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Chapter One
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“Reach or die!” Luther Manson demanded.

Nick Kearney thrust his hands above his head. Then, as Luther frisked him, he turned away to avoid the bandit’s ripe smell. He had nothing that Luther would consider valuable on him, except for the one possession he personally valued and it wasn’t long before Luther clasped a dirty hand into Nick’s jacket and located it.

“That’s nothing you want,” Nick said, managing to keep the tremor in his voice under control.

“Oh?” Luther said, his eyes gleaming as he withdrew the ornate pen.

Luther frowned at the pen as if he’d never seen such a thing before. He even sniffed it before he dropped it to the floor. Then he grabbed Nick’s arm and threw him toward the side of the car to join Jackson Dyer, the conductor.

As Luther swaggered away, Nick ignored the discarded pen. During the six months he’d been a train butch on the Kansas Pacific railroad, the train had been raided on three previous occasions, so he knew how to avoid drawing attention to himself.

This time, Luther and his bandit gang had already divested the passengers of their valuables in the first car and now they were starting work on the second car. Luther had five men with him, each man keeping his face hidden by a kerchief, but the over-confident Luther didn’t bother with such protection.

Two men were elsewhere on the train, subduing the passengers, and with him in this car were the three other men. These men stood back, waiting for Luther to order them to trawl for valuables.

Nick noted Luther’s arrogant swagger, the way his men responded to his slightest gesture, the way he grinned, relishing the passengers’ fearful anticipation of what a man who didn’t bother to disguise his appearance was capable of doing. It was details such as these that only an eyewitness would notice and they would add color to the report he’d write the moment this raid ended.

Two seats from the door Luther stopped walking. He turned toward the huddled workers and declined his head, almost as if he was acknowledging someone, and then turned to a man and woman who were sitting together on one of the seats.

Both people were well-dressed, marking them out as providing rich pickings, but then again many of the other people on the train were just as well-dressed. The woman was sitting by the window and a scream tore from her lips, the sound echoing in the otherwise silent car.

Then the man at her side leaped up, his raised arms jerking down to his jacket as he reached for a concealed gun. His hand was still moving when two shots hammered into his back from two of Luther’s men, the blows stumbling him forward until he folded over the seat before him.

The woman screeched, fear rooting her to her seat as the man with grim determination righted himself and staggered around to confront Luther. While he’d been leaning over the seat he’d located his gun and he swung it up, but before he could fire, Luther ripped out his own weapon.

Three crisp shots tore out, making the wounded man step back against the window. The pane cracked and he tumbled out through the broken glass to land outside, a dull thud sounding. The woman got to her feet and braved the jagged shards of glass to lean out, but Luther swooped in and gathered her up in his arms.

“We ride!” he roared and then fired up into the roof.

His men grumbled as the remaining passengers were all still in possession of their valuables, but then one of the bandits joined Luther in shooting up into the roof.

“You heard Luther,” he shouted and with that declaration, another burst of jubilant gunfire sounded from elsewhere along the train.

With the woman clasped to his chest Luther backed away down the aisle. She uttered a plea for someone to save her before Luther clamped a hand over her mouth, leaving her to convey her fear with only her darting eyes.

Then Luther dragged her through the door. The bandits trooped out after him and made ready to leave, except for one bandit who stayed back to ensure nobody did anything foolish. Outside the bandits scurried as they gained their horses while the frantic woman wheeled her arms as she battered Luther with her small fists, but her assault had no effect on her captor and in a casual manner he handed her over to one of his men.

This man dragged her over the back of his horse before the gang moved out of sight. The bandit who’d stayed back in the car pointed a last menacing finger at the passengers and grunted a warning to avoid coming after them before he hurried outside.

With much whooping, the Luther Manson gang galloped away, leaving everyone in the train to organize themselves. Several foolhardy individuals hurried out to take on the fleeing bandits and they even loosed off several rounds at their backs, but when Luther’s men returned gunfire they soon hightailed it back into the train.

As everyone checked that aside from the dead man everyone else had escaped from the terrible situation with their lives intact, albeit with their possessions mainly stolen, Nick sighed with relief and turned to Jackson.

“Do you know who that woman was?” he asked.

“That was Katherine Glover, the widow of the richest man in Eagle Heights,” Jackson said.

“So it was a kidnapping,” Nick mused, rubbing his chin.

“Yeah, and she sure is having a run of bad luck. She was returning to town for her husband’s funeral.”

“Was she really?” Nick couldn’t help but let a smile break out.

Jackson flared his eyes. “What in tarnation have you found in that sorry tale to smile about?”

“We’re only five miles out of Eagle Heights,” Nick said. He dropped to his knees to reclaim his pen and then jumped to his feet with it brandished aloft. “And I’ve just gotten myself my first ever story for the Eagle Heights Chronicle.”

* * *
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Weaver Dale had just made his second big mistake and Sheriff Cassidy Yates would make him pay for it. Cassidy had been on Weaver’s trail for the last three weeks. He’d been chasing Luther Manson’s bandit gang ever since they’d raided Monotony’s bank.

So far his only lead had been Weaver, a known outlaw who had probably joined Luther for that one raid and then left. Cassidy had pursued him to within twenty miles of Eagle Heights, but then his quarry had holed up in the sprawling expanse of caves and blind gulches known as Devil’s Ridge, aiming to lie low until Cassidy moved on.

Cassidy wasn’t the sort of man who gave up and when Weaver had emerged from his bolt-hole he’d followed him. Now he stood before the town’s only saloon and Weaver’s distinctive roan mare was tethered outside.

Cassidy clumped on to the boardwalk and nudged through the batwings. The main room was heaving and Cassidy slipped into the crowd to search out his quarry. He moved past the sprawling mass of cowboys who were jostling for position in front of the bar, and then on to the raucous gaming-tables.

Weaver was sitting at a Faro table, his back to the door – a third and final mistake. Cassidy paced across the room, rounding several tables to approach him. He got to within five paces of him when the dealer murmured a few words to Weaver.

In a moment Weaver rose up and turned around, but a customer happened to wander by and Weaver took advantage of his luck. He took hold of the man’s shoulder and shoved him toward Cassidy.

The man stumbled into Cassidy and then grabbed hold of him to stop himself falling. With this man being too drunk to realize who had shoved him Cassidy wasted valuable seconds extricating himself.

When he’d dragged himself clear, Weaver was running for the door, barging people aside in his haste to get outside. Three weeks ago Weaver had shot the only person to die in the Monotony bank raid in cold blood, so Cassidy had no qualms about gunning down this low-life.

As he didn’t dare shoot at him in a crowded saloon, he broke into a run and followed. Weaver clattered through the batwings and then hurtled down the boardwalk, running away from his roan.

Cassidy was ten paces behind him as he reached the door and then side-stepped through the batwings when they swung out to their utmost. He turned just as Weaver disappeared into Arthur McIntyre’s mercantile.

Cassidy ran after him, sprinting the few yards past the saloon to the store. Then he drew his gun and charged in through the door. He stepped to the side, keeping low to stand crouched by the wall.

Weaver wasn’t in sight and neither was anyone else. Only one other door led out of the room, facing him behind the counter. Stacked boxes, sacks, and barrels created a warren of aisles to Cassidy’s right, the left-hand side of the store being relatively open.

The door behind the counter creaked open. Cassidy flicked up his gun, but the man who emerged was portly and clad in a black apron, presumably Arthur, the store owner. Arthur took in the sight of Cassidy holding a gun on him with barely a flicker of concern and then spoke up.

“What are you. . . ?”

Cassidy thrust a finger to his lips, silencing him, and then gestured around the store, asking silently if he knew where Weaver was hiding. He received a quizzical raised eyebrow in response, but Cassidy judged his bemusement as confirmation that Weaver hadn’t slipped out through the door, so he pushed himself away from the wall.

He walked to the first aisle of sacks, but Weaver wasn’t there. He headed to the second, but Weaver still wasn’t there. Cassidy had three more aisles to search and he slipped closer to the next.

He was preparing himself to dart forward when a shadow edged forward. At that moment Arthur screeched.

“Watch out!” he yelled.

Cassidy darted back, fearing gunfire, but he wasn’t quick enough to avoid a corn-sack that Weaver had pushed off the top of the aisle. It caught him a glancing blow on the shoulder, knocking him back and to one knee.

Another shadow swept over Cassidy as Weaver leaped down from his hiding-place on the top of the sacks. He landed to Cassidy’s side, righted himself and then kicked out, his boot planting itself on Cassidy’s chest and bundling him on to his back.

Then Weaver ran for the door, yanking it open and hurrying outside. Cassidy rolled until he lay flat and then rose to his feet. He ran for the door. Weaver had only a few seconds on him as he dashed outside, but then he had to stop himself and snap his head back, avoiding a slug that whistled by his nose and dug splinters from the door-jamb.

Panicked shouting erupted from outside as Weaver planted another slug in the door. As Weaver would have no qualms about shooting innocent bystanders if it’d help him escape, Cassidy crouched and then leaped through the door, keeping low.

A bullet whined over his tumbling form, only the fact he’d thrown himself to the boardwalk saving him. He hit the wood, kept rolling as he slipped off the boardwalk, and then dug an elbow in, halting himself.

He swung both his arms straight out, aiming down the main drag. Several people were outside, but Weaver was on the side of the boardwalk and swinging his gun around to follow his tumbling form.

Cassidy had just a moment to still himself and fire, but it was enough. His deadly shot tore into Weaver’s chest, making him stumble backward and into a post, where he folded around it before sliding to the ground, leaving behind a red snail’s-trail.

Cassidy lay for a moment, ensuring Weaver wouldn’t get up and then stood up and paced down the main drag. As intrigued people spilled out of the saloon, he gestured with a calming wave of a hand, conveying that the crisis was over. Arthur joined Cassidy in standing over the body of Weaver.

“Who was he?” he asked.

“The name’s Weaver Dale,” Cassidy said. “He’s wanted for murder in Monotony.”

“Then it seems he got the justice he deserved.”

“As will the rest of the bandits he was with,” Cassidy said, reaffirming the promise he’d made three weeks ago.

“Who are you?”

“I’m Cassidy Yates, sheriff of Monotony.”

Arthur nodded, his eyes flickering with something, perhaps alarm, but before Cassidy could ask what the problem was, a grunted order to turn around sounded behind him. He turned to face a man with a star, the sheriff of Eagle Heights, two surly deputies flanking him.

“So you’re Cassidy Yates,” Sheriff McGill said, standing with one leg thrust forward and his hand drifting close to his holster.

“I sure am,” Cassidy said, holstering his gun. “If you don’t know about Weaver Dale, I’ll be pleased to fill you in on the details.”

“I know all about Weaver.” McGill smiled, but then replaced his jovial expression with a sneer. “The only question on my mind is about you and what you’ve done.”

Cassidy gestured around him at the numerous onlookers.

“I reckon I’ve got a whole heap of witnesses here who saw that Weaver gave me no choice but to shoot him.”

“I’m sure that’s right, but I don’t mean what you did today. I mean what you did last week.”

“Last week I was holed up on Devil’s Ridge, staking this one out.”

“If that’s your story, you won’t find many people who’ll believe it, and that includes me.” McGill gestured and his two deputies drew their guns, aiming them at Cassidy’s chest. “Cassidy Yates, I’m arresting you for murder, rape and horse-thieving. Come quietly or die where you stand.”
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Chapter Two
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Nick Kearney ran along the boardwalk, his breath wheezing, but he now had just another hundred yards to run before he reached the newspaper office. Luther Manson had raided the train five miles out of Eagle Heights, and as soon as the bandit had gone two men had ridden into town to get help while the railroad workers comforted the passengers.

At first Nick had joined in, but it wasn’t long before the need to write down a report of the incident defeated his desire to help. Sitting beside the tracks, facing toward the long blue snake of the river that arced around Eagle Heights, he’d written down the facts of the raid using the required matter-of-fact manner.

Then, with the engineer confirming that the raid had damaged and derailed one car, which along with the barrier on the tracks meant this train wouldn’t head into town for several days, he’d set off for town on foot. He’d never tried to run for this sort of distance before so by the time he’d reached Eagle Heights he was sweating and muscles he didn’t know he had were protesting.

With a gut-churning mixture of anticipation and hope, he stomped to a halt outside the Chronicle office. He gathered his breath and pushed open the door. Inside, Henry Sinclair, the editor, was hunched over a slab of machinery. At his feet was a pile of paper, and as he didn’t acknowledge him, Nick got to say the words he’d dreamed of saying for the last six months.

“Stop that press!” he shouted. Then he bent himself double to wheeze his breath in and out of his cramped lungs.

Henry leaned back. “Who wants me to do such a damn fool thing?”

“I’m Nick Kearney,” Nick said between gasps. Henry narrowed his eyes and when several embarrassing seconds had passed without him showing any sign of working out who he was, he explained. “I came to you six months ago, looking for a job with your newspaper. You said you couldn’t take me on, but you said if I ever came across a story for the Chronicle, you’d reconsider. Now, I’ve got that story.”

Henry waved with a dismissive gesture toward the door.

“Then come back later and tell me about it. I’m too busy right now. I’ve got a special issue to get out.”

Henry pointed to the pile of paper on the floor and then moved to bend over his equipment again, but Nick stopped him with a loud demand.

“You’ll want to add my report to your special issue. This is a story everyone will want to read about.”

Henry straightened his back and faced Nick. “Then don’t keep me waiting. What have you got?”

“Luther Manson raided the train bound for Eagle Heights and—”

“And he kidnapped James Glover’s widow.”

The room appeared to lurch and Nick had to close his eyes for a moment to overcome the wave of nausea that threatened to overwhelm him.

“How did you get to know about that so soon?”

“I’m a newspaper man,” Henry said with pride. He peeled off the topmost sheet from the pile at his feet and held it out.

Nick took the single sheet and turned it around.

“James Glover’s widow abducted by Luther Manson’s bandit gang,” he said, reading the headline.

He scanned down the remainder of the sheet, discovering that the tale he had planned to sell to Henry was there.

“Have you got anything to add or can I carry on printing?” Henry asked. “News is only news while someone will pay to read it, and I just haven’t got the time to waste.”

“No,” Nick said, crestfallen. “You got the whole story I had to sell.”

Henry nodded, leaving Nick to slump his shoulders and contemplate the most disappointing failure he’d suffered so far during his career as a potential journalist. But the irrepressible attitude that had motivated him through the last six months defeated his depression and he hurried to Henry’s side.

“I may not have brought that story to you first, Mr. Sinclair, but it still is the right story, so do you want to reconsider your offer? I reckon I’ve proved I’ll make a fine correspondent.”

Henry shrugged. “I haven’t got the time to teach you to be a newspaper man right now, but I’ll give you one piece of advice.” Henry waggled a reproachful finger at Nick. “Being second with a story is worse than having no story at all. Next time, remember that before you come to me with something to sell.”

Nick smiled. “Mr. Sinclair, I’ll remember that advice and I’m obliged to you for giving it to me.”

Nick made to turn to the door, but Henry stopped him by nodding toward the sheet of paper he was holding.

“I’ll give you one more piece of advice. Read that special issue from top to bottom.” Henry winked with an encouraging gesture. “Maybe it’ll help you work out how you could get to be a newspaper man one day.”
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