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A GENTLE DESERT WIND brushed across his face, a dry caress, abrasive from the sand it carried. To the west, the mountains appeared to rise up from the flat scrub — an inviting vision. 

Sam Colder sat upright in his saddle, thinking about being up there where the air would be cooler and cleaner. 

He sighed. It was a long ride up there from where he was now, stopped in front of the trading post at Buckhorn, deep in Western New Mexico Territory. 

“If I was Cowboy Tom, I wouldn’t stay here long,” he said.

Marshal Will Jenkins turned in his saddle and dropped the handkerchief that covered his face to give Sam a chapped-lipped smile.

“If you was Cowboy Tom, you wouldn’t have ridden here in the first place,” he said. “And if you had, you wouldn’t have been with that bastard, Carl Rivers.”

Sam had heard of Cowboy Tom’s gang, and he’d seen the reward posters. “Never made his acquaintance,” he said.

“Lucky you,” Will said. “Tom doesn’t mind riding with some real bad men.”

Sam glanced around the trading post, looking for... anything. A sign of movement. “Well, if I was Tom and running a gang, I guess I’d do that too.”

“Of course, if you was Cowboy Tom, you probably would have been smarter than to try to rob the stage office in Glenwood when an Army patrol was there.”

“I’d be that smart, would I?” Sam asked.

Tom snorted. “He and Rivers sat outside and sent two men in with guns drawn. They got a little surprise when they found there was armed soldiers inside. Didn’t go well for them two. They leaked blood all over the place. A real mess.”

“So I wouldn’t have done that?”

“No, you wouldn’t. Fact is, you’d make a rotten Cowboy Tom all around.”

“I make a rotten me, sometimes,” Sam said. 

“Not as bad as you’d be as an outlaw.”

“And yet, here I am, a well-known bounty hunter who finds himself playing deputy and chasing your outlaws. Seeing as I got out of the lawman business and became a bounty hunter so I could go after the ones I chose to go after, and given that a deputy can’t collect a bounty, can you remind me again why I’m doing this? Right now I can’t recollect.”

Will laughed. “It’s all because you were missing my charming company and hearing my pearls of wisdom about bad men.”

“Oh, sure, that must be it.”

“When I came along, you was sitting in that Buffalo Bar in Silver City, spending all your bounty money on drink and whores and bored out of that thick skull. I could see you needed some adventure and took pity on you, offering you a chance to ride with me.”

“I see.”

“You said yes, because I asked you to and because it gives you a chance to remind me how you know this country better than me.”

He was making fun, but it was all true. Especially about knowing the country.

Will was brand new to the territory. A month before, he’d left the Texas Rangers to take a job as Marshal and had been based in Santa Fe. They sent him to track down Cowboy Tom’s gang. The trail started in Las Cruces and led north. When Will hit Silver City and ran across Sam, he asked him to ride with him. 

They’d been friends when they were both in the Rangers, and Sam still considered Will a good friend. Over the years, they’d tracked down a lot of bad men together. He was right that Sam liked his company. It wasn’t any chore to ride together now.

They had followed the outlaws’ tracks from Silver right here to the little nothing that was Buckhorn, where they now sat on their horses, staring at the Buckhorn Trading Post. 

The entirety of Buckhorn consisted of two wood-frame buildings. One was a house and the other a false front trading post. Behind the house sat a ramshackle stable with a hayloft.

“I don’t see no sign of bandits,” Sam said. “I don’t sign of much at all.”

“Other than the tracks leading straight here,” Will said. 

He swung down from his horse and handed the reins to Sam. 

“Wait around. I’ll go inside and chat with the proprietor. If he’s sober, maybe I'll be able to convince him to remember any recent visitors and to let me know where they might be headed.” He nodded toward the other buildings. “You stay here and keep an eye out for crazy people.”

Sam pulled his hat down, getting it tighter on his head against the wind, and nodded. Will turned toward the building and Sam let his right hand rest lightly on the butt of his revolver, which sat in its holster on his left hip, in the cross-draw he favored. He scanned the buildings as Will walked to the front door. 

When it opened, Sam saw the figures of a man and a woman. He couldn’t see much but figured them to be the kind of desert rats who would run a place like this — tough people, survivors of a hard life. 

Before the door closed, through the blowing dust, he saw the woman turn to greet Will.

Sam turned his attention back to the other buildings.

Not a sign of man or horse greeted his eyes. That seemed odd. It was a sure thing that the trading post would have horses, and a buckboard sat alongside the stable. With the dust kicking up, the way it was, suggesting the possibility of a serious dust storm brewing, they would have made sure they were inside the stable. Horses were valuable and, to people in remote locations, important for survival.

From this angle, he couldn’t see into the barn at all, which meant a couple of half-smart outlaws could have their horses tucked in there and he’d never know it. That loft was a spot he might pick to keep watch if he was being chased.

But he didn’t see a thing. If they were in there, they were keeping themselves well out of sight. They could be hoping that he and Will would ride on.

A few moments later, Will emerged, his twisted grin in place.

“Interesting chat,” he said. “The man, well, he is one taciturn SOB. He’d want payment for the time of day. But the woman, now, well, she was nicer, and happy enough to tell me that two men rode in the other day.” 

Sam handed him the reins of his horse.

“Did she now?”

“Before her man shut her up, that is. He ain’t nearly so friendly as her.”

“So he wouldn’t say nothing?”

“After she spilled the beans, he claimed they stayed in the barn overnight. That’s what the man said. Then they headed off in the morning.”

“So we are a day behind them?”

“If that weren’t a lie.”

“The woman agree?”

Will laughed. “The man was glaring at her, and she stayed quiet. I think she wanted to tell us something, but she’d have to deal with him after we left, and it weren’t worth it.”

Sam got down off his horse and looked at Will. “Then maybe we should take a look around this place for ourselves.”

Dust swirled around them. “Except that I was thinking...” Will said, reaching his hand up to his face.

As his index finger touched the tip of his nose, Sam heard the snorting of a horse. Before he could turn to check it out, before Will could tell him what was on his mind, the side of Will’s head exploded. His friend’s face formed an odd, surprised look as a bullet went through his skull, splattering his blood and bone across the sand.

Sam spun, his gun seeming to jump into his hand. 

Two riders had emerged from behind the house. One was jacking a round into his carbine, and the other was pointing his rifle at Sam.

Sam fired first. His .44 slug struck the shooter squarely in the face, knocking him backward. 

He dropped the carbine and reached for the reins, trying to regain his seat. 

Sam fired again, hitting him in the head. The man went slack, dangling in the saddle, held up by his boots trapped in the stirrups. 

Sam swung the gun around to cover the other man. 

This one fired wildly and then, before Sam got him in his sights, whirled his horse around and bolted back behind the house and out of sight. 

Sam ran toward the house in a crouch, wishing he had a carbine. 

As he came around the corner, the rider was rapidly disappearing into the distance, already out of range of his Colt. Still, he aimed carefully at the dot in the distance. A lucky shot might bring down his horse. He aimed above the target and fired. 

The gun bucked. “Damn,” he said, knowing he’d jerked when he pulled the trigger. The shot would go wild.

He took a breath and aimed again. He could barely see the man. At this range, if he hit a man on horseback, it would be sheer luck.

A sharp pain shot through his head. It started at the base of his skull, nearly blinding him. He turned as he collapsed, his legs unable to hold him. 

The proprietor of the trading post stood over him, holding a rifle by the barrel.

As the world went black, the last thing he saw was the man standing there, looking down at him with a dark smile. 
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Chapter Two
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ON A BRIGHT, COOL MORNING, a day when the mountain air seemed exceptionally fresh, Georgina Tucker made her normal stroll to the office over the mercantile. It didn’t escape her notice that when she passed the man who managed the bank, he gave her a guarded, furtive, and admiring glance. 

The man was of no particular account in the scheme of things. He worked for Dale Rodgers. But the look pleased her.

It would be inappropriate for Abe Tucker’s wife to acknowledge such an improper gaze, and for now, as much as it grated, Bella Luna had to be Georgina Tucker. While Georgina would have to be offended, if she noticed, Bella Luna was more practical, and seldom of a mind to ignore a compliment to her beauty. 

Being desirable to men had always been her ace in the hole in the game of life. Hungry looks like that one told her she still had it.

Further along, a rough and tumble cowhand, bronzed by sun and wind, likely on an errand from the Bar Z ranch, stopped and stared at her more openly. More lasciviously. 

Brazenly, the biddies of the church would say.

This man’s smile, the desire and lust it displayed, pleased her even more. 

She didn’t encourage it, however. She couldn’t. While that man might provide a little enjoyment, she had to forgo it for now. Georgina Tucker couldn’t be seen giving a man like that the time of day.

This was the downside of playing a role and being stuck in it until Tom arrived. 

She’d been in Gold Waters for six months now — six months pretending to be Georgina Adams, a former schoolteacher and Abe Tucker’s mail-order bride. Abe had sent Georgina money to meet him in Tucson. 

She’d been in Santa Fe when Bella Luna met her in a dress shop. Smelling a mark, she’d befriended her. But her story disappointed. 

“She don’t have any money,” she told Cowboy Tom. “Anyway, she’s off on the next stage to Tucson and gonna marry some rich fella from a place called Gold Waters.”

Where she saw a problem, Tom saw an opportunity. 

“I heard of that town. It was a boom town once, and still brings in good money.”

“So what? You want to rob it?”

“Maybe. I’m thinking that a rich man’s wife would be in a position to learn a lot, like where the rich folk stash their money. She’d be in a situation to make good plans for me and the boys to make a big score without risk.”

“Except, she’s got her heart set on being a wife and not helping some outlaws strip the town bare,” Bella said.

“I was thinking that you should take her place,” Tom said. 

“Take her place?”

“This man never laid eyes on her in his life. You heard her story, and she’s got letters from him you could read.”

It was typical Cowboy Tom thinking. Greedy, ambitious, and outrageous. 

“You want me to marry this man? You want me to spread my legs for a townie and pretend I like it?”

Tom shrugged off her concern, letting her see he thought it was not much in the scheme of things, just a minor detail. 

“You always do what you got to do,” he said. “When I get there, I’ll kill him and save you the trouble of getting a divorce.”

She kind of understood. Tom’s gang had gotten to be too much of a nuisance and the Territorial authorities had sent lawmen after them. With the law on their heels, they needed to split up for a time, anyway. If she took Georgina’s place and married this wealthy Abe Tucker, Bella Luna would disappear. She’d plan a big score for the gang, and when they showed up, well, things would be right as rain.

But she wasn’t quite sure what that said about Tom’s affection for her. She showed him her sad face and said, “Well, if you are sure that’s what you want me to do?”

“Given the hand we been dealt it’s the best play. We’ll shake off the law and me and Carl will take a roundabout trail to Golden Waters.”

“Gold Waters.”

“Right. I’ll send Nate there on his own. He can be a hothead and I don’t need him stirring up more shit for me. But if he gets there.”

“The stage leaves tomorrow,” Bella said.

“Get over to her room and see if she won’t have dinner with you. When you come back to her room, me and Carl will be waiting. We will have a chat with her and explain how things will work.”

Bella knew that Tom wouldn’t explain much. He wasn’t of a mind to want to risk having Georgina showing up somewhere and spoiling the scheme. 

The next day, as she got on board the stage for Tucson as Georgina, she knew the boys were putting the real Georgina in a shallow, unmarked grave out in the scrub land.

Reaching Tucson, it amused her how easy it was to carry out the deception. Tom was right. 

Abe Tucker met her, married her, bedded her, and took her to Gold Waters as his wife, without even a moment’s hesitation.

That was six months back now.

When she’d worried about playing Georgina, one aspect she hadn’t considered, seeing as she hadn’t given being a rich man’s wife a lot of thought, beyond having money, was that people watched her. Not that they suspected her of anything, but the comings and goings of a prominent man’s wife were of uncommon interest to the gossips and self-righteous in town. She was fair game.

That meant she couldn’t drink, play cards, swear, or fuck cowboys. It meant she spent her days running the mercantile while Abe ran the feed store and stables, and his daughter Liz ran the inn. 

In the evenings, the family, sometimes accompanied by Trent Aspen, the sheriff, who was a suitor for Liz’s hand, went out to dinner at the town’s one real restaurant. 

And they all went to church every Sunday. 

She was sure that Georgina would have been delighted, but the life was driving Bella out of her mind. 

She doggedly stuck to the plan, which was to make a plan for Tom’s arrival. And wait.

After six months, she’d heard that the gang was on the run, again, but would be there... eventually.

One interesting dynamic in the town was the long-standing rivalry between Abe, her husband, and another important man, named Dale Rodgers. Between them, they owned most of the town.

Georgina’s daily path to the mercantile took her past Rodger’s saloon, which sat across the street from his bank, which also housed his assay office. 

Those three businesses made Dale Rodgers the key to accessing most of the gold and cash in the town that was in Gold Waters at any given time. 

The town was well past its boom days when gold poured out of the two streams that met behind it, but the local placer miners and prospectors that remained still did fine. Although the money flowed erratically now, there was still plenty enough to keep the men working and the assay office going strong.

Clearly, when Tom arrived, he’d want her to tell him how they’d reach out for all that loot... without having to raise an army.

There were definite challenges to grabbing the money without a fight. Dale had guards watching the bank round-the-clock and most of the townspeople, including Abe Tucker, had a vested interest in its safety. Once inside, getting to the money meant getting through a massive, thick vault without creating a ruckus. 

On this very bright morning, cheered by the leers of the men she’d walked by, she noticed Dale Rodgers himself, standing on the boardwalk in front of his saloon, smoking a cheroot and smiling at her. His too, was a lusty leer, and seeing it gave her the basis for a real scheme. 

The look of desire that crossed Dale Rodgers’s face as he tipped his hat to her showed her the opportunity. The rivalry between the two men was something that she could use to make Tom’s work easy when he arrived, and her life a bit of fun until then.

“A pleasant morning to you, Missus Tucker,” he said, letting his voice waver a little on the “Missus.”

She stopped and faced him. “Good morning to you, Mr. Rodgers,” she said.

Dale Rodgers was in his early forties, a strong-looking man, not large, with a hard face. Known as a tough businessman, he and Abe were different sorts of men. The right kind of man to run a saloon in the frontier, Dale gave no quarter and had acquired the assay office when the previous owner turned too much of his attention to the booze and whores Dale afforded the town. 

Although he and Abe played poker together every Wednesday, they were far from friends. He had little respect for Abe Tucker. 

Almost the day she came to town, Dale Rodgers had let Georgina Tucker know that he thought she deserved more of a man than Abe Tucker and that he was such a man.

While Georgina Tucker would not and could not listen to such foolishness from a man like that, and Bella Luna couldn’t say anything, in truth, she couldn’t agree more. 

Today, after her six months of forced propriety, the tedium of being respectable day in and day out had worn her down. Resisting temptation was not her thing, but she hadn’t wanted to take risks.

Happily, her new plan suited her much better. Riskier, but a risk worth taking.

“How are you?” he asked. He said, his mouth saying the kind of things a man was supposed to say to a married woman and letting another, quite different, message flicker in his eyes.

“Still adjusting to the ways of this town,” she said. “Getting to know people. It’s kind of you to ask.”

He glanced around. No one was close to them, and he leaned forward to say, “I’d like for you to get to know me real well.”

She smiled at him, touching her cheek and giving the man a quick, flirtatious smile. 

“I’d like that too, Dale. But you aren’t exactly on social terms with Abe, which makes things... challenging. Us having a private conversation would attract notice, and it would be the kind of attention that a woman in my position can ill afford.”

He nodded, understanding. “And the old biddies in this town would pay attention... It’s a damned shame. But smart people like us should be able to find a way to manage things.”

She was glad he pushed back. He was serious. 

“Well, at breakfast this morning, Abe mentioned that he and Liz are heading out to Gold Gulch with a delivery for the Lazy Bastard Ranch. I expect they’ll be gone until late afternoon,” she said, making it nonchalant. “I suppose that would ensure neither of them would be looking for me for a time.”

“They are leaving, are they?”

“I understand that Trent is going with them. He don’t like letting Miss Tucker out of his sight.”

“Of course,” he said, his face showing excitement. He didn’t give a damn about Trent Aspen. 

“When they leave, could you drop by and have a friendly visit?”

She cocked her head. “Me, go into the saloon?”

“I can see how that would be unsuitable,” he said.

“Now, if you were to come by the mercantile, you’d find me working on the books and doing the inventory.”

He rubbed his face. “People around here with nothing better to concern themselves with would find me going into Abe’s place in his absence to be passing strange.” 

She sighed.

He nodded to an alley. “Right behind us, back here there are some stairs that go up to my private world. My apartment and my office. That alley ain’t used much. If a person were to duck back that way when the street is clear, no one will see you go up.”

She chuckled, knowing he meant no one that mattered would see her. There were usually people about, but they were Mexican workers and Indians. Unlike the whites, they minded their own business.

“Then, perhaps I will drop in later on — once they’ve cleared town for certain,” she said. “Abe is very fussy about who I talk to.”

“Well, I imagine having a protective husband is a good thing. Unfortunately, a woman needs more than protection to be happy.” 

She gave him a crooked smile, a smile of understanding. 

“Then we might be able to see what you have to say on that subject when I visit,” she said.

The look of anticipation on his face just before she turned and left assured her that it wasn’t going to take any effort at all to solve the problem of Dale Rodgers. 

Her steps were lighter as she walked the rest of the way to the mercantile. She was delighted with her decision. She could see how it was going to play out.

She would let Dale Rodgers seduce her. That would open a lot of doors. Gaining his trust would let her figure a way into the saloon safe, the bank vault, and a way to deal with his guards. 

Best of all, Dale looked to be a man who knew how to have fun. That would keep her sane while she waited for Tom to arrive.

It increased the risk, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t just keep waiting for Tom, not having any idea of when he’d get there.

When he did show up, if he found out she slept with the saloon owner, he would kill him, just as he’d promised to kill Abe. Never mind that this charade was his own idea. 

Tom was predictable. Once he got there, he wouldn’t want to leave any man who’d had her alive.  

But that was their lookout.

Besides, when he’d killed her previous lover, he’d dragged her into bed and made sure she didn’t give the loss another thought. They’d restart their affair and head for San Francisco. She also had to admit, having a man kill for you, that ruthlessness, was downright sexy. 

The thing was, there was no telling when the sonofabitch would get around to showing up, and in the meantime, a girl had to look out for herself. She had to move the plan forward. 

Tom would show up and she’d have a plan in place that would mean they didn’t miss out on a single dollar. A single gold nugget.

No matter who died.
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SAM COLDER OPENED HIS eyes and stared at a world that was bleary, fuzzy, and more than a little gray. 

It was a painful world. His shoulders and wrists ached like hell. 

Forcing himself to breathe, the vague shapes solidified. He was in a stable, hanging by his wrists from a beam that supported the loft, his feet dangling a few feet above the dirt floor.

A couple of horses in a stall next to the one he was in casually munched on hay and snorted, clearly unconcerned with his plight. Two bodies lay stretched out in the stall on the other side of him. As his vision cleared and images grew sharper, confirmed that one of the dead men was Cowboy Tom. The other was Will Jenkins.
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