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        For Norm, wherever he is. A lover of Westerns, I hope he appreciates this one.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      There was a small bridge spanning the stream and he paused, leaned over the saddle and gazed into the crystal-clear water. Fast running, the stream shone with a silver luster and as he looked, he noted the tiny fish darting in and out between clumps of stone, made smooth by the constant action of the water.

      “You can drink it if you have a need.”

      James started, automatically reaching for his gun. The old man, who up until then had sat as still as a stone himself, rose to his full height, hands lifted straight up. “Easy, mister. I’m only telling you what is. Didn’t mean to scare you none.”

      Eying the old man, checking for any weapon, James relaxed when he did not see any. He allowed his hand to drop from his gun belt. “Apologies. I’ve been on the trail for quite some time so I’m kind of jumpy. Sorry.”

      Shrugging, the old man stepped clear of the undergrowth in which he sat. “Well, none of that is my business, young fella. We don’t get many visitors to the old town nowadays. There was a silver mine, but that is all petered out. Small gold mine too. All gone. The railroad passed us by as they probably knew there wouldn’t be much to stay here for. So, you’re welcome whoever you might be and wherever you have come from.” He lifted his fishing pole, drawing in the line to examine the bait, which was little more than a blood-red thread. He clicked his tongue and reached down, produced a wriggling worm from a small earthen dish, and proceeded to attach it to the hook on the end of the line.

      James watched him, engrossed. “I can’t see many big fish,” he said as the old man plopped the baited line into the water.

      “Oh, they is there.” He chuckled and settled himself amongst the undergrowth once more. “It’s a case of knowing where to look and having the patience to wait.”

      Smiling, James looked towards the small town lying squat, dark and quiet in the distance. He could make out a church, a derelict water tower, several outbuildings, none of it out of the ordinary. The stream ran down to the outskirts before it lapped around, embracing the town in a sad trickle. Again, he was amazed at how clear and clean the water was. “What’s the name of this town?”

      “Heritage. Don’t ask me why it got that name. Some say because of its history but I don’t know if that’s true. I’ve lived here some fifteen years or more. Moved here just after the War’s end, when the mood was bright and hopes high. That’s all changed now, of course. The world rarely gives you what you’re looking for.”

      James allowed his eyes to roam over the distant town once more. “Is there a place I can stay the night?”

      “There’s Grensham’s. Used to be a real fancy place when the silver was to be had. Then there is old Ma Kubrick’s. She does bed and breakfast. It’s clean and homely. She might do you an evening meal if you asked real kindly.” He chuckled. “Could be she’ll buy some of my fish and that’ll be what you have for supper. Can I ask where you’re heading?”

      “Wyoming.”

      He whistled softly. “That’s quite some way. You can get provisions and the like from Duckster’s Store. He has coats, boots, oats for your horse, and powder for your guns if you need any. Good man is Brent Duckster, doesn’t rob you like many do. Tell him Parsley sent you and he’ll give you a discount.”

      “Parsley?” Now it was James’s turn to chuckle. “Is that your name?”

      “It’s what they call me. Can’t quite remember the last time anyone called me by my real name. Parsley is who I’m known as, so it’ll suffice.”

      “Well,” James touched the brim of his hat, “thank you for the suggestions. I think I’ll go and see what Ma Kubrick has to offer.”

      “Wise choice. Grensham’s Hotel is not what it was. Plenty of rooms but I doubt they’ve seen a broom for a good few years. Silver ran out in seventy-eight. Not much has happened here since.”

      Smiling again, James tugged at his hat brim, kicked his horse gently on the flanks and moved over the bridge to canter along the trail towards the town.
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      Jorgenson pulled up his horse and took a deep breath. Ahead of him, somewhere across the plain, rode Byron James, charging along like a cavalryman into battle. The big Swede lost him quite some time ago and now he didn’t know which direction to take. He was not a tracker and no matter how hard he stared at the ground, he couldn’t pick out any signs of hoof prints.

      Dragging a hand across his brow, he reached for his canteen and took a long drink from the tepid water contained inside. Swilling it around his mouth, freeing his teeth and tongue from accumulated sand, he spat out a long trail of water before taking another swallow. His eyes hovered on the distant bluish blur of the mountains, the sky streaked with purple and red. Night would fall soon and he needed to find somewhere to camp. Out here, exposed, the coyotes would pick up his scent soon enough. Or, worse still, wolves. Coyotes would run at the first sign of resistance but not so wolves, especially if they were hungry enough. The idea curdled his blood and he shivered at the thought of being attacked in the middle of the cold night. Putting the canteen back, he rolled his shoulders, bent himself low across the saddle pommel and moved on.
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        * * *

      

      Within the hour, he saw the smoke trailing from a lone cabin’s chimney. Giving up a silent prayer of thanks, he pulled his coat collar closer around his throat and cantered along the winding path which led to the wooden building’s front entrance. He was within fifty paces when the door creaked open and a withered little man stepped onto the porch, a twin-barreled shotgun in his hands. “That’s far enough,” said the old man with the gun. “State your business here.”

      Jorgenson reined in his horse and raised a hand. “I wonder if you might have a barn where I could rest my horse for a little while, perhaps some grain? I’m willing to pay.”

      The man tilted his head. “You ain’t American.”

      Jorgenson had to smile. His sing-song-like accent often caused strangers to stop and stare and ask that inevitable question. “I’m Swedish, name is Karl Jorgenson. I’m out of Depford Falls, almost a day’s ride from here. I’d be obliged if you had somewhere for my horse and me to rest.”

      “Depford Falls?” The man frowned. “You’re the second stranger who has come from there.”

      Jorgenson stopped, a prickling beginning at the nape of his neck. “Oh? A slightly built man, educated, not young.”

      The man slowly lowered his shotgun but his eyes never faltered as he held Jorgenson’s stare. “That would be him. He in some kinda trouble?”

      “No, nothing like that. He’s a friend. I’m trying to overtake him, take him back. He’s made a mistake or two, that’s all.”

      Jorgenson heard his voice, how hollow his words were. Byron James’s only mistake, perhaps, was that he didn’t manage to kill the murderer of his wife when he had the chance. Now, he was after that very same man, to kill him, find where Sloan Melling lived. Sloan Melling who wanted James dead so badly he hired any number of assassins to do the job. Up until now, none had succeeded. James was tougher than a prairie dog’s tongue. Melling’s vengeance for the death of his son would have to wait and James might just curtail those desires before he even realized it.

      “As far as I know, he headed on into town,” said the old man. “You won’t make it there before nightfall if you have a notion to follow him. Besides, it ain’t the sort of place to wander into after the sun’s gone down.”

      “Oh. Why is that?”

      The old man shrugged. “Much the same as any other run-down old town. Much like myself, it’s distrustful of strangers. That fella, though, he seemed decent enough.”

      “He is.”

      “All righty then. My advice would be to wait until mornin’. So, to answer your question, got a lean-to out back. It ain’t much and the smell might turn your stomach but you’re welcome to it.”

      Jorgenson nodded his thanks and slowly dismounted. He waited for the old man to step down from his porch and followed him around to the lean-to.

      It was as the old man described. Its roof looked in serious danger of collapse. A bone-thin mule, with a vivid slash of white hair bisecting its mane, stood inside, lazily munching on some hay. It looked as bedraggled and unkempt as the old man, who sniggered as Jorgenson led his horse inside. “Company for him. For them both. Old Nanny ain’t had much company for a long while. Bit like myself.”

      “Might be something of a tight squeeze for me in here,” said Jorgenson. A big man, he almost filled the remaining space next to the two animals. He untied the bedroll from behind the saddle and looked around for somewhere to place it.

      “You can sleep in my cabin,” said the old man. “I have some stew on the hob. You’re welcome to join me if you have a mind.”

      “That’s kind of you. Thank you.”

      “Pfff, ain’t no need to thank me, stranger. You are a good sort, I can see that. And you don’t carry a gun so I guess I’m safe enough.” With that, he cracked open the shotgun and laid it across his forearm. “This country is still wild, mister, even though the Injuns have now gone. You’d be wise to carry a gun.”

      “I left in something of a rush. I had no time to find a gun or anything else for that matter.”

      The old man did not look convinced. “Well, my advice is to get one down in Heritage in the morning. When you’ve finished with your horse I’ll serve up the supper.”

      Jorgenson smiled his appreciation and watched the old-timer hobble back to his cabin. Even out here, he mused, good old-fashioned hospitality could be found and for the first time since he left Depford Falls, the big Swede felt as if his luck was changing for the better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      There were four men in the foyer, all of them ‘passing through’, Ma Kubrick explained as James booked his room. “Evening meals are becoming popular,” she said, studying James’s signature. “And, at one dollar, they are good value for money.”

      “I don’t doubt it.” James stepped back and hefted his bedroll. His horse was stabled at the small livery stable he’d come across, but he preferred to keep his scant belongings with him. From Ma Kubrick’s expression, as she eyed the Sharps, she probably would have wished him to be unarmed. “It’s all right,” he said, “I have no intention of using firearms while I reside here.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Sheriff Tenson has worked hard to keep this a clean town. I wouldn’t want you to fall foul of his wrath.” She put her hands on her slim hips and cocked her head. “It’s his habit to call in as he makes his evening rounds.”

      “Have no fear on that score, madam,” said James with a smile. “All I want is a bath, a good night’s rest and an early start in the morning.”

      She arched a single eyebrow. “And a good meal before bed?”

      “As agreed.” He cleared his throat, preparing himself to comment on something he’d been building up to. “I met an old man on my way in. Name of Parsley?”

      “Oh my Lordy, that scoundrel!” Her laughter betrayed the fact that her words should not be taken too seriously. “Did he recommend you stay here?”

      “He did indeed.”

      “And say that you should ask me for a discount?”

      It was now James’s turn to laugh. “Not exactly, but I’m guessing he says that to everyone he meets.”

      “He’s harmless, so long as he keeps off the drink, but I’m afraid…”

      “It’s no matter,” said James. As he went to turn away, something struck him. A thought, sudden but overwhelming in the emotions it created. He’d done his best not to think too much about Amy, his wife—what had happened, the circumstances surrounding her death. Something about Ma Kubrick reminded him of Amy. He hadn’t seen it at first, everything a blur, with little definition or form. Now, her voice cutting through his thoughts, he started at how alike they were. And with those memories came the image of the man who destroyed everything James held dear. His wife’s murderer. Frement, the one-time journalist out of Depford Falls, a man in league with those who sought James’s death.

      “I need to ask you something, Ma Kubrick.”

      “Oh, something else?” She folded her arms, assertive, somewhat suspicious. “And what is that?”

      “You must get a lot of visitors, people passing through, wanting to stay… A week ago, did a man pass through, a wounded man?”

      “Wounded? You mean a gunshot?”

      James held his breath. “Could be…”

      The silence spread out between them, a cavernous moment, dark and foreboding. “No,” she said simply and at last.

      His shoulders slumped. For one moment, there was a flicker of hope that Frement had been this way, had lingered, had given some indication of where he was going. Now, there was nothing, and the disappointment pressed down heavily upon him. He went to go again.

      “There was a man, a stranger,” she said, and he stopped and frowned towards her. “He wasn’t wounded, or at least he didn’t appear to be. An intense sort of gentleman. He was not forthcoming in his explanations about who he was, where he was heading for, his business. None of that.”

      “I see. Well, that might be him—the man I wish to meet up with. We have some business together, you see.”

      “Important business?”

      “You could say. At least it is for me.”

      “He stayed for just the one night. As I say, he gave no indication of where he was heading.”

      “I thought perhaps Wyoming.” He took a step closer. “Was there anything, anything at all that you might call unusual?”

      “Who knows, Mr James? Every person has something out of the ordinary about them, certainly the ones who board here.” She gave an apologetic smile. “One thing I did find curious about him, however. He carried a bag. Enormous. Evidently heavy. A bag he would not let out of his sight. He even had it with him during dinner.”

      James, throat constricted and dry, struggled to ask his next question. “Was there any indication what might be inside?”

      “No, nothing obvious, but it was undoubtedly heavy.”

      “And he left the following day?”

      “Yes… I seem to recall he wished to purchase another horse as his own animal was, how can I put it, not of the best quality. A nag. Perhaps the livery stables could help you, as they sometimes have horses for sale.” Her eyes narrowed, features growing resolute. “Why are you so interested in this man, Mr James?”

      “Oh, other than what I said, there’s no real reason, just idle curiosity.”

      “Something more than that, I believe.”

      James left it there, thanked her, and went to his room. Sparsely furnished, the bed sagged in the middle and the small wardrobe appeared to be on the brink of collapse. From the small window, he could hear the sounds of the street filtering through. For the second time that evening, his thoughts turned to Amy, of the times they would spend talking over their day, laughing at the exploits of the children, those tiny incidents which punctuated their work. The first tear came unchecked and, before he could do anything about it, he was curling himself up into a ball and crying like a baby.

      And now, here he was just thirty minutes later, partaking of the excellent meal provided by Ma Kubrick, sitting opposite two carpetbaggers from Chicago and a quiet, middle-aged woman beside him on her way to Nebraska to meet her husband. “He’s opened a store selling dried goods,” she explained to nobody in particular, “and it is my desire to extend the business into various household wares, such as pots, pans, cutlery.”

      “Cutlery?” asked one of the men opposite, his interest piqued. “Madam, fate, I feel, has brought us together.”

      “Good fortune, Wilbur,” said his partner, leaning across his friend and offering his hand to the startled woman. “My name is Framlington, Hotspur Framlington. Together with my partner here, we are representatives of the Baskerville Dining Service Company, with offices right across the northern states of⁠—”

      “Mr Framlington,” said Ma Kubrick, who sat, face set stern, at the head of the table, “this is not a place of business, it is my dining room. If you wish to conduct sales talk with my clients, I would request you do so after we have eaten.” She dabbed at her mouth with a large, crisply pressed cotton serviette. “That way you won’t cause my guests indigestion.”

      James suppressed a giggle, pretended it was a cough, and swallowed down a mouthful of water from the glass at his left hand. He caught the twinkle in Ma Kubrick’s eye as well as the ferocious glare from Framlington before he returned to his meal.

      Later he stood on the porch, taking in the cool of the evening. Drifting to him from across the street, he could just make out the trill tinkle of an out-of-tune piano, followed by explosions of uproarious laughter. The saloon, The May Bell, seemed well attended, and James considered dawdling over to partake of a nightcap when the woman he’d shared the evening meal with appeared next to him. He straightened himself up, unconsciously smoothing his jacket front and adjusting his collar. “Good evening, Madam. Beautiful night, isn’t it?”

      “Good evening, Mr James.” She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and sighed. “It certainly is. It’s on nights like this that I thank the Lord for allowing me to stop here in Heritage.”

      Smiling, James offered his hand, which she took. “You have me at something of a disadvantage, as we were never introduced.”

      “My name is Drummond, Isabelle Drummond. I’m taking the stage in the morning, crossing over to Nebraska. Have you ever visited Nebraska, Mr James?”

      “I can’t say I have, Mrs Drummond.”

      “It is very beautiful. Still wild in places, but I will be going to Lincoln, which is a growing town. Almost a city now. It is where my husband has established our business.”

      “I’m passing through as well. To Wyoming.”

      “Ah, then you may well travel across Nebraska on your way. You must pay us a visit.” She passed him a small, ivory-colored card, which he studied with interest. “You have business in Wyoming?”

      He felt the heat rising from under his collar, and he busied himself with placing the card in his inside pocket. “Business … yes, you could say that.”

      “And what business might that be?”

      James turned towards the owner of the voice. It was Framlington, chomping and puffing on a huge cigar, the grease from his meal—picked out by the oil lamp suspended from the veranda ceiling—glistening around his mouth. A dappled, silver-threaded waistcoat barely managed to contain his paunch. As the man stretched, James thought that the buttons were about to burst. Isabelle gave him a look of disgust, which disappeared when she turned once more to James. “I’m off to bed, Mr James. I do wish you well on your journey.”

      James bowed his head. “You too, Mrs Drummond, and my sincerest best wishes for the success of your business.”

      She moved to return indoors and Framlington, pausing for a moment, doffed his hat before stepping aside. “Good night, dear lady.”

      She did not answer, and now, alone, the two men leaned on the porch balustrade, turning their attention to the street and the May Bell.

      “Wyoming is quite some way,” said Framlington distantly, blowing a stream of cigar smoke into the night. “This is the farthest west I’ve been so far and, I have to say, it’s not the most pleasant of experiences. Can’t imagine what Wyoming is like. Big sky, I hear.”

      “I wouldn’t know. Like you, the West is something of a mystery to me.”

      “So what is it you do?”

      James had to stop himself from giving his automatic response. Teaching was something he’d done for quite some time, but now, having been forced to leave Depford Falls, there was only one occupation he wished to pursue – that of vengeance. “This and that,” he said, refusing to be drawn.

      “Sounds intriguing, Mr James. We should talk some more. We’re always on the lookout for people to join our sales team.”

      “Cutlery, you said?”

      “We have recently closed a deal with a Sheffield company out of England that produces the most exquisite pieces. I have some examples I could show you so that you could⁠—”

      Holding up his hand to cut Framlington off, James shook his head. “I’m not all that interested, thanks all the same. My journey to Wyoming is all I’m concentrating on right now.”

      “Well, perhaps I could invite you for a drink?” He pointed towards the May Bell with his cigar. “Wilbur will join us. My partner. Wilbur Danks. A first-class salesman. Only met him on the road, but he impressed me with his charm, wit and professional manner.”

      “A salesman like yourself?”

      “Of that, I’m not exactly sure. A man’s past has no bearing on my decision-making, Mr James. I have a skill for spotting talent. And Wilbur has talent – the gift of the gab, as the Irish say.”

      “Do they?”

      “Oh yes. I’m Irish, you see, Mr James, Irish descent at least, so I’m qualified in speaking at great length about anything at all.” He laughed at his own words and, puffing furiously on his cigar, swung around. “I’ll fetch Wilbur and we’ll go and warm ourselves with a few drams.”
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      The saloon buzzed with the sound of raucous laughter and gleeful shouting as men pressed together in the confined, smoke-filled room, drank, gambled and enjoyed their moments. A frail-looking man bashed away at the keys of an ancient piano in the far corner, playing a tune which James found vaguely familiar.

      Framlington said something, but James could only manage to make out a garbled collection of meaningless words. In the chaos around them, nothing made sense. Smiling, Framlington pushed his way towards the bar.

      Pulling James close, Wilbur Danks, a man quite a few inches shorter than the former schoolteacher, shouted something. James shrugged and shook his head. Wilbur stepped closer, cupped his hands around James’s ear and said, “We haven’t been introduced. My name is Wilbur Danks. I believe you are making your way to Wyoming?” James frowned and nodded. “Your business there is of a sensitive nature? Mine also.”

      He stepped away, leaving James to ponder the meaning of such an enigmatic statement. He’d felt the unmistakable presence of a firearm under the man’s coat, a notion which was both concerning and intriguing. Pointing to a relatively empty corner, Danks took James by the elbow and led him across the room, parting the sea of people with assuredness and, sometimes, a dangerous look.

      “This is better,” said Danks, leaning against the wall and scanning the room. “I’m not one for crowds, Mr James. That is your real name, is it not?”

      With his sense of unease growing exponentially, James merely nodded while he looked for Framlington, hoping he would return quickly and save him from this curious man.

      “I’ve heard of a man called James.”

      They exchanged hard looks. James shot his eyes to the man’s waist. He wore a single-breasted frock coat, buttoned almost to the neck, but there was the bulge at the man’s hip. He was armed. James was not.

      “He was a schoolteacher.” A grin. “Are you a schoolteacher, Mr James?”

      James went to move away, but Danks, striking with the speed of a rattler, came off the wall and gripped him by the forearm as his other hand went inside the coat. “Take it easy, James. You try to alert Framlington and I’ll plug you right here and now.”

      “Who are you?” James could barely speak as his guts yawned open in terror. Here he was, trapped in this saloon, surrounded by a mass of disinterested and mainly drunk customers who wouldn’t notice anything unless it was an explosion. Even then, they would probably ignore it. “Did Melling send you?”

      The man frowned. “Melling? Who’s he?”

      James gaped. “I thought you were⁠—”

      “I’m an officer in the Pilkington Detective Agency, Mr James. We were called in to investigate what happened to Marshal O’Mara over at Depford Falls. You remember Marshal O’Mara, don’t you, Mr James? Of course, you do. Did you kill him, Mr James? Murder him in cold blood?”

      Suddenly, nothing else existed for James. All the noise, the press of people, Danks’s increasingly annoying smile, his chilling words, everything receded into the background. All James was aware of was the pulsing in his head, the fog of despair clouding his senses. The floor loomed up under him, threatening to engulf him as if he were in a raging river, unable to breathe or escape. A strong arm wrapped itself around his waist to steady him and a concerned voice called to him from far, far away. “Mr James? Mr James, it’s all right.”

      In a frightening rush, the present slammed into him and James, blinking madly, looked around, struggling to find something recognizable and familiar to focus on and regain some sense of reality.

      Danks helped him towards a nearby card table. “Get out the way,” he barked at a card player, who looked up with an appalled expression. “Now.”

      “You talking to me?”

      “Move yourself, my friend here needs to sit down.”

      Draining of color, the man did so without complaint and Danks helped James to sit down.

      “I don’t like your tone,” said the man.

      Danks, leaning over to put the other man’s whisky drink to James’s lips, barely flinched. “Leave it, mister, if you have any sense.”

      With the whisky reviving him a little, James held up his hand. “I’m all right.”

      “You took a nasty turn there, Mr James. Sit quietly here for a moment, I’ll go and hurry Framlington up a little.”

      “Listen here, you arrogant piece of…” said the man, bringing his hand down on Danks’s shoulder.

      Without a word or visible change in demeanor, Danks, crouching low, swung into the man and slammed his fist straight into his solar plexus, folding him over like a penknife. Gasping and gagging, the man dropped to his knees, face bright red, hands clamped across his guts.

      James viewed it all like a detached, disinterested passer-by, but he couldn’t help but be impressed. Taking up the whisky, he drained the glass and slammed it down on the table. As things came back into focus, he met the disbelieving stares of the other men crowded around the card table, their game momentarily forgotten. Just a step away, the first man, still gasping and retching, turned his pleading face towards James and muttered something.

      “I’m sorry,” said James at last, meeting each of the card players’ glares one by one. “I don’t know who that man is, but I apologize for his actions.”

      All eyes suddenly snapped towards the batwing doors that flew open. A man, breathing hard, disheveled, bare-headed, coat and trousers streaked with mud, strode in, revolver drawn. “Where is you, Grensham, where is you?”

      Pressed in another corner, surrounding another card table, a man got to his feet. Tall, distinguished, with grey hair sprouting beneath his hat, he pulled back his coat to reveal two pearl-handled Colts. “Here I am, you scoundrel.”

      “I’m here to settle our debt, you mealy-mouthed cur!”

      Everything from that point happened very fast and James witnessed it all. He saw Framlington and Danks stepping away from the bar counter, Framlington carrying a tray stacked with drinks. He saw the gunman turn towards Grensham, whose hands were already reaching for his guns. And he saw Danks, arms flapping wildly, moving to intercept any attack, his own gun filling his hand. “Stop!” he roared.

      It was too late. For everyone.

      The gunman, registering Danks’s proximity, turned his revolver on the Pinkerton and put three bullets into him, blowing him into Framlington, throwing the man together with the drinks back against the bar and the assembled press of men gathered there. All hell broke loose from that point. In a tremendous, unstoppable stampede, men ran, wrestling with one another in their desperation to flee. Four abreast, they burst through the doors, wrenching them from their hinges, and spilled into the street. Wild screams filled the air, glasses fell and smashed on the floor. No one wished to remain, the dread of being shot too great. So they fled, clearing the saloon in seconds. Those knocked to the ground in the rush staggered to their feet and, not wishing to witness any further deaths, reeled into the night.

      James stood up. His mind now clear, he crossed to where Danks lay and picked up the revolver. If he intended to use it, there was no longer any suitable target. The assailant was nowhere to be seen.

      “Damn him all to hell.”

      It was the man James assumed was Grensham, standing tall amongst the shattered glass strewn all around. He was breathing hard.

      “Who was that?” asked James, putting Danks’s Colt into his waistband. He could do with another gun, he reminded himself. His Remington, along with his Sharps, was hidden inside his blanket roll at the livery where he’d left his horse.

      “Someone with a grudge,” said Grensham. He toed Danks and grunted. “He’s dead.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “What was he doing stepping between me and that numbskull?”

      “I’d say he was trying to save your life.” James glared, his eyes dropping to Grensham’s boot before he brought them up to bore into Grensham’s own. “Least you could do is show some respect.”

      Somebody somewhere groaned and James turned to see Framlington using the bar to help himself get to his feet. “What just happened?” he muttered.

      Before anyone could answer, three men came through the wreckage of the door. They bore animal looks as they searched the room, bodies taut, ready to spring into action. Each held a gun and the lead man, tall and angular, sported a star on his vest. He came towards Grensham. “You all right?”

      “Seems that way. This poor man probably saved my life.”

      The sheriff, as declared by the badge on his chest, got down next to Danks and felt for a pulse.

      “He took three bullets,” said Grensham. “Any one of them could have hit me.” He went to the bar, lifted the nearest glass and downed it in one. He shuddered and shook his head.

      “And who are you?” the sheriff demanded of James.

      “An accidental witness,” he said. “The victim’s name was Danks. He was an associate of that gentleman there, but that wasn’t all he was. Best if you find his credentials, which I’m assuming will be in his coat somewhere.” He pointed towards Framlington, who was looking decidedly ill, his pallor almost green. “The three of us came here for a quiet drink. I’d only met them barely an hour or so ago.”

      Nodding, the sheriff rifled through Danks’s clothing and found his wallet. He took it out and opened it. “Says here he’s a Pinkerton.” He brandished Danks’s badge, pinned to the inside of his wallet. “What’s a Pinkerton doing here?”

      “Who knows,” said James, and moved over to Framlington. “You all right?”

      “Not sure.” He dragged a trembling hand across his brow. “I need a drink.”

      Placing Danks’s credentials inside his coat, the sheriff blew out his cheeks. “This is a sorry mess. Which way did the killer go?”

      “He went left as soon as he got through the doors,” said James. “He’s probably halfway to Texas as we speak.”

      The sheriff tilted his head. “You saw him leave?”

      “I did.”

      “You’re a cool customer, ain’t yeh? In all this commotion, you managed to spot the killer leaving, even knew what direction he took.” He put his hands on his hips. “What’s your business here in Heritage, mister?”

      “I’m passing through.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes, it is. I’m boarding over at Ma Kendrick’s, but I plan to leave tomorrow. First thing.”

      “Well, that won’t be happening,” said the sheriff.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean I’ll be questioning you a lot more, as soon as I’ve picked the bones of what has happened here. You never did tell me what your name is.”

      “It’s James. Byron James.”

      “Well, Mr Byron James, I’ll be telegraphing the Pinkerton Detective Agency just as soon as their office opens to find out what our departed friend was doing here. In the meantime, you stay over at Ma Kendrick’s. And your pistol,” he said, leaning over to relieve James of the Colt, “I’ll place into safe storage.”
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      The walk back to Ma Kubrick’s was slow and wearisome. Grensham accompanied them, leading the way, in fact, with James behind, supporting Framlington, who appeared to be suffering. James had already checked him for any wounds. He was unscathed, at least as far as bullets were concerned.

      Waiting at the top of the stairs, barring the way to the entrance of her guesthouse, Ma Kubrick gave each of them a ferocious glare. “What in the name of the Almighty was all that commotion over in the saloon?”
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