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Chapter One
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“Don’t go in there, son,” Harold Dale said, his face ashen as he laid a hand on Jeff’s shoulder. “You’re too young to cope with that.”

Jeff gave a dutiful nod, so his father turned away to talk to the other men, but he had left the door slightly open. With the gap providing a tantalizing slice of the forbidden scene inside, Jeff rocked from side to side to see more.

Jeff was fourteen, and when Ben Ford and a delegation of men had arrived with news about trouble out at the Harris homestead he’d insisted he was old enough to ride off with his father. His elder brother Samuel had taken the order to guard his mother and sister without complaint.

His acceptance of his duty had annoyed Jeff, so he didn’t want to return home without a tale to tell. Sadly, it seemed he would have to do so when Ben pointed at tracks and then led the men away around the corner of the house.

Forgotten about, Jeff shivered despite the warmth of the summer afternoon. Then the gap in the door drew him forward. His father hadn’t looked as if he’d explain what was inside. Later, he would tell Samuel and then, later still, Samuel would tell him.

That thought was enough to make Jeff disobey his father. He checked that the men were involved with whatever they’d found beside the house and then scurried to the door. Being careful not to touch the wood and open the door wider, he put an eye to the gap.

At first, he couldn’t understand what was inside. Twilight appeared to bathe the room with a reddish hue. Then the thought hit him that the sun was high, so the light wasn’t making the room red.

He dropped to his knees, knocking the door fully open. Then his gaze locked on the three bodies lying on the floor, all of which resembled slaughtered livestock. He didn’t move until Ben’s firm hand slapped down on his shoulder and gripped it tightly, making him flinch.

Then he was lifted from the floor with his knees still bent. He was swung away and deposited before his father, who faced him with concern narrowing his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” Jeff said. “I had to look.”

“Maybe the next time I tell you not to do something you’ll obey me,” Harold said. “Now, go home and tell your mother we’re going after Elmer Drake. She’s not to let anyone near the house she doesn’t know.”

Last month Elmer had come looking for work. His father had chased him away while declaring he had no time for men like him. Unfortunately, the Harris family had lost their grown-up son and they needed help.

As the other men were moving for their horses, Jeff nodded. Then he rubbed his cheeks while opening his eyes wide to keep the tears at bay. He tried to avoid it, but he recalled what had been inside, except he imagined it had happened in his own home to his own kin.

“If you hadn’t sent him away, Father, he might have. . . .” Jeff said with a shiver

As Jeff fought back the tears, Harold asked the men who had already mounted up to wait. He kneeled and smiled up at him.

“Try to forget what you saw, son, but remember this: most men are decent, but some men aren’t. Learning to tell the difference can be the difference between living a happy life or . . . or what you saw in there.”

“I understand.” Jeff managed a smile, so Harold rose to his feet. “At least he didn’t hurt Cynthia.”

Harold turned away, but then he swung back.

“You could be right. I don’t reckon I saw their daughter in there.”

“I did a good thing, then?”

“You did a good thing. I’m proud of you.” Harold ushered him away. When Jeff started walking with faltering paces, he hurried to the riders and raised his voice. “Did anyone see Cynthia?”

Several men shrugged while others turned to the house with their expressions set sternly. Jeff could tell that few of them had been inside and those who had, had been reluctant to check.

Ben took it upon himself to go inside. When he returned he confirmed Jeff’s observation.

“Elmer killed Michael, Sallie and Clarence, but Cynthia’s gone,” he said.

“Elmer probably took her,” one man said with a heavy tone.

“Or she ran away,” Ben said.

“She’s only fourteen,” Harold said. “That could be as bad as Elmer taking her. Whatever the answer we never stop searching until we find them both.”

A chorus of assent sounded as Ben and Harold mounted up. When Jeff got on his horse several men cast him warm smiles that acknowledged his helpful role, so he sat tall in the saddle. The men rode past the house following the tracks Ben had found, while Harold drew aside to ensure that this time Jeff did as he’d been told.

So after quietly wishing he could join the riders, Jeff turned away and rode back toward home. Fifty yards along the trail he stopped. His father had yet to move on, so Jeff waved, making Harold Dale hurry after the other riders.

Jeff rode on for another fifty yards before he burst into tears. He hadn’t stopped crying when he reached home.
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Ten years later. . . .

Something was wrong. Jeff Dale peered down the slope at the campfire below, wondering what had given him that familiar feeling in his gut, a feeling that had saved his life on numerous occasions.

The three outlaws hadn’t moved positions since he’d first found their camp an hour ago. Wilfred Jarrett was sitting with his back to him facing Cecil Cowper through the flames while listening to Cecil’s animated tale, which involved plenty of gesturing. Louis Keyes clearly hadn’t thought this tale to be an interesting one, as he was lying on his back with his blanket pulled up over his face so that only his hat was visible.

As all three men were relaxed, Jeff could take them by surprise easily. Getting them to the law afterward to claim the bounty on their heads would be harder, but Jeff hadn’t lost a prisoner yet.

Then he identified his concern. Louis had been asleep for an hour and yet he hadn’t moved. Worse, in the flickering firelight his form didn’t appear natural. It was almost as if blankets had been piled up to form the shape of a human.

Jeff winced. He moved away from the edge while turning and walked into the barrel of a gun, which had been aimed at his forehead. Behind the gun was Louis’s grinning face.

“You won’t be collecting no bounty on us,” Louis said before he raised his voice. “I’ve got him!”

As the men below whooped with delight, Jeff raised his hands. Louis disarmed him and then ordered him to walk down the slope in front of him. When he reached the fire, Cecil and Wilfred were standing together and smirking at their success.

“Enjoy yourself while you still can,” Jeff said, putting as much bravado into his tone as he could manage. “Another dozen men are on your trail and they could be here at any moment.”

Wilfred stopped smiling and Cecil sneered.

“That’s a lie,” Louis said. He stopped ten feet away with his gun aimed at Jeff’s side. “We haven’t attracted that much interest.”

Unfortunately, Louis was right. His group’s robbery spree had crossed two state lines, but their pickings had been meager so it’d taken time to build a reputation that had finally resulted in a $250 bounty being posted. Jeff still shook his head in a confident way that made Wilfred scowl, confirming, Jeff hoped, that he had sown enough doubt for them to leave him alone.

“Make him tell us who’s after us,” Wilfred said.

“I’ve got a better idea,” Louis said. “If anyone is closing in on us, I reckon finding a shot-up body will make them turn back.”

Cecil nodded eagerly while Wilfred’s mouth dropped open in horror. So, accepting that his only chance lay with the most reticent member of the group, Jeff turned to Wilfred.

“You face a few years in jail, but kill me and you’ll all get the noose,” he said, keeping his tone level.

Wilfred winced and then took a long pace toward Louis while shaking his head, forcing Louis to take a hurried backward step. Jeff reckoned he’d be unlikely to get a better distraction than this.

He broke into a run. He’d covered two long paces and he was throwing up his arms ready to grab Louis when his target got his wits about him. He firmed his gun arm, but maybe his previous determination to shoot Jeff had been only bravado as he hesitated.

That gave Jeff all the time he needed to reach him and bundle him over. They tumbled to the ground and landed on their sides. Jeff slapped hands on his opponent’s arms, ensuring he couldn’t turn the gun on him.

For his part Louis squirmed. Then, on finding that Jeff was holding him firmly, he braced his boots against the ground. He kicked off and rolled them both over until he’d pinned Jeff down.

On his back Jeff bucked Louis and the two men rolled back and forth, kicking up dust in their frantic efforts to gain the upper hand. Footfalls sounded as Wilfred and Cecil moved forward to stand over them, where they waited for an opening.

Jeff ignored them and concentrated on keeping the gun away from his body while Louis bent his arms as he strained to drag it closer. After a momentary impasse while both men remained silent other than uttering the occasional grunt from their efforts, Louis’s straining had an effect and he edged the gun closer to Jeff’s face.

Wilfred and Cecil shouted encouragement. Heartened, inch by inch, Louis moved the gun toward Jeff’s forehead. Jeff counteracted by digging in a heel and twisting them both on to their sides, seeking to trap Louis’s gun arm between their bodies.

Louis pushed back, but then in an unfortunate turn of events he knocked his elbow against a stone. Louis screeched and his gun arm went limp. Jeff took full advantage. He released Louis’s arm and wrested the gun from his weakened grip.

Then he used his momentum to swing away from Louis, coming up on one knee facing the surprised Wilfred and Cecil. Wilfred didn’t react, but Cecil had already drawn his gun and he swung it toward Jeff.

He had yet to get him in his sights when Jeff fired. His shot caught Cecil low in the chest, making him double over. His gun fell from his slackening fingers and he dropped to his knees and then on to his side.

Jeff swung back to face Louis, who had shaken off his discomfort and was getting to his feet. His numbed arm dangled uselessly, but he still kicked off and leaped at Jeff. With only a moment to react Jeff fired, sending a slug into his opponent’s upper chest at point-blank range.

The shot didn’t slow Louis’s progress and he slammed into Jeff, knocking him on to his back. Trapped beneath Louis’s body, Jeff struggled to free his gun hand, but when he shrugged the other arm free and raised Louis’s head, blank eyes faced him. So, lying on his back, he faced Wilfred, who in keeping with his previous reticence in confronting him was busy surrendering.

“I didn’t do nothing wrong,” he babbled as Jeff slipped out from under Louis and got to his feet. “They made me do it. They gave me no choice. But I never did nothing.”

Jeff gestured at the still forms of Louis and Cecil and then offered his prisoner a smile.

“Save your excuses for the judge, but take my advice: get your story straight first,” he said. “Then your babbling might be believed.”

Wisely, Wilfred didn’t reply and he lowered his head. Jeff side-stepped around the fire while keeping one eye on him until he reached the saddlebags that he presumed contained their stolen goods.

He opened up the first bag. Numerous shiny objects were within.

“There’s not much,” Wilfred said. “We weren’t worth a bounty.”

“The people you stole from think otherwise.” Jeff reckoned he’d already seen enough to warrant their notoriety, but he gestured at the other bags. “Is this it all?”

“Yeah, except for the things we claimed for ourselves.”

Wilfred pointed at the bodies so Jeff searched through their pockets, finding mainly money. Then he turned to Wilfred and raised an eyebrow. With a rueful smile Wilfred rummaged in his pockets and extracted bills along with a silver locket, which he moved to add to the pile of stolen items.

The locket caught the firelight and, in a shocking moment, it invoked a previously forgotten memory. Jeff reeled before he shook his head to get himself under control.

“Give me the locket,” he said, his voice gruff as he held out a hand.

With a bemused expression on his face Wilfred did as he’d been asked. When the locket sat on his palm Jeff examined it. The locket was oval, an inch long on its longest side and smooth, as it should be.

He flicked it open. It was empty, although the clasp on the back could have once held a lock of fair hair.

“There was nothing in it when I found it,” Wilfred said, his voice also gruff as he picked up on Jeff’s mood.

“After all these years I didn’t expect there would be,” Jeff said, speaking to himself more than to Wilfred.

“Are you saying you know who owned it?”

Another memory he hadn’t recalled for many years came back to Jeff. He turned the inside of the locket to the firelight. On the back were what at first sight appeared to be scratches. Except Jeff knew that he had made them with a pin when, ten years ago and just before Elmer Drake had ridden into town, he had marked out the initials ‘C’ and ‘J’. Jeff clasped the locket in his hand and advanced a long pace.

“Where did you get this?” he demanded.

“I found it in a wagon a day’s ride out of Redemption close to this trading post. . . .” Wilfred gestured over his shoulder vaguely and trailed off. Then he stood tall and a small smile played on his lips as he appeared to gather his composure for the first time. “If you want, I can take you there.”

Jeff sighed. Then, in acceptance of the deal that was clearly on Wilfred’s mind, he returned the smile.

“Do that and you might just become the only man who’s ever gotten away from me,” he said.
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“How much?” Norton Hope asked when John Stuart sat down.

John confirmed that, aside from Norton’s companions Albert Shaw and Oscar Lewis, the trading post was empty. Even the owner, Roy Metz, had gotten bored with them eking out their funds by drinking slowly and he had slipped away into another room.

“I searched Redemption until I found someone who’d give me the best deal,” John said. “Then I had to haggle to—”

“How much?” Norton said while Albert and Oscar echoed his plea.

John gulped, hinting that despite his reassuring information, good news wouldn’t be forthcoming.

“I got us . . . two hundred and sixty dollars.”

John smiled even though this was lower than even the lowest amount they had feared they’d get.

“That was for all the gold?” Albert asked after an uncomfortable silence had dragged on.

“Yes,” John said defensively. “We hadn’t collected much and the price has dropped.”

“Three months, and all we got is two hundred and sixty dollars between four men,” Oscar spluttered, finally finding his voice.

“It’s worse,” Albert said. “We put in a hundred dollars to buy the equipment and supplies. That means all that hardship we suffered got us forty dollars each.”

While Albert and Oscar muttered darkly to each other about this unwelcome conclusion to their gold prospecting operation, John and Norton headed to the bar.

“Don’t be annoyed with us,” Norton said. “We knew it’d be bad, but until you returned we could still hope it’d turn out well.”

John nodded. “I’ve had longer to get used to the disappointment. Now I reckon we came out of this with more money than when we started and that means we have enough to buy new supplies and try again somewhere else.”

Norton considered whether he wanted to try again. Three months ago it had felt different when they’d fetched up in Monotony at the end of another grueling cattle drive. They had all vowed never to join another drive.

With money in their pockets, buying them time to work out what they should do next, John had sold them the idea of searching for gold in the Redemption Mountains. Anything that didn’t involve mobile beef had sounded good to the others.

As it turned out, for the first month they’d enjoyed themselves with nightly liquor, with campfire stories and with every day starting with the feeling that today they’d make their fortune. Then the liquor ran out and the stories dried up.

So their failure to find anything other than the occasional small nugget had worn down their enthusiasm. Despite the setbacks, John had remained optimistic. When he considered the alternatives, Norton found to his surprise that he was, too.

“Perhaps we should try again, and after he’s grumbled for a while I reckon Oscar will come with us,” he said. “Albert really has had enough.”

“Don’t worry. He’ll come around to our way of thinking, like he did the last time.”

John winked and then returned to the table where Albert proved that Norton had been right. For the next ten minutes he grumbled about how he hated gold more than he hated beef. When he’d finished his drink he stood up.

“This is where we part company,” he said, his comment making the others gasp even though they had been expecting it. “I’ll head into Redemption and see what work I can find.”

“We’ve worked together for three years,” John said, his matter-of-fact tone showing he’d planned what to say beforehand. “We’ve stood by each other and survived many a scrape. You’re disappointed, but you won’t find nothing better in Redemption.”

While Oscar and Norton murmured their support of John’s well-chosen words, Albert frowned.
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