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“A decent cowboy does not take what belongs to another man—and if he does, he deserves to be strung up and left for the flies and coyotes.”

— Judge Roy Bean
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August 21, 1863

A half dozen men huddled around a small campfire on Mount Oread, hidden by thick cypress trees, discussing the upcoming raid on the little town of Lawrence, Kansas, while the rest of the troops milled about nearby, waiting for the order to mount their horses.

Quantrill read the letter Mrs. Loren had sent him for a second time.

“Well, this letter spells it all out. We have a good map of the town, and we now know which houses to spare.”

He looked up at his lieutenants and laughed—a sound that, on this night, gave him an unbalanced, almost otherworldly look that foretold the horror about to be visited upon Lawrence.

“Tonight we will ride into Lawrence and clean the town out. We’ll rob the bank, the stores, the houses—we’ll take everything of value. And when we’re finished sacking the town, we’ll slaughter every man, woman, and child.”

He held the letter up so all of his men could see it, then paused for effect.

“Except for the few names of friends mentioned in this letter.”

Cal Rymes, John Mercer—known to his friends as Bear because of his size and fierce fighting skills—and another young raider, a sixteen-year-old youth named Jesse James, sat around a smaller fire, drinking coffee and discussing the coming raid. The flames danced in Jesse’s eyes, reflecting a cold excitement.

“I’m going to get rich tonight,” Jesse said. “I’m going to concentrate on the bank. There’s sure to be a lot of cash in that safe, and I’m going to make sure I get my share. Then I’m going to go find me some Yankees to kill.”

His voice pitched higher than normal, fueled by anticipation of the slaughter ahead.

John Bear Mercer smiled malevolently. “I’m going to kill me a lot of Yankees today. Then I’m going to join Jesse and help myself to some Yankee money.”

Cal sat hunched over by the fire, trying to keep warm.

“I can use some money too,” he said quietly, “but I don’t like the idea of killing defenseless people—especially women and children.”

Jesse laughed. “This is war, Cal. And in war, people die.”

He laughed again, nervous and sharp.

“And come this morning, a lot of people are going to die. That’s a fact, and nothing in the world can change it. That’s life, Cal. There’s nothing you or me can do about it.”

Mercer, a twenty-one-year-old Missouri boy who was handy with a six-gun, nodded in agreement.

“Jesse’s right, Cal. This is war. Killing Yankees is what we do.”

Cal shook his head and poked at the dwindling fire. He had joined Quantrill’s band in the spring of ’64, proud to ride with the man he believed was a patriot. He learned otherwise soon enough. Quantrill was a murdering psychopath, using the war as an excuse to rob, murder, and pillage.

“What do you want to do when you get out of this war, Cal?” Jesse asked.

“I’d like to get me one of those new Yankee Navy Colts,” Cal said. “And when we hit Lawrence, maybe I can pick up a good horse while I’m there.”

Jesse nodded. “I hear you—but that’s not what I asked. What are you going to do after the war?”

Cal blinked twice, then looked at him.

“You know, Jess, I never thought that far ahead. But now that you mention it, I’d like to get me a spread—raise some cattle. Maybe some horses too.”

“You need money for that,” Jesse said.

“Yeah, I know. I never got much money from these raids. When the war ends, I guess I’ll do some buffalo hunting. They’re paying good money for the hides. If I kill enough, maybe I can scrape together enough to start a small ranch.”

Jesse shook his head. “Why do that when you could rob a Yankee train or bank and take what you want? That’s what I’m going to do when this war ends. I’m going to make those Yankees pay for what they did to the South—and I’m going to do it for years to come.”

Mercer nodded. “That’s what I figure too. There’s a lot of banks between here and California just waiting to be taken by a man who’s not afraid to die—or kill.”

Jesse grinned. “Now that’s what I’m talking about. Maybe I’ll put a gang together after the war and do just that.”

Cal noticed the look in his friend’s eyes and knew he meant every word.

“Look, Jess—you’re my friend, and whatever you do, I’ll always be your friend. But I joined Quantrill to fight Yankees, not to rob and kill unarmed civilians like we’ve been doing. It ain’t right. These people have a right to live. They’re hardworking, God-fearing Christians—even if they are Yankees.”

Their conversation was cut short by Quantrill’s voice.

“Lawrence is over yonder, just beyond that mountain. We can be there in an hour—so mount up. We’re riding to Lawrence. When we enter that town, you’ll kill everyone you see. I don’t care if it’s men, women, or children. You kill them all. Understand?”

The men answered with a resounding, eager, “YES!”

“I’ve assigned some of you to guard a few friendly houses,” Quantrill continued. “But don’t worry—you’ll still get your share when I divvy up the loot. Now let’s ride.”

An hour later, all hell broke loose.

Early on the morning of August 21, Quantrill led 450 guerrillas down from Mount Oread and into Lawrence. Senator Lane, the prime target, escaped to a cornfield wearing only his nightshirt. The rest of the town was not so lucky.

Quantrill ordered his men to kill all the men and boys, claiming that if they were “old enough to carry a rifle,” they were old enough to die. He led by example, using his French pinfire revolvers to drag men from their homes and execute them in front of their families.

Cal was ordered to burn down a gun shop. Before doing so, he entered the store and searched for a Colt Navy .44-caliber revolver. Under the counter, he found a matched set of Navies and took them. He also noticed a display case of carved ivory grips and took two sets.

He poured kerosene liberally across the floor, struck a match, and tossed it onto the boards. The building whooshed into flames.

Quantrill, still mounted, watched with satisfaction.

As Cal stepped into the street, he suddenly drew his battered Remington, spun, and fired.

Quantrill ducked, thinking Cal was shooting at him. Instead, he saw a man fall dead—shot just as he was about to plug the colonel in the back.

Quantrill said nothing. He nodded once at Cal, then spurred his horse and galloped down the street.

The fighting ended almost as quickly as it had begun.

By 9 a.m., Quantrill left 183 men and boys dead, ranging in age from fourteen to ninety. Most of Lawrence lay in ruins, with only two businesses left standing.

Back at camp, Quantrill sat by the fire beneath a hanging oak, sipping coffee as Cal walked past. Shadows from the limbs hid the colonel until he spoke.

“Thanks for watching my back today, trooper. That bluebelly would’ve plugged me for sure. I owe you one—and I don’t like owing debts. What can I do to even us up?”

“I could use a good horse, Colonel.”

“That all you want, soldier?”

“That’ll do me just fine.”

“We took plenty of good horses today. Go pick one. He’s yours.”

“Thank you, Colonel.”

Cal turned to leave, but Quantrill stopped him.

“I was impressed with the way you handle a gun. That was some fine shooting. Where’d you learn to shoot like that?”

“My father was a gunsmith. I was handling guns almost before I could walk. He had a range behind his shop, and I practiced there for hours. I never thought much of it—until I saw how bad most men shoot. That’s when I realized what all that practice had made me.”
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The next two years weighed heavily on Cal.

Ever since he had saved Colonel Quantrill—and word of it spread among the men—they took notice of the way he handled a gun. When they spoke of him, they referred to him by his given name, Calico, a nickname that rankled the young man. He preferred Cal, but he never let on that he knew of the reputation he carried among the raiders.

Cal believed in the Southern cause, but he was burned out. Though he was a soldier, he did not agree with the way Quantrill fought the war. The senseless killing of more than 150 Negroes filled him with regret for ever riding under the colonel’s command. Still, Cal was a soldier, and he performed his duty—albeit reluctantly. He longed for the day when he could leave Quantrill and his raiders behind.

He knew that if he rode away now and disappeared, Quantrill would track him down one night and have him shot as a deserter.

Even as the war drew to a close, in the spring of 1865 Quantrill—now riding with only a few dozen men—staged a number of raids in western Kentucky. On April 9, General Lee surrendered his army to General Grant. On April 26, General Johnston surrendered to General Sherman.

That same day, April 26, Quantrill led a small force of about a dozen men into an ambush at Wakefield Farm. His horse turned skittish under fire, and he failed to escape. A Union soldier shot him in the back.

Cal watched in horror as the raid turned into a slaughter. One by one, his companions were cut down by Union troops in a deadly crossfire. Only Bear and Cal escaped, saved by the fact that they were the last men to enter the farm. The instant the Union forces opened fire, the two men wheeled their horses and fled.

Cal later learned that Quantrill was carried by wagon to the military prison hospital in Louisville, Kentucky, paralyzed from the chest down. On June 6, 1865, at the age of twenty-seven, he died from his wounds.

Jesse James had not been with Quantrill that day. He was riding with Bloody Bill Anderson and had been shot through the chest. What finally turned Cal against Jesse was the role he played in the Centralia Massacre, which witnesses later described as a carnival of blood. While Anderson’s gang looted Centralia and murdered civilians, a train carrying twenty-one unarmed Union soldiers on leave pulled into town. The soldiers were executed, along with more than 150 captured troops. Jesse was credited with killing Union Major A. V. E. Johnson. To Cal, the mutilation and scalping of bodies crossed a line that could never be uncrossed.

When Cal found the matched pair of Colt Navy revolvers in Lawrence during the waning days of the war, he began wearing two guns. He was right-handed. Though capable with his left, he was deadly with his right, and he wore both pistols in positions that favored a fast draw.

His quickest pull came from the belt holster at his hip. He could draw as fast as a rattler could strike and was a match for any man wearing iron. His second gun rode on his left side in a modified shoulder holster, the butt turned horizontally to the right for a swift cross-draw if needed.

In June of 1865, Cal was discharged in Kansas. He packed his meager belongings into his saddlebags, said goodbye to Bear, mounted his horse, and headed west toward the plains to hunt buffalo.

He could have hunted in Kansas, but he wanted distance—distance from Quantrill, Bloody Bill Anderson, the war, and the part he had played in it. To Cal, Kansas was like a festering boil that needed lancing, and the only cure was miles.

He traveled unhurriedly, covering twenty-five to thirty-five miles a day. He had a good horse and two fine guns—but no saddle rifle. He needed a proper buffalo gun, though that would have to wait until he had the money.

To leave Kansas, he had to pass through Dodge City.

Checking his pockets, he found he had $15.75 to his name—enough for a bath, a shave, and a clean shirt. His boots were worn but serviceable. Riding with Quantrill had at least ensured that he wasn’t barefoot, as so many Confederate soldiers had been by war’s end.

Cal rode into Dodge looking like a ghost. His clothes hung loose on his rail-thin frame. Weeks of beard growth nearly hid his face, accentuating deep-set black eyes beneath heavy brows. In short, he looked like a walking corpse.

He spotted a sign advertising Lunch — 25¢, dismounted, tied his horse, and stepped inside. The place was crowded. As he turned to leave, two men vacated a table. Cal moved toward it—but someone grabbed his arm.

“That’s our table, mister.”

Cal looked at the hand gripping him, then raised his eyes slowly to the man’s face.

“I’d get your hand off my arm while you still can,” Cal said quietly. “I’m not going to tell you again.”

The man released him and jerked his head toward the door. “We’ll teach you some manners, Reb. We’ll be waiting outside.”

Cal sat calmly as the waitress approached.

“What’ll it be, cowboy?”

“Your twenty-five-cent special.”

“That’s eggs, bacon, toast, and coffee.”

“Make it three eggs, miss. I haven’t had eggs in two years.”

She studied his torn uniform and nodded. “I’ll add a couple more. No charge.”

When she returned, she whispered, “Those men are still outside. You could leave through the back.”

Cal ate like a man starved—which he nearly was.

“Thank you,” he said. “But if they’re still there when I leave, they won’t bother anyone again.”

After finishing, he asked, “Where can I get a bath and a shave?”

“Tony’s Barber Emporium. Down the street.”

As Cal rose, every eye followed him. He checked his Colt instinctively, then stepped outside.

Dodge was lawless in those days—full of restless ex-soldiers, gamblers, gunmen, and predators. To the two men waiting in the street, Cal looked like easy prey—until they noticed the ivory-handled Colts.

They circled him.

“You Rebs never learn,” one called. “We killed you in the war. Now we’ll kill you here.”

The man on Cal’s left went for his gun.

Cal was faster.

He shot him square in the chest, spun, and fired again—dropping the second man before he could draw. The two shots sounded almost like one.

“It was a fair fight,” Cal said to the crowd. “You all saw it.”

He holstered his guns and walked to his horse.

The waitress stood nearby.

“Dinner’s on me tonight,” she said. “Name’s Lorraine.”

“Cal.”

Later, Cal searched the dead men’s saddlebags, finding clothes, ammunition, forty-two silver dollars—and a rifle.

A .50-caliber Kentucky rifle with a forty-one-inch barrel. Eighteen pounds of long-range killing power.

Perfect for buffalo.

Cal secured it to his saddle.

At last, he was properly armed.

CHATER THREE

Cal sat in the tub for a full half hour, letting the hot water do its job—loosening the dirt and grime that had clung to him for weeks. When the water finally cooled, he decided the bliss had run its course. He stepped out, dried off, and tried on the black pants and black shirt he’d taken from the troublemakers’ saddlebags.

They were a little large, but to Cal they fit just fine.

Next stop was the barbershop—for a haircut and a shave.

When Cal walked into Lorraine’s restaurant later that evening, she didn’t recognize him. She pointed toward a table near the wall.

“There’s no one sitting there, sir.”

Cal laughed softly.

“What’s so funny, cowboy?” she asked.

“I came back for that meal you promised me.”

“Meal? What meal?” She narrowed her eyes and took a closer look at the clean-shaven young man standing before her. Then her mouth fell open. “My God... is that you, Cal?”

“Yes, ma’am. It’s me.”

“My goodness. I never would’ve recognized you.” She studied him like she was seeing him for the first time. “Under all that hair and dirt... you’re a striking-looking man, Mr.—Mr...?”

“It’s Rymes, ma’am. But just call me Cal.”

“Cal Rymes.” She tested it out as if tasting the name. “That has a nice ring to it. Is Cal short for Calvin?”

“No ma’am. It’s short for Calico... but nobody calls me that. Just Cal.”

“Calico...” Lorraine smiled, clearly pleased with herself. “I like it. I think I’ll call you Calico. Calico Rymes. That sounds good.”

Cal didn’t argue. He’d argued enough in his life.

“Are you staying long in town, Calico?” she asked.

“Maybe a day or two. I’ve got supplies to buy, then I’m moving on.”

“Where to?”

“Up into the Plains country. I’m going to hunt buffalo.”

“Buffalo hunting?” She frowned. “Why in the world would you want to do that?”

Cal shrugged. “If I can stack enough hides, I can make enough money to buy a small ranch somewhere. I don’t have many skills, but I know cattle and horses. I figure I could make a go of it—run a few head, maybe breed some good horses.”

Lorraine hesitated, then asked, “Have you thought about staying in Dodge?”

“No, ma’am.” His voice stayed even, but something hardened behind it. “Dodge is still Kansas. Kansas reminds me of too much. I want to get as far away from it as I can.”

Lorraine’s expression softened. She could imagine enough to know she didn’t want the full picture.

After a beat, she tried again—more gently this time. “Why don’t you stay here and help me with my business? I could use a partner, and you seem... steady. Think about it before you go running off to hunt buffalo.”

Cal stood stone-faced for a moment, as if he hadn’t heard. Lorraine started to repeat herself, but he answered without emotion.

“I can’t picture myself working in a restaurant. Not after what I’ve been through. It would drive me batty.” He glanced toward the window, as though the street outside still had teeth. “No. I need to get lost on the trail for a year or two before I decide anything. I need quiet. Solitude. Somewhere away from towns and people.”

Lorraine nodded slowly. She understood. Maybe after the hurt eased, he’d see the world different.

“Well,” she said, forcing a brighter tone, “if you won’t be my partner, then I can at least put some meat on that skinny frame of yours before you leave.”

Cal hadn’t had much reason to smile in four years, but he cracked one now—thin, but real.

“Lead the way, pretty lady.”

Now it was Lorraine’s turn to smile.

Cal noticed a few patrons watching him with new respect. Some recognized him from the afternoon’s gunfight, but they kept their distance and their mouths shut.

Lorraine pointed him toward a seat by the wall. “Sit there where you’ll feel comfortable. I’ll bring you some vittles.”

Cal nodded. Lorraine understood men who’d just buried violence—men who didn’t like having strangers behind them.

Fifteen minutes later she emerged carrying a platter piled high with hot food and set it down in front of him.

“Let’s see how hungry you really are, cowboy. Veal, pork, lamb, and beef.” She tapped the plate with a finger. “And if you leave food on that table, you’ll be washing dishes. Understand?”

Cal grinned—showing straight, white teeth—and somehow that grin made him look even younger than he was.

The door opened, and a boy rushed in carrying posters under his arm. He spoke quickly to Lorraine. She nodded, and he went about placing one poster in the front window and another on the counter.

As the boy turned to leave, Cal motioned him over. The boy approached, and Cal took the poster.

One word at the top jumped out in bold letters:

SHOOTERS

Cal read it carefully. A representative from Winchester Arms was in town, promoting the company’s new rifle in partnership with the railroad’s expected arrival the following year. The poster announced a shooting exhibition outside of town. For a ten-dollar entry fee, the best shot would win a brand-new fifteen-shot repeater, described as an improvement over the Henry rifle.

The prize was no ordinary firearm. The poster called it a .45 caliber Model ’66, gold-gilt, relief-engraved exhibition rifle, with elaborate panel scenes engraved into the receiver and fine-grade lacquered wood.

The contest was scheduled for this coming Saturday.

At the bottom, the poster named the Winchester representative:

Mr. Henry Galton

Available at Horace’s Saloon, 11 a.m. to 4 p.m., to answer questions and collect entry fees.

Cal reached into his pocket for money, but Lorraine caught him before he could.

“I told you earlier, Calico. Dinner’s on me tonight.”

Cal nodded. “Thank you.” He glanced at the poster again. “I wonder if Mr. Galton is still at Horace’s.”

“Did someone mention my name?” a voice asked.

Cal looked around until his eyes landed on a smiling man seated at a nearby table.

“Are you Mr. Galton?” Cal asked.

“None other,” the man said pleasantly. “What can I do for you, son?”

“I read your poster,” Cal said. “That’s a fine rifle. I want to register for your shooting contest on Saturday.”

Galton chuckled. “You can register right now. I’ve finished my supper and I’ve got nothing pressing.” He lifted a carpetbag onto the table, opened it, and removed a sheaf of papers. After a moment of flipping pages, he nodded. “Ah. Here we are.”

There were already several names on the sheet. Galton pointed to the next empty line.

“Sign right there.”

Cal signed.

Galton read it aloud. “Cal Rymes.” Then he looked up with curiosity. “Can you shoot, Mr. Rymes?”

Cal nodded once. “As good as anyone, I suppose.”

Cal tapped the paper with one finger. “Is it just the men on this page I’ll be shooting against?”

Galton laughed. “Lord, no. There’ll be a hundred men or more.” He leaned back. “I posted these notices in every town I passed through. Plenty of men have signed up already—and plenty more will show on Saturday.”

Then Galton held out his hand, palm up, smiling.

“Now that you know the particulars... how about that ten-dollar entry fee?”
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If Cal were to take part in the shooting contest, he would have to remain in town instead of leaving as he had planned. It was Wednesday evening, and since he had to stay, he decided he’d go to Horace’s and play poker.

“I’ll see you later, Lorraine—and thanks for a great meal.”

“Where are you going, Calico?”

“I’m going to the hotel to get a room, then I’m heading to Horace’s to see if I can get into a poker game.”

“Will I see you later?” she asked.

Cal looked at her questioningly and asked himself, Do I want to get involved with a woman looking for a husband when I could walk down the street to the red-light district and pick out any whore I want?

“I don’t think so, Lorraine. It’ll be pretty late when I decide to retire for the night.”

“Mind if I join you, Cal?” Galton asked.

“It’s a free country, Mr. Galton. If you care to accompany me to Horace’s, I have no objection. I won’t even object if you decide to join me in a game of poker.”

Galton smiled. There was nothing he liked more than playing poker. The only problem was that he was a terrible poker player—but losing never bothered him. Win or lose, it was the game itself that he loved.

The loud murmur of men enjoying themselves quieted to a whisper when the two men entered the place. Cal pointed to the bar.

“Let’s get a drink first.”

The men at the bar parted respectfully to give Cal and Henry enough room to drink without being crowded. By now, everyone in town knew Cal Rymes was the man who had faced down two gunmen in the streets of Dodge earlier that day.

Cal didn’t want trouble with anyone in the bar—or in town—so he acted casual. Before long, men were sidling up to him, eager to buy him drinks. There wasn’t much else to do in these Western towns but drink, gamble, or be entertained by soiled doves.

Cal was smart enough to know he had to stay sharp and on top of his game, which meant limiting his drinking. He liked a drink as much as the next man, but he never stepped over the line. One drink too many could be fatal.

Though unintentional, an aura of danger clung to him like a sheepskin coat.

He scanned the card tables and spotted one with a few empty seats.

“Come on, Mr. Galton. Let’s sit down and play a few hands of poker.”

“That sounds like a mighty fine idea, Mr. Rymes,” Galton said eagerly.

Once seated, Galton leaned over and asked in a low voice, “Did I miss something back there? Why does everyone want to buy you drinks?”

“I had some trouble today with a couple of troublemakers.”

That whetted Galton’s appetite. “And?”

Cal didn’t respond.

“Come on, Cal—don’t leave me hanging. What happened with the troublemakers?”

“I killed them.”

“Both of them? You mean to tell me you killed both of them?” The other players heard the question but pretended they hadn’t.

“Yes. Now let’s play poker.”

The game lasted well into the evening. Cal won a modest sum, and even Galton came away with a few dollars. All in all, it was an enjoyable game, and the players were pleasant enough.

As they were counting chips, two men pushed through the batwing doors and scanned the room. Cal knew trouble the moment he saw it.

One of the men—a bear of a man—bellowed loud enough for everyone to hear. “I was told the Calico Kid who killed my brother earlier today was in here. Show yourself, you yellow dog!”

Cal told Galton to move aside before the lead started flying. But to Galton’s credit, he shook his head.

“If there are two of them, I’ll stand beside you. Better odds that way.”

Cal gave him a sidelong glance. “Can you handle that iron you’re wearing?”

Galton smiled. “I sell guns for a living, son. Before Remington hired me, I represented Colt. Yeah—I can handle a gun.”

When Cal stood, the room erupted as patrons scrambled for the walls and out of the line of fire. Horace, behind the plank bar, reached under it and pulled out a shotgun.
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