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The tall, lean man rubbed the whiskers on his weather-beaten face, thinking he had to be sure to shave first thing in the morning. Denton Oswald had been running the Dragoon Wells station since the stage line started. It was a lonely life, and he was happy to see anyone who could stay longer that the time it took to change the stagecoach horses.

The station was not equipped for travelers to stay overnight or get meals, but Denton was happy to have the company...especially since his guest brought a freshly killed deer as payment for a place to lay his head out of the weather.

The desert got mighty cold at night this time of year, and Sonny McGuire had spent his share of cold night under the desert stars. A belly full of venison steak and the comfort of the warmth of the fireplace was enough to loll most men to sleep, but Sonny McGuire was too excited to sleep. It was two long day’s ride from his ranch on the North San Pedro, and the stage was due sometime before noon, the next day, so waiting was the hardest part. 

Sonny tried, but he just couldn’t get his eyes to close, so he laid there staring at the roughly built ceiling. He could still feel the warmth of the hug and kiss that Heather had given him and the arms of Marcus wrapped tightly around his legs. Denton had told him that if Jace Silver was driving, they would be on time and tomorrow he would feel them again.

His mind roamed back to the first time he saw her. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and he couldn’t believe it when she returned the interest he had in her, but he was an army scout and had little to offer her. 

She had come for what was to be a brief visit with her father, who was the commanding officer at Camp Grant, but that visit just kept getting prolonged. Major Innis knew what was keeping her, and although he also understood that there was no future for her with an army scout, he just couldn’t see any way to break his daughter’s heart. 

He liked the young scout and knew he was a man with honor and integrity...and he was the best scout he had ever had. He remembered the day when a tall, gangly young man showed up with ten head of cattle. Normally, that would not have been an unusual thing, but since Cochise had been on the warpath, nothing was moving in this part of the country.

When he questioned him about how he had driven ten head of cattle right through under the nose of the most feared Apache of all, his answer intrigued him. The man first introduced himself and stood straight and tall in front of the major.

“I’m Sonny McGuire and I’m delivering ten head of cattle my father contracted with you. I read ‘sign’ and that told me that they were on a raid, probably to Mexico.”

The major listened.

“Well, Mister McGuire, by ‘sign’ I presume you mean tracks.”

Sonny’s shoulders went back a little further at the ‘Mister’.

“Yes, sir, my father taught me almost every track left by critters in this country, but he also taught me to not only look at the tracks but to study them to see where they were coming from and where they were going. He said it was the tracks that make that ‘sign’.

The Major nodded in agreement,

“So, did you see tracks left by Indians to make your deduction?”

Sonny had the feeling that he was being interrogated now.

“Yes, sir, I saw tracks of twenty, maybe thirty, unshod horses heading south, and since it is the full moon coming up, I figured they were on their way raiding to the south. With that many of them gone, I knew the rest would probably be left behind to protect their families, and they would be staying close to home.”

The major sat twirling a pencil in his hands as he listened. Sonny could tell that he wanted to hear more...but there really wasn’t any more he could say. He was beginning to feel nervous under the major’s stare, and he was about to say that when the door opened and a girl came storming in. and suddenly he couldn’t speak.

He lived in a part of the country where there were few girls, and this one was the prettiest he had ever seen. Suddenly, the major’s questions were of no interest to him, and as her father turned his attention to her, he realized that she came to the rescue, although she didn’t know it.

“Father, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had someone with you.”

It was the biggest lie she ever told him. She had seen the tall young man when he first came in driving the cattle, and she was busting to know who he was, and she couldn’t wait any longer. Her father gave her a disgusted look, but he could never get angry with her. Now she turned directly to Sonny. 

“Aren’t you going to introduce us?” 

The major couldn’t help seeing the way they were staring at each other. Camp Grant was not a real fort as such and not equipped to handle women, but since his daughter was only going to be there a short time he was making the exception. He spent a lot of time keeping the love-starved soldiers away from her, and this was the first time she showed any interest in any of them. 

“Yes, honey, this is Mister Sonny McGuire, and Sonny, if I may call you that, this is my daughter, Heather. Now, honey, you wait outside. I am just about to ask Sonny if he would be interested in being our head scout.”

As she just stood there waiting for his answer, he felt his heart beating as if he had just run a mile. He almost stuttered out his answer..

“Yes sir. That is something I would like.”

Heather beamed as she bounded out the door. 

‘That’s great, son, I’ll put you on the payroll right away. 

He stood up and shook Sonny’s hand.

“I suppose you have some affairs to settle before you start, so I’ll be expecting you in a week.” 

When Sonny went out, his head was still spinning. What a day it was, he had met the girl of his dreams and got a job to boot.

His father, Fergus, ran the small piece of land as a farm, and it was Sonny who convinced him to raise a few head of cattle like the ones they just sold to the army. He was eighteen now, and both he and his father knew he was not cut out to be a farmer. There was not enough work on the farm to keep him there, and when he told them about his new job, his father was happy for him. 

His brother Moon, at fourteen, was still too young to make his move in life, but they both knew that his time would come soon. Moon was happy too, but Sonny could see the look of envy on his face. He didn’t need the week to settle his affairs, as the Major said, and two days later he rode through the gates of Camp Grant. 

The fort was new and was still under construction, and although it was not suitable for women at this time, the Major made an exception for Heather because he knew her visit was short. By now, he, and most of the men on the post, were aware of the feelings between Sonny and Heather, and he didn’t have the heart to disagree when she kept extending her visit.

Heather was pushing the only man she ever loved toward marriage, but he knew his lifestyle was not conducive to having a wife. He felt trapped. He was deeply in love but could see no way of changing things. It was two years later when Moon came with word that their father had died that the situation resolved itself. 

With her father’s blessing, Heather and Sonny headed for the ranch on the North San Pedro River. For him, it was a time mixed with sadness and love, and as the sadness waned, the love grew. That was eight years ago, and until Marcus was born, he could not imagine life getting any better. 

He almost lost Heather at that time and whatever had happened, it seemed they were not able to have any more children. Although they lavished all their love on Marcus, they were both careful not to spoil him, and when the word came that her mother was very ill, they decided that Marcus should also go.

The trip to Boston was a long one, but since the railroad had come as far as Las Cruces, it meant a relatively short ride on the stage. Sonny worried about them traveling so far, but the army had rounded up the few remaining Apache hostiles, so they found the short stage trip relatively safe.

The long trip by train would be tiring for them, but he felt confident of their safety aboard the train, so he gave in to Heather’s wishes and drove them to the station, where he now impatiently waited for their return.

It was two months since he kissed them goodbye, and now he could hardly wait. He had been building the ranch for the past eight years, and for the two months they were gone, he threw himself into his work. But now, as he lay there, he knew there was no way he was going to sleep that night.

He did as he promised himself, the first thing he did when he got up was shave. Denton was fussing around, making them some breakfast, and Sonny could tell he was almost as excited as he was. By mid-morning, when Denton was busy getting the team ready to change, Sonny hitched up his two horses to his buckboard for their trip home.

He was feeling sorry that he didn’t have anything more comfortable for their drive home, but then he smiled, thinking how quickly the girl from the east had settled in to life on the isolated ranch.

Denton's call broke through his thoughts.

“Stage coming. Like I said, must be Jace.”

They both stood and watched as the dust swirling down the road, but as the stage drew closer, all Denton said was.

“Something’s wrong.”

He had seen that there was not the usual ‘shotgun guard’ sitting beside the driver. Sonny was not sure what he meant, and when the stage came to a stop, they could both see that the driver was injured. 

When Sunny hurried over and opened the door, expecting to see Heather and Marcus, all he saw was two men covered in blood, and at a glance, he could tell they were both dead. 

Denton was helping Jace down when Sonny came around.

“Was there a woman and boy on board?”

As he nodded, Jace was barely able to speak.

“Back there...all dead.”

Denton turned to Sonny

“We gotta get Jace to Middle Crossing to a doctor.”

Sonny was already running to his waiting buckboard.

“You take him!”

He sped past as Denton was helping Jace into the coach, and he whipped the horses into a gallop. His mind was racing with all kind of thoughts, but none of them was as bad as the picture he rode into. There were three bodies lying beside the road, and when he rushed over to turn the woman over, he was looking into Heather’s face. He knew she was dead, but he held her for a minute until he looked over at the little body that was lying a few feet from her. He just grabbed Marcus and held him in his arms, rocking back and forth. 

Finally, he carried the small, lifeless body of his only son over and laid him in the buckboard. When he had Heather and the other man laid beside him, he slid down and leaned against the wheel. He didn’t cry he just started taking deep breaths to control his anger, like his mother had told him. 
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If this had been his father, he would have been pounding the side of the buckboard with his big fists until the boards splintered. His father, Fergus, was a big man who had a hair-trigger temper. He had been a farmer in his homeland of Ireland and continued that in his newfound home in his new country.

Molly stood by his side through all the years and was tolerant of his short-tempered ways. He never once lost his temper with her or the boys, but pity be on the stranger who made a comment he didn’t like. It was usually over in one quick punch with the big fist and muscles developed over years of handling a plow behind a plodding horse.

As quick as his temper was, his regret for his actions was just as fast but usually of little solace to the man lying flat on his back. It was not only people who felt the wrath of his short fused temper, it was anything that didn’t work the way he wanted it to.

He had once destroyed a fence post against a rock because it would not stand straight, and as usual he was the loser in the end because he had to make a new post. Molly tried all through the years to help him control it, but in the end, she determined that her boys would not grow up with the same ill-gotten temperament.

Her two sons were her pride and joy. She named the first after her favorite time of the day, Sunset. When the other came along four years later, she picked a second time of the day for him and called him Moonrise. Of course, those names were shortened to Sonny and Moon, and she had more success with the boys' temperament than she ever did with her husband Fergus, but she never gave up on him.

As Sonny sat trying to control his anger, he did all the things his mother suggested, and that anger turned into something else. He got up slowly and looked at the bodies in the back of the wagon, and at that moment, he swore to them that he would kill the men who were responsible.

Thus began the vengeance of Sunset McGuire. For him, revenge was his first thought, but he understood revenge was a reaction motivated by anger or malice, so what he planned fell into the category of vengeance, which for him meant the desire for justice and required a much cooler head. He was determined that he would not rest until justice was done, and for him, justice was facing the killers over the barrel of his gun.

He covered his wife and son with a blanket, and he carefully walked over the area where the bodies had lain. He slowly walked over every inch of the surrounding area, and afterward, he could picture exactly what happened. 

Five men rode off, but only four men had waited and stopped the stage. He assumed they fired on them right away and the other body in his wagon was the shotgun guard. That meant for some reason one of the men had ridden the stage and probably killed the two men he had seen. The empty strongbox was a clue that there was probably a considerable amount of money on the stage.

His father’s training and the years of scouting for the army taught him how to read tracks and figure the sign, as his father called it. He looked carefully at every boot print and the tracks of every horse, and for him the sign told him there were five men and they headed out towards the north.

He figured the only reason they didn’t leave any witnesses was that they could identify the man who traveled in the coach. For him, these were brutal, desperate men who could do such a thing in a land where women and children were treated with the utmost respect. He couldn’t tell which one fired the shots that killed Heather and Marcus, but for him, anyone who would stand by and watch it happen was just as responsible as the actual shooter.

He had one good clue he could follow, and that was the tracks left by one of the horses wearing calkin shoes. The calkins shoe had protrusions bent down at the back of the shoe. He had seen these before, mostly on draft horses that need better traction but also on some horses working with cattle for allowing quicker turns and action, only on one of those shoes one of bent down protrusions was broken off. 

The tracks he was looking at were not left by draft horses so he presumed that the men were either cowhands or had gotten their horses from someone who was once a cowhand. He had never met a cowhand who would stoop so low as to do the deed that was done here, so he assumed the latter. 

Since the stage originated in Las Cruces and one of the passengers was involved in the robbery, he also assumed that it was possible they got the horses there. As he continued to read the tracks, his mind was ticking through the possible scenarios.  

It really didn’t matter where they got the horses, what mattered now was time. He needed a few days before the winds of the desert covered the tracks. With that in mind, he turned the buckboard around and headed for the nearest town of Middle Crossing. He had to resist the urge to gallop the team, but even though they were dead, he had to give them the respect of a slower, more comfortable ride.

When he reached the small town, it was still buzzing with the news of the robbery. When he stopped at the sheriff's office, he found that the stage had been carrying fifty thousand dollars for the Wells Fargo bank in Tombstone. The two men in the coach had been Wells Fargo guards, but no one knew how the bandits knew about the shipment.

The wounded driver he had seen had been taken to the doctor’s office and when Sonny came into the room, the driver, Jace, was lying on a bed with his head wrapped in a bandage. He was recovering from a wound where a bullet grazed his head and another that hit high on his shoulder. He stood looking down at the man for a minute, then he pulled up a chair and sat by the bed.

“Howdy, my name is Sonny McGuire, and my wife and son were on your coach.”

Before he could continue, the driver interrupted him.

“I’m might sorry for what happened. As the driver of the stage, it is my duty to see that the passengers arrive safely at their destination, and I failed your family”

Sonny could hear the sincerity in his voice.

“I know Jace, if I may call you Jace?”

Jace slowly nodded agreement, and Sonny continued.

“I would like to go over with you exactly what happened.”

Jace looked up at him with surprise.

“You know I told everything to the sheriff.”

It was Sonny’s turn to nod.

“Yes, I understand, but if you could just bear with me for a while. Let's start from the first.” 

Sonny was fuming about the fact that they allowed passengers on a stage transporting that much money, but held back his anger.

“How was it that passengers were allowed to travel on a coach carrying that much money?”

Jace took a deep breath.

“That was the station agent’s decision. From what I heard, the man who must have shot the guards insisted he had to get to Tucson, and when the agent relented, your Missus insisted on going too. The man had to leave his gun with me, but he must have had a hideaway gun that he used to kill the guards.”

He was on a roll now, so Sonny just let him talk.

“We just rounded a bend, and four men on horseback sat in the road, and as I was trying to pull up, they began shooting. It happened so fast I was knocked off the seat. I didn’t see Walt go down, and I must have blacked out for a minute.”

Sonny could see he was trying hard to get it straight in his mind.

“The next thing I remember was a shot that brought me around. The sheriff figured it was them shooting the lock off the strongbox. Then I heard two more shots and then horses riding away.”

Sonny sat quietly, knowing that those two shots were for Heather and Marcus.

“I want you to think hard, Jace. I know you said you didn’t see anything, but did you hear any of them talking?”

Jace just stared at the ceiling, and then he turned to Sonny.

“The sheriff didn’t ask me that, but I did hear something. I heard, ‘You finish it, Sal’ just before the last two shots.”

Sony was excited now.

“Are you sure it was Sal, could it have been Bill or something like that?”

Jace was quick to answer. 

“I remember thinking at the time that it was an unusual name. It’s funny what sticks in a man’s brain. No, I’m sure it was Sal.”

Sonny was not sure if he was prepared to hear any of the details of the shooting, but he let Jace continue without any more interruptions.

“I was lying on the other side of the coach, so I can’t tell you anything about the shooting.”

Sonny could see the man lying wounded in front of him was suffering too as he turned away and continued.

“Why would anyone do anything like that? The only thing I can think of is that since we had all seen the man in the coach, they didn’t want any witnesses.”

That was the way that he had figured it too, he had seen the tracks of a man who stood by the place where Jace had fallen and must have figured he was dead. Now he could see that it was taxing the driver to continue, so he thanked him and left. It wasn’t much to go on, but at least it was a name, and it sounded like it was the name of the man who did the shooting.
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