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      The day Byron James tramped the short walk from his home to the schoolhouse started like any other. A schoolteacher, each day he rose at exactly the same time, ate the breakfast his wife Amy prepared for him and got himself ready. Beside him, Amy put the finishing touches to her hair. She too was a schoolteacher, her charges being the very youngest. They worked together in the town’s one-room schoolhouse, lived together in their small cabin home, and always took the time to smile at one another.

      Dressed in a charcoal grey suit, with matching waistcoat, James sweltered with the heat. Uncompromising in his calling, his attitude towards teaching was that his was a higher calling, a duty towards the children in his care. Heat proved a nuisance, but it would never deter him from what he knew was right. He was fifty-eight years of age and he was tired. Those happy, smiling faces that greeted him every morning, however, sustained him and kept him young and enthusiastic.

      Little clouds of dust burst over his boots as he strode across the dry, impacted ground, baked hard by an unrelenting sun. He always arrived early, to prepare himself and his teaching area for the day to come. Amy would arrive much later. This was their routine and it remained unchanging. Almost eight years had gone by in the blink of an eye. Nothing much changed.

      Until that day.

      He climbed the few steps to the main entrance and, as his hand curled around the handle, someone moved to his right. He gave a jump, turned and gasped.

      “‘Mornin’, Mr James.”

      The owner of the voice—long, languid, grizzled face and burnished skin—wore two guns at his hip, the belt stuffed with cartridges. His black hat hung down the man’s back, suspended by a black drawstring. His clothes—sweat-streaked shirt, dust-spattered pants and boots barely holding together—were all black.

      “I’m sorry,” said James, recovering from his initial shock, “I don’t think I know you.”

      “Sure you do,” said the man, reaching slowly into his shirt pocket to bring out a small leather pouch. He idly rolled himself a smoke. “Name’s Reynes. John Reynes. I was a pupil of yours about a dozen or so years back. Used to chase pretty Pauline Upton around the classroom with a board ruler. Used to spank her pert little ass with it when I caught up with her. ‘Member you catchin’ me out back where you whupped me real good. My old pa came up to complain and when you told him why you whupped me, hell, he went and did it all over again!” Chuckling to himself, Reynes lit up his smoke and drew it in. “Remember now?”

      James did remember. That incident and a good many others Reynes featured in. “You were quite a scoundrel.”

      “Yes, I was,” Reynes said, laughing, the smoke exploding from his mouth.

      “So, what can I do for you?”

      The smile seemed to freeze on Reynes’s mouth. He took a quick look around, pulled in one more lungful of smoke, then threw away the remains of the cigarette. “We should go inside, Mr James. Wouldn’t want anyone ear-wiggin’.”

      Frowning, James opened up the schoolhouse door using the heavy key he always kept in his inside breast pocket and gestured for Reynes to enter.

      The schoolroom was simple, with about a dozen desks arranged in two rows facing a large green chalkboard. In the right-hand corner adjacent to the door, a piece of ragged carpet fronted a small, well-stocked bookcase with a tiny stool alongside. There was a stack of slates on the floor.

      “This is just how I remember it,” said Reynes, breathing in his memories.

      James pushed past him and opened up the shuttered windows, the early morning sunshine streaming in, motes of light picking out the dust particles hanging in the air. Sighing, James strode towards his desk at the far end of the room, his boots clacking over the floorboards. “No reason why anything should change,” said James. “The years come, the years go, and this old place remains the same.” He took off his jacket and draped it behind the chair at his desk. He opened up the top drawer and looked inside. He gave a satisfied grunt and closed it again. He sat down. “So…?”

      Pausing in his survey of the walls and the posters of arithmetic symbols, areas of squares and circles, lists of regular and irregular verbs, he shrugged. “Do you think any of this matters? In the outside world, I mean?”

      James frowned. “Interesting question. What have you become, John, a philosopher?”

      “No. A realist, I guess. The world is nothing like anything any school can prepare a kid for. The square on the hypotenuse… Seriously, what is the point in that?”

      “It develops the mind, reason, practical thought.”

      “You truly believe that?”

      “I do.”

      “And Thermopylae? What reason does that teach us?”

      “Well, for one thing, you remember it, John. So it wasn’t all a waste.”

      “Practical stuff, like letters, numbers, that I can understand. But years of poring over calculus…” He shook his head, eyes growing misty.

      “What is it you want, John?”

      “I have a favour to ask of you, Mr James.”

      “A favour?”

      Pulling up one of the rickety chairs, raffia seat misshapen and broken in places, he sat down. “Thing is, I want you to keep something for me. Out of sight. Hidden.”

      “Hidden? I don’t quite under⁠—”

      “Thing is, I’m in a spot of trouble. I’ve led a fairly colourful life since I graduated from this little place and I guess my many misdemeanours have finally caught up with me.”

      James shook his head blankly. “Misdemeanours? John, are you telling me you’re on the run? From the law?”

      “My, you always were a perceptive man, Mr James. And I do like the way you call me by my first name.” Grinning, he spread out his hands. “That’s exactly it, Mr James – the law is on my tail and if I’m to shake ‘em, take a second bite of the cherry, so to speak, and make something of my life, I need your help.”

      “I don’t see how I can⁠—”

      “It’s like I said, I need you to hide something for me. Truth is, Mr James, you’re just about the only person I know in these parts.” He sucked in a breath, patted his pocket, stopped, sighed and leaned forward. “I need to smoke.”

      “You cannot smoke in here, John.”

      “Okey-doke. It’s to help calm my nerves, that’s all.”

      “You’re nervous? About what you have to ask me?”

      “All right, I’ll get right to it.” He drew in a huge breath. “Thing is, we robbed a bank over in Reno. Reno is a thriving town since the railroad arrived there some years ago. Its prosperity is booming. So, we hit the ‘First Union Bank’ right there on their main street. Four of us. But it was one helluva thing, Mr James. The whole damned town was waiting for us as we came out. Shot us all to pieces. Two of us were killed right there and then. Ted and me, we managed to get away, but Ted took a slug high up in his shoulder,” he slapped his back with his left hand. “He’s holin’ up not so far away, in a cave. Our plan is to lie low, hide the money, and come back in about six months when the heat has died down.”

      James felt his guts tighten, the realisation of what Reynes wanted becoming all too apparent. “You’re asking me to hold this money for you, is that it?”

      “I’ll give you ten per cent, Mr James. Once we come back.”

      “Ten per cent?”

      “Yeah. We stole about fifty thousand. More money than you can imagine, Mr James.” He turned his eyes to the ceiling. “Jeez, if my math is correct, with five thousand you could turn this place into something fine. Even buy some new chairs!” And giving weight to his suggestion, he waggled the seat beneath him and laughed. James didn’t.

      James gaped at him. “Are you out of your mind? You want me to stow away fifty thousand dollars? Where?”

      Without a pause, Reynes stomped his foot down on the floorboards. “I know enough about this place to recall there being a void underneath our feet here, Mr James. I can help you take up the boards and put the money in there. It won’t take us more than an hour.”

      “But this is stolen money you’re talking about, John! I couldn’t possibly⁠—”

      “Of course you can, Mr James. Think of that five thousand. In fact, you could take half now and half when I come back.”

      “It’s not the money.”

      “Well, I don’t see what else it might be. What if I give you seven thousand? How’s about that?”

      “I told you,” James said, leaning over the desk, his jaw hard, his voice low, “it’s not the damned money! I couldn’t care less if you gave me half, I won’t do it.”

      “You won’t?” Reynes appeared shocked. He leaned backwards and wiped his face with a grimy hand.

      “How can I? Dear God, I’m a schoolteacher. I have my reputation to consider in this community. People trust me. If it ever got out that I had hidden stolen money, I’d be hounded out of town, arrested, imprisoned. My life would be over.”

      Reynes seemed to be listening hard, considering each word for some considerable time before he climbed to his feet. Something changed about his demeanour, a change James didn’t like. “All righty, let me put it this way. Money aside, if you don’t help me, I’ll kill you.”

      James wasn’t fazed by this outburst. Indeed, he was fully prepared for it. He regarded Reynes as he might have done all those years ago, as if he were addressing a naughty child. “John, your threats mean nothing to me. If you kill me, you’ll have more than a bank robbery over your head. You’ll be wanted for murder. I wouldn’t give much for your chances.”

      “You’re a cool customer, James.”

      James arched a single eyebrow, noting the removal of the salutation Reynes used earlier. “I’m a realist.”

      “Well, realise this – either you help me or I’ll have to take my delights of your lovely wife.”

      James was out of his chair in an instant, face flushing with rage. He scrambled for the drawer, but Reynes was there first, the revolver appearing in his hand as if conjured out of thin air. “Take it easy, schoolteacher. I can kill you right now and claim self-defence. Then I’ll run off with the lovely Mrs James. Something for you to contemplate as you lie dying on this classroom floor.”

      “You bastard.”

      “Tut tut, Mr Schoolteacher. I should put a cane across your scrawny ass for talking to me like that.”

      “You’re a damned monster, Reynes!”

      “Maybe I am, maybe I ain’t. Truth is, you ain’t got much choice other than to help me.”

      Blowing out an exasperated sigh, James collapsed back down into his seat.

      “Don’t be too downhearted,” said Reynes as he holstered his gun. “I’ll even honour my offer of giving you seven thousand. Half now, half later.”

      “Damn you and damn your money!”

      “I know you don’t mean that. I say we meet up early tomorrow mornin’, just after two a.m. I’ll put my mule round back and see you here on the steps. We can then stash the money without fear of being seen.”

      James, his head lowered, fought down the urge to react. He considered going for the gun in his drawer again and putting a hole the size of a grapefruit through Reynes’s chest, but he now knew the bank robber would shade him with little trouble. James was not the man he was. He was older, slower, and he doubted he had the heart for it. Gunplay, killing—no, he knew such things were not for him anymore. So he put his face in his hands and waited for Reynes to leave.

      Even when the door slowly closed, James didn’t look up. His life had reached a new and dangerous point and he simply didn’t know what to do other than comply.
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      “Your letter made for interesting reading, Byron. Can I call you Byron?”

      James, who sat opposite the hulking Silas Monroe, had his hands clasped together, arms leaning on his knees. The sweat collected uncomfortably along his collar, under his arms and ran down his back. He felt as if he were under a scientist’s microscope. “Of course.”

      “I’d sure like to help you out, Byron. Your ambitions are to be celebrated.”

      “You don’t think I’m too old, then?”

      Steepling his fingers, Monroe considered James under dark brows. “You have experience, which is a good qualification in this line of work. Kids can be feisty, parents even more so. I’m assuming you’re well-read…?”

      “I am.”

      “Given all that you’ve told me in your letter, I don’t feel you’ll have much problem. Teaching is not a calling that requires college diplomas, like doctoring. Anyone with sense can take it up. And honesty, of course. One must have honesty.”

      James flinched at the word. He held Monroe’s gaze.

      “And you have more than enough of that, I feel. To write to me, to open your heart. That takes a lot of honesty and guts, Byron. How long did you serve? Five years…”

      “Six,” said James. “The original sentence was for ten. They said my good behaviour meant I could be trusted. I’m on what they call parole.”

      Nodding, Monroe’s eyes remained unblinking, perusing the man before him with a new intensity. “I did know your mother and, before she died, she asked me to assist you if ever you returned. I made that promise in good faith and I fully intend to fulfil it. I have already spoken to the bank manager, Austin Miller, and given him my surety towards a loan – a mortgage in actual fact to enable you to purchase the old schoolhouse, refurbish it, make it ready. We can then consider placing adverts in the local press and further afield to attract pupils. Out here, education is not taken as seriously as it should be. I know it’s a long time ago now, but since the War ended, people have had other things on their minds. Tilling their land being priority number one.”

      “That is understandable.”

      Monroe shifted in his chair, for the first time his self-assuredness faltering slightly. “Your letter made scant mention of the crime you committed.”

      James did not answer at once and considered whether or not to give the edited version of events rather than the full story. “Do I have to?”

      “No, of course not, but it might help, especially if people from the town committee ask me awkward questions.”

      “You think they will?”

      “Some might. Mr Miller, the preacher Herman Townes, an evangelical firebrand who blames everything on the Devil. He could be the biggest obstacle to allowing you to take charge of a classroom full of malleable minds. He’d need reassurances that your lessons will be Christian in their outlook.”

      “Reading and numbers?”

      “Especially the reading. He’d be looking for you to encourage the reading of scripture.”

      “He can do that?”

      “He is an important part of town, well-respected—some might say feared. You’d do well to keep him on side.”

      Nodding, James looked down at his hands. “Very well.”

      “I’m guessing it isn’t a pretty tale.”

      “You’d be guessing right.”

      Releasing a long sigh, Monroe stood up and fetched the whisky bottle from the glass-fronted cupboard in the corner. He poured out two glasses and settled them on his desk. “This’ll help.”

      James didn’t doubt it, but he wanted his mind clear and decided he’d drink after the story was done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            THE CRIME, SUCH AS IT WAS

          

        

      

    

    
      I met Lilith on my way home from a cattle drive back in ‘sixty-seven or ‘sixty-eight. After the War’s end, I’d drifted here and there until I finally decided to try my hand at being a cowboy. Kansas, in those days—as it no doubt still is—was a tough town: drifters, ex-soldiers, desperadoes competing for jobs, willing to do anything for money. Old Hog Burroughs, my trail boss who did not know me so very well, warned me one night not to linger but to skirt around the town centre, get myself a bath and a room. Well, I didn’t heed his words and found myself propping up the bar at the Diamond Star saloon, drinking whisky and beer with a couple of boys from the drive. There was a show due at eight and by the time the little band struck up, we were well-oiled. Someone bumped into Nat, who was always quick to anger, and a couple of fists were exchanged, but nothing serious. At least, I didn’t think so at the time. Then the lights came up on the stage and the girls came dancing across the boards. Someone said this sort of thing was all the rage over in Paris, France. I had no idea where that was but from the look of those girls, I’d say Paris sure was one lucky place to be. They were high-kicking, whooping and laughing, their stockinged legs tied up with red garters, a hint of thigh making me want to burst out of my pants with desire.

      And then I caught sight of Lilith.

      My, she was fine. Dancing in the centre of the troupe, her hair the colour of gold, done up with ribbons and bunched up high on the top of her head, she looked like the finest little thing I’d ever laid eyes on. I could not stop staring, even when Bill and Nat were next to me, swinging punches with the local toughs. All my attention was on the wondrous beauty swinging and swaying in front of me. I caught her eye and something passed between us, a buzz rushing through me when she smiled. She did not look away and then she winked at me and dear Lordy, I knew right there and then that I wanted this girl as my wife.

      Someone pulled me around by the shoulder. I must have been in a daze, captivated by the sight of that beautiful girl because I never saw the punch that connected with my jaw and dumped me on the ground. I sat there, an intense throbbing in my head sending me into a swirling black hole. But I didn’t care. All around me, people were shouting, screaming—but nothing mattered. You understand? Nothing mattered to me anymore because my vision was filled with that lovely face looking at me with so much concern. Lilith’s hand brushed across my face and I felt like I was entering heaven.

      A long time afterwards, with my strength returning and the saloon closing up, I managed to walk along the main street with Lilith by my side. I don’t think I have ever felt so proud in all my life. She made sure I arrived safely at the rundown guesthouse where we were staying and, at the doorway, she asked if I was going to be all right. All I could do was mumble a reply, giving her a lopsided smile. My mouth and jaw felt like they’d been glued together with cement and I knew I wouldn’t be talking much for the next few days, but she seemed to accept that and said she’d come and see me tomorrow. I fell asleep on my bunk bed, feeling as if I was clothed in a lovely fluffy blanket. I don’t think I’d ever felt so happy.

      The next day, as good as her word, she came a-calling. Seeing her face, so alive with such a rare beauty, made me forget all my pain and we went down to a nearby coffee house, sat, talked. She was nothing like I imagined. A girl with depth, hailing from Nebraska, she spoke of her family, her early training as a dancer, time spent in New York theatres, travels west in those post-war years, her dreams and ambitions. I sat mesmerised, my eyes never leaving hers. Captivated, there was nothing else I wanted to do other than remain under her spell forever.

      “You are unlike any other man I’ve ever met, Byron James.”

      I managed to mutter, “Ah, shucks, no I ain’t.”

      “Yes, you are. For one thing, you are a gentleman and I have met few such men, if any, since leaving my home. You also have a kind face.” She grinned, reached out and touched my cheek, “Even though right now you look more like a baboon than a person!”

      She laughed and so did I, and immediately regretted it as the pain flashed across my jawline.

      “Darn it, I’m sorry,” she said, pulling back her hand, “it must hurt awful.”

      I nodded. “I think he was a prizefighter.”

      “And what are you, Byron James?”

      “A cowboy. We just finished taking a herd across to Denver. I’m heading home.”

      “And where is home?”

      “Here in Kansas. Not so far from Kansas City.”

      “You have family there? A wife, children?”

      “A wife?” I almost burst out laughing again. “No ma’am, no wife. A wife ain’t such a sensible thing to have if you’re a cowboy.”

      She nodded, a sad look clouding her lovely eyes. She drank her coffee. “It’s the same with me. A husband is not a wise thing to have when you’re a dancer. People have bad ideas about dancers. They are one step away from working in the bordello in most people’s eyes.”

      “I wouldn’t know about such things. I ain’t ever visited a bordello, nor have any plans to do so.”

      “You see, just as I said—you’re a gentleman!”

      It felt so good to be in the company of someone so lovely, so open, so kind. I didn’t really understand why she had taken a shine to me, but I was glad that she had. I ordered two more coffees and when she brought them over, the waitress smiled.

      Lilith and I talked about everything, but mostly about what we wanted from life. We had so much in common it was unreal, almost as if we had been brought together by some unseen, guiding hand. I wasn’t the most religious of men and, as things were to pan out, ideas of an all-knowing, all-unforgiving god were to disappear forever, but, at that moment, it was as if someone had wrapped us both in a warm glow.

      The door burst open and I jumped, turning to see Hog Burroughs standing in the doorframe, his impressive bulk wrapped in a long duster, black hat crammed down on his head, eyes burning. “So this is where you are. Haul out, soldier, we have a job to do.”

      “But he can’t,” said Lilith before I had a chance, “he’s been hurt!”

      “I know all about that, miss, and, excuse me, but this ain’t got nothin’ to do with you. James, get moving!”

      I mumbled my apologies and got to my feet. Lilith was by my side almost at once. “Does this mean you’re leaving?”

      “He ain’t leaving, miss,” said Burroughs sharply, “so don’t get your trusses all messed up. You’ll see him again soon enough.”

      Acting as if he were my father, he took me by the collar and marched me out into the street. Blinking in the sunlight, I saw several cowboys astride horses waiting for me, all of them with tied-down guns and faces like they were set ready for a gunfight.

      “What’s going on, boss?”

      “They got Nat,” said Bill. His face was swollen, worse than mine by the look of it, his lips thick, his eyes black, almost closed shut. “They jumped us in the early hours, took us out of town and beat us up real bad. I managed to get away, but Nat…” He shook his head, lowering it before the tears came spilling down to splash against the pommel of his saddle.

      “Say your goodbyes, Byron,” said Burroughs. He crossed to his horse and gestured to the waiting animal beside him. He pulled off a gun belt from around the saddle and held it towards me. “Put this on.”

      “Boss, I⁠—”

      “Do it, damn your hide,” spat another cowboy, name of Turk, one of the meanest, toughest men I’d ever known. Given the company I’d kept during the War, that was quite something. “We’re already wasting time.”

      I swung around towards Lilith, who came down the steps of the coffee house and planted a big wet kiss on my lips. One of the cowboys hooted, another whistled. I merely stood there, struck dumb.

      “You make sure you come back in one piece, Byron James,” she said.

      I promised her I would.

      Sometimes, through no fault of our own, promises can be broken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            INTO THE DARKNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Bill, with what had happened ingrained into his mind no doubt, knew the way well. Crossing the rugged terrain, our scout Craig Cracker, listening to Bill, soon pointed towards a small rise. “They be on the other side, I reckon. You all wait here and I’ll check for sure.”

      Nobody spoke, all of us lost in thoughts of what we would find, what we would do. Nat was always a popular member of our team and, living with him for almost six months, sleeping under the stars, sharing bread and beans, I found him a cheery, honest and hard-working companion. He was never much of a fighter though, truth be told, and perhaps it was this that had caused him to be up to his ears in trouble. I never realised just how accurate my thoughts would turn out to be.

      After several minutes, Hogg, our tough old trail boss, ordered us to dismount and ready our guns. Most of the men had Spencers but mine was a Sharps. Hogg nodded towards me. “You take yourself up to that rise and cover everything until Cracker gets back.”

      I was known as the finest shot in the team and I didn’t argue. Still shaky, I stumbled to the rise and, bent double, made my way up the incline. The ground underneath my feet was broken shale and I fell several times before, breathing hard, I reached the crest. I slithered forward on my belly and peered down into the vast, flat basin stretching out into the distance. There was Cracker, making it back to us at a hearty pace, beating his mount’s rump with his hat. That didn’t look good and I squinted through the rear sight. I couldn’t make out much, and the dust Cracker’s horse was throwing up behind didn’t help me any. The shot did, however. It rang out like a thunderclap and I saw how Cracker veered off to the right, then the left, taking his horse on a zig-zag course as a couple more shots flew harmlessly past. Whoever it was shooting soon worked out the angles, however, and the fourth bullet hit Cracker in the back, flinging him over the front of his horse, which bucked and kicked, giving him no chance to break the fall. I doubted he could have done so if he were on a bright Sunday afternoon jaunt. I knew he was dead by the way he hit the ground like a wet rag and lay there, inert.

      The horse raced off to the left, well away from the assassin who I now saw clearly through the clearing dust.

      “Shoot him.”

      It was Hogg, his breath blasting out as he landed heavily next to me.

      “What?”

      “He just killed Cracker, damn you! Shoot the sombitch!”

      He was right, I knew that much, but I hadn’t shot anyone for such a long time. During the war, clad in my green sharpshooter uniform that Ma was so proud of me wearing, I’d killed my fair share. How many years ago was that now? Three? Enough to put all such thoughts out of my head. I couldn’t remember the last time the nightmares came to plague my night.

      “Do it, damn your hide!”

      I gave him a look. His face was that of someone possessed – lips drawn back, teeth gnashing, spittle frothing, his body engulfed in uncontrolled spasms of rage.

      I let out a long sigh, squinted down the barrel, and blew that murderer in half.

      I watched him crumple, the blood spewing out from his back in a pink mist. Not even a buffalo would be getting up after that.

      “Keep firing,” gushed Hogg, scrambling to his feet, pistol already in his gloved fist. “We’re going in.”

      Several other figures were running around down below, like ants scurrying around in their desperate search for food. I shot another through the head and a third in the shoulder before the rest dived for cover. By that time Hogg and the rest of them were pounding down into the basin on their horses, guns blazing, voices hollering. I rolled over onto my back and stared at the sky. I’d promised myself I would not use my rifle again, and now I had, and it was as if the intervening years had taught me nothing at all about peace, righteousness and justice. Like I said, promises can sometimes be broken. For me, they were broken way too often.

      They’d beaten Nat to a bloody pulp and left him to die in the unforgiving sun, his body bloated and blackened by the heat. Now, I was wandering into the camp, forcing my eyes from the bodies of the men I’d shot. Hogg and the team had overpowered the others, stripped them and pegged them out in the dust.

      “I want them to suffer,” said Bill. “I’m gonna do to them what them Comanches used to do.”

      “What in hell are you talking about?” asked Hogg. I got the sense from the sound of his strained voice that his acts of vengeance were already sated.

      “They killed Nat,” said Bill needlessly, “and now we give them the same.”

      With a sudden flurry of movement, he produced a huge, heavy-bladed knife, forged in the Bowie style. He held it aloft, the sun glinting from the sharpened edge. “I’m gonna cut off their eyelids and boil their brains!” And Turk, like some fiendish lackey, fell across the closest cowboy, pressed his knees on the man’s shoulders and held his head still in a vice-like grip.

      I wandered off, not wishing to witness those nightmarish scenes. I’d seen things during the war which still sent icy streams of sweat rolling down my back. Such memories played out in my mind constantly after peace was signed. Ma often came into my room in the dead of night to hold my shaking body until I calmed down, rocking me as if I was a child once more, which I suppose I was to her. She never asked me for the details, merely accepting that war is a terrible thing and needed no further explanation. For me, it was torture, the faces of those I’d killed visiting me in the blackness of the night, leering at me, calling me by name. I suffered endlessly during those dreadful months after Appomattox, and I had no desire for such days to return.

      I couldn’t push away the screams though, no matter how hard I tried. I stood with my back to it all, rolling a cigarette, and Hogg came and stood beside me. “This is not how I wanted things to go,” he said. But what did he expect? Bill was Nat’s true friend. They’d grown up together, left home when they were no more than fifteen, rode the range, joined various cattle drives. They were like brothers. Some said lovers but I never paid much heed to that. Now, Nat was dead and Bill wanted his revenge. I felt he was due.

      I gave Hogg a cold stare. His hypocrisy riled me and I wanted to say something to him, and I probably might have if it hadn’t been for the rider bursting out from behind some nearby rocks, charging his horse across the hard earth.

      “Damn it to hell,” roared Hogg, reaching for his gun. He loosed off a few wild shots, but the rider was well out of range within a few seconds. Even as I went to my horse and unsheathed the Sharps, he was nothing but a smudge in the distance.

      “Damn it!” Hogg hurled his hat to the ground. “We should have counted ‘em.”

      “We could go after him.”

      “Without Cracker we wouldn’t have a clue.”

      Hogg whirled around and I followed him as we crossed to where Bill was wiping his bloodied knife on his victim’s trouser leg. He’d done what he said he would. The poor man was writhing on the ground, trying desperately to tear himself free from the tight cords around his wrists. Bill, or one of the others, had positioned thick tree branches on either side of the man’s head so he couldn’t turn his face from the sun. And his eyes, bulging bloodily from the ruin of their sockets, were already turning black.

      This was not the place to be. “We shouldn’t have done this,” I said. I looked at Hogg. “When that other fella gets to a town, he’s gonna tell the marshal and we shall all be up to our necks in it.”

      “What fella?” It was Bill. He was breathing hard, the sweat pouring from his brow.

      “One of ‘em got away,” said Hogg quietly. He wiped his mouth. “We must have missed him and he’s⁠—”

      “Got away?” Bill squealed like a pig. “We got to go after him, stop him. If he⁠—”

      “I already said that,” I put in.

      Bill glared at me. “This is your fault, you damned ass-wipe! If you had been there to help us instead of slinking off with that floozy, none of this would have⁠—”

      I punched him hard in the mouth. Harder than I meant to, I guess. He went down heavily and cracked the back of his head on a rock. But I didn’t care about that, or the fact that his eyes were wide open and the blood was pumping out of the skull wound. All that pent-up rage erupted like a dam bursting and I was on him before anybody else reacted, pounding his head until Hogg and some others hauled me off him. I looked down at my handiwork and groaned. Bill’s head was a bloody jelly, features splattered in all directions.

      By the time I’d calmed down, Bill was dead and, everyone stunned by what had occurred, we returned to town in dread silence.

      The weeks rolled by. The man who’d escaped was never heard of again, fears of him reporting us to the authorities soon disappearing. Not so Bill. His brother somehow got wind of his death and came to investigate. By now the guilt had wormed its way into my heart and I confessed. Hogg and the others did their best to defend me, but I was arrested and tried. Not for murder, but for involuntary manslaughter. They put me away for ten years and Bill’s brother swore he would wait and shoot me dead on my release. Six months into my sentence he got himself involved in a bar fight down in Sacramento and was gutted like a fish. I believed that was the end of it.

      I was wrong. So very wrong.

      For those next few years in prison, I kept my head down, as the old grunts told me to, did my time and got let out after six years. I swore I’d never get myself into trouble again.

      But promises, even to yourself, have, as I said before, a way of being broken.
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      Amy arrived an hour or so later to find James at his desk, staring into nothingness. She put down her heavy bag, filled with slates the children had written their classwork on, and came to him, her heels on the floorboards echoing unnaturally loud around the wide room. “Byron? What’s wrong?”

      Unfocused, distant, he wasn’t listening.

      She moved around to his side of the desk and put an arm around him. “Byron? What is it?”

      Becoming aware of her presence, James blinked several times and stared at her as if for the first time. “Oh Amy,” he breathed, and fell into her arms.

      Those few intimate moments receded into the background as the first children arrived, conversations buzzing, bright, eager faces seeking out their desks. They shouted out their welcomes and Amy ushered them in, smiling as she always did, making each and every child feel special.

      From his desk, James watched the proceedings without reaction. This was going to be a long day.

      After lunch, Amy led the music lesson from the piano, the children singing loud and clear. They left the schoolhouse as cheerily as they had joined it. Tomorrow was the weekend and everyone was happy at the thought.

      Closing the door on the last of them, Amy turned and considered James, who stood at the far end of the room, not at his desk this time but staring out of the window, watching. For what, she could not fathom. He had barely spoken all day, not even to the children, directing them to pages in shared textbooks. “I don’t feel so well today,” he mentioned in case any of them returned home to tell their parents how dull and drab that day’s schooling had been. James did not charge much for attendance, but it was enough to put food on the table. The state gave very little in the way of subsidy, and the parents’ goodwill was essential. So he smiled when required, pointed to a passage now and then, but of teaching he did little.

      Amy kept her eyes on him throughout the day. Her concern grew with each passing hour as she saw the change overtaking him, his mood, the light in his eyes going out. He was deeply troubled and nothing seemed to help. She would bring him a coffee, a piece of cornbread made by Mrs Ballantine and delivered free of charge, a surreptitious shoulder rub. His features remained set, full of foreboding.

      “We’re going home,” said Amy at the end of the day as she gathered together the slates and styluses cluttering the desks, “and then you’re going to tell me what’s wrong.”

      She studied his back, those broad shoulders, the hair still thick. He was always so strong, so dependable, but something had changed, causing him to be distant, troubled. She was determined to find out why.

      Over supper, they sat at either end of the small dining table, slurping vegetable soup. They could rarely afford meat nowadays, and root crops gave them the sustenance they required. A few hunks of roughly cut bread bulked out the meal and filled their bellies. Frugal, yes, but enough.

      The air grew chill in the evening, especially in the log cabin in which they lived. Often the air outside was warmer than that inside, and James would sit on the small porch most evenings, smoking a thin cigar, thinking back over the day. But not this evening. This evening his dark mood grew ever deeper. After putting away the dishes, Amy returned to the dining table and, clearing her throat, caught his attention.

      “I need you to tell me what’s wrong, Byron. What is it? Have you received some bad news?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Sort of? What does that mean? You’ve been moping around all day. The children noted it, even the little ‘uns.”

      “They had work to do. It wasn’t as if I was ignoring them.”

      “You’re not yourself.” She glared for a moment as her frustration grew, but, feeling this was not the best approach, allowed herself a long sigh and a brief smile. “Please, Byron, just tell me.”

      It was dark and cold in their tiny room, a single oil lamp giving off a weak, orange glow from where it stood on a shelf in the bookcase, and the atmosphere seemed to reflect Byron’s mood, even accentuating it. He shook his head. “I can’t.”

      “What does that mean? Byron, you have to tell me, I’m worried. I’ve never seen you like this before, not even in the dark days when we were trying to set up the schoolhouse. Has someone died?”

      He snapped his head up. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I can’t think of anything else that would send you into this … well, this depression.”

      “No one has died.”

      “All right. Then what? A sort of bad news, you said. What sort of bad news?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Money?” His eyes grew wide and, feeling she was close, Amy leaned across the table and gripped his hand. “Is that it? The bank? Foreclosure?”

      He ripped his hand from hers and stood up. He was shaking. “Damn it, Amy, why do you always go on about that? We’re fine with the bank.”

      He swung around and crossed to his writing desk where he kept his cigars. He took one from the small hinged box they were in and rolled it between finger and thumb. Calming a little, his voice was low when he said, “No. It’s not the bank.”

      “Doctor?”

      He looked at her over his shoulder. “What?”

      “The doctor? You’ve been complaining of a bad stomach and I thought⁠—”

      “No, Amy, it’s not the doctor. For pity’s sake, can you stop?”

      She stormed towards him, desperate to control her anger at his attitude but unable to do so. “Damn it, Byron! Do you take me for some sort of idiot? Tell me what’s wrong before I scream!”

      Throwing the cigar back into the box, he blew out a loud sigh and slumped across to the armchair that waited next to the dead fireplace. He fell into it. “Very well, I’ll tell you.”

      “Thank God,” she said, taking one of the dining chairs and settling it in front of him. Sitting, she stared into his face and saw the deep lines of worry making him appear much older than his years.

      “I received a visitor today. As I opened the schoolhouse.”

      Nodding, she waited, fighting down the impatience which was threatening to engulf her, forcing her to shout out her frustration. “Who was it?”

      “A former pupil.”

      Silence followed, and Amy, biting down on her bottom lip, knew she was close to bursting. “What … who was it? What did they want? Byron, can you please tell me what this is all about?”

      “It’s about money,” he blurted, raging, face suddenly crimson. “He’s stolen money and he wants me to hold it for him. Do you understand? He’s desperate, a man on the edge, and he told me if I didn’t help him, he’d …” He slapped both hands across his face. “Oh Christ, Amy! He said if I didn’t help him, he’d come here and kill you. Kill you! And he means it. He’s capable and I believe he’ll carry it out.” His hands dropped to his knees. “I have to do what he says. I have no choice.”

      She listened in stunned silence. They’d been in some fairly difficult situations before, but nothing like this. She turned her gaze from James to the cold, lifeless fireplace. “We must tell the sheriff. He’ll know what to do. Perhaps track him down, arrest him, and⁠—”

      “There’s not just him. There’s a gang. Bank robbers, murderous men. They’d probably kill the sheriff as well as you and me. We have no choice. I have to help them.”

      “But … Byron, what do they want you to do?”

      “Hide the money. There’s a lot of it. Stolen money from a bank in Reno. Fifty thousand dollars.”

      She sprang to her feet, afraid, alarmed. Her hand clamped across her mouth. “Oh my God! Fifty thousand? But that’s a fortune.”

      “Yes, and they’re not going to give it back. He said … He said I would get a percentage. Seven and a half thousand, he said.”

      “Blood money,” she muttered, voice in despair.

      “No, no, not blood money. Stolen money. From the bank.”

      “And you’re actually considering it? Taking that money?”

      “Amy, I’m not considering anything. If I don’t help, they’ll kill you. I can’t take that risk. I love you.”

      She stopped, any arguments she may have had dying on her lips. Yes, he did love her and she loved him. Perhaps not in the same way, but her affection for him was genuine. Life was good, comfortable if not secure. Money was always the problem – or the lack of it.

      “Imagine what we could do with seven and a half thousand dollars, Amy. Imagine how we could⁠—”

      “Stop!” She held out her palm towards him. “Stop right there, Byron. We’re not accepting any stolen money, you understand?”

      “But it would mean so much to us, Amy. Imagine the things we could buy – the equipment, refurbishment, everything we’ve ever dreamed of.”

      “Byron, this is stolen money. We cannot take it. We cannot.”

      She flew past him, tore open the main door and stepped out into the night. She stood staring into the starlit sky, hoping to find an answer there, a solution, anything to guide her away from this news, tell her it was all a dream, that it wasn’t real, that life was continuing as it always did. Predictable, dull, mundane, but safe. Perhaps if she thought hard enough, she could conjure it into nothingness, send it all back to the hell out of which it came. The more she wished it all away, however, the more terrible the situation grew, and she gradually realised that the world had turned against them and that life was going to be very different – and a lot more dangerous – from now on.
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      He did not dare light the oil lamp beside the bed. Instead, slipping out from beneath the blankets, he padded barefoot to where his clothes lay in a discarded heap and quickly struggled into them. The cold made everything seem wet, and he shivered as he buttoned up his shirt and pulled the braces over his shoulders. As he reached for his frock coat, Amy’s voice came to him, sluggish and thick with sleep, from the bed. “Be careful, Byron. Please.”

      He turned and smiled at her in the dark. She was nothing but a shape in the corner, and he imagined her lovely face, so concerned, peering at him with those big, beautiful eyes of hers.

      “I will.”

      “Have you not got a gun, Byron? A gun might give you some guarantee of safety.”

      “I’ve left it in the drawer in the schoolhouse like I always do. Ever since what happened over at Beadows when that girl’s father burst in and took her, shooting the teacher the way he did. Not a word spoken. Since then, well, I’ve got a Wells Fargo in my drawer. Gordon gave it to me. I haven’t fired a gun for over fifteen years. Not since before jail.” He paused, not for the first time hating lying to her. “But you know that. It’s not my plan to start changing the way I’ve always done things when dealing with folks – talking, convincing, even cajoling. I don’t need a gun for that.”

      “But who’s to say he won’t kill you after you’ve helped him hide the money? Byron, please, I’m begging you, you cannot trust him, so be prepared for anything he might do.”

      “I will.” He went to her, leaned across the bed, and kissed her. Then, putting on the frock coat, he left.

      He stood on the porch, staring with a heavy heart at the rocking chair in which he normally sat to smoke and think. How he wished this was just another normal night – no worries, no concerns. But wishing was not going to change anything. Reynes was here, and life had taken an unlooked-for turn. Sighing, he gathered his coat around his throat and went out into the night.

      A freezing fog developed, casting everything in a ghostly shroud, and the schoolhouse appeared out of the darkness like a shapeless monolith. There was something else. A diffuse, blurred orange glow.

      Reynes called out, “Yo, Mr James, over here.”

      The glow moved from side to side, and James realised it was a torch. Cursing, he broke into a half-trot, coming up to Reynes fast. “Put that thing out, you idiot!”

      “Hey, watch your mouth, teacher! I’m not your pupil now.”

      Ignoring the fury erupting from Reynes’s mouth, James tore the torch from the man’s hand and stamped it into the ground, smothering the light. “Try and think, damn you. I don’t want any wandering person spotting us out here.”

      “Are you mad? It’s gone two in the morning. The only things out at this time are coyotes, so simmer down.”

      “I’d prefer not to take the risk. I’ll open the door.”

      Stepping past Reynes, James fitted the heavy key into the schoolhouse door and pushed it open. The interior gaped back at him like the entrance to a cavern. He could not make out any details within, and the fog was not helping. “Of all the nights to choose,” he muttered.

      “None of us has got any choice in this, Mr James. It is what it is, so quit complaining and let’s get on with it.”

      Reynes’s words were true, and James, sighing deeply, accepted the hopelessness of it all, stepped inside and lit a lamp in the far corner. It gave off a weak drizzle of light, but it was enough to illuminate the nearby floorboards whilst not being visible from outside. “You were right about the floorboards. There’s a void beneath my desk,” he said as Reynes hovered close by. “It shouldn’t take us long to ease up the boards. How have you got the money collected?”

      “In bags. Big bags. There’s dollar bills and coins – silver and gold. I said fifty thousand, but I might have miscalculated. It’s more money than any of us has ever seen.”

      “And two of your gang died trying to get away with it? I hope to God it’s worth it.”

      “Well, we’ll see. My two surviving associates seem to think so. Thaddeus is round back, with the mules and horses, while our other friend is keeping guard in the camp.”

      “I thought you said only two of you survived.”

      “That’s right. Thaddeus was always meant to keep the camp safe, making sure no nosey-parkers came scurrying around. Now, he wants to do something, so I’ve let him come along. Don’t worry none, Thaddeus is like a child. He’s big but as thick as a slab of cheese. And twice as smelly.”

      “Delightful.” James shot a glance towards his desk. He could retrieve the gun as soon as the two bank-robbers were together, shoot them both. The thought flipped his stomach, and he wasn’t sure if he still had it in him to shoot a man down, but he was running out of alternatives.

      “Let’s get to it,” snapped Reynes impatiently, and James followed him out into the cold dark once more.

      Thaddeus certainly was big. A huge, lumbering hulk of a man, he towered over the animals in his charge, and James wondered how any of them could support the man’s bulk without breaking their backs.

      “This him?” growled the big man, his voice a low boom.

      “It is,” said Reynes. “Mr James, you take a couple of sacks and get to those floorboards. Me and Thaddeus will bring in the rest. The quicker we work, the quicker we can get this done.”

      “You try anything,” said Thaddeus, directing his comments towards James, “and I’ll snap your neck like a twig, you get me?”

      James, who could not make out the man’s features in the gloom, could nevertheless hear the threat in those words. He had no doubt Thaddeus meant what he said. “I get you.”

      “Good,” said Reynes. “Now, let’s get this done before the sun comes up.”

      They did get it done, all three of them working silently, bringing in sack after sack and dropping them into the void that James had revealed by opening up the floorboards. Within a couple of hours, he was busily replacing those same boards, gently tapping rusty nails into warped wood, much of it eaten through by worms.

      “You sure that will hold?” asked Reynes, as James and Thaddeus pushed the desk to cover the area.

      “No reason why it shouldn’t,” said James, flopping into his chair. He dragged a forearm across his sweating brow and studied the two men standing in front of him. The grey light from the approaching dawn streamed through the open doorway, lending them an eerie, ghostly air. “How long do I have to keep it for?”

      “Hard to tell,” said Reynes. “Might be a month, could be six. As soon as things quieten down, I’ll come a-callin’.”

      “Oh joy,” said James, “I’ll count every moment.”

      “You ain’t a nice fella, is you,” said Thaddeus, eyes narrowing.

      “Oh don’t mind him, Thaddeus,” said Reynes with a laugh, “he’s as keen as mustard to get his greedy hands on his cut. Speaking of which…” He pulled out a wad of banknotes from his trouser pocket and slapped it down on the desk. “There’s half. You get the other half when we come back.”

      “How much?” snarled Thaddeus.

      “A smidgen,” said Reynes. “Three thousand. You’ll get the four and a half on my return.”

      Thaddeus blew out a loud, exasperated sigh. “I hope he’s worth it.” He leaned across the desk, “You go blurting out what we done here tonight and I’ll come back sooner than you can blink and throttle you. Got me?”

      “I got you.”

      “Good.” Thaddeus straightened up, tucked his shirt into his trousers, and strode out.

      “He’s tetchy.”

      “Yeah, well, he don’t trust nobody, Mr James. You go about your normal business and don’t do anything to alert suspicion.” He tapped the money. “What’ll you do with it?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Well, don’t go spending it all and bring attention to yourself.”

      “I’m not an idiot.”

      “I knows that. Just keep your head down. I’ll see you in a few short weeks.”

      And with that, he was gone, leaving James to consider the money, more than he’d ever owned before. No matter how hard he tried, however, he couldn’t get out of his head the idea of there being a veritable mountain more underneath his feet.

      Amy was awake when he returned, sat on the edge of the bed, hair a mess, eyes black-rimmed. She’d been crying. James stood in the bedroom doorway for a moment, then came and sat down next to her. “It’s done,” he said simply and put his arm around her, pulling her close to him. “We can put it out of our minds, for now, carry on as if none of this has happened.” He pulled out the money from inside his coat. “Three thousand dollars.”

      “Blood money.”

      “Maybe so, Amy, but I had no choice in the matter, you know that.”

      She sniffed, dusted off her nightdress, and stood. “I’ll fix you breakfast.”

      “There isn’t any need.”

      “Carry on like nothing has happened, you said. So, that’s what we do. Put that damn money away, get yourself washed, and then we’ll eat. We will then go to church, smile at the reverend, shake hands with our friends, and get through the day. Another thing – we have no choice. I reckon that’s just about the smartest thing you’ve said since this crazy business began, Byron.”

      He watched her leave the room and knew she was right.
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      She came to visit him, accompanying her older brother, and she sat and said nothing, staring with vacant eyes. James, suffering badly from neglect and depression, sensing her indifference, tried to force himself to look away but he could not. She was too beautiful, particularly the sprinkling of freckles splashed across her nose and cheekbones. It made her appear strangely and alluringly childlike. Not in any perverted way, he was quick to reassure himself, but her seeming innocence was refreshing and so different from the women he’d known before. She was unlike anyone he’d ever met. Untouched. Unsullied. And yet, in the way she sat, so straight-backed, so confident, her strength of character was evident. A delicious mix, which made her irresistible.

      He’d been in that dreadful place for almost four years now, struggling through every day on his own, never receiving any word from the outside world. Until now.

      “As I was saying,” continued her companion, a stocky man, cheery-faced yet earnest in his endeavours, “it was as a favour to your mother that I came to see you last month. She is worried.”

      “What did you say your name was?”

      The man frowned. “I told you last time. My name is⁠—”

      “I can’t remember. These days I can barely remember what happened this morning.”

      “Forrest,” the man said, running a finger under his dog collar, “Reverend Forrest. This is my sister, Amy. She took an interest in your plight.”

      “An interest?”

      The first flickering from the girl, a light turned on in her eyes. The tiniest of smiles. Nothing but a wrinkle at the corners of her mouth.

      “Amy works with the poor and destitute of Kansas City, helping at the soup kitchens and in the boarding houses.”

      “I’ve heard of those places,” James said. “Dangerous.”

      “They can be,” said Amy, her voice so low, almost a whisper.

      “I only know of them,” James continued, “as I have never had cause to go there myself.”

      “Your life was nevertheless a hard one,” said Forrest quickly.

      “Not so much.”

      “A cowboy,” said Amy. “Out on the trail, sleeping under the stars, it could be considered romantic.”

      He studied her, tilting his head. “You know any cowboys?”

      She smiled and looked away for the first time. “Not personally.”

      “Not until now.”

      “Yes,” she said, returning her gaze to his. “Not until now.”

      Next to her, Forrest cleared his throat and readjusted himself on the hard stool on which he sat. They were in a bleak, dull hall, a small desk separating them. Evenly spaced around the room were other desks, other people. This was visiting time, a recent innovation introduced by the prison governor, a keen student of Elizabeth Fry and the changes she’d brought in over in England all those years ago. So far, this more enlightened, less severe treatment of prisoners seemed to be working. There was still hard labor, of course, the constant breaking of rocks, but allowing such men to see their loved ones, if only fleetingly, meant they had something to look forward to. If they broke the rules, visits would not be allowed. The ultimate punishment for many. “We spoke last time about your situation, your desire to appeal? I have been in contact with a lawyer, a man called Silas Monroe. He says you could have a case.”

      “A strong case,” put in Amy.

      “I don’t see how,” said James. “I killed him.”

      Forrest placed his hand over Amy’s forearm. “Yes, but the circumstances …”

      “I don’t think that has much to do with it. I killed him and that is that.”

      “He was one of your friends,” she said, her face registering something. A conflict? A struggle to understand?

      “Not a friend. Not like that.”

      “Like what then?”

      “Just someone I worked with. If I’m honest, I doubt I have any real friends. I guess Hogg Burroughs is the closest I’ve ever had to a friend.”

      “He spoke up for you at the trial,” said Forrest. “Said you are honourable.”

      “Was honourable. His words. Before I killed that sombitch.” He lowered his head. “Sorry. I shouldn’t cuss.”

      Amy shrugged. “Is that how you still see him? The man you …?”

      “How can I not? After what he did.” For a moment, James felt a tremor rushing through him, a surge of memories. “What happened to Nat, that was unforgivable, but the way those men were treated… Bill had no call to do that, so I knocked him down and I killed him. There’s no other way to say it, no need to wrap it up as anything else.”

      “But not murder, the judge said.” The smile returned to her mouth, that tiny butterfly wing showing itself briefly before it returned to wherever it preferred to be.

      “Some on the jury thought so.” James shrugged. “Two of ‘em. There was some … suspicion about that.”

      “Yes,” said Forrest, “that they were related to Bill, the man you killed?”

      “That’s what I heard. Either way, they sentenced me to ten years in this hell-hole. Ma is kind to send you here, to check on my well-being, but I doubt I’ll see her alive again. Maybe that’s for the best – I wouldn’t know what to say, not now after what I did. Killing a person, it changes you.”

      “Has it changed you?”

      He locked his eyes with Amy’s. Beautiful eyes, a cloudy green, such a complement to the golden strands of hair sprouting beneath the rim of her bonnet. “I guess. I don’t want anything to do with horses nor guns anymore. They did me wrong, in the situation I mean. If I hadn’t ever been a cowboy I would never have got into that fight at the show bar, would never have been responsible for Nat …” Dragging in a breath, he shook his head.

      “Nor Lilith?”

      James turned, this time to Forrest, and searched the man’s face. There didn’t appear to be any accusation in his look, just the simple, horrible truth that lay within those words. Lilith. “I might have met her anyway but … who knows.”

      “Does she ever come to see you?”

      “Dear God, no!”

      The silence returned. If the mention of his former lover’s name caused James any hurt, he did not show it. He remained impassive, his reluctance to meet his visitors’ measured stares the only hint that he may have suffered some piercing of his heart. “I took it upon myself to try and find her,” said Forrest quietly. A thin smile crossed his face. “Sad to report, I was not successful. It seems she left Kansas quite some time ago.”

      “Because of me.”

      Forrest shrugged. “I cannot say.”

      “It is of no matter. I have put her out of my mind,” he lied, and he could not help but feel a tang of guilt at so doing. He hoped his tone did not betray the truth that ate into his heart with every passing day. Lilith had abandoned him and that, more than the words of his sentence, was punishment enough.

      “The brother of the man … Bill. He died, but other relatives, they swore they’d kill you,” said Amy, turning the conversation away from Lilith. Was that deliberate, he wondered.

      “They may have cause,” said James.

      “Aren’t you afraid?”

      He gave a tiny chuckle. “I ain’t afraid of much. A steer gone crazy, p’raps. But not a man. Ain’t ever been afraid of a man.”

      The Reverend spoke, “Has anyone said anything to you during your time in here, so far?”

      James held his stare. Did he know something already? James shrugged. “They have a long reach, that family. I suspect they are not ordinary folks, that they are … well, they ain’t ordinary.”

      “Criminals?” asked Amy. “Dangerous men?”

      “Maybe. I get a look from some of the others every now and then, and I know some of ‘em are watching me. Maybe looking for an opportunity.”

      “An opportunity for what?” Amy’s voice sounded afraid.

      Forrest again squeezed her forearm, calming her. “Byron, if you suspect anything, you should tell the guards.”

      James scanned the room. There was a guard in each corner, another by the door, a fifth moving slowly between the desks. He came to a halt, mere paces away from where James and his visitors sat, and said, “Time’s up.”

      Convenient, thought James. Had the guard overheard, was he one of the officials bribed by the family, told to ‘look the other way’? James knew it was coming. A couple of months ago there’d been that clash in the corridor, a small, ferret-like man barging into him, mouthing off insults and threats. A nearby guard turning away, uninterested. Was that the start of it?

      “Byron, promise me you’ll remain alert.”

      James smiled at Forrest. A good man, caring, concerned. A link to his mother. “I promise.”

      “And don’t get into any scrapes,” added Amy.

      “You mustn’t do anything that may undermine your parole appeal.”

      “That ain’t for some time yet, Reverend.”

      “I know that. Nevertheless, anything could be used against you. An altercation, an argument, anything that might make them think you are not ready to⁠—”

      “I’ll stay out of trouble, Reverend. Don’t worry.”

      The guard, now so close James could hear him breathing, cleared his throat. James gave him a nod, stood up, reached across and shook Forrest’s hand. He smiled at Amy, who returned it, and his heart gave a little leap again. He watched them move over to the door. Would she turn and give him a final look? He stood, waiting, hardly able to breathe.

      At the door, Forrest let her go through first and, as she did, she turned and smiled once again.

      “You got a shine for her?” asked the guard, a big, gruff-sounding fellow.

      James didn’t meet the man’s eyes. “I believe I have, yes.”

      “You’re a fool,” the guard said. “A girl like that? Churchgoer? You ain’t got a rat’s chance.”

      “Even a rat deserves something good every now and then.”

      The guard chuckled before placing his truncheon heavily on James’s shoulder. “Maybe you ain’t as deserving as a rat.”

      “Maybe.” James shuffled towards the door, his ankle chains restricting his movement, feeling the guard’s eyes boring into his back, hearing the scoffing laughter which hurt so deep, and trying as best he could to keep her face in his mind, easing the pain, suppressing the rage. If he could get through this then maybe … just maybe.
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      Eerily, there were a few men in the exercise yard, despite the weather being much cooler. The weeks moved on and soon it would be Christmas. James wondered, as he did almost every year, if this might be the last one he saw.

      Taking the opportunity to sit and think in the quiet and stillness, he found himself an old bench to settle down on. It was a narrow, roughly carved thing, nothing more than a split log balanced on two unsteady legs, probably made by some half-blind inmate many years before. But it would do. For now. Ignoring the way it wobbled beneath him, he stretched out his legs, closed his eyes and allowed his thoughts to drift back to Amy and the way her eyes twinkled as she spoke, as if dancing to the rhythm of her words.

      She certainly was the prettiest girl he’d seen. Lilith, she was sultry, alluring, but Amy was in another class. She’d turned at the door, delivered that smile. He’d long ago accepted that any chance of romance was long dead. Lilith, she was special, and he believed he’d found a chance for happiness with her, but when all the trouble with the others blew up, something changed in her. He heard it in the way she spoke to him after Hogg came and ordered him to go back on the trail. “I didn’t think you were like that,” she’d said.

      “I’m not.”

      “Then don’t go.”

      “I have to. I got no choice.”

      “You’ve always got a choice. Nothing good will come of this.”

      She was right about that. Nothing good came of it and nothing good would ever come of anything that happened to him again. Until now. Amy. She was a light in a world grown dark and dangerous.

      But hadn’t it always been dangerous? Sitting here, in the confines of the exercise yard, it was easy to forget the life he’d had, a life he’d successfully put to the very back of his mind. Perversely, in his scramble for solitude, these moments brought those dark days back, and their immediacy, amplified by his sense of loneliness, gnawed away at him.

      Hanson was the first. It was a dismal morning in late March so many years ago when, at sixteen, James dismounted from his shabby, ancient horse and walked into the Bright Star saloon searching for work. Any kind of work. He’d promised himself when he set out from the family farm – or what was left of it – that he would do his utmost not to fall into bad company, yet here he was. Opposite him, chewing on tobacco, studying the cards in his grubby hands and leering. “I might have something for you.”

      Those words. They changed his life. The following day, as a member of a scurrilous, bedraggled gang, they blasted their way into the town bank, shooting one of the tellers through the head before anyone inside realised what was happening. Someone screamed and Hanson shot her in the stomach. James stood and could not believe what was happening. A bystander pulled a gun and that was when the shooting truly began. With lead flying, the remnants of the gang spilt out into the street with not a stolen dime between them.

      Outside, it was like a merry night in hell. Townspeople were raising shotguns and pistols, and Hanson took a blast in his leg, crumpling, hand reaching out, “Byron, Byron, take me with you, help me.”

      But James, jumping into his saddle, merely turned and snarled, “Damn you to hell for what you did,” and he shot Hanson dead, right there in the street, and the townsfolk simply stood and gaped as James spurred his old horse and made good his escape.

      Hanson. Those eyes, pleading. He could have saved him, perhaps. Perhaps. But the dice were already rolling against them. Ill-thought-out, the bank raid proved a disaster from start to finish, and those members of the gang who survived the gunfight were hanged. But not from the gallows, their necks broken. Nothing so civilised. They were strung up from trees and left to dangle, kicking out, desperate to save themselves. But they couldn’t. The townsfolk watched and laughed and cheered. Those two innocents, shot dead for no reason at all in the bank, were avenged. James, the only one to get away, had to live with it. He tried and, up until now, he had managed to do so. This place, the emptiness, the silence—it brought it all back.

      “Boy.”

      The voice, more of a growl, shook him out of his thoughts and he looked up to see the man he knew as Baines, standing as big and as wide as a grizzly, glaring at him.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      The threat was clear, not only in that growl but in the man’s demeanour, the way his shoulders were tense, fists bunched. James heard his own voice tremble as he asked, “Something wrong?”

      Baines tilted his head to one side. “Could be. You is James?”

      James nodded, took the chance to look around. The exercise yard was eerily empty all of a sudden. This was not good. Everyone had gone. Those other inmates no longer tramped through the dirt, the guards did not stand and watch. An unspoken command had sent them all away. No witnesses to what was about to happen—the attack, the moment he’d been expecting, the retribution. He’d told the Reverend the very same thing. They would come for him. Bill’s kin out for revenge. And here it was.

      Over the last few days, James had noticed how the other inmates gave him room, how they never met his eyes—no greetings, not even a nod. And that ferret-like man who’d barged into him, sniggering behind his hand, glaring at him over his soup bowl during dinner. How he’d whispered into James’s ear, “You is getting yours, bastard,” it all added up. And here, right now, the culmination. James felt the rough wooden bench beneath him jabbing into his flesh. Strange he hadn’t noticed that before, not while he thought of Amy. But Amy wasn’t in his thoughts right now. He adjusted his position, forced his voice to sound calm. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding…”

      “Oh, you do? Well, I don’t see it that way, boy. And neither does anyone else, ‘cepting the jury your boss paid off.”

      “Paid off? Look, mister, nobody paid off anybody! That ain’t the way it went down, I’m inno⁠—”

      Baines held up one rigid finger to silence James mid-flow. He then quickly checked around him before he leaned forward menacingly. “I’m a friend, see. A friend of the man you killed. I know his pa and his pa is mighty churned up because of what you did. Thing is, nobody thinks your punishment is good enough, you murdering, son of a⁠—”

      It was one of those rare moments when common sense leaves you, when thinking and cautious consideration are things to be found in scholarly books, or the quiet corners of the church. James knew this was a situation that required immediate action, and to hell with the consequences. Consequences would come later. So he acted.

      He swung his leg up in a swift, powerful arc, the toe of his boot connecting perfectly with Baines’s scrotum. The big man squealed, clutching at his groin as he staggered backwards. James was already on his feet, cocking his hands back. Both clamped together, he used his fists as a sort of sledgehammer, crashing them squarely into Baines’s jaw. Before the big man was falling, James helped him on his way with a second kick, delivered with all the strength he could muster, flat into the big man’s nose. James heard the snap of bone and he grinned in satisfaction.

      Splayed out across the exercise yard floor, Baines was in no position to defend himself. Blood spewed from his face like a fountain. Huddled up, hands clamped around his groin, he groaned and squirmed. Moving as if his actions were well-rehearsed, James grabbed hold of the bench. It was rickety, it was old, but it would do. He brought the end edge down repeatedly onto Baines’s head, pulverising it until the skull cracked like an egg and it was over.

      Nothing moved. An eerie, otherworldly silence descended. James looked down at the human wreckage at his feet. The obliterated head. The blood. The awfulness of it. Then he looked, a new urgency gripping hold of him, and he checked every part of the exercise yard. Deserted, the bleakness gaped back at him. Nothing stirred. Then, as if obeying a sudden and urgent stage direction, a single buzzard soared overhead, a piercing shriek cutting through the silence.

      Sure the man was dead, James dropped the bench and staggered away, appalled at what he’d done, breathless, exhausted, the enormity of his actions so overwhelming he almost swooned into a blackout. He swayed away, holding the back of his hand to his mouth, retching loudly. Reeling to the door that would take him back to his cell, he stumbled through. Pausing there, he took in several breaths, listening. No one was about. No witnesses. That was how it was meant to be, of course. No witnesses to the way Baines would beat James to death. But it hadn’t worked like that, and soon everybody would know what had happened.

      Finally, back in his cell, James sat on the edge of his bunk and gazed at his shaking hands. There was no blood on them, nothing on his clothes. No one would guess. He was safe.

      Another murder racked up for him to live with.
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      They came for him again. He knew they would. It was months later and, although guards had visited him, questioned him, had him against the wall by the throat, they could extract nothing from him about what had happened in the recreation yard. Even when they beat him so badly he had to spend two days in bed, he did not utter a word. No one saw anything. Even so, everyone knew it was him and James now had a formidable reputation. Few of the other inmates dared look at him. The weasel who had tried to make his life a kind of purgatory disappeared into the shadows. James was the killer all right, but nobody could prove it.

      Two men, big and dangerous-looking, confronted him in the washhouse. The governor’s wishes were that prisoners should work, not only in the fields and on the mountainside breaking rocks but also for the good of the prison community. So James was given the responsibility of washing clothes. And it was there, amongst the steam and the smell of soap, he caught a blur and ducked low. The sweeping blow, a huge fist enclosing a broad-bladed knife, rushed over his head. He responded with a blow into the man’s solar plexus, caught the knife arm, twisted, rammed his knee into the man’s groin, and tore the knife from the attacker’s grip.

      The second one came at him like a huge, outraged bear, arms reaching out to envelop him. Without turning, James thrust the knife deep into the assailant’s gut, and the man fell to his knees, hands clutching at the wound, amazed that so much blood could spill from his own body.

      Not finished yet, James put the knife into the first man’s throat, watched him writhe and thrash around for a few moments, then placed the handle into the second assailant’s hand before slipping out of the washroom unseen.

      The guards did not come this time. Rumours spread, as they always did, and James listened to them without reacting. Apparently, an argument between two ruffians had resulted in them killing one another. No one stopped to question it and nobody had seen anything. Strange, some pondered, that the two men had only just arrived a few days before, transferred from another jail, and almost immediately fallen out. But stranger things happened inside prisons.

      The next attack was not physical. James received a letter, the handwriting difficult to decipher. He did manage, after some considerable time and concentration, to gather the meaning. It was from Bill’s father and it spouted such hatred that James thought his heart would stop. The threat was there, the promise of revenge, no matter how long it took. The day would come, it said, so James needed to be ready.

      

      Amy continued to visit, along with her brother, and James grew to look forward to those moments. They were a welcome break from the relentless boredom of his incarceration. But then came the message he dreaded receiving more than anything. He’d long suspected that Amy came to the prison out of duty, to support her brother. But now, as James read her letter, it seemed Reverend Forrest was sick, incapacitated, and Amy would be nursing him from now on. Her letter was brief and full of regret. She did not know when she would be able to visit again, if ever. She wished him well and begged him to promise her that upon his release he would seek her out and meet her …

      He struggled through the next few days, fighting back tears of frustration and sadness. He was now truly alone.

      The subsequent months rolled by for James, never-ending, formless, the days blending into one another as he stumbled along in a sort of impenetrable fog of depression. He’d opened a correspondence course from Massachusetts in journalism sometime before and it proved his emotional safety net. His graduation was one of the happiest moments he’d experienced whilst being locked up.

      A guard came to his tiny cell one morning, filling the doorway with his bulk, slapping his baton into the palm of his free hand. “Gov’nor wants to see you.”

      James, confused, peered into those disturbingly gleeful eyes, and said, “What’s happened?”

      “Best you come along and see.”

      With head bowed, James shuffled down the corridors towards the governor’s office, ignoring the stares of the other inmates. He could not remember the last time anybody had spoken to him. It felt like a year, or was it ten? The weeks and months since the attack in the washhouse had simply disappeared, his routine of rising early, doing his duties, retiring to his cell to read. The drudgery and repetitiveness became like a soothing balm and he found comfort in the monotony of it all. And now this. A summons.

      Keeping his thoughts at bay, he stepped up to the governor’s desk and waited. From a given signal, the guard removed the ankle shackles and James, hardly believing it all, stood and waited, hands behind his back, eyes to the floor.

      “James.”

      He looked up and saw it, although it took him a few seconds to realise. The governor was smiling, such an alien expression that James believed he must be dreaming.

      “News has come in from your last parole meeting.” He brandished a manila envelope. “I have received this.”

      James could not speak. More bad news? Then the big guard prodded him in the back with the baton. He cleared his throat, hardly daring to ask, “What is it, sir?”

      “Your release papers. You’re free, James. The parole board were impressed by the good reports I made about you, your good behaviour, your determination to educate yourself, it’s all made a most positive impression upon the board. They have decided your sentence should be curtailed.” He grinned. “You’ve done your time.”

      James took the proffered letter and read it through several times, reassuring himself that it was genuine.

      “I’ve been directed to tell you to travel to the town of Newton. A benefactor has secured you a position there, working as a junior reporter for a local newspaper now that you are qualified. I think it’s a generous offer and one you should not ignore.”

      “A benefactor, sir?”

      The governor nodded and produced another sheaf of official-looking correspondence. “It’s all there, James. Someone is looking out for you.”

      He peered at the name at the foot of the paper and did not recognise it. Frowning, he folded up the letter before taking the governor’s proffered hand.

      “Good luck, James. You’ve had some difficult moments but you have come out of this with a good deal to commend you. The parole board took the view that you are to be returned to society with a fine testimonial. You no longer need to call me ‘sir’, James. Your new life has begun.”

      And that was that.

      Those weeks and months he thought he’d served were actually years and they had slipped by as easily as cream down his throat. Freedom. It took him a long while to process and, as he stood under the glare of the sun outside the gates on that first morning, he gave up a tiny prayer of thanks.

      Now all he needed to do was find Amy.
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      He took the stage to his home town, spending the few dollars he had on a new pair of boots as well as his ticket. In his lap, he held the bundle that contained his only possessions. A change of shirt and underwear, letters from Amy and an old, torn photograph of his mother taken on the porch of the family home. His release papers and testimonial were inside his thick, cord jacket, just in case any authority figure stopped and questioned him. Not that he believed such a thing would happen. He did not have the words ‘former prisoner’ tattooed across his forehead and anybody casting him a glance would discern nothing unusual about his demeanour. He was a free man. His past was dead, dusted and done.

      At Newton, he disembarked and stood for a moment in the bustling street with many buildings in various stages of construction, labourers swarming like ants over the bricks and steel carcasses. The air was alive with noise, numerous horse-drawn vehicles clattering along hard-packed earth streets, the stench of horse manure—something he’d forgotten all about—so thick it caught in the back of the throat, forcing him to seek out the nearest saloon. There were many to choose from.

      Perhaps Newton’s busiest days had gone, but there remained plenty of cowhands, workers, immigrants and toughs to fill up the saloon’s interior. James had to squeeze his way through to the bar, where he ordered a beer. His first in … He had to stop to think. Five years? He gazed at the amber liquid in the glass, the froth drooling over the rim, and licked his lips in anticipation.

      “Looks like you need that,” said the barman, sweeping a damp cloth over the countertop. “Visiting or passing through?”

      “Hoping to settle,” said James, and took his first tentative sip. He closed his eyes, luxuriating in the taste.

      “Not many do that,” said the barman with a grin. “Cattle days are not what they were. You a cowpoke?”

      “Was,” said James, and took a much deeper drink of his beer. “Right now I need to present myself to the Newton Express newspaper. It’s a local paper and⁠—”

      “Yeah, I know what it is. It’s the Kansan’s main rival. Not as fine an editorial in my opinion, but … You look surprised. You don’t think a mere bartender could be interested in local and national news?”

      “No, no,” said James quickly. He finished his drink. “Not at all. Reading is far more widespread than it used to be … I meant no offence.”

      “None taken.” He picked up the empty glass and set to cleaning it.

      “I’d be considerably grateful if you could point me in the direction of the Express’s main office,” said James. “I have a letter of recommendation, you see, and I⁠—”

      “Two blocks down on the right. You can’t miss it as it has its name emblazoned on a huge signboard. You might be looking for somewhere to stay?”

      “Well, my home is no more than a short ride from town. It is my intention to stay there as soon as I have bought myself a horse.”

      “Expensive.”

      “I’m hoping the Express will give me an advance.”

      The man tilted his head. “Someone must have a lot of faith in you.”

      Shrugging, James bade his farewells and slowly made his way to the offices of the Newton Express newspaper, passing through the busy streets, avoiding eye contact with anyone, and finally making his way to the main entrance. Stepping inside, he stood in front of the reception desk. The girl there took his details and led him to the editor’s office.

      “May I ask,” said James as he sat down opposite the editor, Lance Stockwell, “who it was who recommended me?”

      “Wish I could,” said Stockwell, “but I don’t know. Personal friend of the owner, I suspect. I shouldn’t worry about it. You’ll start in the morning, accompanying Kent Baumann, one of our longest-serving reporters, in investigating a corruption charge. He’ll fill you in tomorrow. We start at nine.”

      And now, a little over an hour later, with a small advance in his back pocket, he bought himself a horse and a well-worn saddle and made his way out of the town limits to his mother’s home. The day was bright and clear, the sky blue, the air warm. He took his time, enjoying the moment. He was still adjusting to being free and he liked the sensations raging through his body.

      Until he met the big Swede working in a field adjacent to his mother’s smallholding.

      “Nobody’s been here for quite some time,” he said, in his curiously lilting accent, as James reined in next to him. “Can I help you at all?”

      “There have been no visitors?”

      The big man rolled his broad shoulders. “Nope. Not for some time. That old lady was all alone. She kin of yorn?”

      “My mother’s place,” James said, staring at the simple wooden house standing a little way off. Even from this distance, it appeared lonely and cold, the timbers black with age, well tarred solid but uninviting.

      “You mean old Ma James?”

      James nodded. “I haven’t been able to visit due to some personal difficulties.”

      “Hell…” The man bit his lip and turned away. “I’m sorry. You didn’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      An awkward silence spread over them both. The big man cleared his throat. “She passed.”

      For a moment, James felt he had slid into a huge, gaping hole. He struggled to find his voice. “Passed?”

      “A while ago. Maybe a year?”

      The big man needed to react with surprising speed as James pitched into the swirling abyss and fell from his saddle.
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