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"Don't part with your illusions. When they are gone, you may still exist, but you have ceased to live."

~ Mark Twain
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Chapter 1
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“Hey, be careful!” I had that shipped all the way from the east coast!” I yelled at the four men unloading a large crate from the freight wagon in front of my place.

“Don’t you worry none, Boy. We can handle it!” the roughest looking of the four half-drunk freighters hollered back at me. A burly guy with a face full of scars and a crooked nose that must have been busted in a fistfight, he had all the manners of a barroom brawler.

“Manhandle it is more like it,” I muttered.

“If you can do better haul it inside yourself, fool!” he yelled back.

“Take it easy, Zeke. We don’t get paid till this is in the house,” the head guy told him.

“Yeah, Wilson, ya gotta point. Me and that smartass can talk later.”

Maggie put her hand on my arm. “Relax, Tom,” she told me. “He’s just a troublemaker and you don’t need that right now.”

We sat in her one-horse shay in front of the new home I’d built for my girl, who even now was on a steamship heading for California from the east. Lacey and I were getting married and tomorrow I had to leave to meet her ship in San Francisco.

“I should’ve had the thing left at the dock in Sacramento City, picked it up there and hauled it here in one of our wagons. Snyder and Stone Freighting won’t employ drunks.”

“That’s one reason our company is so successful,” she said and ran a hand through her red hair. “But I think it was an incredible thing you did to have the piano shipped here from New York City just because Lacey wrote in one of her letters that she loved to play.”

“Yeah, I want her to be happy, but I don’t trust Zeke.”

“Oh, Tom, please be careful. You don’t need trouble so close to your wedding.”

What she said made a lot of sense. I didn’t want to stand beside the girl of my dreams before a preacher who’s bound and determined to marry us and have a black eye or worse smeared across my face. I wanted Lacey to think she was with the most handsome man in the world and a big, ugly shiner would ruin that idea once and for all.

“You’re right, Maggie, as usual. I’ll do my best to behave.”

“I hope so, Tom. You mean a lot to me. I always worry about you.”

She said things like that a lot and it always made me feel sheepish. I’d shown up here in Hangtown a few years back with Eban who’d given me a job with the freight company. I’d been on my own for a while—and struggling to survive—after my pa and two older brothers died. She took me in and my life turned around in a hurry. I owed her a debt I could never repay.

“Thanks Maggie,” I said and hopped to the ground. “I’ll see you later.”

She turned the shay and drove off. The four men were hauling the crate through the front door now. Thankfully, they hadn’t dropped it yet. I headed to the house. By the time I got inside, it sat in the middle of the floor in the main room.

Wilson looked up at me. “Where do you want the piano, Mister?”

“Can we put it against this wall, under the stairs? It should fit.”

“I ‘spect so,” he told me, then turned to his team. “Let’s get this crate open.”

Two of the men grabbed pry bars and started in on taking the big wooden box apart, but Zeke stood over to the side and glowered at me. The guy had a nasty way about him, no doubt about it, but Maggie was right; I didn’t need the kind of trouble he could bring.

“Guys, I’m sorry if I was short with you earlier. This piano is a big deal to me and I guess I’m a little out of sorts over it. How about I give each of you a five-dollar gold piece when you’re done as a way of showing my gratitude to you for helping out?”

Wilson and the two men unpacking the piano grinned wide and started thanking me but Zeke didn’t move. He didn’t even smile, just stood where he was and continued to glower.

“How about it, Zeke, will that work for you?” I asked as polite as I could.

He spat toward the potted plant Maggie put near the front window yesterday but missed, splattering tobacco juice across one of the panes. I clinched my teeth and held my temper. This guy was asking for it.

“Alright, Zeke, I’ll make it a ten-dollar gold piece, but I don’t want any trouble. Is that okay with you?”

“Don’t be such a blowhard, Zeke! Ten dollars will buy a lot of booze!” Wilson yelled at him while the other two stood up and slapped their palms with the pry bars.

Zeke looked from one man to the next. They all wanted the money. It was more than a day’s wages for most men. His face softened. “I’ll take your damn gold piece,” he said.

“Good, thanks men, all of you,” I told them as honestly as I could.

Come over here an’ lend a hand, Zeke,” Wilson said.  Zeke did as he was told.

Pretty soon they had the big, square piano unpacked. Zeke and one other big lummox lifted one end up while Wilson and the other guy each bolted a leg on one corner. Then all of them changed sides and did it again.”

“Hey, it looks great, Guys. I really am amazed,” I gushed.

While Wilson attached the pedals, the other three toted the wood from the crate outside. They quickly came back which led me to believe I had a big pile of wood somewhere near the front porch. That would be fine if I could get rid of this crew without any more trouble.

Then the four of them, two on each end, eased the heavy instrument into the spot under the stairs where I wanted it. “There you go, Mister,” Wilson said and held out his hand.

I shook it then gave him a gold ten-dollar coin. The other two shook my hand and took their tip with no problem. Then Zeke stepped up. I offered him my hand.

“Just gimme the gold,” he groused.

I held out the money to him. He grabbed the coin with one hand and right out of the blue, took a quick punch at my face with the other. I dodged it and popped him in the jaw with a right jab, hit him in the gut with a one two, left right combo and when he doubled over, I pummeled him with an uppercut. His eyes went blank. I leaned back and plastered him with a haymaker to the side of the face. He tumbled backwards onto the floor, out cold.

Wilson’s mouth dropped open wide. “Nobody’s ever done that t’ Zeke Mister.”

“It looks like you men aren’t finished with your toting. Carry Zeke’s sorry buttout of my house, please,” I told them, almost as nice as Maggie would if she were offering them supper.

As the three of them picked Zeke up, Wilson called out to me, “He’ll not forget this, Mister. He’ll kill ya. You can count on it.”

I bent down and picked up the beat-up brown slouch hat that fell from his head during the set-to and stuck it over his face. “Perhaps Zeke needs another lesson. Go ahead and throw him in your wagon. I’ll be right down.”

“Yes sir, Mister,” Wilson said. I could hear the fear in his words.

While they carried Zeke downstairs, I walked into the kitchen and grabbed a pail of mop water that had been left there by the woman who’d been cleaning the place. It smelled foul and looked worse. I went into the main room and picked up Zeke’s ten-dollar gold piece from the floor where he’d dropped it and carried them both outside.

The three freighters had Zeke sitting on the back of the wagon but he was still out like a lamp with no flame. I pitched the pail of water in his face. He jerked once and his eyes popped open. “What th’ did ta’ ya do t’ me.”

“I knocked you on your butt, Zeke. It was real easy too.”

“You son of a—”

“Be nice, Zeke. You get more friends with honey, you know.”

“Honey hell. I’ll kill ya next time I see ya.”

“Here’s your gold, Zeke. You left it inside.” I held it up, edges pinched by my fingers. “Hold it on your head, flat side to me.” I put it on my head to show him, then gave him the coin.

“I don’t reckon I’ll do that.”

I pulled my Navy Colt, cocked it and fired, taking off a small piece of his earlobe.

He grabbed the wound with his hand. “You shot me!”

“Now I could keep chipping your ear off, Zeke, one little piece at a time, or you can put the coin up on top of your head like I asked you to do. What’ll it be?”

I backed up a few paces.

His face turned white as a bedsheet, but with a shaky hand, he put the coin on his head. I pulled the Colt up, cocked it and fired all in swift one motion. The coin flew from Zeke’s fingers. He collapsed onto the bed of the wagon wailing like a newborn colt for its mama. Meanwhile, another guy ran off to fetch the money. He brought it back to me.

“Do you still want your ten-dollar gold piece, Zeke? Well, maybe with this hole in the middle, it’s only worth about nine dollars now, but it’s yours.” I stuck it into his quivering hand. “Don’t mess with me again, Zeke. Next time, I’m liable to shoot just a tiny bit lower.”

I watched the wagon as it rolled away, Wilson and two freighters on the bench, and Zeke lying in a heap in the back. For a bully, he broke pretty quick, but then that’s how they are.

A little after Zeke and his crew turned down the road toward Hangtown, a fellow with a big Mexican sombrero on his head and riding a mustang came this way. I recognized him right off as my good friend Juanito. We’d been together since that first trip to the Yuba River. He’d shown more guts than anybody I’d ever known, chasing the two killers who kidnapped Joe, our cook, all by himself until Maloney and I finally caught up with the whole bunch of them.

“Hola, mi Amigo,” he called as he swung from the saddle. “Maggie said to see you.”

“Oh, did she say why?” I asked, knowing full well she sent him here because of Zeke.

“The men who just left here, they were trouble, si?”

“Yes, one was but they’re gone now.”

“I pass them. The big hombre in the back, he swore to kill you. Juanito heard him.”

“They’ll head to the Round Tent Saloon now.”

“I do not know, but I think so.”

“If they have any sense, they’ll go straight back to Sacramento City.”

Juanito shook his head. “I do not believe they will do this. They talked of tequila.”

“Or whatever rotgut whiskey they sell at the Round Tent.”

“Si, this may be true. They have taken down the old tent and put up a new wooden casa, but it is not a cantina where Juanito or his amigos feel welcome.”

“If those hombres are busy at the Round Tent, why don’t we have supper?”

He grinned wide. “We go to the cafe?”

“You bet. I’ll get my horse.”

Soon we splashed across Hangtown Creek. Men were busy in both directions washing ore to separate the gold from the earth and rock with which it came. They dumped the raw dirt into one end of a long wooden sluice box with cleats nailed to the bottom and ran water from the creek down it. The heavier gold stuck behind the cleats while the soil washed away. Most of the rocks and stones they picked out by hand.

Wagon loads of ore waited their chance. We were nearing summer; the winter rains had ended and sooner or later the creek would dry up to a trickle. Men could still mine but many would have to save their ore to wash later.

We turned down Main Street and quickly came to the cafe. Maggie waited behind a small opening in the kitchen wall where customers would order food.

“You’re still in one piece, Tom,” she said as I walked up. “Does that mean no trouble?”

“It all worked out,” I told her.

Her green eyes stared hard at me and then she smiled. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Me too, Maggie. Zeke isn’t a very nice guy. What’s good to eat?”

“Juan’s roast venison and hot pepper sauce is real tasty. We have peach cobbler too.”

I looked at Juanito. He nodded vigorously. Like me, he was a big fan of his dad’s cooking. “Okay Maggie, that’s what we want.”

She gave me that warm smile I loved so much. After all, she was the closest thing to a ma I’d known since I was ten years old. “You two have a seat. I’ll bring it out.”

We sat by a front window. I wanted to keep an eye on my horse and on Zeke if he should somehow find out where I was and decide he wanted more of what I’d just given him. Some men never quit after they’ve been beaten. I knew that for a fact. Just a year ago, I ran up against Leroy. He beat the stuffing out of me time after time. He was good. He only made one mistake. He didn’t kill me when he had a chance. I hoped I didn’t just make the same mistake with Zeke.

Determined not to let someone beat me over and over like Leroy had, I’d sought out Howdy Smith, known for his great skill in a set-to. He took a liking to me and, even though he was getting on and wasn’t a spry as he once was, we spent a lot of time together at his cabin near Weber Creek. Howdy taught me plenty. Today was the first chance I’d had to use those new skills in a serious ruckus. Zeke was no pushover, but he fell easy. Howdy’s pupil learned well.

Maggie brought us each a plate of venison and then set a basket of hot corn tortillas on the table. “Enjoy your dinner, guys. I’ll bring your cobbler soon.”

We both thanked her and dug right in. It was great and we ate without talking much.

Finally, Juanito pushed his plate back. “Maggie, she wants me to go to Sacramento City with you, Amigo, in case this Zeke causes trouble. Then I can bring Diablo back with me.”

“That’s not such a bad idea. I understand those steamships can be a little unpredictable arriving after the voyage from Panama so it’s no telling how long I’d have to leave him in a stable there. Diablo really hates being penned up. He likes to run free.”

“Si, he is a wonderful animal. He will make many strong colts for the herd you plan to raise on your new rancho,” he said.

Once I didn’t mention Zeke, Juanito hadn’t said anything about him again either, but I could sense he was worried about the roughneck. I pushed my plate back just as Maggie walked up, a serving of cobbler in each hand.

“The venison was delicious, Maggie,” I told her with sparkle in my words. It was great.

“Si, si, Senora, bravo Papa,” Juanito said more like a cheer for his pa.

Maggie smiled at him. “All the customers love Juan’s food, but have you talked to Tom about going to Sacramento City with him tomorrow?” she asked.

“He says I will bring Diablo back here with me.”

“That’s wonderful, Jaunito. You two enjoy your desert,” she said as she put a plate down in front of each of us and hurried back to the kitchen.

We both made quick work of the cobbler. As always dessert was the highlight of any meal here at Maggie’s Cafe.

Just then, Eban walked in the front door. His gray chin whiskers had grown a little wild like so many beards here in gold country. The wear and tear showed up more in his face than it had when I’d met him but he was still going strong. He ran the operations of the freight line while Joshua, Maggie’s husband, took care of the books and other business. He pulled up a chair and sat at the end of our table and tossed his beat-up straw hat on it.

“I just had a drink at th’ Round Tent,” he said real soft. “A guy named Zeke was causin’ trouble. He got into a fight with a miner from west of town an’ floored him with two punches. Then he went right at Rafe Henderson an’ they went at it for a while. Broke a few chairs an’ a table or two, but when he came close to bustin’ up Hoot Finches’ supply of likker, he got tossed out at the business end of Hoot’s scattergun and invited not to return till hell freezes over. He left shoutin’ how he’s plannin’ on killin’ somebody called Piano Boy. Is that you, Tom?”

“I reckon so, Eban,” I whispered even softer than he was talking to me. “He got out of hand at my place earlier. I had to set him straight. Maybe it didn’t take.”

“Zeke’s th’ worst ruffian on th’ Sacramento waterfront. How did ya set him straight?”

“Aw, Eban, I don’t want to talk about it here.”

“Does this have to do with th’ time you spent with Howdy Smith?”

“Well—”

“That’s what I thought. Do ya know how many men he’s beat t’ death. He’s a wild man.”

“I almost got killed in Sonora. It won’t happen to me again,” I said, fire in my words.

Eban looked around. Maggie was busy with a customer and he seemed relieved. “Let’s talk this over outside. It’s not fit for Maggie’s ears.”

“Sure Eban. I agree.” I got up and walked through the door, Eban right behind me with Jaunito on his tail. “How about we ride to my place, just in case Zeke decides to show up.”

They both agreed and we headed that way. After crossing Hangtown Creek in the deepening twilight, we turned down the road that went first past the freight company barn and bunkhouse, with plenty of pasture for the horses and mules, and on to my new house next to it.

The road had more riders and wagons than I felt comfortable with. We kept quiet about Zeke, fearing we might get carried away and our words fall on the wrong ears. As we turned into my place at last, I scoured the ground for wagon tracks left by the freighters. There were two. One came in with a heavy load and the other left without. Zeke and his pals hadn’t come back.

The house itself looked like the one Joshua built for Maggie. Lacey had stayed there when she was here a few years ago and she loved the place, so I built one exactly like it for her. It had a main room with a fireplace on the right, a kitchen with an iron stove on the left and two bedrooms, each with a dormer window in the upstairs attic.

We walked inside and Eban stopped at once. “That’s the piano what caused th’ trouble?”

“That’s the culprit. Pretty isn’t it?” I said.

“It’s down right eye catchin’ but how did Zeke get so out of sorts over it?’

“He was drunk.”

“Yeah, well he was drunker down at th’ Round Tent.”

“Amigo, the piano, it must have cost muy dinero,” Juanito said, still admiring it.

“It sure did Juanito and a heck of a lot more to ship it here.”

“This Lacey, she will be very special to my good friend then?”

I gave him my biggest grin. “Yes, Lacey’s very special to me.”

“Speaking of drinkin’ do ya got any brandy here?” Eban asked.

“A bottle and glasses are on the kitchen table. There’s tequila too.”

“No tequila, Amigo,” Juanito said, but we both followed Eban into the kitchen.

We all sat at the table and I waited for Eban to pour himself a drink before telling the two of them what happened earlier with Zeke and the rest of the freighters.

“I’ve never known ya t’ get in fist fights, Tom. This must’ve come from Howdy Smith.”

“He’s been helping me, Eban. I’ve been practicing for a year.”

“I got nothin’ against a man defendin’ himself but th’ gunplay was too much.”

“Howdy would’ve killed Zeke. I think maybe I should’ve.”

“Si Amigo, he wants to kill you now. Jaunito heard him say this.”

“He said it in th’ Round Tent too. Ya made an enemy son, a bad one. Zeke Withers killed a man in a fight down at Stockton. The vigilantes got him, gave him a trial and kicked him outta town. If he ever comes back, they’ll hang him. Th’ same thing happened at Sutter Creek.”

I put my head in my hands. “I should’ve killed him.”

“They would give ya a rope here,” Eban said. “They call th’ place Hangtown, ya know.”

“What am I supposed to do? Wait till he kills me. What if he hurts Lacey?” I yelled.

Nobody answered. The problem was clear. One of us must die. There was no other way.

Finally, Eban downed the last of the brandy in his glass. “I’ve known ya since ya was a boy, Tom. Howdy Smith would’ve killed Zeke today. That’s how he is. He’s always been that way, at least since I’ve known him. Ya ain’t that way, never have been. But you’re right. Now it’s kill or be killed and if Zeke gets his hands on Lacey there’ll be hell t’ pay.”

“I’ve got to go to San Francisco tomorrow, Eban. I can’t go hunting Zeke.”

Ya can’t hunt Zeke at all. That’ll get ya hanged for sure. It’s gotta be a fair fight.”

A deep sense of dread washed over me. “I don’t look forward to that.”

“Ya could lose, son. Ya might make Lacey a widow ‘fore she’s hardly a wife.”

Eban’s comments only darkened my mood. I looked down at the table top, wishing I could find another way to deal with Zeke Withers. Nothing came to mind.

“You must not lose faith, Amigo. This Zeke, he is a bad man. He must not win.”

“Bad men kill good people all the time around here, Juanito,” I told him.

“Si, there are many bad men and many killings here.”

Eban poured himself another three fingers of brandy and drank half of it in one swallow. “Zeke an’ ya are both going to Sacramento. Those freighters might’ve left tonight but they can’t get far before they’ll have t’ camp. Juanito an’ ya are likely to catch ‘em on the trail, what with ya riding fast horses like ya both got.”

“This is true, Amigo. We will ride fast. The wagon, it will go slow.”

“If I shoot Zeke tomorrow, I’ll never be able to get to San Francisco to meet Lacey.”

“That’s a fact. Even if ya win th’ fight ya could lose Lacey.”

“Damn, Eban. What am I supposed to do?”

“Them freighters likely took th’ wagon road across Weber Creek an’ on through th’ valley. Ya can go through Coloma an’ down th’ American River. It’s a lot rougher ride but on horseback it ain’t so bad. Still ya gotta stay overnight t’ catch th’ steamer. I’d stay clear of th’ waterfront. Get a room in a hotel near Sutter’s Fort and hit th’ sack early.”

“Eban, he has a good plan, my friend. We will do this, si?”

“Yes, Juanito, we will do what he says.”

Eban downed the rest of the brandy in his glass. “Fine, now I’d best be home.”

I walked Eban to the door. We said our goodbyes then I watched him ride off. “Jaunito, can you stay here tonight?” I asked. “You can sleep on the feather bed in the guest room.”

“Oh, si, si, Amigo, I will stay.”

“And I’d like it if you could be here while I’m in San Francisco, just in case Zeke shows up, but you got to swear not to get in a fight with him. Tell him I’ll be back soon.”

“I will do this, my friend, but you are going somewhere now, no?”

“Yes, I’m going to see my friend Howdy Smith.”

“It is dark now and he lives near the Weber Creek. The men in the wagon, they may have gone that way. You might run into them, Amigo.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be back before the moon comes up.”

“I hope this is so.”

A short while later I rode off on Diablo, hopefully far enough behind Eban that he wouldn’t see me when I rode through town. The gold washers were gone. The roads were dark until I came to the cafe. Lamps burned from inside. I rode past it at a trot.

In Hangtown men were out and about. There were several eateries still serving and the saloons were lit up with their doors wide open. Men moved from one to another looking for who knows what in another drink at yet another bar. Then the road to Weber Creek turned off to the left, and rose up the hillside before it curved south. I took it all the way to the stream. There a log bridge spanned the creek but instead of crossing I splashed Diablo into the flow and headed through the water to a small cabin several hundred yards upstream.

I tied Diablo to a rail and walked to the door. “Come in, Tom!” Howdy yelled before I had a chance to knock. I pulled open the heavy plank door and went in. He sat on a simple log stool in front of the fireplace tending a pot of stew bubbling over the flame.

“Hi, sorry to bust in on you so late, Howdy.” The only light anywhere inside was the fire. It seemed to deepen the lines in his face but it added a bit of color to his gray beard and hair.

“Ain’t nothin’, Tom, I’m ferever glad t’ see ya. Sit yerself,” he said and pointed to another similar stool nearby.

I took it and sat. “I had a small set-to today with a guy named Zeke Withers. He went down hard. Now he’s out to kill me.”

“That name rings a bell. Killed a feller an’ got run outta Stockton a few years back, as I recollect ya shoulda cut his throat while ya had th’ chance. Could be he’ll slip up on yer backside an’ do the same to ya. Never let a man live who’s gotta grudge agin ya.”

“He didn’t have much of a grudge till I put him on his butt, lights out. Seems nobody’s done that before. I’d just given him a ten-dollar gold piece too.”

“Ya tried to buy a man’s friendship, didn’t ya? Ain’t never done me no good. If’n a man ain’t worth a hoot no how, ya can’t buy him better’n he were. He likely pissed on th’ money.”

“Yeah, he took the gold with one hand and swung at me with the other.”

Howdy laughed, deep and hearty. “An’ ya knocked his tail feathers off. Good fer ya.”  

“I watched his eyes like you said.”

“Th’ eyes don’t lie, cain’t lie.”

“He’s a Sacramento wharf rat. I should take the steamer to San Francisco to meet Lacey, that’s my girl, when she comes in on the Pacific Mail Steamship California later this week. We’ll both take the steamer back to Sacramento. I... I’m afraid—”

“Don’t never be a feared a what some yahoo might do. Ya gotta out figger ‘im, be ready fer it. Remember them Injun moves I learnt ya. Don’t turn yer back on ‘im, never.”

He held up his left hand as a signal for me to hold my tongue while he poked at the fire with an iron rod in his other one. “Hate boils inside varmints like this ‘un. Ya gotta use it agin ‘im. Wait’ll he comes at’cha, then kill ‘im. Break his neck. Bust his windpipe. Stick ‘im in the craw, whatever ya gotta do, but kill ‘im. Cain’t be yer fault. Ya was th’ one what was attacked.”

“Maybe I just don’t have what it takes, Howdy.”

“Ya got more gumption than any man I knows.”

Howdy had always said good things about me like how quick I picked up what he showed me. But he’d never said this about me. It took me aback. “That’s a powerful thing to say to a man. I’ve got to think on it for a while,” I told him.

“When it comes t’ killin’ a man up close ain’t no time fer thinkin’, ya jest do it.”

“Are you telling me it’s different than shooting someone?”

“Like night an’ day, it’s man agin man. Zeke Withers be lookin’ t’ kill ya with his bare hands, Tom. Ya gotta git ‘im first. Otherwise take that gal ya like an’ hightail it outta here.”

“I just built her a house. We’re getting married but I’m not about to run from a skunk like Zeke Withers.”

“Some skunks don’t deserve t’ live,” he said real matter of fact like.

“But am I the one who gets to decide that?”

“Ya ain’t doin’ th’ deciding’. Zeke Withers be th’ one what picked ya. Ya already put ‘im on his ass once. Like ya said, ain’t nobody done it afore. He gotta know how it’ll end.”

Again, what Howdy said sent my mind in a whirl. Did Zeke Withers really pick me to kill him? That would mean he wanted to die. But then that could explain why he always got into scraps everywhere he went. He didn’t care about living. I had to sit on this idea a while.

“Thanks, Howdy,” I said as I stood to go. “You’ve been a big help.”
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Chapter 2
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Before sunup, Juanito and I rode through Hangtown. A shop owner or two hurried here or there, but other than that, things were quiet. Past the last building, we swung right along the road to Coloma, splashed across Hangtown Creek and rode up the hill on the far side.

I was glad to get out of the house. All night I’d tossed and turned, getting almost no sleep. Riding through the woods was a welcome relief from the worry that plagued me over Zeke. Now, out here in this forest of fir trees, I felt I had the freedom to act if he showed up.

And show up he might. I only knew that he left for Sacramento City with the other three freighters after he got kicked out of the Round Tent Saloon, because he started two fights and came close to busting all the whiskey bottles behind the bar. Where he went was up in the air.

Eban said the freighters would likely have to camp somewhere along the trail and sleep it off. There were two roads to Sacramento City. This one was hardest for wagons, but I’d driven a load of lumber between Coloma and Hangtown many times a few years ago. Zeke could easily pop up anywhere along the way. I had to stay ready.

Soon, the sun rose over the Sierra Nevada Mountains to the east. A blaze of light covered us. At once, I looked down to the trail, hoping to see tracks from Zeke’s wagon. I saw plenty of wagon tracks, but I couldn’t tell one from another. I would just have to keep a watchful eye out.

We picked up our pace. It was sixty miles to Sacramento City, a long day in the saddle. In a while, we reached the top of the hill. Men lived and mined here now, but so far, we hadn’t seen a soul. Riding downhill, however, would be a lot easier on the horses.

Soon I heard the clatter of a wagon. “Someone’s up ahead,” I said to Juanito.

“Si, Amigo, I have heard it too. Do you think maybe it is the man called Zeke?”

“I don’t know,” I said and a sudden rush of the jitters ran through me.

“I will ride there and see. These men, they do not know Juanito.”

“Be careful, my friend,” I told him as he rode off. When he was out of my sight, a chill ran down my backbone. I was alone and someone out there wanted to kill me. I took several deep breaths to calm down. Howdy Smith said I can’t be afraid. Sooner or later I would have to face Zeke one way or another. There was no way out of it. I had to be as sharp as a barber’s razor.

I rode on, still listening to the wagon as it made its way downhill. Juanito hadn’t returned, and that added to the jitters I felt. I toyed with the idea of catching up with him but the thought of Lacey waiting for me on a crowded San Francisco wharf held me back. I had to make it to the city. I had to meet her steamship. I’d made her a promise. I couldn’t welch on it.

Then a horse raced this way. “Amigo!” Juanito yelled at the top of his lungs. “Come here, rapido. Someone is hurt. Rapido, Amigo, rapido.”

I sped down the road as fast as Diablo could run. Just around the next bend, I came across Juanito. “What happened?” I yelled as I reined my mount to a stop.

“A man, he is in the wagon, bad hurt. You come.”

“Damn, Juanito. Does that mean they came this way and Zeke is in front of us?”

“Si, that is how it looks to Juanito.”

“Alright, let’s see this man,” I said and we rode on to the wagon. A girl of about twelve drove a buckboard pulled by a floppy-eared old mare. The man lay in the back, his face a bloody mess, his right arm clearly broken. Who knows what other problems he had?

The girl looked scared. “We won’t hurt you, Honey,” I said in a soft, easy voice.

She wiped the tears from her face but looked at me through wary, untrusting eyes.

“Honest, Honey, we’re your friends. We’ll help you with your pa.”

“My name’s Sarah not Honey and this is my grandpa, Wiley Peterson. I’m taking him to Coloma for help. He’s hurt real bad.”

“Can I take a look at him, Sarah? Maybe I can help.”

“I reckon so, but hurry.” She pulled the mare to a stop.

“I’ll do my best,” I said and tied Diablo to the wagon. After climbing in I knelt by the man to look him over. His eyes were glassy, unseeing. His heart beat steadily, but he gasped for air. I rolled him on his side. He coughed, hacking up blood. Then he started to breathe easier.”

“Go ahead, Sarah. Drive as fast as you can. Your grandpa looks better.”

“Giddy-up!” she yelled and snapped the reins. The mare moved out at a good clip. I stayed in the back, cradling Peterson’s head to keep it from bouncing off the wagon bottom.

Juanito rode up beside me. “Amigo, I will see if this Zeke is ahead of us.”

“Thanks, Juanito,” I told him. “I’m sure glad you came with me.”

Sarah looked back over her shoulder. “Will Grandpa be okay, Mister?”

“I don’t know. What happened to him?”

“A big guy with scars across his face and a busted nose walloped him. All Grandpa did was try to get him to stop hurting me.”

“There were three more with that guy last night. They caused trouble in Hangtown.”

“The other three pulled him off then made him get in their freight wagon. They took him away. They didn’t help Grandpa though.”

She was a pretty girl with a lot of curls in her brown hair and deep brown eyes that seemed to carry a strength of character that led her to do all she had to help her grandpa. But she was still not fully grown and to get the mare hitched to the wagon was a pretty big job, but her hefting of a grown man into the back all by herself was hard for me to imagine.

“How did you get your grandpa into the wagon,” I asked.

“It was hard, but I done it. Grandpa was still awake when I helped him up. He wheezed a lot and howled in pain and then he fell backwards onto it. I got his legs up, but he still had the strength to pull his body toward the front. He passed out then,” she said.

I could see a glint of tears in her eyes. I knew this was hard on her. “You’re a brave girl, Sarah. If your grandpa makes it through this, he’ll be powerful grateful to you.”

“Will my grandpa die?” she asked, tears now rolling down her cheek.

“I don’t know. Maybe he’ll be all right if he gets help pretty quick.”

That calmed her down and she turned back to face the road and did her best to hurry the mare along, knowing that the sooner her grandpa got to Coloma the better his odds of living.

After a while, Juanito raced back. “Amigo, I did not see the men we are looking for.”

“Good news, Juanito, but we’d still best be careful.”

The road veered left. Coloma appeared in front of us. Sarah pulled up at the barbershop.

“We’ve got a man hurt out here!” I yelled.

Sarah ran inside yelling for a doctor. A man in a bloody white apron hurried out.

“Jenkins,” he said. “I’m as close to a doctor as you’ll find in this town.”

“The girl brought him here,” I told Jenkins while he climbed into the wagon bed. “When I got to him, he had a hard time breathing, choking and gurgling. He coughed this stuff up.”

“You done good, Mister. Was he in a fight?”

“Yeah, with a drunk named Zeke.”

“He must be the one what caused trouble at the Golden Nugget earlier this morning. Let’s get this man inside. Drake, Hardy give us a hand,” he called to two nearby gawkers.

The four of us got Wiley settled in a room of the barber’s place. A woman came in and looked straight at Sarah. “Well, who are you, young lady?” she asked in a concerned voice.

“I’m Sarah,” she piped right up. “This is my grandpa and he needs help.”

Mrs. Jenkins ignored me, her attention on the girl. “Did you bring him here, Sarah?”

“Yes Ma’am. A man came by our cabin and hurt him.”

“Does anyone else live with you?” she asked.

“My papa, he went after the men who hurt Grandpa.”

Jenkins stopped looking over his patient and turned to Sarah. “What’s your pa’s name?”

“Billy Peterson.”

The barber’s eyes went to his wife and he shook his head. He turned to Sarah. “Your grandpa’s going to have to stay here at least overnight. I think you’d better stay here with him.”

Sarah looked worried. “But if Papa comes home, he won’t know where I am.”

Mrs. Jenkins put her hand on Sarah’s shoulder. “Your grandpa needs you now and you’d be better off if you stayed with us until he’s better.”

“I would?”

“Cross my heart.”

Sarah frowned. “Well, I guess if it’ll help Grandpa.”

“When he wakes up, he’ll be real happy to see you,” Mrs. Jenkins told her.

“I’d be much obliged if y’all can help him. Grandpa’s pretty special.”

Jenkins ushered me outside. “I take it you don’t know this girl.”

“I know her now and I’m concerned for her safety. Zeke, the man who beat her grandpa, has a grudge against me. If I run into him on the way to Sacramento City one of us could die.”

“So, you feel a certain responsibility for what this Zeke character did?”
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