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CHAPTER ONE





‘Don’t move!’


The eyes of the man taking a siesta on the sand jerked open. All he could see was a tall figure looming over him, just a shape against the sun. ‘What the—!’


The standing man was moving almost imperceptibly towards him; then the fellow shot forward and stamped his foot hard on the caliche.


‘Now you can move,’ he said.


Red Talbot hauled himself to his feet. ‘What the hell’s going on, mister?’ He looked down at the boot that the guy was still grinding determinedly into the ground. Finally the man raised the footwear to reveal the oozing, squashed mess of a scorpion.


‘The bastard was about an inch from your hand,’ the man explained, cleaning the sole of his boot by grinding it into another area of sand.


Talbot gave an animated shudder. ‘Yeah, I can see.’ He gulped and added, ‘Can’t stand the critters. Pilgrim, I sure owe you one.’


The other scratched at the bush of tangled blond hair that covered much of his face. ‘Hell, you don’t owe me nothing, pal. We all piss in the same pot.’ He meant it metaphorically, but within the confines of Yuma Territorial Prison it was often literally true too.


‘Well, anything I can do for you,’ the other said, ‘you just let old Red know.’ He put out his hand. ‘Red Talbot.’


‘Seb Ashton.’


The two were part of the day’s work detail just outside the adobe wall of the penitentiary. The jail had never been big enough for the volume of inmates sent in from the Territory’s courts and had been under continuous construction since its opening. The only labour available was that of the convicts and, because of the relative freedom that the task allowed, only inmates who could be trusted were used. The work was hard, but it got them out of the confines of the cramped eight-by-ten cells. The physical toil also helped maintain the body, a benefit for long-termers such as Talbot and Ashton.


‘You two,’ a guard growled, thumping his stick into his hand as he approached. ‘Come with me.’


He took them round to the Sallyport Gate which marked the entrance of the prison where there was another guard standing close to a cart. The conveyance bore a corpse and a couple of shovels. That was another characteristic of Yuma Pen: regular death from consumption, which had a habit of spreading quickly in the densely packed quarters.


The two convicts pushed the cart down to the cemetery, a little to the east of the gate. Simple piles of rocks marked the graves, just the width and height of the dead prisoners below; each pile with a plain slab on which was scratched a name, nothing more.


Still with their ankles manacled, the two men began to attack the ground. It took some time because the caliche, as everywhere else, was rock hard. Then there was the usual perfunctory burial with no mourners, and it was back to their building work.




 





Red Talbot patted the bench beside him. ‘Here, Seb. Come and join us.’


It was early evening in the eating hall. Seb Ashton eased himself down and placed his bowl of stew on the rough-hewn table.


‘This is the guy I was telling you about, fellers,’ Red went on. ‘Saved my life out there today. Damn scorpion was just ready to nip. Seb here squashed the be-jesus outa the little bugger.’


Seb smiled as he stirred the stew with his spoon, looking for a chunk of meat that he hoped was in there. ‘You’re exaggerating, Red. The critter wasn’t thinking of biting you. His mind was too occupied with trying to figure how to get out this frigging place – like all of us.’


The short exchange was brought to an abrupt halt by the harsh rat-a-tat of a guard’s stick on the table. ‘No talking. You know the rules, Ashton. You’ve been in long enough. Only a fool breaks regulations a couple of days before release. No need to stay longer than you have to.’


The meal continued in silence save for slurping and the clatter of spoons against pots.




*





The next day Seb and Red fixed it so they took their noon meal together, sitting in the shade of the prison wall.


‘So you’re out of here soon,’ Red said, as he settled down with his platter of bread and cheese.


‘Yeah, a week.’


‘A week out of how long?’


‘Two and a half years. I was marked down for three but I been a good boy. And you?’


‘A year. Rustling, penny-ante stuff.’ He shook his head. ‘Dollars and dimes. Not like when I used to run with Johnny Fingers.’


Seb slapped his thigh. ‘Well, I’ll be doggoned. I used to ride with Johnny Fingers too, years back.’


‘By jiminy, a small world.’


‘So you did well with him?’


‘Yeah. Wished I could have stayed with his bunch. I was never short of a dollar when I was with Johnny. And probably wouldn’t be banged up here now.’


‘What happened? You get on the wrong end of that temper of his?’


The man chuckled. ‘He’s got a firecracker of a temper all right. No, see, I got this weakness.’ His big hand cradled his crotch for a moment by way of demonstration. ‘As long as the good Lord keeps making women I’m gonna keep landing myself in trouble. It’s happened before, it’ll happen again.’ He took a bite of cheese, savoured the chewing then said, ‘You know Cisco?’


‘Yeah. Cisco. And Ant. Both close buddies of Johnny.’


‘That’s right. Anyways, there was this woman. She was anybody’s who’d got a dollar but Cisco figured he had the deeds on her.’ He chuckled at the memory. ‘Found me screwing the ass off her one time. Hell, I just managed to get clear with my pants and ass intact. Well, nothing for it then but for me to light out. If I’d stayed with the gang, Cisco would’ve found some causality for emptying a chamber into my hide.’


Seb smiled as he ripped off a hunk of bread and put it into his mouth. ‘So what brung you in here?’ It wasn’t a question that one normally asked according to prison custom, but the two fellows were getting to know each other and could bend unwritten rules.


‘When I left Johnny’s gang, tried my hand at horse rustling but, shucks, I ain’t no good by myself. Never have been. Anyways, got myself catched by the drovers. If it hadn’t been for the intervention of the local sheriff, I’d have been strung up there and then. Never thought I’d be grateful for seeing the law turn up but, hell’s teeth, I was sure glad to see a badge that night. As it was, landed with a stretch – where you see me now.’


‘Talking about Johnny, I ain’t seen him in a coon’s age.’ The man with the blond beard mused on the thought. ‘Since I’m getting out soon I’ve been putting my mind to looking him up; that is, if he ain’t too far aways. Any idea where I could get hold of him now?’


‘Why?’


Seb shook his head at the coincidence. ‘Well, Red, this is one hell of a turn of fate. Here’s me – who could do some business with him – and here’s you mentioning the very self-same guy.’


Talbot’s features hardened slightly. ‘You still ain’t told me why. What business?’


‘Like I said, I used to run with him too. I been thinking, maybe I could get in with him again is all.’


‘OK,’ Talbot said, casting his eye this way and that before continuing. ‘I wouldn’t normally talk out of school about a pard. But, with you being a pal of his, and doing me a good turn and all – if you need to see him, you’ll find him out Flagstaff way. Place called April Crossing. Last I heard he’d bought himself a bank there.’


Seb snorted in disbelief. ‘A bank?’ Then, when the notion had sunk in: ‘He’s going straight? Goddamn, that don’t sound like our Johnny at all.’


‘Straight, no. Uses it as a front. A real Mr Big out there now. No need to dirty his hands no more. Organizes jobs from some grand house out of town, using boys that he calls in from all over the territory. That way he keeps the dirty business at arm’s length. Then legitimizes the loot through the bank.’


Seb nodded at the news. ‘Sounds like it could be real profitable for me to pay a call.’


‘If you do, don’t mention my name is all. Cisco’s got a long memory.’


‘No need. Like I said, Johnny and me, we go back a long ways together.’


‘Well, if you’re figuring to meet up again, you won’t find him under his old name. Changed it. Calls himself Johnny Milan now.’


Seb smiled, realizing the significance of the new alias. Then he added a grunt to the smile. ‘Huh, and that ain’t the first time he’s changed his name.’







*





A week later Seb was standing by the stage depot in Yuma, near one of the landing jetties on the eastern bank of the Colorado. The air was laden with the stench of river debris, but he was unconcerned. Although he had been out of the confines of the penitentiary for the greater part of two hours, his lungs were still thirsty for free air, whatever the smell. He luxuriated in leaning on an ocotillo-rib fence, finding simple satisfaction in doing nothing more than watching the steamboats, the loading and unloading – with no one yelling at him, no shackles on his legs. Once more garbed in his own clothes, his hand resting on the comfortable butt of the Starr revolver that hung at his side, he was beginning to feel like a man again.


Earlier in the morning he had said his so-longs to Red Talbot. Although they had become friends over the short period since they had met, Seb had not let on how valuable was the coincidence of the two fellow-prisoners having ridden for the same man – the man who now called himself Johnny Milan – or how useful it was that he had learned Johnny’s new alias and where he now lived.


Nor had he made any mention of how he had been on a heist with Johnny and the boys when he had been caught and thrown in the slammer. He had not divulged the names of his confederates in almost three years and he wasn’t about to do so now, not even to a buddy.


He stubbed out his cigarette when he heard the stage driver to his rear yell, ‘All aboard who’s goin’ aboard!’ Throwing a last look across the river at the fort from which the town of Yuma got its name, he turned and headed for the coach.



















CHAPTER TWO





The rain was drumming hard on the stage as it rolled to a standstill on the main drag of April Crossing. Seb swung open the door and dropped down from the conveyance to skip quickly through the mud to the boardwalk. Reaching the cover of the awning, he shook away the spattering of rain that had caught him during his short sprint to shelter, and looked around. The darkness of evening was beginning to cloak the town, but welcoming light and noise came from a saloon a few steps along. He thrust his hand into his pocket and made a tally of the few coins remaining, then moved down and pushed through the batwings.


Wood shavings crunched underfoot as he advanced to the bar. The place was cavernous with a raftered ceiling and had clearly been converted from a barn.


‘Just got in on the stage,’ he said to the bartender, ‘and ain’t ate since noon. You got some vittles?’


The man gave his customer an up-and-down look. ‘Cut of cold beef and hunk of bread with a glass of beer to wash it down.’


‘Do fine.’


While waiting for the food, Seb stood at the bar, savouring his drink and looking round. Nearby, a handful of cowhands were exchanging ribald stories, interspersed with raucous guffaws. Further along there was a big guy in a duster, alone save for a whiskey bottle and shot glass.


But most of the clientele were centred around a card game at the far end.


Eventually the food arrived.


‘Johnny Milan,’ Seb said as he took the platter, ‘how does a guy get to his place?’


The bartender gave him the up-and-down look again. ‘Johnny Milan? And who’s asking?’


‘A friend.’


‘Couple of miles outa town. Maybe more.’


‘Which direction?’


‘Out along the western trail.’


Seb nodded a ‘Thanks’, gulped down a mouthful of the liquid and took a seat at a vacant table. As he devoured his meal, he reflected on the information: three miles out of town. His funds could just about stretch to hiring a horse but it would be difficult to arrange at this time of night. And then, riding through strange territory at night in the rain was not an attractive proposition. So, looked like he was going to be stuck in town till morning.


He finished his meal and rolled a smoke, oblivious of the comings and goings. Particularly he paid little attention to the man in the duster who finished off his whiskey and disappeared though the batwings, to be swallowed up by the night.


Seb lit up and continued with his thoughts. He reckoned he had about five grand coming. His mind went back to the payroll heist back in Tucson. There had been four of them but his being second honcho meant his cut would be higher than a quarter-split and he’d had two and a half years to think on the likely amount. Give or take, five grand, he figured.


All he had to do was collect his share from Johnny Fingers – or Johnny Milan as he was calling himself now – and ride out to California. That was something else he’d spent the years thinking about: the West Coast, a thriving area, plenty of opportunity for him to start life afresh. He’d use his cut to buy some land, get some kind of business going. This time legitimate. Maybe orange-growing. He’d heard that was booming.


‘Where can a traveller lay his head?’ he asked eventually of the bartender.


‘There’s a hotel across the drag.’


‘Pricey?’


‘Yeah.’ The man considered his customer and added, ‘But for those that ain’t got the dollars to throw around, there’s always a pallet at the drovers’ shack.’


Seb downed the dregs from his glass. ‘And which way’s the drovers’ place?’


The bartender gestured with a thumb. ‘At the end of town.’


Outside, Seb noted thankfully that the rain had finally stopped, and he headed in the indicated direction.




*





Half an hour later, he had booked a cot amongst the hobos and cattle drovers, and had returned to the saloon to while away the remainder of the evening. During his absence a girl has started singing to the accompaniment of a piano. The woman was no songbird, but for a guy who hadn’t heard a female voice for almost three years it was passable entertainment. He worked his way through more drinks but when his eyes started drooping, he realized the tiredness from his long journey was eventually catching up on him.


He returned his glass to the counter and bid the bartender goodnight. Outside, he was glad to see the rain was still keeping off, and he headed along the boardwalk.


Part way along the street he passed a glass pane with a glow behind it highlighting the word SHERIFF etched on it. On the other side of the street he could make out what looked like a bank. Was that Johnny’s, the one that Red Talbot had told him about? He made a mental note to check in the morning before heading out to Johnny’s place of residence.


A couple of blocks further on, he stepped down from the planking and was crossing a narrow alley to the next boardwalk when a hand grabbed his shoulder, spinning him into the darkness. Instinctively his hand shot to the butt of his gun – only to find another hand had beaten him to it and withdrawn the weapon.


‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ somebody growled. The voice was accompanied by something rammed into his back, which he had to assume was a gun barrel.


‘What is this?’ he snapped.


‘Like I said, don’t do anything stupid, mister. You and me, we’s taking a walk.’


‘I asked what is this?’ Seb growled.


The gun muzzle jabbed against his spine. ‘Cut the gab and carry on walking.’


Seb progressed down the alleyway with regular prompting from the gun. ‘What do you want? Where we going?’


Nothing.


He stopped. ‘If this is a snatch, you’re out of luck, pal. I ain’t got but a couple of dimes.’


The gun savagely stirred him to move again. Whatever this was about, he had to assume the fellow would use the gun, probably instinctively – and with it hard against his innards, it would be foolhardy of him to try anything. There was no way he could take any action without taking a dose of lead. His mind raced. If he was to make any movement it would have to be away from his captor. That provided the only chance of escape, but it couldn’t be a simple dash as that could as easily attract a bullet.


He tried to make some assessment of his captor. He had no idea of the size of the man but judging by the angle of the gun and the heavy footfalls, the fellow was on the big side.


Reckoning the gun would be thrust forward should he create a space between them, he moved a little more quickly in order to clear himself of it momentarily. As he anticipated, the gun jabbed forward and slammed once more into his back. Using the resulting prod as a pretext he winced loudly and stumbled forward to fall face down in the mud of the passage.


‘On your feet, you clumsy jackass,’ came the order with a savage kick at the soles of his boots. He did so, but as his hands came up one was clasping a large – unseen – chunk of damp earth.


‘Turn right,’ the man said as they approached the end of the alley.


There was a little more light as they emerged from between the buildings and Seb paused, flicking his head one way then the other. ‘Which way did you say?’ he mouthed, in the most idiotic tone he could muster.


‘Are you deaf, mister? Right!’


Seb wasn’t deaf and his intention was to use the slight turning of his head to get some idea of the height of his waylayer. Even though the image was only in the periphery of his vision he knew it was as he had guessed – the bozo was tall.


He turned as he’d been directed – but continued the movement, using the impetus to sling the fistful of mud into the face of his ambusher. He converted the spin into a sidestep, simultaneously bending double and grasping the threatening gun barrel. He wrenched it from the man’s hand and rammed his fist upwards into a big stomach.


Winded and half-blind with the gungy soil, the man grunted and grabbed at him. For a moment they grappled in a locked embrace, fists flailing and jabbing at necks.


A little less than medium height, Seb had never been much of a bare-knuckle fighter. But that was before he’d been thrown in the slammer; there the need to survive in confined cells with hard men had honed him to a point where he could hold his own with some of the best.


Although this fellow was big, the man’s attention was still partly taken by the stinging mud in his eyes, enabling Seb to break free – just for a second.


But a second was enough time for him to ball his fists harder and take the advantage; to let all his rage out in the force of a succession of two-handed punches that he delivered to the man’s jaw.


Under the onslaught the fellow hit the ground square on his back and grunted, the wind knocked clear out of him. Taking no chances, Seb was on him and slammed another pile-driver into the side of the man’s temple. Quickly he moved clear, straightened up and stepped back. There was enough moonlight for him to see the guy wasn’t moving.


He picked up the man’s fallen Remington. Keeping it levelled at the prostrate figure, he retrieved his own gun from the man’s belt. Then he made a search for other weapons, discovered a large skinning knife and pulled it from its sheath.


When he had ensured the man had no more weapons he hurled the knife into the darkness and pushed the man’s gun into his own holster. Then he trained his reclaimed Starr revolver on the ambusher, knelt down and began slapping the mud-spattered face.


He continued the routine with some relish until the fellow stirred.


‘So, what’s this all about?’


‘Trying to roll you for your billfold is all,’ the fellow spluttered after his brain had adjusted to the circumstances.


‘Like I told you, you’ve picked the wrong guy. If there’s any charity going, it’s me that’s in need of it.’


‘OK, I blew it. You win some; you lose some.’


‘Very well, the sheriff’s open for business. I saw a light in his office. We’ll mosey over there, get you where you belong, then we can all get some sleep.’


The man hauled his big frame to a standing position but didn’t move.


‘I said start walking,’ Seb snapped, keeping a sensible distance. ‘Now I’m giving the orders. It’s your town, you know where the law office is.’


‘Listen, pal,’ the man said, a detectable whine entering his voice, ‘if you’re shy of a dollar, I can help you out – if you don’t take me in.’


Seb chuckled. ‘Hell, they sure do operate things different in this neck of the woods – a bushwhacker offering to pay his victim!’


‘I can make it worth your while.’


Cloud cleared from the moon and Seb thought he caught something in the man’s eyes. Back in the penitentiary he’d gotten used to seeing fear in a man’s eyes – and this looked like it. ‘There’s something real funny about this caper,’ he said, as he mused on the situation. ‘If you were after my dough, why didn’t you just club me back in the alley and take what you wanted? You’d got the upper hand: we were in the dark – and out of sight of the main drag. Why did you herd me along the alley and out here?’


The man held a stubborn silence, enabling Seb to cast an eye over the man’s duster and to study his face a little longer.


‘Hey, I seen you before,’ he concluded. ‘Yeah, you were in the saloon earlier – when I first came to town. You were in the company of a bottle of whiskey. Then you made yourself scarce. Leaving like that, you weren’t to know I’d be back. And you were away for one hell of a spell. Seems to me, if you aimed to roll me for my dough, you had plenty of time to do it before now.’


There was still no reply so he played a hunch. ‘You know something, feller? I don’t think that’s the reason you got the drop on me at all. There’s more at back of this. When you lit out, where did you go?’


He jabbed the gun. ‘OK, I can see you ain’t gonna come clean. Let’s get over to the sheriff and see if he can get some sense out of you. Start moving.’


The man remained immobile, then said, ‘I heard you asking after Milan when you came into town and I rode out to his place. Figured he might be interested in knowing some stranger was wanting to know his where-at and he would pay for the information.’


‘And was he interested?’


‘Yeah.’


‘And was there dough in it for you?’


‘Yeah.


‘How much?’


‘Fifty.’


‘A weighty sum. He must have been real interested.’


‘He knew you. Heard him tell one of his sidekicks you was Seb Ashton.’


‘How did he know it was me?’


‘The straw hair, the whiskers, the Virginian way of talking. When I described you he said it couldn’t be anyone else.’


‘So, why did you come back? It sure wasn’t to escort me out to his place ’cos you already knew I was fixing to head out that way of my own accord.’


‘Fact is, Mr Ashton, he didn’t want you going out there at all.’


‘So, he wanted you to stop me, eh?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Scare me off – or stop me permanent?’


The man hesitated, then said, ‘If you must know: permanent. But listen, mister, it’s nothing personal. Just business.’


‘Huh, so he was paying you to plant me. How were you gonna do it?’


‘You don’t want to know the details.’


‘I do want to know the details.’


The man looked sheepish and tapped at the now empty sheath hanging from his belt.


Seb nodded. ‘A quiet knife job. The matter-of-fact way you talk about it, you’ve killed before.’


‘Yeah. That’s why Johnny trusted me to do the job.’


‘Well, thanks for being honest,’ Seb said coldly, with more than a hint of cynicism. ‘You one of Johnny’s boys?’


‘No.’


‘Then how come you’re trying to plant me?’


‘Told me there would be some dough in it if I came back to town, then returned to tell him that you had met with an accident.’


‘A permanent accident.’


‘Yeah.’


‘How much?’


‘Five hundred.’


Seb whistled softly. ‘He make a down payment on the assignment?’


‘Yeah, half. The other half to be paid when I’d done the job and I’d took back some evidence you were … er … that the job had been completed.’


Seb hefted the Starr in his hand. ‘You know, I could kill you here and now with no conscience, you back-sneaking varmint.’


‘Please, mister.’


Seb thought about it for a spell, mulled over the implications then came to a conclusion. ‘Don’t worry. The way the cards are falling on this deal, it’s in both our interests that Johnny thinks I’m dead. What’s your name?’


‘Banner. Cal Banner.’


‘Well, Cal, let’s do some supposing. Say you went back to Johnny with a tale that you’d carried out the assignment – could you come up with some believable story as to how you got rid of the body?’


‘I can say I dumped the corpse in the river to get rid of the evidence. I was fixing on doing that anyways.’


Seb nodded.


‘But he’s gonna need more than my say-so that you’ve been put out the way,’ Banner said.


Seb thought about it, then drew the man’s Remington. Now aiming that at the big man, he stepped back to give himself some distance as a precaution and emptied the shells from his own gun, finally handing it across. ‘Show him that. If you look at it, you’ll see it’s got my initials, SA, carved on the handle. He’ll recognize it as mine. A Starr revolver, a six-shot double-action .44, a memento from the war. I hate to part with it but if needs must. Of course, an empty gun’s gonna look suspicious so, before you go back, you’ll have to buy some loads for it.’


The man examined the gun as much as he could in the dark. ‘One shooter looks much like another.’


‘Hard to please, ain’t you?’


‘If you know Mr Milan, you’ll know he’s a cantankerous hombre. I spin him a tale that I killed you, but got no body to show for it, he’s gonna need some convincing. My life’s on the line here, mister.’


Seb went through his pockets and eventually pulled a coin from the depths of his vest pocket, handing it over.


‘What’s that?’ the man asked.


‘It’s an old Italian coin. Ducat or something. My ma brought it with her from the old country. I always carried it for luck.’ He gave a cynical grunt. ‘Sure ain’t brung me much luck so far. Anyways, me and Johnny spent enough time together for him to know about it. We go back a long ways. He’ll recognize it as mine. That, and the gun, should clinch it.’


The man looked at the coin, then slipped it into his pocket. ‘And what you gonna do?’


‘Well, seeing’s my company ain’t wanted in these parts, I’m lighting out.’ He thought on the matter, then said, ‘But for that I need a horse. Where’s yours hitched?’


‘You taking my hoss?’


‘Well, Mr Banner, I sure ain’t walking.’


With the gun at his back the big man led the way along the back of the houses to where his horse was tied to a tree. It was an aging dun. Seb checked it over. He’d seen better but it looked like it should meet his needs.


‘You’ll look after him, Mr Ashton? Me and the hoss – we go back a long ways too.’


Seb chuckled. ‘Well what do you know? – a killer with a soft spot for animals.’ He patted the horse’s neck. ‘Sure, I’ll look after him. He got a name?’


‘Juno.’


‘OK, now give me the two hundred and fifty dollars, the down-payment Milan gave you to arrange for my demise.’


The man handed it over without argument and Seb stuffed it into his vest pocket. ‘How much more money you got?’


‘Hell,’ the man whined, ‘you taking everything?’


‘I asked you, how much you left with?’


The man rummaged through his pockets and counted. ‘There’s the other fifty I told you about, and some change.’


‘OK, you keep that. It should be enough to get you a hoss and rig in the morning so you can ride back to the Milan place.’


He gripped the reins. ‘Now, I’m gonna vamoose so that for all intents and purposes I will be dead – a handy circumstance now I know Johnny is after my hide. That way, for my part, he won’t come a-chasing. As for you, if you can spin your tale credibly you should get the rest of your blood money. Even taking account of what I’ve relieved you of, you’ll be coming out ahead on this hand. What you do after you’ve cleared yourself with Milan is up to you.’ He gestured with the gun. ‘Now, back off, so you ain’t tempted to rush me while I’m mounting up.’


He hauled himself into the saddle. ‘By the way, how many guys has Milan got working with him these days?’


‘About half a dozen.’


‘Ant and Cisco – they still with him?’


‘Yeah. They’re his two closest sidekicks.’


‘Always were.’


Seb stroked the horse’s neck again. ‘Well, that’s enough parleying. OK, Banner, you know what you have to do if you want to keep your nose clean with Milan.’


He gestured in the direction he had slung the knife. ‘And if you want your blade, you should find it over there somewhere. It’ll take some looking for, but it’ll be useful to have if you’re gonna tell Milan you slit my throat.’


With that he swung the horse around and, with a ‘Come on, Juno,’ he gigged the animal to disappear into the darkness in the direction of the eastern trail.




 





When he was well clear of the town he slackened the pressure on the horse and let it take its head along the rutted track.


As they slowly ate the night trail, he thought through developments. So Johnny was working the old double-cross and keeping his split. Hell, he shouldn’t have been surprised. He knew the bastard better than most. The more he thought about it the more he ranked himself a fool for spending all those years with his back on a prison cot thinking about nothing but what he was going to do with the money – without once considering that there’d be any trouble in getting it. The more it sank in, the more he figured he shouldn’t have been surprised that Johnny was prepared to see him kicking up prairie flowers either – even after their years together. But Johnny’s attempt to snuff him out had still came as a nasty shock.


Huh, some side-kick. Some son-of-a-bitch.


Some—


Oh, what the hell.
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