at the two red-throated trout lying with open gills and staring, gold-ringed eyes in the bed of grass to his right. Two were enough for supper, but three would be better. The killing in the ghost town had made him hungry, as killing usually did.

      And now he had the woman to feed as well.

      Besides, he’d caught the first two fish too quickly. He wasn’t ready to head back to camp yet, despite the gathering dark and intensifying chill. He needed time to think about what he was going to do about Olivia Rosen.

      On the other hand, what was there to think about?

      The kid had seen her shoot the town marshal of Santa Rosa. Soon, that news would likely be all over town and then the county. Since it was linked to news of The Revenger himself, it might even get into the eastern newspapers.

      Nothing Sartain could do about that. He couldn’t very well have run down and killed the boy. He didn’t kill innocents, especially innocent children. He had to take the woman with him and keep an eye out for a place to hide her until he accomplished the task, she’d set for him.

      He looked over toward where the fire he’d built blazed in a grove of pines.

      Miss Rosen sat near the fire, her back to a tree, legs extended straight out in front of her and crossed at the ankles. Sartain’s coffee pot hung from a metal tripod over the fire. Their gear was piled around her. Their two horses were tied to picket pins about ten yards behind.

      Miss Rosen held a cup of coffee on her lap. Sartain couldn’t see her well from this distance of fifty or so yards, but she appeared to be staring stonily into the flames.

      Odd woman. On the other hand, no odder than the Cajun himself had been in the days that had followed the murder of Jewel and their unborn child in Arizona. A stony determination had set into Olivia Rosen as it had set into Sartain. A determination to hunt justice. A determination that could not be compromised by emotion. So, she was fighting down her horror and grief and concentrating, or at least trying very desperately to concentrate, on her rage.

      On killing...

      Rage was better than grief. Grief could drive you mad.

      Rage kept you going.

      There was a tug on the fishing pole. Sartain landed the trout, added it to the others, and headed back to the camp. It was solid dark now, and the fire was dying. Miss Rosen didn’t seem to have noticed. She sat as before, staring into the dwindling flames.

      Sartain gazed down at her. He showed her the fish. “Supper.”

      She glanced at the fish dangling from the string, their scales glinting in the firelight. “I’m not hungry.”

      Sartain leaned his rifle against a tree, set the fish down, and added a couple of blowdown branches to the fire. The flames crackled, rose, danced.

      He unsheathed his bowie knife and went to work cleaning the trout, emptying the guts out onto a large, flat piece of bark.

      “I can understand the lack of appetite. I bet you never killed a man before today.”

      She slid her eyes to him but didn’t say anything. It was almost as though he’d spoken to her in a foreign tongue.

      “I guess I should thank you for saving my hide, but you shouldn’t have done that.”

      “I didn’t do it for you, Mister Sartain. I did it for me.”

      “Yeah. I know. It’s still hard.”

      “Shooting Tatum is not why I’m not hungry. I haven’t been hungry since...” She pressed her lips together, returned her gaze to the fire, and shook her head. Her expression remained flat, stony.

      Sartain was unsettled by the woman. Her grief was so deep and thick and hard that it reminded him of his own, and he didn’t need anyone else to remind him of Jewel and the baby. His mind, his memories, reminded him enough on their own...

      Sartain tossed the fish guts into the river and then fried the trout in a cast iron pan, in butter with salt and pepper. He fried up some cornbread and sowbelly in another pan from his possibles sack, then portioned out the meal on two tin plates. He offered one to Miss Rosen, who shook her head.

      “I told you, Mister Sartain, I’m not hungry.”

      “Look, you have to eat something. Even if you’re not hungry, you have to force it down. Take it from me. I know.”

      That seemed to convince her. She took the plate albeit reluctantly, picked up the fork, and began to pick at the steaming food, occasionally taking a small bite. Sartain removed the coffee pot from the tripod over the fire and refilled both of their cups.

      Sartain ate hungrily, aware of the woman forcing herself to eat her food on the other side of the fire.

      When he finished, he went over and cleaned his plate and the cook pans in the river, scouring the pans with sand. She walked out from the camp and cleaned her plate, which she’d emptied, he’d noticed.

      Sartain set his scoured dishes down on a tuft of grass and turned to her. “I don’t know anything about the Lute Lawton Bunch. I have no idea where to find them. Of course, I can find out, but it’ll take time.”

      “I was with them for three days. I listened very intently to their conversations, learning all I could.”

      “So, even then, you knew...”

      “Yes, even then I knew I would one day see them dead. When Lawton had his way with me on those nights, I would look up at his strained face and smile. I think it confused him a little. I don’t know, maybe he thought I was enjoying it. But I wasn’t. I was imagining his death. I was imagining him howling as he was killed...very slowly...knowing why he was dying...picturing his killing of my boy in his slowly dimming mind.”

      She set her plate aside, sat back on her rump, and turned to Sartain. Her breath frosted in the chill mountain air around her hatted head. “The gang is from Kansas. That’s all I know about most of them. When I was with them, they were heading southwest, trying to convince the posse that they were heading for Mexico. But they were really going to circle back to the east and head back to their home country.”

      “Well, Kansas is a big state.”

      “Four of Lawton’s men were heading back to Willoughby. It’s a little town on Comanche Creek. They’re in some kind of business there. I gathered that at least two of the four owned a saloon. One is a deputy sheriff.”

      She gave an ironic chuff at that bit of information. Sartain, on the other hand, wasn’t surprised at all. He knew from his own experience that most frontier lawmen often rode both sides of the law at one time or another.

      “What about Lute?”

      Miss Rosen shook her head. “I didn’t learn much about him. Just that he holes up in Kansas between western train-robbing raids. Someone chided him about a girl. Her name is Sadie...or something like that. When he was pulling me away from the camp to rape me—I believe it was the second night—someone asked him what Sadie would think. He only laughed. But that’s all I know about him.”

      “All right, then,” Sartain said, gathering his plates and pans, and rising. “I reckon we’ll head for Willoughby...wherever that is.”

      They returned to the camp.

      Sartain had another cup of coffee. He spiked it with a splash of his favorite bourbon, Sam Clay, brewed in Kentucky near his home territory of New Orleans. He’d grown up an orphan in the French Quarter, raised by doxies who’d taught him the ways of the world, including the ways of love...

      Sartain loved bourbon nearly as much as he loved women. The taste reminded him of the mossy oaks and the bayous, the spring air perfumed with burgeoning rose blossoms, the humidity rising from the slow-moving streams and rolling jade hills. It reminded him of a more innocent time...before the War of Northern Aggression...before coming west to fight in the frontier army.

      Of the time before Jewel.

      Olivia Rosen was first to roll up in her blankets. Sartain finished his coffee and bourbon, stoked the fire against the chill night, and rolled up in his soogan.

      He was almost asleep when she came to him.
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      When Carl Warner woke slowly from a deep, luxurious sleep and opened his eyes, he saw a firm round, pink female rump staring at him like a miniature smiling moon.

      Grinning, he slapped it. The girl woke with a squeal, trying to pull away from him. But the Pinkerton pinned Miss Abigail Noble belly-down on the bed in her upstairs room in her and her father’s humble little adobe house at the far eastern edge of Santa Rosa.

      “Oh—owww!” she cried. “You’re huurrting meee!”

      “I’m sorry, darling,” Warner said into her ear. “I just thought we’d have us a little more fun, that’s all.”

      She said something that came out muffled, because Warner’s free hand was clamped down hard against the back of her neck, holding her face down against the pillow. She writhed beneath him, trying to fight him, but her strength was no match for his.

      Later, he shoved her over onto her back. Her hair, which she’d taken down last night when he’d gotten her a little tipsy on expensive brandy and seduced her, was like a tumbleweed haloing her head. Her blue eyes gazed up at him through the mussed strands, as opaque as isinglass.

      Warner pinched her nose. At first, she’d enjoyed the rough stuff, the naughty little thing...

      “Good night, my darling,” Warner said, caressing her cheek, touching his lips lightly to hers. “Sleep well.”

      He rose, gave himself a sponge bath with cold water, because he didn’t want to take the time to stoke the downstairs stove, and then shaved in her father’s room. Warner lingered in the quiet house in the predawn darkness, enjoying himself, singing as he scraped his cheeks with the bone-handled razor of the father of the girl he’d just murdered.

      He wiped his cheeks with a ratty towel, buckled his gun belt around his waist, shrugged into his buckskin coat with its fur collar and fur-trimmed sleeves, donned his hat, and headed out. He whistled softly to himself as he walked along a dry wash at the edge of town, heading back toward the hotel.

      He took the back stairs to his second-floor room. No one would know that he hadn’t spent the night in the hotel. No one would know that he’d spent the night with Miss Abigail Noble, not that it would matter now if anyone did, as, if the story the boy had told him was true, there would be no local lawmen left in town to do anything about it.

      Warner didn’t even bother to muss his bedcovers.

      He merely gathered his gear and headed for the livery barn, where he smoked a cigar, sitting outside on a log stool, boot hiked on a knee, watching the sunrise over the eastern mountains. Inside the barn, the sleepy morning hostler saddled his mount, yawning frequently and loudly.

      When the man led the coyote dun out of the barn, Warner rose from his perch and slid his Winchester carbine into his saddle scabbard. He flipped the hostler a quarter tip. The man—middle-aged, gray-mustached, and looking badly hungover—caught the coin against his chest.

      “Much obliged,” he said in a sleep-husky voice.

      “Tell me, my good man,” Warner said, swinging up into the leather. “Do you know a Miss Rosen here in Santa Rosa?”

      Pocketing the quarter, the hostler frowned up at him. “Rosen?”

      “I overheard the name mentioned last night in the hotel dining room. She might have lost a child recently...”

      “Oh, Olivia Rosen. Dirty shame what happened...”

      “Pray, tell me.”

      “Tragedy. She and her boy had taken the train north...headin’ to Cheyenne, I think. Not sure why, but...the train was hit by the Lute Lawton Bunch. The boy took a bullet. The lady...Miss Rosen...well, Lawton rode out with her. Held her for three days, headin’ toward Durango. Damn savage, that Lawton, I tell you. Put her through seven kinds of hell, I’m sure. A posse caught up with the bunch, but they never shoulda tangled with ‘em. Four ended up dead. They found Miss Rosen, though. Brought her home.”

      The hostler spat to one side, shook his head. “Poor woman. Ain’t looked right since. Hardly ever leaves her house. When she did leave to buy groceries an’ such, she looked pale and thin. Poor woman. She was right purty once. Attracted the eye of every man in the county. Now that Lawton’s put his mark on her, no man’ll likely ever look at her again.”

      “The boy’s father?”

      “Didn’t have one. At least, none that owned up to it.” The hostler smirked. “I heard tell he’s some local mucky-muck. Married. With a family. Everyone’s got their theory just who exactly he is, but...”

      The hostler let his voice trail off.

      “Say, why you so interested in Miss Rosen?” he asked Warner.

      Warner shrugged. “I’m just a libidinous bastard, I reckon.” He grinned.

      The hostler frowned. “Lib...say what?”

      “Never mind, sir.” Warner lifted his hat. “Have a good day!”
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        * * *

      

      Warner had a good memory. He had no trouble recalling the boy’s directions out to the ghost town called Scully’s Wash. He simply followed the main road south out of Santa Rosa, turned west onto the road to Porfirio and then took the right tine in the first fork he came to.

      The tine was no longer much of a trail since it hadn’t been used for the past eight or nine years, when Scully’s Wash’s boom had gone bust, but Warner’s livery mount handled it just fine.

      The trail cleaved a narrow valley between tall, pine-covered mountains for eight miles. Then, at a moldering prospector’s cabin flanked by a privy and a trash pile strewn with rusty airtight tins and where Warner spooked two coyote pups playing like kittens, the trace swung north and jogged along a broad dry wash for another three miles.

      As Warner trotted north, the ghost town slowly rose out of the stark mountain valley ahead of him, the mountain sage and dun-colored bromegrass still striped with the remains of dirty, crusty snowdrifts.

      Even if he hadn’t remembered the boy’s directions, the Pinkerton would have been able to track the five lawmen, for their horse’s shod hoof prints were still clear in the spongy spring soil. The five sets of horse prints overlaid those of a horse pulling a single wagon. The horse and wagon tracks trailed off toward Scully’s Wash, and they returned from the same direction.

      The five riders’ tracks did not.

      It looked to Warner, who considered himself a pretty good tracker, that the five lawmen had followed the wagon out from town. Another rider had been riding toward the ghost town around the same time that the wagon and the lawmen had. That rider had for the most part steered clear of the trail, however, as though he—or possibly, she?—had been following someone and hadn’t wanted to be seen along that person’s back trail.

      Maybe the woman, Olivia Rosen, had also followed the wagon out from town...

      Warner, who had trained among Pinkerton’s best senior detectives, thought the scenario he formulated on his ride out from Santa Rosa, having seen the tracks and having paired those tracks with the boy’s story, was probably about as accurate as any detective’s could get without a crystal ball handy. When he sat his dun in the middle of Scully’s wash, staring down at the two men lying dead in the muddy street, that scenario became all the clearer.

      One of the dead men staring up at him, mouth still agape, wore the badge of the Santa Rosa Town Marshal. The other dead man wore the badge of a deputy sheriff. He lay not far from a broken whiskey bottle and a badly charred rag.

      Swinging down to investigate more closely, Warner saw that the deputy had been shot with either a forty-four or a forty-five-caliber rifle or revolver. The town marshal’s wounds were smaller. The spent shell casings near the marshal’s body, cast down near the base of the steps leading up to a saloon, were of the .41-caliber variety.

      The woman’s gun, most likely. Since the boy had said she had shot the marshal, there was no doubt in Warner’s mind that the pistol—probably of the pocket variety—was hers. The Pinkerton saw the crates that the boy must have knocked over in his haste to flee the scene of the crime.

      Warner smiled, imagining what had happened. The shooting, killing, bleeding, and the men dying...

      The boy had spied the woman, Olivia Rosen, popping lead into the marshal, and he’d been so shocked and horrified that he’d nearly jumped out of his boots!

      Warner turned to the saloon. The humble, two-story mud-adobe building looked as though it had been the centerpiece of a small war. Bullets had blasted chunks out of the bricks and doggets of wood from the window casings and front door. Glass from what had remained of the windows littered the gray-worn front porch.

      A thud sounded behind Warner.

      The Pinkerton wheeled, reaching under the flap of his fancily stitched buckskin coat to unsheathe his Bisley revolver. A door opened near where the crates were scattered on the boardwalk. There was a grunt. A man lurched forward through the doorway and then gave a shrill cry as he fell to the boardwalk, groaning.

      Warner ran over and mounted the boardwalk, careful of the gaps left by missing boards. A man in a black leather coat and black whipcord trousers lay on his belly, half in and half out of the abandoned grocery store, writhing in pain. Blood shone on the rotten planks around him. Warner dropped to a knee and turned him over to find himself staring down at Detective Bradley Decker.

      Decker gazed up at Warner though deep-set, pain-racked eyes. At least, Warner thought it was Decker, though the man was so pale he appeared a poor likeness of his former, more robust self.

      “Decker!”

      The wounded man placed his hand on Warner’s forearm. “W-water,” he hissed. “Please...water...”

      “Hold on, Detective.”

      Warner ran over to where he’d left his horse ground-reined in the street. He grabbed his canteen off his saddle and jogged back over to where Decker lay on the boardwalk. Warner set the canteen down and then helped the wounded Pinkerton sit against the front of the abandoned shop.

      “Jesus, you look bad, Decker,” he said, twisting off the canteen’s cap and quickly surveying his fellow Pinkerton’s wounds. The man’s upper-left chest was bibbed with blood, some of it frothy. The bullet had probably nicked a lung. Blood also oozed from a deep gash along the side of his neck, and from a wound in his upper right thigh.

      Warner raised the canteen and helped Decker drink. Decker got a couple of sips down, but then he choked. Warner pulled the canteen away as the wounded Pinkerton convulsed, almost strangling, until foamy pink blood frothed on his lips and dribbled down his chin.

      When Decker had finished coughing, he looked up at Warner, his eyes rheumy. “Help...help me...to a...doctor...”

      “Sure, sure, Brad—don’t worry about that. I’ll rig a travois.” Warner capped the canteen. “You think you’re well enough to travel?”

      Decker nodded his head. Mostly it just bobbed like a near-dead weight on his shoulders. “I’ll make it.”

      Warner glanced at the saloon behind him. “Sartain?”

      “Yeah.” Decker looked up at Warner and gritted his teeth in anger. “He surprised us. Ambush. Before we could get in position.”

      “I don’t doubt that a bit,” Warner said, glancing dubiously over his shoulder at the bullet-pocked saloon again. He turned to Decker. “Why didn’t you wait for me? You must have known I was called in.”

      “Would have,” Decker said, running a sleeve of his leather coat across his bloody mouth, “but I was afraid he’d light a shuck.”

      “What made you think he was going to run?”

      Decker might have been in agony, but he still managed to curl one side of his upper lip in a wry grin. “I’ve been at this job long enough to know when a man’s about to get happy feet, Carl.”

      “Oh, right,” Warner said. “Sure, sure. You’d know if anyone would...with all your experience.”

      Warner had worked with Decker only a couple of times, but both times Decker had been quick to remind him of his seniority, having been with the Pinkerton Agency a year and a half longer than Warner had.

      Decker looked skeptically at Warner, as though trying to read him.

      Warner manufactured a sincere expression. “Like I said, I’ll rig a travois. I’ll get you back to Santa Rosa, get you to a sawbones. He’ll sew you up good as new.”

      Decker nodded and sagged back against the grocery store’s front wall.

      Warner rose and turned away as though to begin gathering the material for a travois but then squatted down before Decker again. “Say, Brad—Sartain didn’t have a woman with him, did he?”

      A strange, sheepish light entered Warner’s gaze. Then he frowned, shook his head. “I...I don’t think so. We never would have moved on him if we’d known a woman was with him.”

      “Right.”

      Warner started to turn away again but stopped when Decker said, “Why do you ask?”

      “Someone in town said they saw a woman heading this way yesterday ahead of you and the lawmen.”

      “Oh,” Decker said, shaking his head once more. “I...I never seen one. Might have been one, though. I don’t know. He cut down on us so fast.”

      “Right, right. I bet he did,” Warner said. “Did you see which way he rode out of here?”

      Decker jerked his chin up slightly. “North. Toward the mount...” He let his voice trail off, looked at Warner with a suspicious cast to his gaze. “No point in goin’ after him. He’s long gone by now. Once I’m healed up, we’ll trail him, you and me.”

      Warner drew a deep breath, brushed his gloved hand across his nose. “I don’t know, Brad. I think I’m gonna go after him. You know, while his trail’s warm.”

      “That bastard don’t leave a warm trail,” Decker said, his eyes brightening in anger. “You know that. You read the same reports I did.”

      “That’s what they say,” Warner said. “To that I say hogwash.” He slid his Bisely slowly from its holster.

      Decker watched him, frowning. “What’re you...”

      “You didn’t wait for me,” Warner said mildly, “because you wanted to be the only Pinkerton to run him to ground. You hailed assistance only because you wanted it to appear you were following protocol.”

      He clicked the Bisley’s hammer back and continued with, “You knew a woman was with him, I’ll suspect. You learned it from the wagon driver. He’d been here, and he’d turned around, and your bunch talked to him. I saw the tracks. But you didn’t care about the woman. You just wanted to take Sartain down as fast as you could. That’s why that saloon is all shot up so that the next breeze’ll likely knock it asunder.”

      Decker stared at the pistol that Warner was raising, sliding the barrel to line up the sights on Decker’s face. “Hold on, now. That is not how it was, Carl!”

      “Sure was.” Warner grinned. “Even if it wasn’t, there’s no point in hauling you back to Santa Rosa. Why, that’d be a complete waste of time, shot up as bad as you are. You’ll die on the way.”

      “I’m not that bad. I’ll make it. You get me to a sawbones, goddamnit, Carl!”

      “Just so we’re clear,” Warner said. “I don’t hold it against you, wantin’ The Revenger all for yourself. I understand. I would have done the same thing. The problem for you is, you failed. Now, it’s my turn to take the bastard down. All by my lonesome. The credit will all be mine, and mine alone.”

      Decker was staring at the Bisley’s barrel, breathing hard. “Easy, now, Carl. You don’t want to do this. Why not just ride away? Leave me. I’ll get help. Someone’ll come...sooner or later.”

      “That’s what worries me,” Warner said.

      He smiled into Decker’s eyes. Decker stared back at him. Fear grew in the wounded man’s gaze. It grew quickly to stark, knowing horror.

      Warner’s smile grew broader. As he began to take up the slack in his trigger finger, Decker screamed, “Nooo!”

      The Bisley roared.

      The bullet punched into Decker’s open mouth to blow his brains out the back of his head. The man’s head bounced off the front of the grocery shop and dropped toward Decker’s lap. The man’s entire body shuddered. Then, still shuddering, it slumped sideways to the boardwalk.

      Warner looked at the smoking Bisley in his fist. Decker’s blood had painted the barrel red. Warner cursed and wiped the gun on the dead man’s pants.

      He holstered the weapon, walked out into the street, mounted his horse, and rode north toward the mountains.
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      “What are you doing?” Sartain asked, peering up at the woman from his bedroll.

      She knelt beside him, holding a blanket around her shoulders. “A deal’s a deal.”

      She lifted his blanket away from his chest and lay down beside him, squirming a little, working her way into his bedroll, lowering her face to his.

      “Hold on,” Sartain said, splaying his hand across her chest, holding her back. “I told you I don’t require payment.”

      “You told me you don’t require payment for exacting revenge,” Miss Rosen said, her face only inches from his. She’d unpinned her hair. It hung toward the ground, slanting down behind her left shoulder. “The deal was that I would give you my body in payment for taking me along while you exacted revenge on Lawton’s bunch. That’s what I promised, and I always...”

      Sartain held two fingers up across her lips. “I didn’t make any such deal. I’m not that kind of—”

      She placed two fingers across his lips. “Every man is that kind of man.”

      “I had no choice but to take you. The boy saw you kill Tatum. I couldn’t very well send you back to Santa Rosa, now, could I?”

      “Many men would have.” Miss Rosen frowned down at him, vaguely puzzled. The fire’s dull umber glow was reflected in her eyes. “I don’t understand you. I realize I’m not as pretty as I used to be...before Lawton. But I can still turn a man’s head. Is it because of Lawton? What he did...”

      “Christ, no.”

      “What, then?”

      “I don’t see sex as something to barter with.”

      “I do. It’s all I have. I am not asking you to take me with you for free.”

      “Well, that’s what I’m going to do.” Sartain didn’t see how he could not take her with him, given her obvious passion for the hunt. “Now, you go back on over to your bedroll and lay down. We got a long ride ahead of us, and big work once we get where we’re going.”

      She continued to stare down at him. “It doesn’t mean anything to me. Not anymore. Not after Lawton. Not after the first time. After that, I went away. In my mind. I went away...”

      “Look, Miss Rosen,” Sartain said, pushing up on his elbows, “how many times do I have to...”

      He let his voice trail off as she let the blanket slip from her shoulders. She wasn’t wearing anything beneath it.
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        * * *

      

      One week later, Deputy County Sheriff Hy Miller slammed a rolled newspaper down on a table in Bobcat Jack’s Saloon in Willoughby, Kansas, and said, “Got him!”

      Miller lifted the newspaper, held up by one wing the fly he’d squashed, and said, “It’s officially spring when you kill your first fly.”

      “Gonna be a hot summer,” said Luke Grisby, who was sitting at a table flanking Miller, leaning over and quickly devouring a dented tin bowl of the chili that Grisby, who owned Bobcat Jack’s, had cooked last night and had heated up a few minutes ago for his lunch. “Hot and humid. And wet. I can feel it in my bones. I just hope we don’t get another cyclone like the one we got last year.”

      Grisby, a big, fat man with a round, fleshy face, gestured up and down with his fork held in his fist, and said, spitting chili onto the table before him, “Never thought I’d live to see a man and a horse and wagon flying past me on a stiff wind—the man yellin’ and the horse screamin’ like a banshee—but I did last June, by God!”

      Leaning back in his chair, carefully polishing his five-pointed deputy sheriff’s star with a red handkerchief, Miller laughed and shook his head.

      “Ain’t funny,” Grisby said. “Like somethin’ out of a nightmare, that was.”

      Miller was about to respond to that, but then he heard boots thumping on the boardwalk fronting the saloon and saw through the dirt-streaked front windows two Mexican drovers converge on the saloon’s front door.

      As the door opened and the Mexicans strode in, Miller pinned the badge to his shirt and said, “Another sure-fire sign of spring, Luke, is when the bean-eaters start comin’ to town. You know how the chili-chompers are. They hate the cold, so these two greasy, bean-eatin’ devils stay hunkered down in Old Man Halvorssen’s bunkhouse out to the Three Bell, playin’ grabby-pants with each other...when they ain’t sparkin’ old Halvorssen’s daughter, Lisa, that is!”

      Miller grinned and raised his shot glass in salute to the Mexicans, nodding affably and saying in an equally affable tone, “Well, if it ain’t the Flores brothers from down Old Mexico way. You boys get tired of playin’ grabby pants and decide to brave the cold weather and come to town, did ya?”

      Glancing out a dirty front window, Miller saw the Mexicans’ saddle horses standing tied to the hitch rack fronting the Bobcat. Both mounts had the Halvorssen brand blazed into their withers.

      Neither of the two Flores brothers seemed to know a lick of English despite having worked out at the Halvorssen ranch for the past two years and in the county for even longer. They grinned and waved at Miller, glancing at each man curiously but judging by the deputy sheriff’s tone that they’d been welcomed with open arms.

      They nodded deferentially and chuckled uncertainly as they strode back toward the bar.

      “Say, Tio,” Miller said, as the Mexicans passed his table, “I done heard Miss Lisa’s in the family way. You know, big belly.” He used his hands to indicate pregnancy. “That ain’t your bun in the oven, is it?”

      Tio stopped by Miller’s table, grinning and frowning, showing his teeth below his sweeping black mustache.

      Laughing, Miller said, “Tio, don’t tell me you and Lisa have been sneakin’ around behind Old Man Halvorssen’s back! Cavortin’ out in the icehouse or woodshed!”

      Tio glanced at his brother, Ignacio, who also stared curiously down at Miller, his ruddy cheeks dimpled with a tentative grin.

      “Or was it Ignacio? Ignacio, are you the one that made Lisa Halvorssen’s belly big?” Miller held his hands far out in front of his belly again. Miller smiled with phony admiration. “Why it was you, wasn’t it, you dirty, bean-eatin’, mother-diddlin’ Mexican dog!” Miller looked around the two Mexicans at Grisby, winking and laughing.

      Grisby was laughing so hard that Miller thought the fat man would fall out of his chair. “Knock it off, Hy,” Grisby said, holding his jiggling belly. “You’re gonna make me puke up my chili and bust a rib!” 

      Miller rose from his chair, wrapped an arm around the neck of each Mexican, and escorted them toward the bar. “Whichever one of you put the bun in that little Halvorssen trollop’s oven owes me a drink. I been sparkin’ that uppity filly for years!”

      “Is she really knocked up?” asked Grisby.

      “That’s what I hear,” Miller said. “She ain’t been to town in a month of Sundays, so I suspect it’s true.” He looked from one stupidly grinning Mex to the other, and said, “I’d love to be a fly on the wall when Old Man Halvorssen sees the brown papoose his precious li’l Lisa squats out! I tell you, mi amigos, whichever of you bent that girl over the ole proverbial rain barrel better light a shuck back to ol’ Mejico before she gives birth, or there’ll be hell to pave and no hot pitch!”

      The deputy laughed raucously. His laughter was infectious, because both Mexicans laughed raucously, as well, slapping the bar top.

      Grisby thought the Mexicans laughing at the jokes told at their own expense was the funniest thing he’d ever heard, and his laughing face was as pink as a mid-summer sunset.

      “Set ‘em both up,” Miller told Grisby, who’d ambled back behind the bar, nearly doubled over with laughter. The deputy patted the backs of the Flores brothers, and said, “Mi amigos, I do believe you owe me a drink for gettin’ to Lisa Halvorssen ahead of me.”

      He gave Grisby a wink. Grisby filled three shot glasses. Miller lifted his shot to his lips and said, “Thanks, partners. That’s right plumb of you!”

      Miller threw back the shot and, leaving the Mexicans looking confused as they paid for the three whiskey shots, the deputy sauntered back to his chair and grabbed his hat. It was time to head back to the office. He’d just started for the door when movement out in the street caught his eye.

      He swerved from his course to the door and stepped over to the window to the right of it.

      A man and a woman were just then riding into town, angling toward the hotel on the opposite side of the street.
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      The stranger with the woman was a big son of a buck, thick curly, dark-brown hair hanging down from beneath his sand-colored Stetson trimmed with a snakeskin band. He had long sideburns but no mustache.

      He was big and broad-shouldered but rangy, wearing tight denims and a brown and white pinto vest over a blue chambray shirt. He wore a handsome pearl-gripped, silver-chased LeMat revolver strapped to his right thigh. A Henry repeating rifle jutted from his saddle sheath. The long gun was as eye-pleasing as the LeMat, with what appeared from Miller’s distance of forty yards to be a snake’s head carved into the walnut stock jutting over the rider’s right knee, within a fast, easy grab.

      The horse he rode was a handsome buckskin stallion with a spirited glint in its eyes.

      The woman was a pretty but dour-looking blonde. She wore a light denim jacket over a cream shirtwaist. A wool riding skirt flowed down over her stirrups to nearly the tops of her spurred, black half-boots. On her head was a man’s black felt hat. As the big man dismounted and helped the woman down from her saddle, she glanced in Miller’s direction, and the deputy stumbled back with a start.

      His heart thudded.

      “What the hell’s the matter with you?” Grisby said. The big apron was working demolishing a second bowl of chili while the Flores brothers crouched over the bar, sipping their drinks in silence.

      “Crap,” Miller said, canting his head this way and that, trying to get a better look at the woman as she and the big man stood between their horses, conversing.

      “Come here a minute,” beckoning Grisby.

      “What for?”

      “Just get your fat ass over here!”

      Grisby cursed as he heaved his bulk out of his chair and ambled over to where Miller stood looking out the window. “What the hell?”

      Miller jerked his chin toward the big man and the woman. The man was sliding his Henry repeater from his saddle sheath. The woman was looking around, turning her head from right to left, surveying the street in both directions.

      The warm spring breeze was blowing her hair around her sun-pinkened cheeks.

      “That woman there. Ain’t she...”

      “Holy crap.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Miller said, his blood quickening.

      Grisby turned to Miller. “What in holy blazes do you think she’s doing here?”

      Miller didn’t look at the apron. He kept his gaze on the street, shifting it now from the woman to the big gent, who’d just slipped his saddlebags and possibles sack and war bag off his buckskin’s back. “Who do you suppose he is?”

      Grisby stepped up closer to the dirty window, holding up a fat hand to shade the glare from his eyes. “I don’t recognize him.”

      “I seen him before,” Miller said.

      “Where?”

      Miller rubbed his hand across his chin, shaking his head. “I don’t remember. But I know I seen him. I think he’s a hired gun.”

      “Sure looks like one. Look at that big LeMat on his leg there. Look at that Henry. He keeps them weapons in prime shape. A regulator, I’ll bet.” Grisby turned to Miller. “You think they’re here for...us?”

      “What else would she be doing way out here?” Miller said, excitement growing in him.

      “Could be a coincidence, I reckon.”

      Miller kept his eyes on the big man in the pinto vest, who was just then walking up the steps of Mrs. Thompson’s hotel, following the blonde. The big man moved smoothly on his hips, swinging his shoulders a little—cat-like, his right hand draped casually over the pearl grip of the pretty but savage-looking LeMat.

      Miller heard the solid thuds of the man’s boots on the steps and the ringing of his spurs through the window.

      “Could be a coincidence,” Miller said. “Yeah, I reckon. How would she have tracked us...”

      But then the big man, gaining the top of the porch, swung around to stare straight across the street at Miller and Grisby staring at him from the front window of Bobcat Jack’s Saloon. Both Miller and Grisby flinched, taking faltering steps backward.

      “Crap!” Grisby said. “He seen us!”

      The big man stared coldly right into Hy Miller’s eyes. Miller held his gaze, fighting the impulse to look away. There was something unsettling in those deep-set, cobalt eyes partly shaded by the broad brim of the big man’s hat. But Miller forced himself to meet the big man’s stare head-on.

      The big man’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, lines rising from their corners. His lips spread slightly in a wry grin. Then he set his rifle on his shoulder, swung around, and followed the woman into Mrs. Thompson’s Hotel.

      Miller turned Grisby. “Where’s Haskell?”

      Kentucky Haskell and Grisby had bought Bobcat Jack’s Saloon a couple of years ago. They ran the place together when they weren’t out west, robbing trains with Lute Lawton, whom they’d grown up with over by Wichita.

      They and most of the rest of the Bunch had all fought in the border wars together, during and after the War Between the States. They still hadn’t gotten the blood and thunder out of their systems, so they continued robbing trains in Colorado, New Mexico, and sometimes Utah, though they blew most of their loot on poker, busthead, and doxies in Leadville, Denver, and Cheyenne before returning to quieter lives in Kansas.

      “Haskell’s asleep upstairs. He works tonight.”

      “Wake him. I’m gonna fetch Bonner, and then I’m gonna head over to the office and look through the latest batch of wanted circulars. I know I seen that hombre’s face on a circular not too long ago. Let’s meet back here in a half-hour.”

      “Then what?”

      Miller had walked to the front door. Now he opened it and frowned back at Grisby. “What do you think?”

      Miller went out.

      He stopped by L.Q. Bonner’s blacksmith shop and told Bonner, who also rode with Lawton, about the newcomer and the girl, and about the planned meeting with Grisby and Kentucky Haskell at Bobcat Jack’s. Then Miller continued over to the sheriff’s office to find the county sheriff, Omar “Pop” Sandborn, sacked out in his overstuffed leather chair near the small parlor area in the office’s rear corner, near the potbelly stove.

      A mug of cold tea sat on the small, round table to the sheriff’s right. Pop’s cat, Ruben, lay belly down on the chair’s left arm. The cat had been sleeping, but when Miller walked in, Ruben lifted his head and studied the deputy with characteristic dispassion.

      Miller hurried over to the sheriff’s desk, which was spilling papers and tax ledgers and other clerical and legal documents—including marriage licenses, for Pop was also Justice of the Peace—from every nook and cranny. The whole mess owned a layer of cigar ash and stubs that Ruben had knocked out of the sheriff’s ashtrays when the cat had been rummaging through the desk’s pigeonholes looking for mice. The desk had accumulated nearly twenty years of filth, for that’s how long Pop had held office mainly because no one ever ran against him, and Miller doubted he’d ever once given the office a thorough cleaning or allowed anyone else to do it.

      “Christ, Pop,” Miller growled, opening and closing warped desk drawers, “why don’t you get some sort of organizational system here, fer chrissakes?”

      Pop awoke with a start. He startled Reuben, who rose to stand on the chair arm, arching his back and curling his tail. Pop blinked, slow to regain his wits, what few he had left after nearly seventy hard years, then snorted and hacked phlegm into the sandbox on the floor beside his chair.

      He patted down his tangled, gray, salt-and-pepper bib beard and then sat up a little, scowling at Miller, slow to recall who he was looking at.

      “What do you think you’re doin’, Deputy, goin’ through my desk?”

      Pop hardened his jaws in anger.

      “I’m lookin’ for that last batch of wanted dodgers we got in from the feds,” Miller said, slamming the desk’s lower right drawer and causing two cigar stubs to roll off onto the floor. “Christ, Pop! You really need an organizational system here!”

      “I got an organizational system!”

      “Oh, yeah?” Miller said, angry. “What is it?”

      “You’re too damn stupid to understand if I told you!” Pop shouted, though his voice was too weak and raspy to allow him much volume. Mainly, when riled, his warty nose just swelled and turned red, as did the bald top of his head. “The only reason you’re my deputy is that your pa an’ me been friends longer’n you been alive, and don’t you forget it, you worthless pile of dog crap! If it’s the last badge of wanted dodgers you’re lookin’ for, why didn’t you just ask me, you cork-headed pup? They’re under the flowerpot!”

      Pop pointed an arthritic, age-spotted finger toward the philodendron in the large clay pot sitting in the window above the desk.

      “What are they doin’ under the flowerpot?” Miller spat in disgust, pulling out the sheaf of papers from under the pot and shaking off the dirt crumbs.

      “Keepin’ the pot from rotting out the window frame. Thought I’d put ‘em to good use. When the hell have we ever gone through them circulars, anyway? We never get no federal outlaws out this way. Too damn hot and dry, and every damn woman out here fell outta the ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down!”

      Miller cursed as he set the short stack of government documents onto the desk and began flipping through the dirty, moisture-stained, curling pages. He was halfway through the stack when he froze.

      He stared down, wide-eyed, at the circular before him. He lowered his head for a better look and ran his right index finger across the words written there as he read them, muttering them aloud to himself. When he was done, he slammed his fist down on the dodger, and turned to the sheriff, grinning.

      “We don’t get no federal outlaws out this way, huh, Pop?” Miller laughed in mockery. “Well, we got one now! And he’s got a four-thousand-dollar bounty on his head!”

      Miller didn’t add that the man known as The Revenger also had a good-looking woman with him, one Lute Lawton hadn’t allowed Miller or any of the rest of the gang any time with back when they’d all been on the trail together.

      Well, Lawton wasn’t here to prevent Miller from having her now. Once Sartain was snuggling with diamondbacks, that was, and Miller was waiting for the reward money to be sent from God knew where...

      “Who is it?” Pop said, pushing himself up out of his chair with effort.

      “Never mind, Pop.”

      Miller stuffed the dodger into his pocket. He walked over to the gun rack mounted to the wall over the potbelly stove and pulled down a Winchester. He grabbed a belt bristling with .44 cartridges off a peg and turned to the door. “You just hide an’ watch this worthless pile of dog dung do your job for you...just like I always do.”

      “Don’t you talk down to me, you mangy cur, or I’ll take you over my knee and quirt your ass red till smoke spews out your asshole!” the sheriff regaled his deputy though Miller didn’t hear the last of it because he’d already closed the office door and was heading back up the street toward Bobcat Jack’s.
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      As Miller strode back toward Bobcat Jack’s, he saw Mrs. Thompson’s addlepated son, Henry, leading the mounts of The Revenger and the woman—Miller couldn’t remember her name if he’d ever known it—off toward the livery barn.

      Good, Miller thought. That meant they were comfortable enough to spend the night. Though it won’t be just the night they’ll be spending...

      He chuckled through his teeth at that as he entered Bobcat Jack’s.

      “What the hell you laughin’ at?” L.Q. Bonner asked him. “You gettin’ as soft in your head as Henry Thompson?”

      “Diddle yourself.”

      The other two—Luke Grisby and Kentucky Haskell—were there as well, standing around a table near the two Flores brothers, punching shells into rifles.

      Kentucky Haskell looked as though he’d just awakened from a nap. His thin blond hair was mussed, and his eyes were pink-rimmed. He stifled a yawn as, thumbing .44 shells into his top-break Schofield revolver, he gave Miller a pugnacious look and said, “What the hell’s all this about, Hy? Some blonde-headed woman rides into town and you get your drawers in a twist...”

      Miller looked at Grisby. “Didn’t you tell him?”

      “I told him. He don’t believe me.”

      “It’s her,” Miller told Haskell. “Lawton’s woman. From the train. She’s here.” He pointed toward one of the windows left of the door. “Over there, to be exact—at Mrs. Thompson’s place.”

      “What the hell would that woman be doin’ here?” Bonner asked, incredulous, resting his loaded carbine on his shoulder and rolling a half-smoked quirley around between his lips, blowing smoke out his nose. “Guessin’ she didn’t like Lawton keepin’ her all to himself and wants to give the rest of us a try.”

      He grinned around the quirley.

      “We can’t afford to be stupid about this.” Miller set the crumpled wanted circular on the table and smoothed it out until the steely-eyed countenance of Mike Sartain stared up at him, beneath the words: $4000 DEAD OR ALIVE. “This here is who she’s got sidin’ her.”

      “Who’s that?” asked Grisby.

      “The crazy son of a buck everybody calls ‘The Revenger.’”

      “Damn, really?” said Bonner.

      “Four thousand dollars,” Haskell said, running a thick finger across the dodger. “Dead or alive.” He laughed as he chambered a bullet into his carbine’s action. “That makes it easy!”

      “I don’t think it’s gonna be easy,” Miller said. “The bastard’s been able to avoid the jug for several years now, despite all manner of lawmen and bounty hunters foggin’ his trail. Like I said, let’s not get stupid about this. We gotta expect him to put up one hell of a fight. Besides...”

      Miller let his voice trail off as he stared down at the menacing likeness on the wrinkled circular.

      “Besides what?” Grisby asked.

      “Besides,” Miller said, glancing at the men around him. “Since he’s with that trollop from the train, he’s likely here to hunt us.”

      The men glanced around at each other.

      Grisby stood holding his broken-open, double-barreled shotgun in his arms. “Maybe we oughta let him come to us, then.”

      They all glanced around at each other again, anxiously.

      “Bullcrap,” Haskell said. He was fully awake now. He ran a hand back through his mussed hair and donned his hat. He picked up the rifle he’d just loaded and looked at Miller. “I say we go to him. Bring the fight to him. Kill him now...and show that stupid doxie she shoulda stayed home countin’ her lucky stars she’s still alive.”

      “I agree,” Grisby said, nodding.

      “Me, too,” Bonner agreed.

      “All right,” Miller said, buoyed by the other’s men steel. His heart quickened.

      He had a feeling they were about to face a wildcat of a man, but he pushed back against his hesitation and thought instead of the girl whose charms Lute Lawton had hoarded back in Colorado. He remembered hearing Lawton’s grunts and the woman’s cries emanating from the shrubs, and he knew a moment’s arousal.

      “All right,” Miller said again, calmly, drawing a breath and looking at each man in turn. “Let’s go. Follow my lead. But make damn sure you don’t shoot the woman, understand?”

      Bonner chuckled. “That’s for sure. Don’t kill the woman, fer chrissakes!”

      He shouldered his rifle and headed for the door. The others followed him outside and spread out around him as he stood staring at the three-story hotel on the other side of the street.

      It was a neat white clapboard building with spruce-green shutters and gingerbread trim. There were three wicker rocking chairs on the broad front verandah, and a water barrel with a steel spout used to catch rain running off the roof. Mrs. Thompson was of the waist-not want-not breed.

      The prim building was identified by the single word HOTEL painted on a sign that jutted into the street on two whitewashed poles, but everyone called the place Mrs. Thompson’s. Mildred Thompson had been running the place alone for the past six years since her husband Billy had died after being hit by a stray bullet fired when three drifters had gotten into a dustup in one of the town’s saloons. Poor Billy had merely been ambling back to his privy with a newspaper at midday when the bullet had ended his journey near the root cellar.

      Miller quietly slid a shell into his Winchester’s breach, set the hammer to half-cock, then stepped down off the boardwalk. As he crossed the street, the other three men stepped into line behind him, walking single file.

      Miller raked his gaze across the hotel’s curtained windows then mounted the front porch. He paused to look through the curtained glass pane in the front door, then, seeing only Mrs. Thompson herself inside, pushed on into the lobby.

      The elderly woman was sorting mail into the pigeonholes behind the front desk that sat on scrolled wooden pedestals. She was in her early sixties, though her hair, pinned into a prim roll atop her wrinkled head, was coal-black, though a little grizzled. Her ears were abnormally large, and her eyes were set too wide apart beneath a single, bushy black brow. In these ways, she resembled her son, an idiot since birth whom Miller had caught peeping through the bedroom windows of several young women in recent months, though Mrs. Thompson had stubbornly denied that her dear Henry was capable of such prurient misdeeds.

      The incidents had made Miller’s and the old woman’s relationship rocky at best. Now as she turned to see the deputy and his friends walk into her lobby sparsely bedecked with a couple of potted palms and a single brass spittoon, her face flushed and her eyes narrowed hotly.

      “Well, Deputy Miller, if you think I am going to entertain anymore lies spread about my Henry by the young harlots of this town, you’re sorely—”

      “Stow it, Mrs. Thompson,” Miller said, keeping his voice low. “And don’t squawk but very quietly, under your breath, convey to me the room number or numbers of the man and the woman who walked in here a few minutes ago.”

      Mrs. Thompson blinked her disdain. “Why?”

      “I told you to keep your voice down. One more squawk out of you, and I will pistol whip you. And the next time I catch Henry jacking off outside of Kendra Wilkins’s bedroom window when she’s enjoying her nightly ablutions, I’ll pistol whip him, too, before I throw him in the jug where he’ll remain till his hair turns gray.”

      Behind him, Bonner and Grisby grunted chuckles.

      Mrs. Thompson opened her mouth wide in shock but said nothing.

      Miller leaned toward her across the desk. “Now, nice and quiet-like, which rooms?”

      She drew a deep breath, held it, then said quietly, her taut jaws quivering, “Two and five.”

      “Which in which?”

      “I don’t know.” Mrs. Thompson placed her reading glasses on her nose and glanced down at the register open before her. “The woman signed her name under Room Two, the man, Mister Smith, under Room Five.”

      “Muchas gracias, señora,” Miller whispered, grinning and pinching his hat brim to the old woman.

      Miller headed for the stairs just beyond the desk. He glanced over his shoulders at the others, all taut-faced now, and reminded them all with a look to be Apache-quiet. Walking on the balls of his boots, he climbed the stairs, taking them one step at a time and wincing when the risers occasionally gave a faint complaint beneath him or beneath the others coming up behind him.

      As Miller gained the second-floor landing and moved into the hall lit by a couple of smoky bracket lamps, he pointed his rifle straight out before him and ratcheted the hammer back to full cock.

      Behind him, he heard the quiet clicks of the other men cocking their weapons. A flowered purple and burgundy carpet runner helped muffle the quartet’s boots. So did the clock on the wall, its wooden pendulums drolly knocking off the seconds.

      Miller stopped in front of room two, on the hall’s right side. He had to know for sure which room Sartain and the woman had each claimed. He drew a calming breath then tapped lightly on the door’s upper panel.

      “What is it?” came a woman’s voice from inside.

      Miller cleared his throat, injected the ingratiating tone of a ten-cent-an-hour lackey into it. “Missus Thompson just sent me up to see if you’re comfortable, ma’am.”

      “Oh, yes. Quite comfortable. Thank you.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Miller moved slowly, quietly on down the hall to Room Five, which was on the hall’s opposite side from Room Two. He tapped on it, then stepped back. The others flanked him to both sides, crouched over their rifles or, in the case of Grisby, over his double-barreled shotgun, which had both hammers eared back.

      Miller stared at the scraped and scratched walnut door.

      Silence.

      He tapped again, said, “Mister Smith? Missus Thompson sent me up to make sure you’re pleased with the amenities, Mister Smith.”

      There was a click back down the hall to Miller’s left. He glanced in that direction to see a big man step out of the woman’s room.

      There was a bright flash as a gun exploded like the crack of doom.

      Lead pellets showered Miller and the other three men, tearing through their clothes and into their skin like the razor-edged tines of a hot fork.

      Miller’s left hand went numb as several pellets plunged bone deep. He screamed and dropped his rifle as he twisted around and fell back against the door. The others were twisting, falling, cursing and yelling, also dropping their weapons. As Miller slid down the door of room five, he reached for the Smith & Wesson on his right hip.

      There was another flash and a sharp crack!

      Miller screamed as a bullet tore through the back of his right hand, ripping the Smithy out of it and tossing the gun off down the hall.

      “Ohhh!” Miller cried, cradling both bloody hands to his chest. “Jesus Christ...what the...”

      He let the sentence dwindle to wheezing silence as he watched the silhouette of the big man stride toward him and the others piled up around him, howling.

      The approaching man’s big LeMat was smoking in his right hand.
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      Sartain stared over the smoking barrel of his big LeMat as he drew up before the buckshot-peppered men writhing on the hall floor, smearing the carpet runner with blood.

      They were cursing and grunting and trying to regain their feet. As one of the four climbed to his hands and knees—he was the biggest of the bunch, a very fat man—Sartain kicked him back down to the floor.

      “All right, listen up,” The Revenger said. “Here’s how this is going to work.”

      The one wearing the deputy sheriff’s star leaned back against the door to room five and glared up at Sartain. “You’re a bast—!”

      Sartain buried his right boot in the deputy’s gut. “I don’t know who my ma was, but your guess is probably right in line. However, that don’t make it polite to say so!”

      The deputy was jackknifed over his belly, trying in vain to draw a breath.

      “Ah, hell, I need a doctor!” yowled one of the others, who smelled like hot iron and a smithy’s bellows. “I’m torn up bad!”

      Sartain crouched over each writhing, cursing man in turn, disarming them, tossing their rifles and six-shooters down the hall. He turned toward Miss Rosen’s room. She stood just outside the open door. She held her pocket pistol straight down by her right leg.

      Sartain pinched his hat brim to her. “They’re all yours. Come on over here and make your peace.”

      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” asked the fat man, who was still wearing his bar tender’s apron.

      Sartain stomped the man’s pudgy hand hard against the floor with his boot heel. The barman roared and slapped the floor with his other hand.

      As Olivia Rosen approached, Sartain stepped aside, giving her room. She brushed past him to stare gravely down at the four men who were looking up at her now, incredulity carving deep creases across their foreheads.

      The one with the star glanced at the pistol in her fist and said, “What’s...what’s this about? Listen, lady, we’re real sorry about your boy, but we had nothin’ to do with that. That was Lute. We didn’t do nothin’ to you at all. That was all Lute too, and you know it!”

      A muscle in Olivia’s cheek twitched as she continued to stare down at the four.

      Finally, she said in a low, even voice filled with menace, her jaws hard, “No, you didn’t kill Edgar personally. None of you. But you run with the man who did. That makes you just as guilty in my eyes as Lute Lawton himself. Lawton will eventually pay for his sins. It just happens that you’re going to pay for yours first.”

      “Crap, we didn’t do nothin’ to you!” cried the blond-headed gent, pressing a hand against his bloody left side. Some of the buckshot had torn into his right cheek, and rivulets of blood were dribbling down each tiny, painful-looking wound.

      “No, but you didn’t do anything to stop Lawton from savaging me for three nights in a row. Not counting when he first took me off the train. Instead of allowing me to say good-bye to my boy, he dragged me off the train while the rest of you cheered him on.”

      “Not me!” the deputy cried. “I didn’t!”

      Olivia turned to him coldly. “And you would have each taken me, too, if Lawton had allowed it.”

      “No!” the deputy cried. “That ain’t how I operate!”

      “Look at you.” Olivia smiled grimly and shook her head in disgust. “When you’re backed into a corner, you show yourselves for who you truly are. Sniveling worms. Rats scuttling from a torchlight.”

      “Oh, Jesus Christ,” bellowed the blacksmith. “What the hell do you want, lady? You want us to tell you we’re sorry? All right, we’re sorry!”

      “Killin’ us ain’t gonna bring your boy back!” yelled the deputy.

      “No,” Olivia agreed. “But it will make both Edgar and me rest easier of a cold winter’s night.” She aimed the .41 at Miller’s head.

      The deputy screamed and raised his bloody hands to his face as though to shield himself from a bullet.

      “Tell us where we’ll find Lawton,” she said.

      “Why should I?” yelled the deputy.

      “If you tell us where we’ll find Lawton, I’ll think about sparing you.”

      The deputy kept his hands raised. He glanced around at the other three men around him. Holding his hands shoulder high, the fat man shrugged. The deputy glanced at Sartain, who remained expressionless.

      The deputy’s bloody features acquired a sheepish cast as he replied, “Alkali. Up the trail another two day’s ride. He’s got him a ranch by Dugout Creek. His old family ranch.”

      “Thank you.” Olivia smiled grimly as she narrowed her right eye, aiming down the pistol’s short barrel.

      The deputy’s eyes snapped wide in shock. “Hold on. You said you’d spare us!”

      “I said I’d think about it. I’ve thought about it.”

      The gun popped.

      The others screamed and lurched forward, awkwardly trying to flee.

      Pop! Pop! Pop-Pop!

      After the smoke cleared in the dingy hall, Sartain saw all four men lying dead.

      One of them broke wind. Another man’s throat gurgled.

      The deputy tapped his boot heels on the floor as his eyes rolled back in his head.

      Silence.

      There was the soft thud of a boot behind Sartain. He whipped around, clicking his LeMat’s hammer back. A thin, old man was just then gaining the top of the stairs. He wore a bullet-crowned brown hat, a long, tangled beard, and a sheriff’s star on his leather vest.

      He had a gun in his arthritic hand.

      “Sheath it, Pop,” Sartain warned.

      The old man turned squarely toward Sartain and Olivia Rosen, squinting into the shadowy hall where the gun smoke was still settling, and the four men lay dead.

      “Crap on a stick,” the old sheriff said raspily. “What the hell’s all this about?”

      Sartain drew a breath to speak, but Olivia Rosen stopped him with, “I’m Olivia Rosen. These men are part of the Lute Lawton Bunch who robbed the train that my son and I were on. My boy ended up dead, and I ended up...tormented.”

      The old man nodded slowly, working his jaws. “I see.” He slid his gaze to Sartain. “Who’re you?”

      Sartain didn’t say anything. He just stared at the old lawman stonily. The old lawman looked Sartain slowly up and down.

      “Never mind,” he said. He holstered his pistol, turned slowly, and drifted off down the hall.

      As he disappeared from sight, Mrs. Thompson’s voice rose from the lobby below. “What do you intend to do about the shooting in my place, Sheriff Sandborn?”

      “I, uh...I’m gonna fetch the gravedigger,” the old man said beneath the thudding of his boots on the lobby floor.

      A door opened and closed with a click.

      “Useless old fool!” intoned Mrs. Thompson.

      Shoes thudded angrily on the stairs. The old woman appeared at the top of the staircase, turned, and slapped her hand to her pillowy bosom in shock as she stared down the hall. Sartain and Olivia Rosen strode toward her. She canted her head to see beyond them.

      “What is the meaning of this?” the woman asked. “I told you in no uncertain terms that under no circumstances would there be any shooting, drinking, or coupling amongst the unmarried in my place of business!”

      Sartain and Olivia Rosen stopped at the head of the stairs, facing the beleaguered and outraged Mrs. Thompson. The old woman was a full head and a half shorter than Sartain. She had to tip her head far back to stare up into his face.

      “Two out of three ain’t all that bad for this backwater,” The Revenger said. He glanced at Olivia, gave a wry curl of his upper lip. “So far.”

      Olivia quirked a rare, faint smile of her own.

      “You must leave here,” Mrs. Thompson said, her voice quavering with outrage. “Straightaway!”

      Sartain shook his head slowly. “We’ll be stayin’ the night.”

      Mrs. Thompson stared up at him, her lower jaw hanging.

      “Tell me, Mrs. Thompson, where can a fella and a lady find a hot bath in this town?”

      It took the incredulous woman nearly a full minute to get the words out.

      “Fine, then,” Sartain said. “Where, once they’ve soaked in a hot bath, can that same fella and lady find a good steak?”

      After Mrs. Thompson had finally bit out the words “Johnson’s Place by the Creek,” Sartain thanked her cordially and then led Olivia Rosen down the stairs and outside in search of the Parliamentary Tonsorial Parlor and Bathhouse.
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      When Sartain and Olivia returned to the hotel, Mrs. Thompson was still at her place behind the lobby desk. She must have been too much of a skinflint to hire help outside of her idiot son, Henry.

      She did not speak as Sartain and Olivia passed her on their way to the stairs. The old woman merely stared coldly, her lips compressed into a taut, straight line, her knitting needles clacking together to form a sweater.

      Henry was on his hands and knees on the second-floor hall, scrubbing up the blood that remained from Olivia’s execution of the four Lawton riders.

      Outside the door to room two, Olivia turned to Sartain. “Come in for a drink? You left your bottle behind earlier.”

      Sartain shrugged. “Why not?”

      He followed her into the room and doffed his hat. She closed and locked the door and then turned up a bracket lamp. While Sartain hooked his hat on a wall peg, Olivia poured them each a drink from the bottle of Sam Clay on the dresser.

      She gave one glass to Sartain then went over and sat on the edge of the bed.

      The long, hot bath and the steak seemed to have brought color to her cheeks and a luster to her hair.

      Sartain sat in a chair by the door and sipped his bourbon. Neither of them spoke for a time. They hadn’t spoken much all night. It was around nine o’clock, and the sun was down. From outside came only the sounds of a single barking dog and the occasional hoots of an owl.

      Sartain hadn’t seen many people out on the street or in either of the business establishments that he and Olivia had visited. He supposed that word of the killings...and the killers...had made its way around town, and most folks thought it better to stick close to home.

      Olivia sipped her bourbon and broke the silence. “We know where to find Lute Lawton...if the deputy sheriff was telling the truth. I sense that he was. What about the others? The rest of the gang may not be as guilty as Lawton himself, but they are guilty. I want them dead.”

      Sartain felt his lips shape a wistful half-smile as he turned his glass in his hand.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      The Revenger hiked a shoulder. “I thought maybe you’d had enough. After...earlier.” He took another sip from his glass.

      “How could you think such a thing? We’ve only just begun.”

      Sartain looked at her. Her eyes glistened like he’d never seen them glisten before, and he didn’t think it was merely a trick of the lamp burning on the wall over her shoulder, either.

      “All right,” he said. “Okay.” He tapped his thumbnail on the rim of his glass. “I don’t think we need to worry about the others. I got a feelin’, after what happened here today, they’ll be lookin’ for us. Maybe before we get to Alkali, maybe after. But we’ll run into them.”

      “Good,” she said, looking satisfied. “That’s very good indeed.”

      Sartain threw back the last of his whiskey and set the glass on the dresser. “Well, I’ll be turnin’ in.”

      “No.” She frowned at him from the bed. “Stay.”

      “I don’t need any payment tonight. Hell, you did most of the heavy lifting earlier.”

      She rose from the bed and set her glass on the dresser. She turned to him, her expression grave. Firmly, she said, “I want you to stay, Mister Sartain.”

      She began to unbutton her blouse.
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      Sartain became aware of someone hammering on the door.

      “Stop! Stop! Oh, you’re animals!” Mrs. Thompson shouted from out in the hall.

      Sartain rolled away from Olivia, both of them laughing.

      Mrs. Thompson stomped off down the hall, yelling, “First the killing...the blood...and now this! Oh, my God!” Her shoes thudded on the stairs. “What kind of people are you?”

      Sartain gave a last shudder and relaxed against Olivia’s heaving bosom. He stared into her moist eyes, thumbed a bead of sweat from her cheek.

      He laughed. Olivia squeezed her eyes closed, stretched her lips back from her white teeth, and laughed, as well.

      Sartain rose from the bed and splashed whiskey into their glasses. He handed one to Olivia and crawled in beside her. They rested back against the headboard, propped on their pillows. She slumped against him, sipped her whiskey.

      “That, Mister Sartain, was as good as I’ve felt in a long time,” she said through a long sigh.

      “After that, Miss Rosen,” Sartain said, “you might as well call me Mike.”

      She lifted her head to stare up at him gravely, her hair bewitchingly tangled. “I can’t,” she said, shaking her head slowly. She gazed even deeper into his eyes. “I can’t.”

      Sartain stared back at her. Then he kissed her moist forehead. “I know.”
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        * * *

      

      Agent Carl Warner walked his horse into Willoughby the next morning around ten and looked around the humble village.

      He saw the sign jutting into the street announcing COUNTY SHERIFF & RANSOM COUNTY COURTHOUSE and rode up to the humble building. It had been constructed of stone on the first story, with a second story of vertical pine boards painted a sun-faded and blistered green, the windows trimmed in white.

      The ramshackle hovel was humble indeed considering that it was a county courthouse, trials likely held in the wooden second story. Then, again, Warner thought, while the county might have been as large as some eastern states, there probably weren’t more than a few hundred people in it. In fact, the people here were likely outnumbered a hundred to one by cattle, many of which he’d seen grazing along the trail out from Colorado, nibbling the green shoots of spring grass jutting between wildflowers and sage.

      The Pinkerton had also seen lots of human bones. Likely the bones of Indians and settlers killed in raids. In places, predators had strewn them like jackstraws.

      What a savage place, the frontier!

      Seeing a pasteboard sign hanging from a nail in the sheriff’s closed front door, the words BAK IN 1 OUR scribbled in heavy pencil across the placard in what was obviously a clumsy and illiterate hand, Warner glanced around.

      There were only a few people on the main street. One was a pretty, young brunette in a dark-calico, white-collared frock crossing the street nearby, a bowl of straw-cushioned eggs in one hand and a small brown parcel in her other hand.

      She wore a large, floppy-brimmed white hat. The hat, a bit old and shabby, had a ribbon wrapped around its brim, the end trailing a little, blowing in the breeze. The girl was maybe Aggie Noble’s age, sixteen, long-limbed and slender in the long-sleeved cambric frock.

      “Good day to you, pretty miss,” Warner said, fashioning his best smile while holding his hat down over his chest.

      “G’day,” the girl said blandly, giving the stranger a cold glance as she continued walking, apparently heading toward a small, unpainted, wood-frame cabin set back off the street’s north side. A wooden barn and corral flanked the house in a grove of cottonwood trees.

      “Could you spare me a minute for a lonely wanderer?”

      The girl glanced at him again, frowning. She continued walking slowly and then stopped, canting her head to one side, studying him skeptically.

      She didn’t appear sure of what to make of the handsome, well-dressed man before her. Women in these backwaters rarely did at first, before he could charm them with his sophistication, wit, and phony adoration.

      Most had likely never seen anything like Agent Carl Warner—handsome, impeccably attired, and articulate. Most of the men around them from day-to-day were too fat or otherwise misshapen, nearly toothless, badly unkempt, often drunk, and almost always foul-mouthed.

      “I’m wondering where I might find the county sheriff,” Warner said.

      The girl kept her eyes on him but tucked her parcel under her left arm and raised her right arm to point toward the south. She did so with a desultory air, feet set shoulder-width apart, her face pinched into an impatient frown, leaving Warner a little breathless and lightheaded with lust. While her hazel eyes didn’t give a good coyote about Warner or anyone else, her ripe mouth was calling out to be plundered by his tongue.

      Ah, the young ladies from the provinces. While not fit to marry, there was something about their uncouthness that he found deeply provocative.

      The Pinkerton found her so stimulating, in fact, that he was slow to rake his gaze from her to where she was indicating with her slightly dirty finger. He did so only when she crossed her eyes, chewed her lower lip, and tapped her left foot clad in a scuffed brown half-boot better suited to a boy. Clearing his throat, Warner reluctantly swiveled his head toward where a cemetery rose just south of the town, atop a broad knoll capped with one lone tree pale green with young spring leaves.

      There were maybe a dozen mostly crude monuments sprawled over the top of the butte, spilling down its rocky sides.

      Warner squinted. A man was working atop the knoll. Digging with a pick. Chopping at the soil. The dull clangs of the pick against rock reached the Pinkerton’s ears nearly a full second after the pick had been thrust downward.

      A second man sat near the digger, under the lone tree. He appeared to be sitting on a coffin, one boot hiked on a knee. Something about the set of his shoulders marked him as old.

      “One of those men is the sheriff, I take it?” Warner said.

      The girl lowered her arm. She gave a sly sneer, showing the ends of her little teeth, and said, “He don’t have a deputy no more.”

      Poor grammar, too!

      “He don’t?” Warner said. The girl didn’t seem to realize he was mocking her poor schooling.

      “Nope.”

      “What happened?”

      “Let him tell you. I don’t have all day to stand out on the street talking to some natty stranger.”

      How wonderfully rude!

      Again, her hazel eyes flicked him up and down. She tried hard to be coy, but there was a vague glint of interest in her otherwise impatient gaze.

      “Tell me, angel,” Warner said, adjusting his position in his saddle, “do you live around here?”

      “I live over there.” The girl canted her head toward the wood-frame shack. “With my mother and grandmother.” Deep lines of disdain cut into the skin above the bridge of her nose. “Not that it’s any of a stranger’s business.”

      “What’s your name?”

      She studied him. “Why?”

      Warner smiled winningly. “Because you’re beautiful. Surely there is no better reason to relinquish your name, Miss...”

      “Daggart. Marlene Daggart.”

      “Will you be busy later, Miss Daggart?”

      “I’m always busy,” she said, backing away, parcel in one hand, egg bowl in the other. “But you can check the barn after dark,” she added, her tone invitingly uninviting. “I might be out there.” She hiked a slender shoulder. “Might not.”

      She turned and ran toward the house. She glanced over her shoulder, and she was smiling, tongue pressed to her upper lip. She turned her head forward and skipped, throwing out her arms.

      “See you after dark, Marlene,” Warner said to himself, staring after her, feeling the old, dark pull in his loins.

      Humming to himself, he reined the roan through a break between false-fronted buildings and headed up the cemetery hill.
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      As Carl Warner made his way up the hill, letting his mount pick its way around graves with crude stone or wooden markers, he saw that the old man was indeed sitting on a coffin.

      There were three other coffins gathered around him, near the end of the wagon parked nearby. The beefy sorrel hitched to the wagon nibbled shoots of spring grass growing around a leaning wooden cross.

      The young man digging a grave about twenty feet to the left of the old man heard Warner’s horse whicker. The boy turned toward Warner, turned away, and then jerked his gaze back toward the Pinkerton again, scowling his incredulity at the handsome red-haired stranger in the tailored suit and blood-red tie. The boy drew his thick chapped lips back from his crooked teeth, squinting his pale, opaque blue eyes—the eyes of a retard, for sure.

      A corkhead, Warner thought. The frontier was full of them.

      The old man removed the briar pipe from his mouth, smoke billowing around his gray, wizened head in the breeze, and frowned at the newcomer. The man had a long, tangled gray beard. He was dressed in rags, but a shiny silver county sheriff’s star was pinned to his ragged, thigh-length denim coat lined with red flannel.

      Warner stopped the roan and pinched his hat brim. He raked his gaze across the coffins, including the one the old man was sitting on, and asked, “Typhus, influenza, or lead poisoning?”

      The old man gave his pipe a few more tentative puffs as he studied the newcomer skeptically. “Lead poisonin’,” he said. “Who’s askin’?”

      “Carl Warner.” He slid his lapel back from the copper shield pinned to his purple vest. “Pinkerton Detective.”

      Warner was a little disgruntled to see that neither the old man or the kid, now leaning on his shovel and regarding the Pinkerton as though he were a pink elephant who’d appeared out of nowhere, were impressed. The old man continued to take small puffs from his pipe, letting smoke dribble away on the breeze.

      “You’re the sheriff?” Warner asked.

      “That’s why I wear the badge.”

      The kid snickered at that, rolling his eyes around in their sockets.

      The old man looked at him. “Get back to work, Henry. We got four to plant and you ain’t even finished with the second one yet.”

      “Looks like he could use some help,” Warner said.

      “He’s got all the help he’s gonna get,” the sheriff said. “Less’n you want to volunteer.” He grinned, white lines spoking up around his leather eye sockets. “But you wouldn’t want to get them purty duds dirty, I’d bet the bank.”

      Warner decided not to get angry. He was accustomed to the petty jealousies of the little folk, which so defined them. He merely smiled his winning smile and nodded as he swept his gaze across the coffins again. “What happened?”

      “You guessed it,” the sheriff said. “Lead poisonin’.”

      “Would the man who poisoned them be a big man in a pinto vest named Mike Sartain, otherwise known as The Revenger?”

      The sheriff glowered with interest. “That’s who it was, all right. Never heard of him myself, but he matched up to the face on the wanted dodger ole”—he slapped the top of the coffin he was sitting on—“Hy had on him. Big, shaggy-headed character wearin’ a purty LeMat pistol. Has a nice price on his head, too.”

      “He does, at that.”

      “That why the Pinkertons are after him?”

      “We’ve been contracted by the federal government.” Warner looked at the coffin the sheriff was sitting on. “Who is...er, was...ole Hy?”

      “My deputy.”

      “Ah.”

      The sheriff sighed as he knocked the dottle from his pipe against the side of Hy Miller’s wooden overcoat. “I’d like to say that ole Hy didn’t have a bullet comin’, but I reckon he did. He ran with a bad bunch. Them other three, too.”

      “Lute Lawton?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Why’d you keep him on as deputy?”

      “Me an’ his pa, Wendell Miller, was friends back in the buffalo days. Fought the Comanch’ together. Hy knew how to shoot and, crap, help ain’t easy to come by.”

      “I see.”

      The sheriff looked back at the kid who had resumed digging with occasional, vaguely puzzled looks at the Pinkerton. “I might have to pin a badge on Henry’s vest, now.”

      Henry looked at him in pleasant surprise.

      “Ah, crap, I’m just joshin’. You’re an idjit, Henry. You’re doin’ about all you’re qualified to do, and by God, you best get to it before I take the quirt to you! I ain’t payin’ you ten cents a grave to stand there lettin’ spittle dribble down your consarned chin!”

      Henry gave a squeal and started chopping anxiously at the flinty soil.

      The sheriff turned to Warner. “So...you’re on the trail of this Sartain fella. This Revenger.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And the woman runnin’ with him?”

      “I reckon if the woman’s still runnin’ with him, I’m after her, too.”

      “Well, don’t catch ‘em too quick.”

      “What’re you talking about, Sheriff?”

      The sheriff was packing his pipe from a green canvas pouch. “I mean, if I was you, I’d let them kick as much of that gang out with a cold shovel as they can. They seem to partner-up right well together. That girl’s got a mighty big chip on her shoulder, for good reason, if Lawton killed her boy like she said he done. There’s quite a few o’ the Lawton Bunch scattered around. A dozen plus, I hear, though they tend to come and go. A bastard son of Satan, every one. One o’ them will probably do your job for you. Sartain can’t take ‘em all down, even with the woman sidin’ him. They’re veteran killers, Lute’s boys.”

      “I suppose you have a point, but the Pinkertons have been hired to take down Sartain, and that’s what I intend to do. “I suppose that would be a nice feather in your hat.”

      Warner smiled. “I like to think it would distinguish me, Sheriff.”

      “Put it how you like it.” The sheriff snapped a lucifer to life on his thumbnail and began lighting his pipe, the match flame dancing up in front of his face, smoke billowing on the wind. “I hope you got some kind of talent.”

      “What’s that?”

      “This Revenger fella took down these four like they was tin cans on fence posts. Him and the woman. And these four was ready for ‘em.”

      “That easy, huh?”

      “That easy.”

      “I have my ways.”

      The sheriff smiled across the leaping flame. “Bushwhacker, are ya?”

      Warner’s cheeks warmed.

      The sheriff laughed. “You’re too purty for a fair fight against a man such as that.”

      That rankled Warner further. He said crisply, “Why don’t we end this conversation with you tellin’ me which way Sartain and the woman headed after they cleaned house here in Willoughby?”

      “Took the only trail to the north there is.”

      “When?”

      “Crack of dawn this morning. Both of ‘em ridin’ together like two peas in a pod.”

      “I see,” Warner said, reining the roan around. “Then that’s how they will die.”

      “If you’re spendin’ the night here in our fair city,” the sheriff called from behind him, “may I recommend Mrs. Thompson’s place? You can’t miss it. It’s the only hotel in town!”

      “Thanks,” Warner said over his shoulder. He turned forward to stare at lovely Miss Daggart’s humble house and barn on the far side of the town, and muttered, “But I’ve secured alternative accommodations.”
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        * * *

      

      Sartain watched her swim across the stream with smooth, even strokes with the black water rippling silver around her.

      She paused on the stream’s far side, in the shade of sprawling alders and box elders, and then swam back toward him, edging off to his right and grabbing a branch of a dead cottonwood that had fallen across the water. She held the branch in her up thrust hands and lay back against the current, letting the stream’s strong pull lift her from below, so that she was floating only a few inches beneath the surface.

      She tipped her head far back, smiling at the sun that bathed her in its warm, buttery glow.

      They’d come upon it by accident on their second day north out of Willoughby, the stream carving its deep bed through sand and gravel, a veritable oasis on the stark Kansas prairie, sheathed by trees, grass, wildflowers, and home to flitting songbirds. Grass grew deep and lush on both shores, splashed with the bright reds and deep purples of spring wildflowers.

      Sartain stared at Olivia Rosen lying back against the current, the water caressing her, the sun glistening in her blond hair that lay sleek as a wet otter’s coat against her head. Time ran backward several years’ worth in a second or two, and he was no longer staring at Olivia but at Jewel. They’d been hunting game in the Chiricahua Mountains, and they’d come upon a cool mountain stream.

      They’d swum together, paused to make love against a shelf of feathery ferns. Sartain climbed onto the bank of the stream to sit against a tree in the sun, watching Jewel play in the stream’s shallows, singing softly to herself while she plucked stones from the pebbly bottom.

      As he watched her, his heart swelled with love for this sweet, tender girl, this innocent angel who wandered virtually homeless in the desert with her prospector grandfather, and who’d nursed Sartain back to health after he’d been severely wounded in an Apache attack.

      As though feeling the caress of his gaze, Jewel turned toward him and smiled. Sartain smiled back.

      “I love you, Mike,” Jewel had called to him above the chirping of birds and the soft gurgling of the water.

      “I love you, Jewel.”

      A sweet languor draped itself around him. Sartain closed his eyes to doze. Cool water sprayed him, plucking him instantly out of his nap. He opened his eyes. Jewel stood over him, wringing out her hair on him and laughing.

      “Why, you little...”

      He reached for one of her legs, but she sprang away from him too quickly, laughing. She glanced coquettishly over her naked shoulder at him, chuckling and shaking her wet hair out in the golden sunshine.

      Sartain sat up, staring at her incredulously, the past and present comingling confusingly. When time stopped swirling and the afternoon transformed from cloudy isinglass to a clear window, Olivia Rosen was wrapping herself in a towel and walking up the grassy shore to where Sartain’s fishing pole stood, one end resting against a log.

      The other end was bent slightly out over the stream. The taut line slanting into the water was shivering. Olivia picked up the pole and hauled in the fish, coiling the line around her hand until she was holding up a wriggling, foot-long trout.

      She turned to Sartain in girlish delight. “Look!”

      “Beautiful.”

      “He is, isn’t he? And big. If we don’t catch another one—”

      “I was talking about you,” Sartain said. “You’re beautiful.”

      She strode toward him and stopped only a few feet away from him, looking down at him skeptically. The fish continued to writhe.

      “You’re beautiful, Olivia. When this is over—when Lawton is dead—you’ll find a man. A good man this time. One who’ll stay with you. You’ll have another son.”

      “I can’t have another son. Having Edgar almost killed me. Tore me up inside. The doctor said I’d never be able to get pregnant again.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Olivia shook her head. “I don’t want another son. I want the one I had. I want Edgar.” She turned and slammed the fish against a rock, killing it. It dangled from the end of the line as she turned back to Sartain. “I want him back so badly. I dream about that very thing even when I’m not sleeping.”

      “That’s not possible,” Sartain said.

      “I know it’s not. But I can’t help wanting it with all my heart. It’s the same with you, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s why you do this—help people like yourself—isn’t it? It’s the next best thing to getting your woman and child back.”

      “Yes.”

      Olivia set the fish in the grass. She set the pole down, as well, and sat on a rock, keeping the towel wrapped around her shoulders. She stared at the water for a time, then turned to him. “Even if I was physically capable, I could never have the kind of life you just described. I’ve killed men. People have seen me kill those men. They’ve seen me with you.”

      “When Lawton is pushin’ up daisies, I’ll help you start another life...under a different name. I’ll take you somewhere far away.”

      “What about you, Mister Sartain? Why don’t you start a life under a different name?”

      “I’m not ready yet.” The Revenger looked around at the sunlit water and the dancing, green leaves. The breeze was a constant whisper in the tops of the trees. A fish made a dull plopping sound as it jumped. “Maybe someday. Not yet. My face has been on a lot of wanted dodgers, too. Probably too late for me at this point. That’s all right. I enjoy what I do.”

      “Killing folks who need killing?”

      “That’s right.”

      She nodded, ran her hands down her bare arms bristling with very tiny goosebumps. “I’ll admit, it warms the soul. It’s made me feel alive again. I can’t wait to get to Lawton. I dream about killing him...and Edgar smiling down at me.”

      Sartain grabbed his hat, placed it on his head. He rose with a sigh, dusting off his trousers and adjusting the LeMat thonged on his leg. “I’ll clean the fish while you get dressed. Early yet. We can get a few more miles behind us before stopping for the night.”

      “All right.”

      As Olivia rose from the rock, Sartain looked up suddenly. He’d heard something. Gradually, the noise rose above the sounds of the water and the birds and the breeze—a low rumbling. Olivia dropped her towel and stooped to retrieve her underpants.

      Sartain grabbed her arm.

      “Ow!” she cried, turning to him with an indignant look.

      The rumbling grew quickly louder. Sartain jerked his head around to stare up the slope behind him and Olivia. His heart thudded when he saw the riders—three, four, five, at least—galloping down the steep slope, whooping loudly now, and hollering, whipping their mounts with their rein ends.

      “Quick, in the river!” Sartain threw Olivia into the water, which she hit with a scream and a splash.
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      As rifles began to crack and the rumbling of the oncoming riders grew into a thunder-like cacophony, The Revenger palmed his LeMat, dropped to a knee, and began slinging lead back up the rise. He dispatched one rider with his first shot and wounded another with his third shot.

      The second man jerked back in his saddle with a shrill scream.

      Sartain continued firing, emptying saddles and evoking yelps and yowls from the men and horrified whinnies from the horses.

      One horse crow-hopped and twisted around in terror, falling atop the legs of its rider who’d been trying to crawl for cover after Sartain had shot him out of his saddle.

      Sartain emptied the LeMat. He heard guns popping to his right.

      He shoved the LeMat back into its holster, grabbed his Henry from where he’d leaned it against the tree he’d been dozing against. He rammed a cartridge into the action and, as bullets whistled through the air around him, thudding into branches and making hollow plops in the river behind him, he aimed at the two riders slanting toward him across the slope, closing on him quickly.

      Both men were shooting as they rode, one triggering a Spencer carbine while another snapped shots from a pistol. A bullet nipped the edge of Sartain’s left thigh as he dropped to a knee and fired five quick rounds, jacking and levering, sending smoking shell casings flashing in the sunlight over his right shoulder.

      The man with the pistol was hurled straight back off his horse, turning ass over teakettle and hitting the ground with a crunching thud while the man with the Spencer fell back and sideways against his galloping mount’s left hip.

      He slid down the side of the mount, squealing. The man’s right boot remained in its stirrup. He squealed again, louder, and there was the crack of breaking bone.

      The horse kept galloping toward Sartain, the rider’s head and shoulders bouncing violently along the ground beside it, the man’s boot caught snugly in the stirrup, the lower leg bent at an unnatural angle.

      “Mercy sakes alive...heeellllppppp meeeeee!” the rider bellowed.

      Suddenly, ten feet from Sartain, the horse wheeled sharply to its right and started galloping back up the slope.

      The rider’s foot jerked free of the stirrup-trapped boot, and both gravity and momentum hurled the man sideways through the air toward Sartain. The man’s eyes grew as wide as silver dollars and his open mouth issued a horrified “Ohhh, shiiitttt!”

      The scream was cut off abruptly when the man’s head smacked into a tree three feet ahead of Sartain. The head exploded like a ripe cantaloupe, blood, brains, and broken skull bone flying in all directions.

      More thuds hammered toward Sartain on his right.

      A rifle cracked once, twice, three times.

      Sartain pumped another round into his Henry, wheeled left, aimed, and fired.

      He ejected the spent cartridge and fired again.

      The man galloping toward him cursed as one of The Revenger’s bullets flung his left arm back. He threw his rifle out behind him. The man cursed again as he crouched low over his saddlehorn just in time to duck Sartain’s third shot.

      Horse and rider wheeled to Sartain’s left and galloped upstream.

      Sartain rose, bringing the Henry to his shoulder once more. He held fire. Horse and rider were in heavy timber now, fading from sight as they followed the river’s curve.

      “Goddamnit!” Sartain glanced toward the stream. Olivia lifted her face, her eyes haunted, above the grassy bank. “Stay down. I’m goin’ after that son of a buck!”

      The Revenger ran upslope, toward where his horse was tied out of sight with Olivia’s. He pulled Boss’s reins free of their picket pin, swung into the leather, and galloped back down the slope and upstream. Ahead, he glimpsed the wounded rider crossing the river at a gravelly ford.

      The man was still hunkered low, in obvious pain.

      As the man’s horse gained the stream’s opposite side and lunged into a gallop up the eastern slope, Sartain turned Boss into the river. The stallion’s hooves clacked on rocks, occasionally slipping. When the buckskin gained the opposite bank, Sartain, touched spurs to the mount’s flanks, and horse and rider galloped up the incline, weaving through the woods.

      Sartain saw his quarry gain the crest of the ridge and vanish.

      Boss lunged on up the slope, leaping deadfalls. When the stallion lurched up over the ridge crest, Sartain drew back on the reins and stared across the rolling prairie.

      His quarry was galloping off to the northeast, crouched low. The man turned his head to glance behind him, then turned forward again and whipped his mount with his reins. Sartain shucked his Henry from his saddle sheath, racked a round into the action, aimed carefully at the rider quickly dwindling into the distance.

      Sartain squeezed the Henry’s trigger.

      The report flatted out across the prairie, echoing.

      The rider kept galloping away. The man twitched slightly. As the horse kept eating up the prairie, its rider slid slowly down the saddle’s left side. He hit the ground and rolled as the horse glanced behind then whinnied, bucked, and kicked as it continued running away, trailing the bridle reins.

      Sartain touched spurs to Boss’s flanks. A minute later, he approached the rider, who was crawling through sage and prairie grass, heading for the cover of wild shrubs. Sartain triggered two shots into the ground around the man.

      The man grunted with a start, turned his head toward Sartain, then turned onto his butt. His upper left chest was matted with blood. He was breathing hard, showing his teeth.

      He looked at Sartain, the whites of his eyes bright in contrast to the dark leather of his face. Middle-aged, he wore a long drooping mustache and gray chin whiskers.

      Small, round, steel-framed glasses hung down his face, hooked on one ear. A knotted scar slanted across his left cheek. His face was long and bony, his eyes wild and fearful but also stupid and mean. He’d lost his hat. His hair lay in a thin, gray-brown matt across the top of his head, back from where a sharp widow’s peak cut into it.

      Sartain recognized him. Olivia had described in detail each of the three men who’d been in the car when her son had been killed. She hadn’t been able to get those details out of her tortured mind.

      This middle-aged man with the glasses and the scar across the nose was one of those men...

      The Revenger sheathed his Henry and swung down from his saddle.

      “Herman Bundy,” Sartain said, sliding the LeMat from its holster. He crouched to remove a short-barreled Remington revolver from a shoulder holster under the man’s wool coat. He tossed the Remy into the brush.

      The man stared at him, squinting near-sighted. “You go to hell, whoever you are...”

      Sartain glanced back toward the river gorge marked by trees shivering in the spring breeze. “Is Lawton with you?”

      “You go to hell!”

      Sartain smiled coldly down at the man. Then he flipped the lever on the LeMat, engaging the stout lower barrel housing the twelve-gauge shotgun shell. He began walking slowly backward, keeping his gaze riveted on the man before him.

      “Ever get shot with a twelve-gauge shotgun from, say, forty, fifty yards?”

      Bundy frowned. “What?” He held up a gloved hand, palm out. “Wait, now. Hold on!”

      Sartain stopped about fifteen feet away from the man on the ground. He asked again, “Is Lawton with you?”

      “No,” Bundy said through gritted teeth. He shivered miserably. Sartain had popped two pills through Bundy’s left shoulder, one from the front and one from the back. Bundy’s cheeks were mottled white. “No,” he repeated. “We was...we was down at the camp when...when we got word what happened...in Willoughby.”

      By “camp,” the man probably meant an “Injun camp” or a “wolf den,” as remote outlaw hideouts were often called.

      He sagged backward. “Oh, mercy, I’m in a boatload of pain here, friend!”

      “Where’s Lawton?”

      Anger was like a shadow passing over Herman Bundy’s squinting eyes. Then Bundy’s gaze flicked down to the big LeMat held taut in The Revenger’s gloved right fist.

      Bundy winced, licked his lips. “Hell, I don’t know...I reckon he’s up at his old family spread. Holes up there...him an’ Simms. Rides over to the camp from time to time, but...”

      “Simms.” Sartain remembered the name Olivia had recited, having heard it spoken over the three days she’d been forced to entertain Lawton. “Neville Simms.” The third man in the train car the day little Edgar had been killed.

      “That’s right,” said Bundy, glowering up at Sartain. “Who’re you? Who’s...who’s the woman?”

      “The mother of the boy you killed.”

      Bundy stared at Sartain, the wheels of his mind slowly turning. His eyes darkened with the memory. They flicked back to Sartain, and he said, “Wait, now. I didn’t...I didn’t—”

      “Maybe you didn’t fire the bullet, but you were there.”

      “Hold on, now!”

      Sartain smiled without mirth. “Why don’t we say hi to his mother?”

      “Now, just hold on!” Bundy screamed as Sartain walked back to where Boss stood, patiently waiting.

      Sartain slid his LeMat back into its holster and took his riata off his saddle. Walking back to Bundy, he paid out the loop at the end of the rope.

      “What in the hell you doin’, you crazy bastard?” Bundy brayed, awkwardly scuttling backward on his ass.

      Sartain set the loop over Bundy’s head, tightened it around the man’s neck.

      “Stop this! Stop this!”

      Sartain tightened the noose. When the man tried to slide his fingers under it to loosen it, Sartain jerked it tighter. Bundy gulped. His eyes almost popped out of his head. He tried to yell but only croaked.

      Sartain mounted Boss, dallied the riata around the horn, swung around, and galloped toward the river. He glanced back only once at Bundy flopping along the ground behind him, head forward, hands drawn to his neck, trying in vain to free himself of the noose.

      Sartain turned forward and narrowed his eyes in satisfaction.

      He’d done something similar to one of the soldiers who’d butchered Jewel and her grandfather, one of the soldiers stationed at the same fort as Sartain—Fort Bowie. His name had been Burleson. Ivan Burleson.

      Sartain had felt a keen satisfaction when he’d stopped riding to find Burleson stripped as naked as Jewel had been. Only, the ground had stripped Burleson. Not marauding federal soldiers. And Burleson had still been alive. Hanging on by a thread.

      Sartain had left him still breathing, albeit feebly, for the coyotes to finish.

      He would have done that to Bundy too, but he wanted Olivia to have the pleasure. It would do her good.

      When Sartain reined Boss up by the river, near where he’d been when the attackers had descended on him, Bundy was moving his legs slightly. Still alive.

      The Revenger looked around. Olivia was nowhere in sight. Her clothes, which she’d left in a neat pile by the stream, were gone.

      Sartain’s heart thudded anxiously. He swung down from Boss’s back, shucked his Henry from the scabbard. He looked around at the men he’d blown out of their saddles. Some he could see lying twisted in the brush. Some he couldn’t see. Had he left one alive?

      Had Olivia been...

      A pistol popped in the distance. Sartain jerked with a start.

      He began to run in the direction of the blast.

      A man screamed, “No! No! No!”

      The pistol popped again.

      Silence.

      Crunching footsteps rose. They grew louder. Sartain saw the woman moving down the slope at a slant, her .41-caliber pistol held low by her side.

      She stopped when she saw Sartain.

      “I brought you one more,” he said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder.

      Olivia’s eyes glistened with satisfaction.
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      Lute Lawton bucked hard against the girl, her upraised knees flopping to either side of him like the wings of some ungainly white bird trying desperately to take flight.

      The bed shuddered and creaked, shuddered and creaked, its legs dancing on the puncheon floor.

      “Oh, Lute!” the girl cried.

      “Yeah!” Lawton yelled. “Yeah! Oh, yeah!”

      “Oh, Lute! Oh, Lute! Oh, Lute!”

      “Yeah,” Lawton fairly shouted, his passion reaching its crescendo. “Oh, yeahhh!”

      From outside, a man’s bellowing yell permeated the room. “Lawton, by God, pull your dick out of my daughter and get your mangy carcass out here, you chicken-livered son of a buck!”

      Sadie Hawthorn stared in wide-eyed horror up at Lawton.

      “What in Sam Hill?” Lawton grunted.

      “Lawton!” came the man’s voice from outside once more.

      “Oh, my God!” Sadie gasped. “That’s my father!”

      Lawton pulled out of the girl. He leaped off the bed, grabbed one of his guns, and crouched over the window facing the front yard, sliding the sooty flour sack curtain aside with the gun.

      Six men sat six horses in the yard of the Lawton ranch. They sat in a line, six to eight feet apart, facing the Lawton lodge. It was a rambling, two-and-a-half-story log and adobe structure that had once been home to a family of eight, but which now housed only Lute Lawton himself. His parents had died several years ago, his father having been consumed by the bottle, and his four brothers and two sisters had died, been married off or jailed, or fled to greener pastures.

      Sadie’s father, Edward Hawthorn, sat in the middle of the bunch out in the yard. Hawthorn was a broad-hipped fireplug of a middle-aged man, red-faced and narrowed-eyed, with heavy jowls and grizzled gray muttonchops. He sat atop a fine Appaloosa stallion that deserved a better rider, a long-legged, high-waisted man. Not the gnome that was Edward Hawthorn, whose ranch abutted Lawton land.

      Hawthorn wore a three-piece suit, a string tie, and a crisp beaver hat.

      The rancher held a brass-cased Winchester Yellowboy repeater across the pommel of his saddle. Over his suit, he wore a doeskin duster trimmed at the collar and sleeves with deer hide.

      “Lawton!” shouted the younger man riding beside Hawthorn. “You heard Mister Hawthorn. Get out here and face us like a man, you sniveling cur!”

      “Oh, my God,” Sadie cried, “that’s Dean Broadstreet, the man my father wants me to marry!”

      Broadstreet was in his late twenties, with sandy hair curling down from his bowler hat. His pale face was trimmed with a sandy, upswept mustache, a goat beard, and long sideburns. Broadstreet was the son of a local mercantiler and freighter, Melvin Broadstreet, who’d died two years ago of cancer. He’d left his holdings to his only son, who’d never done a thing to earn a penny of it, though now he rode around the county like some eastern mucky-muck with a broom handle shoved up his skinny ass.

      The other four men sitting their mounts to each side of Hawthorn and Broadstreet were Hawthorn’s riders. Lawton recognized a couple, maybe a third to boot. Your typical thirty-a-month-and-found cow nurses, maybe a little better with six-shooters than some. Hawthorn hired such types to keep his range clear of rustlers, though a branch of Lawton’s gang long-looped beeves from the man almost weekly and sold the cattle in the Indian Territories.

      As Sadie rolled onto her belly, groaning and grinding her body into the soiled sheets, as though trying to burrow her way into the corn shuck mattress, Lawton chuckled. “Hold on!” he yelled. “I’m comin’! I’m comin’! Don’t get your drawers in a twist, there, Mr. Hawthorn!”

      The outlaw turned away from the window. He crouched over the bed and gave Sadie’s right, bare butt cheek a kiss and a playful bite. He raked it with his nose spike.

      “Oh—oww!” Sadie cried, twisting around toward Lawton. “What’re you gonna do, Lute? Papa won’t listen to reason about you an’ me. He’s bound and determined to make me marry Dean!”

      Lawton didn’t bother with long-handles or socks or shoes or any clothing whatsoever. He walked out of the bedroom as naked as the day he was born but a whole lot hairier and uglier, his long uncombed hair dancing around his thin, pale shoulders.

      He pushed through the curtain at the end of the short hall, crossed the parlor and kitchen area that was cluttered with so much gear that did not belong in a house that the house looked more like a large tack room or smithy’s shop. When Sadie was over, she tried to clean up a bit, but Lawton usually kept her otherwise occupied.

      Lawton jerked open the ranch-house door and stepped out onto the front veranda so dilapidated that it looked as though the next stiff breeze would raze it to matchsticks. “Well, good mornin’, Mister Hawthorn! How are you this fine spring day? Purty one, ain’t it?”

      Sadie poked her head out the door behind Lawton, holding a blanket around her shoulders. “Pa, it’s Lute I love. I don’t love Dean. I’m sorry, Dean. Truly I am. But I don’t love you!”

      “Sweet blood of Christ, man!” Hawthorn said, staring aghast at the tall, lean, pale, naked outlaw strutting out into the yard before him and the five other horseback riders. “Do you realize you ain’t wearin’ a shred? Not a shred of attire! Good God!”

      Holding his six-shooter casually in his right hand, Lawton stopped before the group, squaring his hips and shoulders at them, and looked down at his swinging manhood. “I do apologize if my nakedness offends you, Mister Hawthorn, but Sadie and me prefer to run around natural out here. Makes us feel closer to the earth and life and all of nature. Besides, it makes it a whole lot easier to make love when the mood comes over us, as it so often does.”

      He grinned and winked at Hawthorn then slid his devilish gaze to Sadie’s betrothed, Dean Broadstreet.

      “You uncouth ne’er-do-well,” Broadstreet raked out through gritted teeth. “You’re either drunk or an imbecile. I don’t know which.”

      “He was always slow. All the Lawtons were slow. None of ‘em amounted to a hill of beans. After the folks died, Lawton and his brother Noah let the ranch go to seed.”

      Hawthorn was looking around at the dilapidated barn, at the corral nearly buried in pig’s ear and wild rye, and at the small, log, L-shaped bunkhouse sitting directly across the yard from the house, near the blacksmith shop whose roof had caved in under a mantling of wet snow two winters ago. “Look at this place. What a waste. You’re not a man, Lute Lawton. You’re an animal!”

      He looked at Sadie still poking her head out the front door. “Sadie, you get dressed and get out here this instant. I’m taking you home. You’re marrying Mister Broadstreet whether you want to or not!”

      “Sadie, you stay right there!” Lawton told her. “You ain’t your father’s slave, nor Broadstreet’s, neither.”

      “I suppose she’s your slave. Is that it, Lawton, you filthy pig?” Broadstreet was rising in his stirrups and jutting his enraged face over his horse’s head at Lawton. “I don’t know how you did it, you bottom-feeding scalawag, but somehow you have that poor girl convinced she’s in love with you”—he switched his gaze to Sadie—“which couldn’t be farther from the truth!”

      Sadie lurched out onto the veranda, the blanket only partly concealing her, drawn taut against her chest and reaching only partway down her well-turned thighs. “It is the truth! It’s Lute I love! Lute’s got him a nest egg, and we’re going down to South America together. Lute’s gonna buy a sugar plantation, and we’re gonna have slaves and the works! He promised me so!”

      “Slaves and the works, eh?” Broadstreet sneered. “I thought they outlawed slavery.”

      Lawton said, “Only up here they did. The damn bluebellies and carpetbaggers. That nonsense hasn’t reached South America yet!”

      “What kind of a nest egg are we talking about?” Hawthorn queried. “One that you’ve acquired through aberrant and felonious means? One you’ve acquired, more specifically, by robbing banks out west?”

      “What?” Lawton yowled, crinkling his eyebrows, incredulous.

      “Lute has business interests out west,” Sadie stated, proudly. “You give him no credit, Pa. Lute has business interests, including part ownership in gold and silver mines and he even helped build a big opera house in the Paris of Colorado Territory, Leadville!”

      “An opera house, eh?” Hawthorn retorted, raising his brows with mock surprise. “You’re a more cultivated and learned man than I gave you credit for, Loot!” He raked his gaze across the skinny, long-haired outlaw’s lean frame. “Looks can certainly be deceiving, can’t they?”

      “An opera house.” Broadstreet laughed, slapping his thigh. “My ass. Lute Lawton has never set foot in an opera house. Or if he has, it was only to watch girls dance naked or to swamp it out!” He turned to the girl. “Sadie, your head ain’t right. He’s dazzled you some way or another. You gave your promise to me, and, despite what has been happening here—and I don’t even want to think about that”—he glanced fleetingly at Lawton’s privates—“you are going to be my wife. Your father and I have already made the agreement.”

      “No!” Sadie cried. “It’s Lute I love!”

      Broadstreet pointed at Lawton and shouted, “This man is an imbecile. He is a killer, a thief, a robber, and a rapist of women!”

      Lawton gave a disgusted chuff, raised his pistol, and squeezed the trigger.

      Pop!

      Broadstreet sat back in his saddle, saying, “Oh, my.” His face acquired a confused expression as he looked down at the shattered bone button of his horsehide vest just down from the end of his black foulard tie. Blood spurted from the hole that had replaced the button as though from a pig’s bladder.

      “Oh,” Broadstreet said again, shriller this time, with even more surprise. He lifted a hand to the hole, as though to plug it, and then looked accusingly at Lawton. “You...son...of...a...buck!”

      Lawton waggled his smoking pistol at the man. “I just killed you, Mister Fancy Dan, because you insulted me one too many times.”

      The other riders, including Hawthorn, held the reins of their frightened mounts taut and stared in shock at Dean Broadstreet, who began to list to his left. Broadstreet’s eyes grew heavy. He lowered his hand from his bloody chest and continued to sag to his left until he tumbled from the saddle and hit the ground with a thud.

      His horse backed up, shaking its head and switching its tail fearfully.

      Sadie stared in hang-jawed shock at her murdered beau from the porch.

      Hawthorn turned to Lawton. “You’re every bit the murdering devil I heard you were!”

      The older man pumped a cartridge into his carbine’s breach and snapped the brass buttplate to his shoulder.

      “No, Pa!” Sadie screamed.

      Lawton grinned as he clicked his Colt’s hammer back once more. He calmly raised the weapon, aimed, and fired, punching Hawthorn back in his saddle.

      The rancher fired his rifle into the air, wild. As his Appaloosa lunged forward, Hawthorn gave a bellowing cry and rolled back off the horse’s rump to hit the ground behind Lawton, who went to work on the other riders, all of whom were slapping leather and clawing iron.

      Lawton whooped and yelled as, standing naked in the yard, he shot the one he thought was Cullen Hildebrandt, then H.J. Meade, and finally Hawthorn’s Segundo.

      Meade triggered a shot into the dirt just left of Lawton’s bare right foot as Lawton’s bullet smashed through Meade’s right cheek and left him flopping lifelessly in his saddle as his frightened horse whinnied desperately, crow hopping as though in some rodeo corral on the Fourth of July.

      The other two triggered lead at Lawton. The bullets buzzed wide, for the two men were trying in vain to steady their frightened beasts, keeping one hand on their reins while they capped cartridges with their other one.

      Lawton, standing in place and only pivoting on his hips as he aimed, as though he were merely taking target practice, blew a paunchy, red-headed rider out of his saddle with one bullet to the man’s neck, another to his left cheek. Lawton slid his pistol right as the last saddled rider, a tall man in a buckskin vest, bore down on him with a Schofield .44.

      Lawton squeezed his Colt’s trigger and winced when the hammer pinged benignly onto the firing pin.

      “Crap,” said the outlaw as the Schofield’s maw yawned at him.

      A gun popped. The Schofield blossomed smoke and flames. The bullet screeched over Lawton’s head to break a window of the house behind him. The Schofield dropped from the tall rider’s fist. As the man’s horse wheeled, the rider tumbled down from the saddle to hit the ground near Lawton’s bare feet.

      The horse galloped away, whinnying shrilly and shaking its head.

      The rider lay at Lawton’s feet, cursing under his breath as he reached for a second hogleg holstered for the cross draw on his left hip.

      “Some folks never learn,” came a voice on Lawton’s right.

      He turned to see his partner, Neville Simms, step off the boardwalk fronting the bunkhouse and walk over toward Lawton and the man fumbling his second gun out of its holster. Simms wore only his threadbare long-handles and boots. He kicked the second gun out of the tall man’s hand, placed a boot on the man’s chest, and shot the man through his forehead.

      The tall man bucked up off the ground, arching his back, then slowly relaxed as his eyes rolled back in his head.

      Neville Simms was a big, broad-shouldered hombre with a head as bald as a boiled egg, and a tattoo of a naked woman on his neck. He wore a gold hoop in his right ear. He brushed a fist across his nose, snorting, and looked around.

      “Pulled me out of a dead sleep,” he said, indignant.

      “Pulled me out of a dead tussle,” Lawton replied, grinning.

      Simms frowned toward the house. Lawton followed his partner’s gaze to Sadie Hawthorn standing on the dilapidated, badly cluttered front porch, the towel half-covering her.

      She had her head half-turned and was regarding Lawton suspiciously, one eye narrowed.

      “Have you been lyin’ to me, Lute?”

      “What’s that, sugar plum?”

      “You have, haven’t you? Dean was right, wasn’t he? You ain’t no businessman. You’re a train robber. The rumors are true!”

      “Oh, now, honey,” Lawton said, walking over toward the girl glowering down at him, tears glazing her eyes. “Don’t you listen to none o’ them. They been tryin’ to break us up for months! You know how this whole damn county has hated every Lawton that ever lived. Why that’s why they locked up two of my brothers and ran my sister Nancy out of here on a greased rail!”

      Sadie’s bottom lip quivered. “Oh, Lute, you swore you’d never lie to me. And here you’ve been lyin’ all along. You never intended on takin’ me down to South America, either, did you? Those were all just words. Just lies so I’d keep lettin’ you into my candy store!”

      “That just ain’t true, Sadie! Now, that ain’t true! I love you, girl!”

      “You don’t what love is, Lute Lawton!” Sadie whipped around and marched into the house.

      “Aw, crap,” Lawton said.

      “Women,” Simms said, yawning and blinking the sleep from his eyes. “Can’t live with ‘em, can’t live without ‘em. You got some makin’ up to do with that one, Lute.” He glanced around at the dead men. “What do you want to do with them?”

      “I don’t know. I reckon we’d best drag ‘em off a ways so they don’t stink the place up and lure the buzzards and coyotes in. Let me get dressed.”

      Lawton started toward the house.

      “Lute, hold on,” Simms said.

      Lawton turned back. Simms nodded toward the trail leading off across a barren, sage-stippled flat toward the dry course of the Alkali River. Two horseback riders were heading toward the Lawton ranch headquarters, their silhouettes growing slowly.

      “Now, what?” Lawton grumbled.

      “Sure has been a busy mornin’ so far,” Simms said. “I hope this ain’t what the rest of the day is gonna look like.”

      Lawton sighed. “I’d best get dressed.”
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      Lawton started toward the house but stopped when Sadie marched out.

      She was dressed in a light blue shirtwaist, ruffled black skirt and black half boots with two-inch heels. Her hair billowed in the breeze as, pale-faced and tight-lipped, she marched across the porch, down the steps, and into the yard.

      “Sadie, honey, please don’t go. We have much to discuss.”

      She stopped halfway to the corral where her horse milled with four others, and swung around sharply, her face a mask of fury. “You go to hell, Lute Lawton. My pa and Dean Broadstreet were right about you, and now you’ve gone and killed them. I should have married up with Dean. He might have been a stiff shirt, but at least he wasn’t a liar. You just wait till I tell the sheriff what happened out here today!”

      She turned and stomped into the corral.

      Lawton glanced at Simms, who regarded him grim-faced.

      Lawton sighed and strode into the cabin. He reappeared in the doorway two seconds later, earing back the hammer of a Sharps carbine. He hadn’t bothered to put any clothes on. Naked, he raised the carbine to his right shoulder, aimed, and fired.

      Sadie had had her back to him as she’d been saddling her zebra dun. The bullet knocked her forward against her horse, who jerked with a start and sidestepped. The saddle and blanket slipped down off its side. Sadie fell face first into the dirt and lay still, the horse running away to stand with the others on the far side of the corral.

      Lawton lowered the rifle and turned down his mouth-corners. He looked at Simms, standing outside the open bunkhouse door. “That saddens me, Neville. That girl was one in a million, and I mean that truly.”

      Simms gave his head a single woeful wag. “She was indeed, Lute. She was indeed. But you’ll find another.”

      Lawton turned to the west. The riders were still coming, within a hundred yards now and trotting their horses, reins held high against their chests. Dust ribboned out behind them.

      Lawton went inside, dressed, and reloaded his Colt, which he dropped into the holster thonged to his right thigh. A second Colt was holstered for the cross-draw on his left hip, and a bowie knife was sheathed against the small of his back.

      He wore a dirty, sweat-stiff, cream chambray shirt, a red neckerchief, fringed buckskin breeches patched at the knees, and high-topped boots, the cuffs of the breeches stuffed inside. Over the shirt, he wore an elkskin vest. Pinned to it was a medallion covered in bright Indian beads, a gift from Sadie.

      As he stepped outside, resting his Sharps on his shoulder and tugging his hat brim down low over his eyes, the two newcomers were just then riding into the yard.

      They were the two known in the area as “the Flores Brothers” or “The Mescins”—a pair of Mex brothers who’d been working on one ranch or another in the area for the past several years. They dressed a tad on the gaudy side, which was the Mexican way. They wore palm-leaf sombreros, red or green neckerchiefs, and deerskin breeches trimmed with fancy stitching and hammered silver discs.

      Tio and Ignacio Flores were their names, Lawton recalled as he walked out to stand near Simms in front of the bunkhouse, staring toward the brothers approaching him.

      Tio was the older of the two, with a slightly graying mustache and chin whiskers. He was also slightly taller and leaner, whereas Ignacio was shorter and beefier. Ignacio wore a red neckerchief over a red and white checked shirt. Ignacio’s short, stocky skewbald-paint gave a greeting whinny which was answered by one of the horses in the corral, all of whom were still cautiously eyeing the dead girl still lying face down in the dirt, flies buzzing around her head.

      Tio’s black horse, bearing one white front sock, nosed the paint as the two mounts were halted ten feet away from Lawton and Simms. Both riders were glancing dubiously at the dead men sprawled around them and at the riderless horses standing here and there about the yard. Hawthorn’s stallion stood at the far edge of the yard, its saddle hanging down its side. The Appy lifted a back leg as though to kick the saddle away.

      “Mornin’, fellas,” Lawton said. “What brings you to my humble abode? If you’re lookin’ for work, what work gets done in these parts is done by either Señor Simms or myself. Don’t mind the dead men. We had us a difference of opinion, you might say, and settled the matter in the way they’re often settled out here, God rest their weary souls.”

      Tio Flores chuckled uncertainly, as though while he hadn’t caught the specifics of what Lawton had said, he had a grasp of the gist. He turned to Simms, because the Flores brothers knew that Simms, who had been born and raised in Arizona, could speak and understand Spanish. Tio spoke in a tone that sounded all business-like to Lawton.

      It must have sounded business-like to Simms too since he stood taking it all in, brows beetled over his deep-set eyes.

      Occasionally, Neville slid a grave glance to Lawton. Simms was getting some serious news from Tio Flores.

      Ignacio Flores sat his saddle, the gloved hand holding his reins resting on the horn, his other hand resting on his thigh. As he followed his brother’s speech, he shook his head from time to time, clucking his apparent dismay.

      Tio Flores punctuated his speech by shaping an imaginary gun with his left hand and saying, “Bang! Bang! Bang!” and looking quite satisfied with his pantomime. He did this three times, and it made Lawton impatient to know what in the hell the bean-eater was talking about.

      Finally, when Tio Flores stopped talking and Ignacio had added a sentence or two of rapid-fire Mexican that Lawton couldn’t see how anyone on God’s green earth could understand, even the Mexicans themselves, Simms turned to Lawton.

      “Crap in a bucket, Lute.”

      “What, fer chrissakes?” Lawton said. “What the hell were these two bean-eaters crowin’ about?”

      “We got trouble.”

      “I figured that much out for myself. You wanna chew it up and spit it out for me or do I gotta reach down your throat for it?”

      “Hy Miller, Luke Grisby, Bonner, Sam Tuttle, Big Al Halsey...all pushin’ up daisies.”

      Lawton blinked in disbelief. “What?”

      “Sure enough.” Simms scratched the back of his bald head. “These chili chompers say they was all killed by that crazy Cajun son of a buck ever’body calls The Revenger.”

      Lawton slid his skeptical gaze from Simms to the two Mexicans staring down at him from their saddles. Then he smiled. “Pshaw! These two bean-eaters is funnin’ with us!”

      “I don’t think so, Lute,” Simms said. “Miller, Grisby, Haskell, and Bonner were killed in Mrs. Thompson’s place in Willoughby. These fellas was in the saloon at the time, across the street. They said Miller an’ the others went into the hotel to throw down on the bastard, and he and some woman got ‘em playin’ a dead man’s hand.”

      “Woman?” Lawton said. “What woman?”

      “Pretty gringa with big tits.”

      Lawton and Simms both jerked their heads toward Ignacio Flores, who grinned down at them, using his hands to tent his shirt out away from his chest.

      Lawton said, “I didn’t...I didn’t know you could speak Eng...”

      “She has a chip on her shoulder, amigos.” This from Tio Flores. “A big one. From what we overhead, you made her very angry when her boy was killed on a train you robbed and you took her along on a hard ride. A very hard ride, indeed, Señor Lawton...if you get my drift.”

      Tio rose in his saddle and grabbed himself.

      Lawton thought about that. He’d forgotten about the woman and her boy. What was her name? Had he ever known it? She’d been a mere distraction that he’d thrown away when he’d decided she’d been slowing him down.

      Lawton ran a hand through his hair in frustration. “That trollop,” he said, remembering how he’d almost killed her but had held up at the last second. He’d been afraid the posse would have heard the shot. “So...she sicced that...”

      He let his voice trail off, looking around, trying to understand it all. He’d heard about Sartain. Most westerners had. The Revenger’s name was bandied about most watering holes. It was in all the newspapers at one time or another. The crazy Cajun and ex-Confederate soldier had become a folk hero of sorts. The bane of the lawmen and bounty hunters shadowing him...

      Had Lawton really attracted The Revenger’s attention?

      Had The Revenger really wiped out every man in Lawton’s gang except Neville Simms and Lawton himself?

      Turning to the Mexicans, the gang leader said, “What about Rivas and Hays? Them and Big Al Tuttle and Sam Hulsey and some others got ‘em a camp down at—”

      “We warned them, señor,” said Ignacio Flores. “We rode out and told them what happened to Miller and the others. They rode out to find this Vengador, this Revenger, and pay him back with some revenge of their own.” He shook his head. “It did not go well for them. My brother and myself...we found them all dead along the river.”

      He canted his head to indicate the prairie behind him. He shook his head again. “I do not think they took them seriously, this Vengador and the woman. Sartain does not care if he lives or dies. He is haunted by his past. It makes him a most reckless killer.”

      Lawton scowled up at the Flores brothers. “How do you two know so damn much about The Revenger? How do you know so damn much about everything?”

      Simms smiled knowingly up at the brothers. “Amazing what you can learn if no one thinks you understand what they’re sayin’. Am I right, amigos?”

      Tio chuckled devilishly. He’d removed a leather makings sack from his vest pocket and was building a smoke. Ignacio grinned, showing a missing front tooth. Neither brother said anything.

      “What’s your cut of this pie?” Lawton asked them suspiciously. “Why are you here? Why did you bother to warn Tuttle and Halsey out at their Injun camp? What’s in it for you two sneaky greasers?”

      Lawton and Simms shared a conspiratorial look.

      Then Lawton turned back to the brothers again, the tips of his ears warming with a building paranoia. “How do we know you ain’t workin’ for that crazy Cajun? How do we know you didn’t lead him to the Injun camp?”

      Simms stepped back, looking around suddenly, sliding his six-shooter from the holster tied to his long-handle-clad right thigh. “How do we know you didn’t bring him here?”

      Tio Flores raised his hands, the freshly built wheat-paper cigarette drooping from between two fingers. “Easy, now, señors. Do not jump to any conclusions.”

      “Si,” said Ignacio, also raising his hands while sitting straighter in his saddle. “All we want is the favor of your consideration.”

      “Consideration for what?” Lawton had taken his rifle in both hands, and now he pumped a cartridge into the chamber, swiveling his head around, and pivoting at the hips.

      “Obviously, you will need to put another gang together,” said Ignacio. “A certain matter of a chica embarazada, a pregnant girl, has caused us to be cut loose, as you say, from our last place of employment. So, you see, my brother and I are—”

      One of the horses in the corral whinnied loudly.

      “Crap!” exclaimed Simms, cocking his Remington and looking around wildly, eyes glazed with fear. “He’s here, Lute. The horses know it. They brought him right to our doorstep!”

      Lawton snapped his rifle to his shoulder, taking aim at Ignacio Flores. “Think you got us in a whipsaw, eh, you mangy double-crossin’ greaser coyotes?”

      Tio Flores dropped his quirley and reached for one of his revolvers. He didn’t even get the keeper thong unsnapped from over the hammer before Lawton blew him out of his saddle.

      “No!” bellowed Ignacio, throwing his hands in the air.

      His horse pitched with a start. That caused Lawton’s next shot to sail wide of its screaming target. The next one punched through the back of Ignacio’s right shoulder a split second after the horse had leap-turned in mid-air. Ignacio was hurled forward out of his saddle.

      His horse kicked him when he was down. He rolled in a billowing dust cloud.

      As the dust began to clear, the Mexican bounded to his heels, screaming, “Por favor, señor, on my dear madre’s grave, we are not ly—!”

      Bam! Bam!

      Both slugs hammered through the Mexican’s chest, driving him back to the ground, where he groaned as he ground his heels and large-roweled spurs into the dirt before giving a liquid sigh and lying still.

      Lawton continued to step backward, swiveling his head and his hips, tracking the smoking barrel of his Sharps around the yard, inspecting every nook and cranny in which a man might hide. Meanwhile, the Mexicans’ frightened mounts galloped away, hoof thuds dwindling.

      Silence descended over the yard.

      Not even a bird piped.

      There was only the soft crunching of dirt and ground horsecrap beneath Lawton’s boots as he continued to cat-foot slowly back toward the house.

      “What’re we gonna do, Lute?” Simms asked, extending his right hand out from his shoulder, desperately aiming his cocked pistol around the yard. “You think he’s here? You really think he’s here?”

      Lawton opened his mouth to respond, but it was another man’s voice that said with chilling calm, “He’s here.”
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      Sartain stood on the cluttered front porch of the Lawton shack, aiming his Henry repeater’s barrel at the back of Lute Lawton’s neck.

      Lawton had his back to the house. The other man, Neville Simms, stood about ten feet from Lawton, near the corral in which the dead girl lay belly down in the dust.

      Lawton stiffened, but Simms jerked around toward Sartain, bringing his cocked Remington to bear. Sartain dropped the barrel of his Henry and drilled a .44 pill through Simms’s left kneecap. Simms triggered his revolver into the dirt, screaming as he fell to his other knee, clutching the bleeding knee with his free hand.

      He glowered at Sartain, forked veins bulging in his forehead. “You son of a mother-lovin’ bast—!”

      “Everybody keeps commenting on my bloodline,” Sartain mused aloud, pumping a fresh cartridge into his Henry’s action. The spent casing clattered on the porch floor. “That’s odd for a man who never knew his mother.”

      “Bastard, then,” Lawton said, turning his head to the right, glancing at Sartain over that shoulder. “How’s that?”

      “Probably a hell of a lot truer to the mark. Drop that rifle and both hoglegs, Lute. The Bowie, as well. Any tricks and I’ll cripple you too.”

      Simms lifted his head and bellowed incoherently, spittle flecking his chin. He’d dropped his revolver and was holding his bloody knee with both hands. His face was as red as the door of a fully stoked sheet-iron stove. He gave another raking cry and a pitiful sob.

      Lawton turned full around to face Sartain. He tossed down his rifle and both his pistols and then the knife. He canted his head toward the dead Flores brothers. “They led you here, didn’t they?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I knew it!”

      “Well, they didn’t. My trail has grown right popular of late. Been several on it. Drop to your knees, Lute.”

      “Why should I?”

      “Cause I’m tellin’ you to. Follow Neville’s example there and consider yourself lucky you still got your health.”

      Simms bunched up his face and bellowed an angry, agonized cry at the sky.

      “Christ, that must really hurt,” Sartain said.

      “Go to hell, Sartain!” Simms yelled.

      “Now, now, Neville,” The Revenger said. “There’s a lady present.”

      Lawton looked around, his nostrils swelling with rage. “Where is she? Where is that trollop?”

      “Right here.” Olivia Rosen walked out from between the barn’s half-open doors.

      Lawton jerked his head toward her. “You slattern.”

      Olivia stepped forward.

      Sartain stopped her with, “Hold on, Olivia. Stay right there till I declaw this wildcat.”

      He walked down off the porch and into the yard. He stood a few feet in front of Lawton, who was a good six inches shorter than the Cajun.

      “What do you have in mind?” Lawton asked, holding his hands up again. “If you’re gonna shoot me, then shoot me. What’s all this pissin’ around?” He turned to Olivia again and jerked an accusing finger at her. “That ugly little coulee snipe of yours deserved just what he got. You shoulda taught him better than to sass his elders!”

      Sartain rammed the butt of his Henry rifle into Lawton’s gut. Lute jackknifed with a deep, guttural grunt. Sartain rammed the end of the Henry’s stock against the back of Lawton’s hanging head.

      Lawton said, “Oh,” as his head bobbed violently.

      He dropped to his knees and sagged onto his left side.

      Sartain stuck two fingers into his mouth and whistled. He leaned his rifle against a porch post and then pulled a pair of handcuffs out of the back pocket of his denim trousers.

      He kicked Lawton onto his belly and cuffed the man’s hands behind his back.

      By the time he’d clicked the second cuff into place, Boss galloped around from behind the back of the house and stopped in the yard near Sartain, twitching his ears apprehensively as the buckskin raked his gaze around the yard littered with dead men.

      Sartain walked over and pulled a pair of leg irons out of a saddlebag pouch. He knelt beside Lawton again, who was writhing on his side, shaking his head as though to clear it.

      Sartain closed the manacles around the outlaw’s ankles. There was about a foot-length of chain between his feet. Lawton could move around a little, but not much. He couldn’t use his hands or his feet.

      Sartain glanced over at Olivia, waiting impatiently in front of the barn. “All right,” he said. “They’re all yours. Whatever you want to do.”

      Simms was down on his side now, just like Lawton. He stared warily at the woman moving toward him and the outlaw leader. Olivia’s face was expressionless, and her eyes were opaque. Her breasts rose and fell heavily.

      It had been a long trail. She was near the end.

      She headed for Lawton but then she switched course and walked over to Neville Simms, who lay raking out curses while clutching his bloody knee with both hands. His eyes grew fearful as he watched the woman approach. Olivia had her .41 caliber revolver in her right hand.

      The naked girl tattooed on Simms’ neck danced with each throb of his pulse. She was slick with fear and pain sweat.

      “Now...now, listen, lady,” Simms plead. “You hear me out. I had nothin’ to do—!”

      The crack of Olivia’s pistol cut him off.

      The bullet carved a small puckered hole in the middle of his forehead. Simms’ head wobbled as though his neck were broken, then he sagged to the ground. His legs jerked a little and he shook his head a few times, and then he lay still.

      Holding her pistol in both hands, Olivia turned to Lawton, who was looking at her now, his eyes wide with terror.

      “No,” he groaned, wincing, closing his eyes, and turning his head away. “No...please. This ain’t gonna bring your boy back.”

      Olivia stood gazing down at him. She shook her head slowly.

      “No,” she said. “And it won’t change what you did to me. It won’t wash your ever-present filth off of me either. It won’t make up for any of that. In fact, killing you would be too kind, Lawton.”

      Lawton looked at her, his eyes hopeful but cautious. “Huh?”

      Olivia glanced at Lawton’s Bowie knife, which lay in the dirt a few feet away from her. Lawton followed her gaze to the long, broad blade and bone handle.

      The fear returned to his eyes. “Wait, now! I don’t know...I don’t know what you got in mind, but...”

      Olivia turned to The Revenger, who was standing between Lawton and the house. “Can you hold him down, Mister Sartain?”

      Sartain glanced at the knife, glanced at her, and shrugged. A smile pulled at his mouth. “Why not?”

      Sartain had to knock Lawton half-unconscious again, or Olivia’s task would have been impossible. Lawton would have jerked around too much, convulsing against the excruciating pain of the big knife cutting into his forehead. As it was, Sartain had to hold the man’s head steady with both of his big hands.

      Lawton still thrashed.

      He screamed and thrashed and cried and begged for mercy.

      When Olivia was finally through, her hands and arms were covered with blood. She wiped them off on Lawton’s sweaty shirt, then she and Sartain stood looking down at the man’s bloody face and the words CHILD KILLER glistening on his forehead.

      Lawton sobbed, tears mixing with the blood dribbling down his cheeks.

      Sartain looked at Olivia. “Nice work.”

      She smiled and tossed the knife away. “Thanks.”

      “Sure you don’t want to finish him? When that heals, he’ll hunt you.”

      “I’d just as soon take my chances,” Olivia said. “Life will be hell for him now. He’ll wear that brand for the rest of his worthless years, however many there are. I’m betting not many.”

      “True.”

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Olivia said, stepping in front of Sartain as she started toward the house. “I have to give my hands a proper wash—”

      Sartain saw the shadow rising from the barn roof—a man’s shadow sprouting a long gun.

      “Olivia, down!” he shouted, throwing himself into the woman while bear-hugging her, hurling them both forward.

      Olivia’s screamed was nearly drowned by the rifle’s belch.

      The bullet fired from the barn roof slammed into the ground a foot from The Revenger’s right boot. Sartain rolled back against Olivia, shielding her body with his as he brought up his LeMat and emptied all six cylinders at the shadow on the barn roof.

      The shadow staggered backward.

      Then it staggered forward.

      The rifle dropped from the ambusher’s hands and clattered to the ground. The man pitched off the roof, turned an entire forward somersault, and hit the ground with a resounding thud on his back, near his rifle.

      Sartain turned to Olivia. “You all right?”

      She looked around, dazed, and nodded.

      Sartain ran over to the man on the ground, who was dressed like a dude. He had sweeping red hair, an outlandish red mustache and goatee, and he wore a Pinkerton’s shield. His hands clutched at the several holes in his bloody chest.

      He blinked and looked up at Sartain as though he were seeing right through him.

      “A miserable Pinkerton,” Sartain said.

      The man lifted his head and moved his lips as though he were trying to speak. A mouthful of blood oozed out over his lips. His eyes blazed for a moment at Sartain, and then his head fell back to the ground and turned to one side. His chest stopped rising and falling.

      “Who is it?” Olivia asked, walking up to Sartain, staring incredulously down at the newcomer.

      “Another shadow.”

      Olivia looked at the Cajun. “The last of them?”

      “For now, maybe.” Sartain looked around. To Olivia, he said, “Let’s turn Lawton loose and pull our picket pins.” He smiled at the woman. “Time for you to start a new life.”

      Olivia smiled back. There was color in her cheeks and a healthy luster in her eyes. She was going to start over, and she was going to make it. Sartain could see that. He knew a note of envy at the prospect. It could never be that way for him.

      “Maybe we could go somewhere together for a while,” she said. “Somewhere far away from here.”

      “Maybe,” Sartain said. “For a while.” He turned to where Lawton writhed and sobbed on the ground by the house. “Our work is done here, looks like.”

      “Thanks, Mike,” she said.

      “Thank you, Olivia.”

      She frowned. “For what?”

      “For callin’ me Mike.”

      The Revenger drew her to him and kissed her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and returned the kiss.
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      Thank you for taking the time to read The Revenger: Omnibus. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author's best friend and much appreciated. Thank you.
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