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To my wife Marion, the love of my life 

Idaho City, Idaho 

Wherever gold was found, it brought with it men and women wanting to acquire the yellow dirt which would give them riches beyond their wildest imaginations. Relying on gold were also the businessmen and women who opened up saloons, gaming halls, Pleasure Palaces, stores, rooming houses, churches, livery stables, barber shops, and every other kind of business that was needed. 

These Boom Towns or Gold towns, as they were called, would spring up overnight starting out as tent cities then growing into wooden structures as the gold was mined and the population grew. Such was Idaho City, Idaho. 

From 1862 to 1871, it would be the largest Northwestern city, with a population in 1864 of over seven thousand, making it a city larger than Portland. 

As with any Boom Town, you had those who wanted to make quick money, but not willing to work for it. 

Enter the Ghost Towns. A small band of outlaws who disguised themselves by wearing a pillowcase with eye slits over their heads. They also draped their horses with sheets so no one would recognize them. 

In these towns, dust and nuggets had to go out for the money comes to come in, and it was the money coming in that the Ghost Riders were interested in. 

After several incoming shipments of money, known as Payrolls, were robbed and the men delivering it killed, the city was almost out of cash and desperate. Up to now, the local lawmen headed by a Mike Rees were unable to stop them. The Mayor called a meeting of all business owners to see if they wanted to hire a retired Texas Ranger to do the job. 

Into the picture came Colton Baines Hawke, the retired Ranger who had been known around town as a drunkard but had been sober for a while, having met a local woman named Emma Starr. 

The road to catching the Ghost Riders would take many an interesting twist and turn as the ex-Ranger used all his ranger skills to get to the bottom of why the outlaws seemed to be unstoppable. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
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Colton’s horse Duke bucked slightly at the sound of distant gunshots. Stretching his hand forward and speaking softly, Colton patted the neck of the big Roan he called Duke, and to reassure him said, “Easy fella, I heard it, too.” 

Colton was a retired Texas Ranger, whom the town of Idaho City, Idaho had hired to find and bring to justice the varmints who had been holding up shipments of payroll money needed to pay the many mine workers and general labor hired by the many businesses in town. 

There were only a handful of witnesses to the robberies and their descriptions of the robbers were that they appeared to be ghosts. He was told that even the horses of the robbers, were ghost horses. Colton summarized that the riders had donned white sheets, and had even draped their horses to make them unrecognizable. 

The Ghost Riders were very efficient at their robbing. Colton knew that by the time he arrived at where he figured the shots had come from, they would be long gone. He could only hope that there were no dead this time, but the several shots he heard were not a good sign. Lately, the ghost riders had taken to killing everyone, leaving no witnesses. During the last robbery, the old man riding shotgun had faked death and survived long enough to give witness to the ghost like robbers. He also said that he saw the tip of a boot sticking out beneath the sheet, and it was red. 

More echoing gunshots rang out as Colton spurred Duke into a stiff gallop. Duke knew his job, and at once was running at full speed. Colton’s eyes were on the trail, looking for anything that would cause Duke to stumble. A horse with rider, traveling at full gallop, could be deadly if he stumbled. 

In his days as a Texas Ranger, Colton had relied on his God given ability. The things he had learned, along with pure gut instinct to keep himself alive, and his horse skills were as sharp as any of the many Indians he had chased. 

“If those gunshots were from the ghost riders,” thought Colton, “then they are coming from Bloody Creek, and I’m already too late.” 

Colton had planned on being at Bloody Creek before daylight, to observe any movement of riders, but had overslept due to the late night he had spent with Emma Starr, the love of his life. He smiled now, remembering how the night had gone, and his attention was drawn away from the trail and that would cost him. 

He and Emma had met at five o’clock and went to Polly’s eatery, where they spent well over an hour in eating and small talk. It was at these times, that Colton found himself falling a little more in love with the lovely Emma Starr. After their meal, Colton had suggested a buggy ride. Colton had in mind to show Emma a spread of land he was thinking of purchasing, if her answer to his marriage proposal was yes. As he thought about his love for Emma, his thoughts went back to another time a few years ago and another love. 

Colton had been married before to Amanda Soule. As a couple, they were quite a sight. He was six feet two, with broad shoulders, and a stern expression, that exuded a quiet confidence and strength. In comparison, Amanda was a tiny gal, who barely came to Colton’s shoulder. He would look down at her and his expression (that made many a robber shake in his boots) changed to one of love. He caressed her with his eyes, as he stroked her long blonde tresses. Amanda was pregnant with their first child and he waited on her hand and foot, when he was home. He couldn’t wait for his baby to be born, but unfortunately, there was a gang that had robbed a bank that was in his district, and he was obliged to go. Amanda wasn’t due for another three weeks, so she urged Colton to go. “I won’t let that baby come before you get back,” she smiled at him and then said, “I promise.” 

That promise was broken the next day, when the pains began. Annie, a mid-wife, lived only two doors down and, holding her belly, she hurried to Annie’s house and pounded on her door. 

“Help Annie,” she cried, “I think I’m going to have the baby.” 

Annie opened the door to the pounding. “Amanda, honey, what’s the matter? 

“The baby is coming.” 

“Nonsense,” Annie replied, “You’ve got, at the least, two more weeks to go” 

Amanda let out a loud scream and clutched her belly. 

At that, Annie swung the door wide and pulled Amanda in roughly. She pushed her onto the couch, and quickly examined her. 

“Yep, you sure are going to have that baby. You go on home and I’ll gather up my things and be right along.” 

Amanda went to leave but turned around and said, “I can’t have the baby now, I promised Colton I wouldn’t have the baby ’til he came back. He so wanted to be there when I had it.” 

Annie clucked her tongue, “Well, dearie, promise, or no promise, that little one wants out.” 

She wiped her hands on her dirty apron and waddled back inside the house. She was a rather large woman and with her stringy, greasy, gray hair, she was not the picture of cleanliness, but she had the reputation of being an excellent mid-wife. 

Just a few minutes after Amanda got home, Annie bustled into the house and set up her implements. 

“This is your first, darlin’, so you’ve got a long wait.” She took Amanda into the bedroom and, once more, examined her. A couple of minutes passed, and then Amanda cried out! 

“Help me Annie. I’m dyin’. I want Colton,” she sobbed. 

Those would be the last words that Amanda would speak. Her small, framed body arched up off the mattress, a loud sigh left her lips, and then she was gone. 

“Oh Lordy, no!” said Annie out loud. She bent down with her ear to Amanda’s chest, but could hear nothing. “Sweet Jesus, I’ve got to go get Doc.” She ran out of the house. 

A few minutes later, she and Doc came rushing back into the bedroom where Amanda lay. Doc took out his stethoscope and listened. 

Shaking his head, he said, “She’s gone.” 

Doc then checked to see if there was another heartbeat. Detecting nothing, Doc went to his medical bag and removed a scalpel. He proceeded to cut Amanda’s belly open to get to the unborn baby. And just as he had suspected, the baby was stillborn. Checking the baby, he told Annie it was a boy. 

“That’s what Amanda wanted,” said Annie. “Colton Jr. would have been his name.” 

Doc laid the little babe next to Amanda. 

“How long will it be before Colton is due back?” 

Annie thought for a minute then held up three fingers. “Amanda told me that he had to go chase some gang of bank robbers, and because of where he had to go, he said he would be back in three weeks.” 

“Well, this body won’t last till then.” 

Doc packed up his medical bag and, as he headed for the door, turned and spoke to Annie. 

“I will go see Boyd and have him come for the body. And seeing Colton won’t be back soon, she will have to be buried right away.” 

Most of the town’s folk were at the cemetery when Amanda and her unborn son were buried. Preacher Davis spoke some loving words over the coffin, and finished by blessing it. 

Almost three weeks to the day, Colton rode into town, anxious to see Amanda. He had captured two of the bank robbers, and had to shoot the third. He was tired and glad to be home again. The trail had been a tough one. 

Colton realized for the first time in his career as a Ranger that he hadn’t enjoyed this time on the trail and the capture of the bad guys as much as in the past. He used to like sleeping out under the stars, cooking on an open camp fire, and the sounds of a coyote talking to the night. Not bathing was one thing he didn’t care for, but then he loved the thrill of the hunt. These were all the things that excited him. 

Now, he wanted a nice home cooked meal, a bath, and snuggling up to Amanda in their feather bed with a new baby. He visualized a little Colton and a smile came to his face. 

As Colton rode down through town, he noticed several of the folks he passed didn’t acknowledge him, which they usually did, but this time it was different. They turned their heads. 

“Why the long faces, instead of the old, hi’ya Colton?” he wondered. 

Rafe Bonner, one of the many kids in town who you could send on errands to deliver a message, came running up to him and said, “Hey, Ranger Colton, Doc Swanson wants to see you, right away.” 

“Thanks, Rafe.” Colton dug into his jacket pocket, withdrew a coin and tossed it to Rafe. 

Colton turned Duke in the direction of Doc’s office and wondered why Doc wanted to see him. Suddenly, his mind registered, “Amanda, something is wrong with Amanda . . .” 

Pulling up in front of Doc’s office, Colton dismounted and tied Duke to the hitching post. As he stepped onto the boardwalk, the door to Doc’s office opened and Doc stepped out to greet him. 

“What’s so urgent, Doc?” 

Doc motioned for Colton to come into his office. Once inside, Doc pulled up a chair and beckoned Colton to sit down. 

“I don’t want to sit, Doc. Has something happened to Amanda while I was gone?” Colton’s face took on a concerned worried look, as he waited for Doc to answer his question. 

Doc reached up and put his hand on Colton’s shoulder. 

“I’m so sorry, son, but Amanda passed shortly after you left town. 

“That can’t be, Doc?” 

“Annie did all she could, but the baby was a big baby and did some internal damage and the fact that he was dead, she just couldn’t birth him.” 

Colton regained his composure, and then asked? “Where are they, Doc?” 

“They are both buried in the cemetery. I’ll be happy to ride with you there, if you would like?” Doc had removed his hand from Colton’s shoulder, walked behind his desk, and took a seat. Opening up a drawer, Doc produced a bottle and two glasses. Putting the glasses on the desk, he proceeded to fill each one. Handing one to Colton, Doc simply extended his in a salute, then he drained his in one gulp. Colton did the same. 

Doc spoke again, taking the glasses and returning them to his desk drawer. 

“We all decided that even though we had to bury Amanda, we would have a grave marker made and let you place it.” 

Leaving Doc’s office, they both walked to the undertaker, so Colton could pick up the grave marker. It was a simple gravestone that had some writing on it. Colton gazed at that writing: AMANDA S. HAWKE LOVING WIFE TO COLTON W. HAWKE MOTHER TO COLTON JR. UNBORN. 

After placing the marker on Amanda’s grave, Doc patted Colton on the back and before he left, handed Colton a small leather pouch. Colton opened it and found, done up in small linen cloth was a lock of Amanda’s hair along with one of the baby’s. Colton simply looked at Doc and nodded his head. There were tears in this Ranger’s eyes. 

Colton stayed there at Amanda’s grave for some time talking to her. Looking up into the clear blue, cloudless sky, Colton said his last goodbye. 

“I love you, Amanda, and I always will.” Then he turned knowing this goodbye was forever. 

It was a hard decision to make, but Colton decided that he couldn’t stay here, so he left the cemetery and went to the Ranger’s office, where he placed his Star on his captain’s desk. 

“I can imagine what you’re going through, Colton, but I want you to keep your Star. Once a Ranger, always a Ranger, and if you ever change your mind, just put on your Star and let me know. As far as this office is concerned, you are on an extended personal leave. 

Colton tipped his hat in thanks, palmed his Star and, looking at it one more time, put it in the pocket with the locks of hair. The locks he would eventually put in the family bible. This life ended. For right now, he just wanted to get as far away from these memories as he could. 

He realized that he had let his mind wander. Riding hard and not paying attention, suddenly, Colton found himself flying over Duke’s head, landing face down in the dusty trail. With the breath knocked out of him, he just lay there, with his chest expanding, but no air was coming in. Finally, gasping for air, he lifted up on one elbow and came face to face with the cause of the horse’s abrupt halt. Actually, he heard it before he saw it. No more than ten feet away, watching him with tiny, black eyes, was a rattler, coiled and ready to strike. Even though he needed to breathe, he took small gasps, hoping the slight movement wouldn’t provoke the snake to strike. 

Each rattle brought the possibility of a dreaded bite, closer and closer. He couldn’t draw his gun because it was lying beneath him. Colton was beginning to feel his legs cramp up, yet he was frozen with fear. 

“Damn.” Colton exclaimed, as he lay there barely able to catch his breath. 

Then, just as he thought he couldn’t hold that pose any longer, the rattle began to decrease, until it finally stopped. Praying the snake wouldn’t come over to investigate him and his horse it slowly unwound and slithered away into the brush beside the trail. 

Breathing a huge breath of relief, he rose to his feet and walked unsteadily to Duke. “Good boy,” he whispered, still afraid the sound of his voice might catch the attention of the snake again. 

Duke hadn’t wandered off. As with any ranger’s horse, he was trained to stay with his rider. 

“You almost got me some broken bones there, boy.” Brushing the dust from his clothes, and bending down to retrieve his hat, he knew that he had missed any chance of catching up to the Ghost Riders. 

“If it was them that fired those gunshots, they are long gone by now,” Colton thought. 

Taking his canteen, he poured a small amount of water over his head and face, then took a small drink to wash the trail dust from his mouth. Capping his canteen, Colton hung it back over the saddle horn, then placing his foot in the stirrup, hoisted himself up in the saddle. 

“Okay fella let’s go see what all that gunfire was about.” 

It took about twenty minutes before Colton eyed the first body lying beside the trail, as he came around a bend in the road. Scanning the area, he saw two more bodies. Colton didn’t have to examine the bodies to know they were dead. He observed that all three had been shot in the head and there was blood that had soaked thru their shirts, where they also had been chest shot. A wagon, with a team of two horses, stood off the trail in a small clearing. 

Colton’s thoughts went back to the previous night, and he knew that he was probably responsible for the death of these three. Had he been here first, he might have spotted the Ghost Riders before they could complete their ambush and multiple killings. This was not a thought Colton cared for at all, but still, the reality of it all was, had he been there, this might not have taken place and these three might still be alive. 

“The blood of these three men is on my hands,” said Colton aloud. He decided to get down off Duke and examine the bodies. In doing so, and as he had already guessed, all three were dead. 

Colton caught a reflection of light, just as a bullet kicked up dirt in front of him. With the speed of a mountain lion, Colton dove for cover behind the wagon. He drew his own pistol, out of habit, knowing that he couldn’t hit anything at this distance, from where he had spotted the reflection of light. After a few minutes, Colton stood up quickly, then ducked back down. No gun shots happened, so he left the cover of the wagon, keeping his eyes on the area where he had first seen the reflection. 

Seeing there were no more shots taken at him, Colton started scanning the ground, looking at the many horse prints. There were at least six involved in this ambush from what he could tell by the prints. 

Colton noticed that one of the dead still had his pistol in his hand. Bending down and picking it up, Colton checked to see if it had been fired. He discovered that it had been. 

“Two shots were fired from this gun,” he said out loud, turning the chamber and finding two spent cartridges. Colton also found a double barrel shotgun on the floor of the wagon along with some blood, concluding that at least one of the dead had been shot, while still seated in the wagon. 

Deciding to follow the horse tracks for aways, and to check out the spot where the reflection came from, Colton climbed up onto the back of Duke and headed off in the direction of all the prints, noticing a few spots of blood from time to time. 

After riding about one hundred yards or so, Colton spied what had caused the reflection of sun light earlier. There, on a large boulder beside the trail, lay a rifle. Behind the rifle was the figure of a man, draped in a white sheet. 

“One of the Ghost Riders by the looks of it,” Colton figured, as he got down off Duke and went to examine the dead man. Colton surmised that one of the two shots fired from the pistol he had taken from one of the three dead men, must have hit this guy. 

Colton rummaged thru this guy’s pants pockets but found nothing. He looked around for his horse but found none, as a matter of fact, there were no tracks visible. Taking off his hat and running his fingers thru his sweaty wet hair, Colton thought to himself, “They must have just left him here to cover the trail, knowing he was too badly shot to live long.” 

He decided it was more important to get this dead guy back to town and see if anyone recognized him, than it was to try to track the rest of the Ghost Riders. Deciding that is what he would do, Colton went back and cut loose one of the wagon’s horses and hoisted the dead outlaw onto it. 

When he got to town, he would send some of the lawmen out to get the bodies and bring them to town for a decent burial. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

[image: ]




The town of Idaho City, Idaho in the mid Eighteen-sixties was in the middle of their boom, brought on by discovery of gold, lots of gold. Idaho City was considered the largest gold mining town in the Pacific Northwest, even larger than Portland. With a population that was well over seven thousand, Idaho City was built so fast, with all the buildings being wood, that a fire in 1865 completely destroyed the whole town. Fire would destroy it again in 1867-68 and 1871. 

Timber was plentiful, so an entrepreneur by the name of Morgan Davenport had a saw mill brought in from the east, and logged all the timber to rebuild the city. Mr. Davenport became one of the richest men in Idaho. Owning most of the buildings in the city, he leased them out at a reasonable rent, and because of that, most were occupied and the city continued to grow. 

With its two hundred or so businesses, which included three dozen saloons and the Boise Basin Mercantile, Idaho City grew fast and, in a short time, was once again a place to earn and to spend lots of money. 

Idaho City had over twenty lawmen who kept the city fairly quiet and trouble free. That is, except over the past three months there had been a number of robberies of payroll monies, and killing those who transported it. 

The town’s law had been unable to catch these outlaws that had come to be known as the Ghost Riders. The name stemmed from the fact that the riders all wore white sheets over their clothes and white hoods. Their horses were also draped so no one could recognize them. Mayor Conrad Hewitt had called a special town meeting of all business owners together to figure out just what was going to be done to apprehend and put a stop to the robbing and killing that was being credited to the Ghost Riders. As stated, the local law was unable to stop them. 

Maxwell Honeycutt, who ran the local newspaper, the Idaho World, was the first to speak. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, as you all know by now, we have to go to some extreme measures to stop these Ghost Riders.” Taking a puff off the short stubby cigar which always occupied the side of his mouth, he continued as he looked about to make sure he had everyone’s attention. 

“Next week, we have a sixty thousand dollar shipment of money coming into town. We cannot afford to have it robbed, so something has to be done. Now, as you all know, we have a retired Texas Ranger living in town that I have already spoken with, and invited him here to this meeting.” 

There was some murmuring heard throughout the gathered folks, which Honeycutt expected at the mention of the ranger. 

Raising his hand into the air to quiet them, he continued, “I know a lot of you know Ranger Colton.” More murmuring could be heard with the mention of Colton’s name, and Honeycutt continued waving his hands to get some order in the place. 

A hush came over the meeting, when Ranger Colton stood up and joined Maxwell at the front of the room. 

Ranger Colton was a big man and he towered over Honeycutt by at least six inches. His facial features showed his age, as did the graying of his temples. He had taken off his hat and was holding it in front of him, but now he raised it into the air with a loud whistle, quieting everyone down. Secretly, Colton wanted to pull his pistol and let go a round or two. 

Maxwell Honeycutt gestured toward Colton and said, “Floor’s all yours, Colton.” 

With that, Colton started to speak. “Most of you here know who I am,” said Colton, having placed his hat back on his head. 

“Since the passing of Amanda and my moving here, I haven’t been the pillar of this community. There was a time, you all know when that was not the case.” 

Clearing his throat and gazing around the room, Colton continued. 

“I admit, I took to drinking and fighting as a means to shadow my broken heart at Amanda’s passing and I lost some friendships. But since Emma has come into my life, I think you all would have to agree I am not the same person I was before.” 

Colton gazed around the room and looked at faces, hoping he could see acceptance with his words, and he did see several townsfolk nod their heads in agreement. 

Maxwell stood up and walked up beside Colton. Placing his arm over Colton’s shoulder and giving him a pat, Maxwell took over the conversation. 

“I have been talking to Colton a lot over the past two months concerning this matter, and several things he has noticed have led me to hire him. I would like for you all to embrace that idea and be willing to shell out two dollars a week to pay his salary and to supply him with anything he needs to accomplish this undertaking. We need to put an end, once and for all, to the robberies and killings done by the Ghost Riders.” 

There was some murmuring and shuffling of feet to be heard as Maxwell finished speaking, and was now looking for someone else to speak up. Maxwell didn’t have long to wait. 

Henry Monroe, the owner of the Blue Dog Saloon spoke up. “Colton used to be one of my favorite customers there for a while.” Henry said, as he walked to the front of the room and stood beside Colton. 

Patting him on the back, Henry continued, “I introduced him to Emma, and can tell you all, straight up; Colton hasn’t been in my place since then.” 

“Thank you, Henry,” said Colton. “I appreciate your kind words, and not only haven’t I been in your place, I haven’t been in any others either.” 

“What do you think, Colton?” asked Henry, turning in his direction and motioning with his hand in the air for everyone to be quiet and to listen to what Colton had to say. 

“Whoever these Ghost Riders are, they have some inside connections here in town and with the bank in Denver.” Colton was going to continue, but was cut off by Maxwell. 

“Now isn’t the time for Colton to be sharing any information he has compiled. Let’s all agree, here and now, to hire him.” 

Maxwell looked around the room at the many that were gathered and saw agreement on everyone’s faces. Every business in town had been affected by the robberies, so everyone had a reason to hire Colton. 

Mayor Hewitt, now standing, indicated he wanted to speak. “Tonight I will assemble all of our town’s lawmen together and let them know our decision to hire Colton, and to assist him in any way he might need.” 

Mayor Hewitt could think of three lawmen that would give him a hard time, and just might resign. They might think that Colton is their boss and that would stick in their craws, plus if what Colton had shared with him, at least one, if not all three, might have something to do with the holdups and killings.” 

Mayor Hewitt then thanked everyone for coming. As everyone was leaving, Henry spoke up and invited them all over to the Blue Dog for a drink on the house. 

Mayor Hewitt, Maxwell Honeycutt and Colton stood watching everyone file out and head for the Blue Dog. 

Patting Colton on the back, Mayor Hewitt spoke up, “Looks like you have a new job, Colton.” 

Colton took his job seriously and in no time won over the respect of almost everyone in town. Colton had hoped someone would have recognized the dead Ghost Rider he brought back from Bloody Creek, but no one did, which seemed kind of odd to him. 

“The way these Ghost Riders always had the information to know where and when there was a payroll coming into town, it just seemed impossible that no one would know or recognize the face.” 

“Looks like someone is deep in thought,” a female’s voice sounded behind him. 

Colton’s face lit up, even before he turned around, as he recognized the voice of Emma. Turning and reaching up to remove his hat, Emma’s arms went around his waist as she stood up on tippy toes and planted a light kiss on his cheek. 

“I thought I would come by to look at your outlaw and see if maybe I had seen him before,” said Emma, looking around Colton to view the body. 

Emma’s hand went to her mouth, as a gasp left her ruby red lips. 

“I know him! I was introduced to him just two days ago. I was standing on the boardwalk in conversation with another cowboy, who told me he was new to town and was asking about a place to get a good home cooked meal and a hot bath. As we spoke, this fella came up to us, and the boy I was speaking with introduced him as Sam Taylor.” 

Emma paused for a few seconds as she bent down and moved his left hand so she could get a better look at it. 

“No thumb,” she said out loud, remembering him raising his left hand and showing her he didn’t have a thumb and telling her that was his nick name. 

“I’m surprised I didn’t notice that,” Colton said, now holding the hand and looking real close at it. “I would think someone would have recognized him by that.” 

“You didn’t notice the thumb missing, so maybe no one else did either,” said Emma. “Now, I’m not telling you how to do your job, but I would go down to the newspaper office and have something written up, with this one’s name and nickname, distribute it around town and see if anyone knows him.” 

“Good idea Emma,” said Colton, still looking at the thumbless hand. 

“Will you stay here until I get back in case anyone else comes around?” 

“Just don’t be gone too long,” Emma remarked, knowing that Colton had a habit of stopping to talk with anyone he would pass. 

“You sure know me well,” Colton replied with a smile on his face. 

He thought, the more time I spend in Emma’s presence the more I’m convinced she is the woman for me. I know she feels the same about me, so there is no reason for me to continue putting off asking her to be my wife.” 

As Colton crossed the street to go to the newspaper office, he decided that tonight he would ask Emma to marry him. 

*** 
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The day was getting hot and Colton felt the drops of sweat beading on his forehead. 

Maxwell Honeycutt, the owner of the Idaho World, had spotted Colton crossing the street and met him on the boardwalk. In his hands, he carried a pad of paper. 

“Well, do we know who that Ghost Rider is yet?” he asked, still walking towards Colton. 

“Yes we do,” replied Colton. “I was just coming to see you about printing up a story with his name to see if anyone knows him.” 

“Give me all the information you can and I will print up in a special edition right away and get it out to the entire town.” 

Colton gave Maxwell all the information he had, concerning the one known as Sam Taylor, nicknamed, No Thumb. 

“Make sure that article contains those two names,” Colton said, as he continued giving Maxwell a description of the young cowboy Emma had been talking with. 

“Let’s offer some reward money to anyone having information on these two name.” 

Taking his hat off and running his fingers through his sweaty hair, Colton thought for a moment and then spoke, “Let’s make that reward one hundred dollars, paid out once the information has been verified.” 

Colton felt that with the information from Emma, someone would step forward with information he could use to find the rest of the Ghost Riders. 

He replaced his hat and watched Maxwell as he turned and headed back to the newspaper office to start printing the special edition, which Colton hoped would get him some leads in finding the Ghost Riders. 

Several people were standing around the dead Rider and talking to Emma, as Colton walked up and stood beside her. 

“I’m pretty sure I saw him in the Blue Dog getting friendly with the whore Sadie,” added one of the onlookers. 

“Are you sure? When was the last time you saw him?” Emma asked, acknowledging the presence of Colton as he walked up beside her. 

“I don’t remember for sure, maybe a week ago,” came the reply. 

Colton leaned in close to Emma and whispered in her ear, “I’m headed down to the Blue Dog and have a talk with Sadie,” then, patting Emma’s behind, he turned and hurried away to locate Sadie and maybe get some of his questions answered. 

Emma watched as Colton walked away and wondered what would be his next move. She felt his pain in thinking and taking the blame for the three dead, although he hadn’t come right out and said such. 

“I hope the information I gave him helps with his investigation of the Ghost Riders,” Emma thought as she turned back and continued her questioning. 

Emma’s love for Colton had grown over the past few days and she had noticed a difference in Colton since becoming involved with the challenge of stopping the Ghost Riders. 

“Colton is once again becoming the man I first met the day I stepped down from the train three years ago. The first person I met was his wife Amanda, who took me under her care.” Emma couldn’t help but grimace as she remembered the hardships they all had gone through those past few months, since losing Amanda. 

Emma’s thoughts were brought back to the present, when one of the lawmen came over, bent down, and examined the hand with the missing thumb. 

Before Emma could collect her thoughts, the lawman had stood up and quickly walked away without saying anything or asking any questions, which Emma found disturbing. 

“What do you know, Beck?” This was the question going through her head as she watched him walk away and up to one of the other lawmen, who had been standing on the boardwalk waiting. She recognized the lawman as the one known as Lloyd, who was the second in charge under the ruthless son of a bitch named Mike Rees. 

Emma knew that she had just witnessed something important, and made a mental note to share it with Colton who was having breakfast with Mayor Honeycutt. Emma saw them both give a quick look in her direction, before turning and walking away. 

Honeycutt walked into Miss Mable’s rooming house where he always ate his breakfast. This morning, he would meet Colton with news about another payroll coming in. Colton had given him instructions not to mention any payroll shipments coming in, to anyone but him. 

“Anything having to do with incoming payrolls, come directly to me,” he had told Honeycutt. 

Colton was pretty sure that there were at least three lawmen involved somehow, somewhere. What he wasn’t sure of was how they were involved with the Ghost Riders. 

Colton waved at Honeycutt as he walked in through the door. On the table, he had a note pad on which he had written down questions he needed answers to. Forty five minutes ago, Colton had received a message from Honeycutt to meet him for breakfast. 

Penny saw Maxwell walk in and went to get his usual black coffee. She reached the table just as Maxwell did. 

“Thank you, dear lady,” Maxwell said, looking eye to eye with Penny and giving her an ear to ear smile. Penny gave Maxwell a big smile, in return, as he removed his hat and dropped it on the table, then pulled out a chair and sat down. 

“Well, thank you my dear,” Maxwell repeated, as Penny filled his coffee cup. 

“Will it just be coffee this morning or your usual flapjacks?” Penny asked. 

“Flapjacks,” said Maxwell rubbing his hands together, “And if you have some fresh strawberries, I’ll take a serving of them also.” 

“Flapjacks it will be, and seeing we just got in some fresh produce, you’re in luck with the strawberries.” 

Maxwell looked at Colton, cleared his throat, and looked around to see who was in the place, before he started to speak. 

“I received a message by rider last night that a payroll shipment has left Lewiston and due to arrive sometime Saturday afternoon.” 

“We should have received that news earlier,” said Colton. “I doubt I will have time to put some of my plans into action that quickly.” 

“Well, whatever you can do between now and Saturday, will be what it is,” said Honeycutt, moving his coffee cup from in front of him as Penny arrived and sat his plate of flapjacks down, along with a small bowl of fresh strawberries. A few minutes later, Penny returned with a coffee pot and refilled the two empty cups. 

Finishing filling the cups, Penny asked. “Will there be anything else?” 

“That will do for now Penny,” said Maxwell, then catching himself, looked at Colton and asked him, “Is there anything else you be needing, Colton?” 

Colton looked up from his note pad and signaled he was fine but said, “Maybe another coffee in a few minutes.” 

Colton made small talk while Maxwell ate. A few minutes later, two lawmen came in and Colton asked Maxwell who they were. 

“Reed Higgins is the one with the bushy beard. Reed is the only lawman that wears a beard. The tall, good looking one, wearing the two guns, is Dudley Foster.” 

Colton was writing the names down when two other lawmen entered and joined Reed and Dudley. 

“The short, stubby one, who just sat down, is Frank Baldwin who was the last lawman we hired.” 

Colton saw Frank turn his head slightly in their direction when Maxwell said his name. 

“We need to go someplace where we can talk and not be afraid of being overheard,” said Colton, picking up his note pad and tucking it inside his jacket. 

“I need to get all the information you can supply me, with regarding the twenty lawmen you all have hired to keep peace in town. I have a sneaking suspicion concerning three of them, and it won’t leave my thoughts.” 

Pushing back from the table and standing up, Colton waited for Maxwell to take his last sip of coffee before heading for the door. Not having to look back, Colton felt the stare of the lawmen. 

Once outside, Colton felt the heat of the morning air and declared they were in for another scorcher of a day. He was afraid his armpits would be running like faucets. Although it was still early, the sun was a huge ball of white hot energy that seemed to burn into the earth so that the heat came up from the ground and down from the sky. 

Stepping out through the door just behind Colton, Maxwell gave off a, pheeeeewwww, as he was hit in the face by the blast of unseen heated air. 

“Where do you want to go Colton?” asked Maxwell? 

“I thought we would go on over to the livery stable and hitch up your carriage and ride out to Bloody Creek where we can talk and observe the surroundings. There are a few things I want to look at.” 

“Well then,” said Maxwell, “let’s go get old Polka Dot hitched up and be on our way before it gets any hotter.” 

Once they had hitched up old Polka Dot, both climbed up onto the carriage seat with Honeycutt taking the reins. 

The lawmen that had entered Mable’s were now standing out front, watching as they rode down through Main Street. Every now and again, someone would yell out a good-morning and Maxwell would tip his hat and give a smile and say good-morning back. Being an important figure, it was necessary to acknowledge anyone who called out to you so they felt like a friend of yours, very important around election time. 
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