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Chapter One
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“This is U.S. Marshal Lincoln Hawk,” Lincoln called. “It’s over now.”

“We haven’t done nothing to interest a lawman,” a man shouted from inside the house.

“Throw your guns outside and come out with your hands up. Then you’ll get to carry on doing nothing that’ll interest me.”

Through the only window Lincoln saw shadows move on the far wall inside the house and a murmured conversation took place. Lincoln couldn’t hear what was said, but the tense tones suggested that the two men didn’t agree about what they should do.

The man who had spoken to him sounded young, implying he was Chester Dagwood. If the information that had led him to this abandoned farmhouse ten miles out of Cimarron Plains was right, the more senior and more dangerous other man would be Harold Blake.

“What do you want with us?” Chester said at last.

“I only want Kane Bowman. If he’s alive, you’ll get arrested. If he’s not, you know what’ll happen.”

A snorted laugh sounded followed by a second, shorter conversation, after which the door was pulled open and Chester stepped into the doorway with his hands raised. He took a pace outside and then moved to the side to stand with his back to the wall.

Lincoln was standing beside a pile of moldering firewood about twenty yards away from the door and Chester conveyed that information to Harold. Anticipating trouble Lincoln moved closer to the wood, ready to leap behind his cover.

Harold then swaggered outside. He rested his right hand on his hip close to his holster and rolled his shoulders as he appeared to weigh up his chances of taking on Lincoln before setting his feet wide apart in the doorway.

“He’s not here,” Chester said. “You’re welcome to come in and see that for yourself.”

Chester chuckled while Harold smirked as he held his left hand to the side inviting Lincoln to slip past him and go into the house.

“I will check out the place, but only after you’ve followed my order.” Lincoln raised his voice. “Throw down your guns. That was your last warning.”

“We’re not risking doing that. Your reputation precedes you.”

“My reputation is for treating wrongdoers fairly, but only when they follow my orders. You two have gotten my attention because you were seen bundling Kane out of the back of a covered wagon a few miles out of Cimarron Plains. Then you rode off toward this place.”

Chester winced. “In that case, I’ll change our story: Kane’s no longer here.”

“I’m obliged for your honesty, but that means you’re now under—”

“We’re not coming with you. Whoever claimed they saw us with Kane got it wrong as we weren’t the men who brought him here. Those men just wanted to use this place for a while, and don’t waste your breath asking who they were because we’ll never talk.”

“When a lawman asks you a question, you give him what he wants.”

Chester shook his head. “It’s you who’ll give them what they want.”

Lincoln gave a brief, wide smile, acknowledging the audacity of the demand.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“They want you to keep out of this. What’s happened has got nothing to do with you or Sheriff Bowman.”

“Who does it involve?”

Chester turned to Harold, who took a long pace away from the doorway and spoke up for the first time.

“It’s all about the other Kane,” he said.

––––––––
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Eugene Price filled the last of the whiskey glasses, took the customers’ money and then checked whether anyone else was waiting to be served. A new customer was now standing at the far end of the bar so Eugene moved on.

On the way he noted that the newcomer seemed familiar, and when the man turned to him his narrowed eyes made it clear that he’d been recognized, too. Then Eugene worked out when they had met before.

He came to a sudden halt. Then, with a shake of the head, he gathered his composure and joined him.

“Is that really you, Guy?” he said.

“It sure is,” Guy Miller said.

“It’s been a while.” Eugene rubbed his brow as he struggled to work out what he should say to him. “It sure has been a while.”

“You seem shocked.”

“I am, but you don’t.”

“That’s because I came here to see you.” Guy smiled when this revelation made Eugene flinch. “So would it help if I ordered us both a whiskey?”

Eugene nodded and turned away to gather up a liquor bottle, but then found that his hands were shaking so much he doubted he would be able to pour without spilling. He turned back.

“I’ll bring our drinks over to a table when nobody else needs serving.”

Guy nodded, although he would surely have noticed that no other customers were at the bar and another bartender was on duty. He headed to a table at the back of the room, leaving Eugene to walk up and down the bar as he waited for someone else to need serving and give him more time to calm down.

Nobody made a move toward him so he tried again to pick up a bottle. To his relief he found that this time his hand didn’t shake so he poured two measures and slipped out from behind the bar. He headed to the back of the room and then confirmed that nobody was paying him any attention before he sat down.

“I’m sorry I was so surprised,” he said. “I just never expected to see you again.”

“Based on what happened last time, I’m guessing you never wanted to see me again,” Guy said.

“That’s not true. We enjoyed some good times together.” Eugene gave a brief smile. “Although they were mainly when Kid Kane wasn’t around.”

Guy laughed. “You’re right. If we hadn’t gotten involved with him, things might have been different. Then again, fifteen years breaking rocks taught me a few things.”

“I can’t imagine what.”

Guy leaned toward Eugene and winked.

“It taught me that getting caught is a bad idea.”

“I learned that lesson without having to break rocks.” Eugene lowered his voice for emphasis. “So I’m grateful you didn’t talk.”

Guy shrugged. “I knew that if you’d gotten caught you wouldn’t have given the law my name, so there’s no need to thank me.”

Eugene wasn’t sure he’d have had the fortitude to withstand a prolonged interrogation about what they’d done, but he was sure that he would have at least tried to keep quiet so he gave a firm nod.

“I’ll still thank you for making sure I stayed a free man, and if I owned the First Star saloon you’d get free drinks for as long as you’re here.”

Guy picked up his glass and took a sip.

“Then that wouldn’t have cost you much. Another old friend of ours is due to meet me here and then I intend to move on.”

“Who?” Eugene said, his voice high-pitched with concern.

“Luther Yeager.”

Eugene breathed a sigh of relief and took a long gulp of his drink.

“That’s a relief. I thought for one terrible moment you were planning to meet Kid Kane himself.”

Guy shrugged and a moment later a shadow spread over the table.

“He can’t wait to meet that man,” a stern voice said from behind Eugene. “Kid Kane is already here.”
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​Chapter Two
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“Did you find out anything useful?” Sheriff Matt Bowman said, as he ushered Lincoln into the law office in Cimarron Plains.

Lincoln gave a non-committed shrug and then headed to the stove where he made himself a coffee.

“Two men took your son to an abandoned farmhouse around ten miles south of here,” he said when he’d perched himself on the edge of Bowman’s desk. “When I got there he’d already been moved on. Chester Dagwood and Harold Blake had been using the place and they—”

“Those two varmints were involved!” Bowman muttered. “They’re the first two men I think of whenever anything bad happens in Cimarron Plains. Unfortunately, this time they had solid alibis.”

“It seems they only provided a place for Kane to be held for a while, but they told me why the kidnappers did it.”

Bowman closed his eyes and breathed deeply as he struggled to gather his composure.

“So it was a kidnapping, after all.”

“They didn’t call them kidnappers, or give me their names, but it sure sounds like they are, so you can relax now as that’s something we can work with.”

Bowman nodded. A month ago his only son had disappeared. Kane had no reason to leave town without warning so after a week without any news or any sightings of him he had begun to fear the worst.

His one hope was that it was a kidnapping and that a ransom demand would be forthcoming. As he wasn’t a wealthy man it was likely that the demand would involve his freeing someone, so he’d requested Lincoln’s help in getting answers.

“So what do the kidnappers want?” Bowman asked.

“First, Chester and Harold said we need to stay out of this.”

Bowman snorted. “That sure isn’t happening.”

Lincoln supported this stance with a smile and then slurped his coffee before putting down the mug.

“They were also told that the men are involved in a scheme directed at the other Kane.”

Bowman winced and he turned away as he took a moment to gather his composure.

“What in tarnation does that mean?”

Despite his question, Bowman’s shocked reaction showed that he didn’t need to ask, so Lincoln moved over to the window so as not to betray his annoyance that his fellow lawman was clearly keeping something important from him.

“I don’t know and they weren’t prepared to explain.”

Bowman muttered to himself in a show of exasperation.

“What did you do with Chester and Harold?”

Lincoln turned back and mustered a smile, hoping to cover up his irritation with the sheriff.

“I left them there.”

Bowman frowned, but then gave a brief nod.

“That was probably the right thing to do. Those men have no loyalty to anyone and they make plenty of bad decisions, so they might just lead us straight to the kidnappers.”

“I’d figured as much so I’ll head back to the house and watch them.”

“I’ll keep an eye on them tonight while you get some rest.” Bowman snorted a laugh. “This won’t be the first time I’ve watched their place.”

Lincoln nodded and promised to relieve the sheriff the next day. He then left the law office and moved on until he reached the bank, a short distance away. He leaned back against the wall and presently Bowman came outside, mounted up and rode out of town.

Lincoln waited another fifteen minutes and then followed him. The sheriff wasn’t in sight and on the journey south Lincoln didn’t try to get any closer to him. He planned to get only near enough to the farmhouse to find out what Bowman was doing.

If the sheriff was watching the house, after all, he’d return to town and rest up until the next day. As Bowman had been guarded with the truth, he was pessimistic that this would be the outcome so he wasn’t unduly surprised when he heard the crack of a distant gunshot.

He sped up and two more gunshots had ripped out before the farmhouse came into view. Bowman was hunched down behind the woodpile that Lincoln had used for cover earlier that day.

Harold moved into the open doorway and Chester became visible, standing in the window. Both men were brandishing six-shooters and they aimed them at the woodpile. Bowman then raised his head over the top of the pile, and that led to both Harold and Chester blasting lead at him, forcing him to duck back down.

The terrain near the house was flat and there was no decent cover, so on Lincoln’s first trip here he had dismounted and then snaked along on his front for over a hundred yards. With Bowman being pinned down he couldn’t afford to be cautious so he drew his gun and rode straight toward the house.

Bowman then shouted something. Lincoln was too far away to hear what he said, but it led to Chester shouting back at him while Harold gesticulated. The exchange of views continued and it led to Bowman again rising up.

He was fired upon again, but this time the sheriff remained standing and he returned fire. Chester jerked away from the window, possibly having been hit, and Harold dived through the doorway and back into the house.

Bowman then flinched and turned toward Lincoln, clearly having noticed him for the first time. Then, to Lincoln’s surprise, he didn’t wait for him to join him and instead he slipped out from behind the woodpile and with his head down and his gun thrust out he sprinted toward the house.

Lincoln sped up, but he reckoned he was still around a minute away from being able to support the sheriff when Bowman reached the wall of the house. He stood tall beside the door and then took a long pace to the side, as he seemingly planned to burst inside.

His action led to a gunshot ripping out through the door, causing him to jerk back. Lincoln hollered to him, demanding that he wait before behaving recklessly again, but Bowman bent down and then surged through the door, keeping low.

Two gunshots ripped out, the sounds so close together that Bowman must have exchanged gunfire with someone inside. Lincoln rode on, slowing down only when he was a dozen yards from the house. Then, with a lithe movement, he dismounted and ran on until he reached the same position beside the open doorway that Bowman had adopted earlier.

“What’s happening in there?” he called.

Long moments passed and then the sheriff replied.

“Everything’s under control,” he said.

His low tone had suggested otherwise so Lincoln only edged closer to the door. It was quiet in the house so he risked taking a glance inside. Nobody was in sight so he bounded across the doorway and then moved on to the window.

With a quick movement of the head he checked inside and during his brief perusal of the scene he noted that Harold was facing the door while holding Bowman in front of him. The sheriff had been disarmed and had a gun pressed up beneath his jaw, while Chester was lying sprawled and still on the floor, having been shot in the chest.

“Holding a gun on a lawman is a bad idea,” Lincoln said.

“The lawman coming here was the bad idea,” Harold said. “We’d told you everything we knew and he already knows what’s at stake.”

“I sure don’t!” Bowman roared, his voice echoing in the house.

Scraping footfalls sounded suggesting the sheriff and Harold were tussling so Lincoln moved back to the window. Sure enough, Harold had stepped back from Bowman and he had doubled over, seemingly having been elbowed in the guts.

Lincoln didn’t have a clear sighting of Harold and his view became even more blocked when Bowman advanced on his opponent while drawing back his fist. Harold was alert to the danger and he took another long step backward and then straightened up, seemingly recovering from the earlier blow.

Harold raised his gun, his action causing Bowman to slide to a halt and then scramble away from him. His movement gave Lincoln a clear view of Harold, who swung his gun to the side to aim it at him.

With only a moment to act, Lincoln had no choice but to fire and his shot slammed into Harold’s upper chest, making him stumble. The gunman wasted a shot into the wall, staggered another pace and then toppled over, landing on his front beside Chester.

Bowman wasted no time in reclaiming his gun and then stepped back to hold it on both of the prone men. With the situation under control Lincoln hurried to the door and when he stepped inside Bowman checked on the men before turning to Lincoln.

“They’re both dead,” he said.

“I don’t need to say the obvious, but I will,” Lincoln said. “This need not have happened.”

“I just wanted to hear their story for myself, but they warned me off, first with words and then with gunfire.”

“I’d gathered as much from what I saw, but these men were my only lead and now I won’t learn anything more from them about why your son was taken.”

Bowman rubbed his brow as he walked past Lincoln.

“I’m more than aware of that,” he snapped.

“So what will you do now?”

“I don’t know,” Bowman said, his tone still harsh.

“Except you do.” Lincoln waited, but Bowman carried on through the door. Lincoln raised his voice. “I said that these men were my only lead and not that they were our only lead. You know more than you’re letting on.”

Lincoln waited, but when Bowman didn’t respond he followed him outside. Bowman had stopped a few paces on and he had his back to him.

“Don’t take the ramblings of a varmint like Harold as meaning anything.”

“I’m not. I’m basing it on the fact that every time you have the opportunity to explain who the other Kane is you can’t look me in the eye.”
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