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The Long Trail


 


At seventeen, Dot Pickett is young to be taking on the role of trail boss on a cattle drive. But Dot’s life has been hard, and he has become brave, resourceful – and occasionally ruthless.


Now he has successfully led a cattle drive from Texas to Kansas and is setting off for home with the saddle-bags of gold owed to the Texan ranchers. But Dot has fallen foul of a notorious outlaw family and he knows that they will try to ambush him. Then when Dot goes to the aid of a young woman, the gold disappears and he embarks upon a quest to retrieve it.


Dot’s search takes him on a long trail of danger, deception and intrigue, leading him from Abilene deep into the bayous of Louisiana, where his courage and determination are pushed to the extreme in order to survive and reclaim the cattlemen’s gold.
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Chapter One


 


‘Mister, I may be only seventeen, but don’t let that stop you. If you think you can ride this bronc, just shake out a loop and put your spurs on!’


I stepped back from the bar and faced him squarely. He sat his drink down and looked at me, the laughter gone from his face.


‘You made the brag, mister,’ I said to him again. ‘Now go ahead and pin my ears back.’


He looked at the crowd, who had backed away from the bar. Licking his lips, his eyes met mine and in them I saw him for what he was.


Some men were braggarts, men who talked big and liked to swagger around using brash language and rough ways to bull their way through life. The man before me was one of these and now that he’d been called, he didn’t quite know what to do.


Myself, I was just a youngster, fresh up the trail from Texas. But I was not the wet-behind-the-ears boy that this man had taken me for. I carried a gun on my hip and I didn’t carry it for show. The butt was of walnut, worn smooth by the fit of my hand and I could make that old gun speak – six words at a time, and each spelled death.


When I came to this bar, it had been to relax and have a drink. The ride up the trail from Texas had been long and hard, hot and dusty. We’d swum swollen streams and dodged bars of quicksand, fought off Indians and battled jayhawkers trying to cut our herds.


My riding partner had been gored to death by a bull and our trail boss had been killed by a Kiowa arrow. All in all, when we finally hit town, we were in no mood to fool around.


I came here to the Alamo Bar for a drink. When I was through, I would go to the Drover’s Cottage and meet Brice Fellows, the cattle buyer contracted to buy our herd. He had done business with us before and would be expecting us soon.


I had just ordered my drink when the stranger lit in on me. I tried to ignore him at first, having had my fill of trouble on the trail. But well enough he could not leave alone. He fancied himself a big man with a gun and thought he’d have a bit of fun with a cowboy from Texas.


He went on about this and that, cussing every Texan who had come up the trail and allowing as to how they all needed their ears pinned back. Finally, I had taken enough and pushed away from the bar.


I laid it out plain to him then, calling his hand, and it took him by surprise. I reckon he felt confident that in his own town and in his own saloon a body would back down from him and all his bluster. He’d figured wrong with me; I didn’t give a damn as to whether I killed him in here or dragged him outside and killed him. Either way was the same to me.


Unable to hold my eyes, he looked down at the floor, then back to his friends scattered a safe distance away from him.


‘No call to get riled, stranger,’ he said defensively. ‘A little funnin’ never hurt no one.’


‘Then you’ve never been “no one”,’ I said. ‘You mentioned something about pinning some Texan ears back. Now you’ve got your chance. You take it or take yourself out of my sight.’


A look of indignation crossed his face and he replied angrily, ‘I’ll do no such thing! You’re a stranger here and a Texan on top of that. If anyone should leave, it’s you. We’ve had enough of your kind around here.’


He looked at the faces throughout the room but could find no support among them.


‘You’ll find no help there, mister,’ I said, causing him to look quickly back at me. ‘You bayed this coon, now you shake him out’n the tree.’


His hand hovered above his gun butt and his fingers twitched nervously. He wanted to draw – so dearly he could taste it, but when the good Lord had passed out gumption, this man hadn’t received a full ration.


A way out – that’s what he was looking for, and I was of a mind to give it to him. Softness was no part of my make-up, but truth be told, I just didn’t feel like taking the bother. A shooting in town would mean an inquest and maybe a day or two in the calaboose. I had better things to do, like sell the herd and collect the gold for it. There were folks needful of that money; folks who’d risked everything they had on this herd. Their livelihood and their very lives depended on the returns from this cattle drive. And now that the boss was dead, it was up to me to get the gold back to them.


Like I said, I had better things to do than tom-fool around with some wanna-be badman.


‘Mister,’ I said seriously, ‘I’ve got other steers to brand. Your best bet would be to join your friends and let the hair of the beast grow long. If you persist in this, they’ll be dragging you out of here by your boot straps.’


Before he could answer, I reached up and backhanded him across the face. Instinctively, his hand went to the stinging on his cheek. When it did, I reached out with my left hand and slipped the pistol from his holster. As quick as that he found himself covered with his own gun.


‘Move away from the bar,’ I said, motioning to an unoccupied table behind him. ‘You have a seat over there and contemplate the error of your ways.’


He moved to the table and sat down, his face red – not so much from the blow I had given him, but from his own anger and shame.


I reached into my pocket and flipped the bartender a two-bit piece. ‘Give him a drink on me,’ I said. ‘And when he’s cooled off, you can give him back his gun.’


I slid the pistol across the bar and the bartender snatched it up. Pulling my hat down tight on my head, I looked once more around the room before I turned and left it behind.


 


So this was Abilene. There was a lot I had heard about this town, but I had never been here myself. Each of the past two years I had been up the trail with herds from Texas, but we had taken the Western trail on up to Dodge City. This was my first time to Abilene and it was said that Wild Bill Hickok himself was the marshal. From stories I’d heard of him, a body had best step careful in Abilene.


I was in a hurry to meet Brice Fellows and strike a deal, but first I wanted a hot bath and a shave. Those things were unheard of on the trail and that couldn’t be helped, but anytime a man had the chance, he should be clean-shaved and bathed. Least ways, that’s what I believed, although I’ll admit I didn’t have a lot to shave.


Our herd was bedded down outside of town. On our arrival, there was a good five thousand head of cattle scattered around and about the outskirts of Abilene. I would ’spect most of the drovers were now in town, as I’d never seen such a passle of folks in all my days. They were everywhere! Punchers with their fanciest duds on, all decked out to cut a dido in town.


There were cattle buyers, too, in their houndstooth suits and string ties. They walked the streets in a grand manner, some smoking cigars and tipping their hats to the ladies.


There were Indians about, also. Some dressed like the white man and others bedecked in their native garb. I was wary of Indians myself, as my pa and ma had been killed by them whilst I was a youngster. But these in Abilene seemed peaceful enough.


As I rode up the street, I passed Henry’s Land Office and the Metropolitan Hotel. Further down the street was the Twin Livery Stables, and it was there that I pulled up. A man named Gaylord took my horse and to my question of a good place to stay, he named the Drover’s Cottage and the Metropolitan.


Most folks had heard about the Drover’s Cottage. A man named Joe McCoy had built it, stocking it like the fancy hotels back east, with the best of wines, whiskeys and cigars. The rooms were said to be plush and the help courteous and kind.


I was a down-to-earth person myself and although the Drover’s Cottage was the biggest thing in town, I thought I would prefer the Metropolitan.


Stabling my horse, I headed back up the street to get a room. On the way I ran into Slim Hite, one of our hands.


‘Howdy, boss,’ he said. ‘Where ’bouts you headin’?’


‘Fixin’ to get a room at the Metropolitan. Once I get cleaned up I’m going to find Mr Fellows. The sooner we sell the herd and get shut of Abilene, the better I’ll feel.’


We walked a few steps together up the street, each of us taking in the sights of a booming cow town.


‘I’m going to Fisher’s,’ Slim Hite said invitingly. ‘Want to come along?’


‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘You go ahead. Maybe I’ll join you later.’


He turned and sauntered off, the boots on his bowed legs beating a quick tattoo on the boardwalk.


Fisher’s Addition was a part of Abilene that held the honkytonks and was sometimes referred to as the ‘Red Light District’. You could get most anything there, from cheap whiskey to shady ladies, and most of the punchers made a beeline for the bars and dives that made up Fisher’s Addition.


It was also the wildest part of town and many a shooting and stabbing happened there. Hickok would be there, I assumed, making sure things stayed as quiet as possible and knowing the man, I knew it was a task he was well qualified for.


No sooner than the thought of Hickok came than I saw the man himself walking slowly down the street. Although I had never seen him before, I knew him instantly. He was a tall man with a drooping mustache that was neatly trimmed. He sported a black hat and wore a finely tailored black suit. He had two pistols on his person, but didn’t carry them in a holster like myself and many others; he wore them tucked in a broad sash that went around his waist. And if ever a man had the look of knowing how to use them, it was he.


As he drew close, his eyes measured me with a calculating glance. His eyes were hard, but not mean. He tipped his hat to me and spoke as we passed, a pleasant-seeming man to me. Not at all what I had expected from the stories I had heard of him.


When he was gone, I entered the Metropolitan and walked up to the front desk. A man with glasses and a handlebar mustache was busy at his ledger. Seeing me, he looked up from what he was doing.


‘Howdy, friend. What can I do for you?’


‘I’d like a room,’ I answered. ‘Nothing real fancy, just plain and simple.’


‘All right,’ he said. ‘How long will you be staying?’


‘Hopefully just a night or two. But if I need longer, I’ll let you know.’


He turned the ledger to me and pointed out a line for me to sign on. When I had spelled my name out, he handed me a key to room nine and looked down at the ledger.


‘Up the stairs and to the left, Mr Pickett. If you need anything, just give a yell.’


I thanked him and turned to leave when he spoke again.


‘Dot Pickett?’ he said reflectively, rolling my name in his mouth. ‘Are you the Pickett from Doan’s Crossing?’


I turned and looked at him cautiously, but his face was innocent.


‘I am,’ I answered. ‘Do you have business with me?’


‘Oh, no, Mr Pickett. I only recognized your name on the ledger. The story of your . . . “difficulties”, shall we say, is well-known in Abilene.’


‘Do tell,’ I said coldly. ‘That’s in the past, my friend, and best left there. I have business to conduct here.’


‘You watch yourself, then, Mr Pickett. Two of the Banks boys are here in Abilene. Caxton and Everson. Caxton,’ he went on, ‘he’s the smart one of the bunch and by far the most dangerous.’


 


Doan’s Crossing was on the north side of the Red River, across from Texas and in the Oklahoma Territories. John Doan had opened a store there on a natural crossing of the Red. He sold supplies and most anything a person needed. Any herd coming up the Western Trail had to cross at Doan’s and although bars of quicksand were abundant, a safe crossing could be made were a man careful.


Last year on a drive for the Ten Bar, we had camped at Doan’s after crossing the Red. I was sixteen then and it was there that I killed my first man. Or men, I should say.


There were five of them when I entered Doan’s, all bunched at the bar and drinking rot-gut whiskey. They were a sorry looking lot if I ever saw one and I ordered a drink at the far end, away from them.


Outlaws, jayhawkers and baldknobbers were aplenty these days and unless I missed my guess, these boys were a little of each. What they were doing this far south I couldn’t say, but their business would always be questionable to honest folks.


We had been short of hands on that drive and those we had had stayed with the foreman and the herd, sending me on over for supplies.


Johnny Barnes and Sandy Carson were two of the five. The other three were the Banks brothers: Ed, Dawson and Lenny. They asked about our herd and where we were heading. To be courteous I told them, and they then turned out to be full of questions, seeming mighty interested in our herd and our men.


Finally I left, having purchased the supplies we needed. Later that day and close on to dusk, the same five men rode out to the herd, joined by two others whose names I never knew.


Our trail boss was Phineas Dalton, from Austin. He was an older man and a good man, but a little too soft to deal with men like these.


We rode out to meet them, Phineas and I, and they claimed to be inspectors of some sorts, saying that without a certificate of inspection we could proceed no further. They also claimed to have authority to inspect every herd of cattle for proper ownership and that the cost of these services would be ten cents a head.


Our herd then had numbered just over two thousand and at ten cents each, we couldn’t afford to pay. They then offered to take a percentage of the herd instead, for this so-called ‘inspection certificate’.


Mr Dalton balked at this suggestion and the conversation turned nasty. I sat quietly, taking everything in, but also kept my hand close to my gun.


Suddenly, Dawson Banks drew his gun and shot Phineas from the saddle. I returned the fire instantly, killing Dawson and then Ed with my first two shots.


Phineas was a game old man and from his place on the ground he opened up. For what seemed like minutes, but was actually only seconds, shots filled the air with a deadly boom. Horses were rearing up and some were bucking in half-jumps across the land.


Lenny Banks went down, as did Sandy Carson. I emptied one gun then drew another, barely missing a count as I fired again.


A bullet from someone’s gun hit my saddle horn and whined away nastily. Another clipped my ear and one tore at my shirtsleeve. I fired away regardless, continuously pumping rounds at the ‘inspectors’.


Johnny Barnes was dropped by Phineas, and the two whose names I hadn’t known turned and spurred their horses away as fast as they would go.


Our herd was not the only at Doan’s that day and the shots from our set-to started a stampede, both herds mingling together and charging east along the Red River. We lost at least a hundred head – fifty or so in quicksand and fifty more in the river. Three days it took to round up the herds and another day to separate them. It had been quite a bother and a lot of hard work.


In the meantime, Phineas Dalton was taken to a doctor back on the Texas side of the Red and the three Banks brothers were buried in shallow graves, their names burned on makeshift crosses with a running iron.


Johnny Barnes survived his wounds and slipped away in the night. Where to, nobody knew, but he was never seen again.


Once more we hit the trail, as the news of the gunfight preceded us. Seemed like the Banks brothers had been pulling their inspection bit on other herds coming up the trail and folks were not unpleased to hear of their demise.


My name was thrown about and when we at last arrived in Dodge City, I was a known man. I found it bothersome and had been glad to be out of there.


The reputation of a gunman was nothing I wanted, but nonetheless it was now attached to my name. Even the man here in Abilene had recognized it and I reckoned that it would be that way from now on; there was nothing I could do about it. But the thing I found most disturbing now was the presence of Caxton and Everson Banks here in Abilene. Now was not the time for trouble with the likes of them.


Caxton and Everson were not brothers to the three from Doan’s Crossing, but were cousins. A better stripe of men, yet outlaws just the same. If we were to cross paths there would be trouble for certain, and that I wanted to avoid. I had hoped that selling the herd and taking the gold back to Texas would be a quick and simple thing. Now it was beginning to look as if just getting out of town alive would be a chore in itself.









Chapter Two


 


Later that evening, I ordered a steak at the Drover’s Cottage. It was, in fact, a fancy place; the fanciest I had ever seen. It was packed, too, and I found the atmosphere to my liking.


The food was excellent and plentiful, but I found the wine a bit weak for my taste, never having tasted wine before.


I ate slowly, savoring the food and watching the people come and go. When I came in I left word for Mr Fellows at the bar. Now a slim, fifty-ish man was heading my way.


I stood as he approached the table and he asked questioningly, ‘Mr Pickett?’


I nodded and we shook hands. ‘I’m Brice Fellows,’ he said, friendly. ‘Is Cole with you?’


‘No, sir,’ I answered. ‘He was killed by Kiowas down the trail.’ Cole Benson had been our trail boss on the drive. I had been up the trail to Dodge with him once before. ‘We buried him where he lay,’ I finished, ‘on the open prairie north of the Salt Fork.’


Brice Fellows’ expression turned sad and he looked away momentarily. After a minute, he turned back to me.


‘Cole was a good man. Did business with him many times. Are you the rep, then, for the herd now?’


‘That I am,’ I answered. ‘And if it’s my age that bothers you, don’t let it. Young though I may be, I’ve been up the trail and through the woods.’ Slicing off a piece of steak, I chewed and swallowed before explaining. ‘We lost three men on the way up. Tom Tucker was my riding partner and second in charge. We lost him under the horns of a loco’d bull. When it came down to it, in the end I had more trail savvy than the others, so I took up the harness. We made the rest of the drive with no trouble and no loss of beeves. Now all that’s left is to strike a deal with you and get back to Texas.’


We talked on about cows and cattle drives, drinking coffee and haggling over a price for our herd. Finally a deal was struck, and a fair one it was. We would get fourteen dollars a head. Mr Fellows offered a draft on a bank in San Antonio, but the folks that owned these cows were a long ways from there. They wanted gold and I intended to see they got it.


‘Will you be leaving soon?’ Brice Fellows asked.


‘As ever as I can,’ I answered.


‘How many hands do you have?’


‘We came up the trail from Texas with twelve, counting myself. There’s only nine left now, but of those only two will be going back to Texas with me.’


‘You’d best keep a sharp eye out then, son. You’ll be carrying a lot of gold and there’s a lot of unsavory characters between here and Texas.’


‘We’ll be careful,’ I said. ‘Thanks just the same.’


He was right about the gold. If word got out that we were carrying fourteen dollars a head, times almost two thousand in gold, every crook in Kansas would be on our trail. That was a sight of money. More than any I had ever seen before. That gold would be my responsibility and folks would be counting on its deliverance.


The quickest route back would be straight down the Chisholm Trail. That would also be the most obvious and in a town like Abilene, where every deal and transaction would be known sooner or later, it wouldn’t hurt to do the unexpected just in case someone decided to try and take the gold. I was not a trusting soul, nor was I a gambler. If I could help it, I wouldn’t be taking any chances on getting that gold back to its rightful owners.


It was dark as I walked down the streets of Abilene looking for Slim Hite and Gunner Walls. It was my intention to leave town early in the morning, just as soon as I picked up the gold. The boys would be sore, as they had looked forward to a few days in Abilene, but they’d just have to get over it.


Lights still shone from the windows of most places as I headed for Fisher’s Addition. Flynn’s, Downey’s, The Bullshead and the Alamo Bar, where I had been earlier – I checked them all, finding Slim drinking in Downey’s. He was halfway on a drunk and having a good but rough time with some punchers gathered around the bar. He was put out at the idea of leaving bright and early, all right, but he agreed to meet me at the stables come sunup.


Gunner Walls was another story. I could find him nowhere and I searched high and low. The last place I looked was Flynn’s and not finding him there, I stayed for a drink.


This place was crowded, too, and doing a booming business. Poker tables were going full bore and whiskey was disappearing by the gallons. Smoke filled the room, and to be heard a person had to yell, and there was plenty of that.


I was on my second drink when a man who looked familiar came in and joined a poker game. Easing over to the table, I watched as they played.


The man with the familiar face won most of the hands and the more he won, the more he loosened up. Soon he was in good spirits and had most of the money in front of him. The others began to drop out; most busted out of the game, others just giving up until another day.


I couldn’t place this man, but his face did look familiar. Once, he caught me looking at him and flashed a smile full of teeth at me and winked, enjoying to the fullest his run of luck.


Another man joined the game and I recognized him immediately. It was the man from the Alamo Bar of earlier that day. His face was slightly discolored from where I had struck him and when our eyes met, an ugly grin was on his face. He stared a moment at me, then back to the man I had found familiar.


‘So we meet again,’ he said haughtily, feeling very smug for some reason. ‘Care to join the game?’


‘No, thanks,’ I said stiffly.


He ignored my brusqueness and continued. ‘Why, aren’t you a poker player? Seems to me this would be just the game for you.’


‘Leave the man be, Boston,’ the familiar man said. ‘If he doesn’t want to play, that’s his business. Besides,’ he finished, ‘the man’s lucky for me. I’ve been winning ever since he came over.’


At this remark, the man called Boston burst out laughing, his whole body shaking with some secret mirth.


‘What the hell’s so funny, Boston?’ the familiar man asked, half-angrily. ‘You gone loco or something?’


‘No, no!’ Boston replied, choking over his laughter. ‘It’s just the thought of this man being lucky to you.’


‘What the hell’s so funny about that?’


‘Well, you see,’ Boston answered, ‘I met this man earlier in the Alamo. Had a bit of a disagreement, we did. Kept an eye on him after that and followed him to the hotel where he took a room. I didn’t know his name, but I was curious as to who he was.’ The man laughed again before going on. ‘You see, knowing this man’s name makes his being lucky to you awful damn funny.’


The laughter left his face then and he said, with a feeling of triumph, ‘I think you two gents should meet each other.’ He paused, looking back and forth between the two of us. ‘Caxton Banks,’ he said to the familiar man, ‘meet Dot Pickett. The Pickett from Doan’s Crossing!’


The man’s face turned to stone as he heard my name and his eyes filled with hatred. Instinctively, my hand went to the butt of my gun, but Caxton Banks neither moved nor spoke; he just sat there, staring.


As suddenly as it had appeared, the hate and anger left his face to be replaced by a bland look and I knew that before me was a Banks more dangerous than those I had dealt with at Doan’s. Most men were hotheads who let their tempers get the best of them. Caxton Banks was different. He was cold and calculating and in control of his emotions. A man like that would be one to take a man to the limits in any type of confrontation.


Finally he spoke, and when he did, his voice was calm and controlled.


‘So, you’re the one who killed my cousins?’


‘I had no choice,’ I answered. ‘They came hunting it.’


He looked at the man called Boston, then back to me. ‘Be that as it may, they were still kin.’


I didn’t answer and a flash of anger crossed his face again. ‘I set store by those boys,’ he went on. ‘They were stubborn and bullheaded to boot, but in spite of that, they had more coming to them than what they got.’


‘There’s some that’ll argue that,’ I said.


He looked at me thoughtfully, his face serious. ‘I reckon there is, but there’s those who’ll question anything a man does.’


I didn’t answer again while he continued to stare at me. The men around the table were fearful of doing or saying something that might precipitate a gun brawl. Even the man called Boston was silent, his face tense now and a bit nervous. If guns were drawn and a shooting commenced, he would find himself in a most untenable position.


‘So, where does this leave us, Caxton?’ I asked. ‘Those boys may have been your kin, but they were trying to rob us of our herd. On top of that, they drew first, shooting our trail boss from the saddle without warning. Had I acted any slower they would have shot me, too. Not to say they didn’t try anyway.’


‘You must be pretty fast,’ Caxton said, changing the subject. ‘Dawson was as good with a pistol as most and Lenny close behind. Is it true there were just the two of you against the five of them?’


‘There were seven of them,’ I answered. ‘Two ran away when the guns started banging.’


He thought about that for a moment, his eyes finally turning from my face. A minute he sat like that, staring blankly down at the table before him.


The man called Boston became agitated, his hands wringing nervously, as Caxton sat unmoving.


He stood up then, Caxton did, and did he make a wrong move, I’d shoot him. His hands rose to his vest and, removing a cigar from the pocket, he bit off the end and lit up.


A puff of smoke floated lazily towards the ceiling and he watched its slow path upward, his eyes locked on the smoky circle. When it was gone, he turned back to me then his gaze shifted to my right. A man was walking towards us, his step slow and deliberate. Six feet away he stopped and I looked at him, as did Caxton. It was Hickok and he said nothing, taking in the situation with a practised eye.


Caxton Banks turned back to me then, a blank look on his face. ‘Be seeing you around, Pickett,’ he said. ‘Take care of yourself.’


With that, he collected his money and walked straight out of the bar, never once looking back.


I turned my gaze to Boston and he rose quickly, following Caxton’s lead. When he was gone, a collective sigh of relief came from the men at the table, one picking up the cards and shuffling half-heartedly.


I moved from the table and over to the bar. Hickok followed and I offered to buy. He nodded and the bartender set them up.


‘You having trouble with Caxton?’ Hickok asked.


‘Not of my choosing,’ I answered. ‘My name’s Pickett. Dot Pickett. The man called Boston sprang an introduction on us unawares.’


‘Aw, so that’s it,’ Hickok said, suddenly seeing the whole picture. ‘That sorta clears things up. You be careful of Caxton and his brother. They’re not like their cousins. These boys are mean and capable. I’ve got nothing on them myself or I’d have run them out of town long ago. You remember one other thing, too. This is my town and I’ll have no trouble here that doesn’t end with me.’


‘If there’s trouble, Marshal, it’ll have to come quick. I’m pulling out of town first thing in the morning.’


He seemed satisfied at that and, finishing his drink, he moved off across the room. As I looked after him, a hand slapped me roughly on the back. I turned and drew in one motion, my gun out and level. There before me was Gunner Walls, a devil-may-care look on his face.


‘Damn you, Gunner,’ I said, truly angry. ‘One of these days you’ll get yourself shot full of holes pulling a stunt like that!’


He just stood there, grinning, for all the world looking like a boy pleased at the stunt he’d pulled. Shaking my head, I left the bar, Gunner Walls close on my heels. It had been a long day and if I didn’t lie down soon I’d be asleep on my feet.









Chapter Three


 


Dawn was a short ways off when the three of us saddled our horses and mounted up. Gunner Walls rode with a glum face. He was packing a headache big enough for the three of us. Nonetheless, he had been up and waiting at the stables.


Abilene lay quiet in the early morning dawn. There were a few people around, but not many. An oldster stood on the boardwalk in front of the Emporium sweeping methodically with a beat-up broom. He paused to look up at us as we rode by, then went on about his business.


Brice Fellows was true to his word. He stood waiting for us in front of the bank. We tied our horses to the hitching rail and entered the bank.


A man named Gattis met us inside; a short, portly man with thick-lens glasses perched on a bulbous nose. He wore a suit, and a gold watch fob showed on his vest. If a person were asked to give a description of what a banker would look like, this man would fit that picture perfectly.


Slim Hite and Gunner Walls waited at the door while Mr Gattis showed us to his office. There was no nonsense about the man and he had a certain gruffness about him that I disliked.


Pulling out a strongbox, he began laying out sacks of gold on his desktop. Brice Fellows went over them, checking the contents of each.


I had never seen so much gold all to once. It fair took a man’s wind and I watched humbly as Mr Gattis and Mr Fellows pushed a receipt book to me for my signature. Book learning was not a strength of mine, but with an effort I could spell out my name. I took the pen and carefully printed out each letter. When I was finished, I returned the book to Mr Fellows. He handed the book to the banker then turned back to me.


‘That’s a lot of gold to be carrying, son. I would advise you to be very careful on your way back to Texas.’
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