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Denver Calhoun had been sitting in a corner of the Long Night saloon for two hours and he was still nursing his first whiskey of the evening when Warren Sawyer arrived. Warren regarded the customers until his gaze rested on Denver.

Their eyes met before Warren beat a hasty retreat back through the batwings. Denver downed his whiskey, stood up and then took a leisurely stroll to the door ensuring that if anyone noticed him they wouldn’t think his departure was untoward.

Outside he stood against the saloon wall as Warren headed across the main drag toward a derelict stable on the edge of town. Denver set off after him, but he stayed on the saloon side of the main drag until his quarry slipped through the wide and open doorway and disappeared into the dark interior.

Denver scurried toward the stable, reaching the corner of the building a minute after Warren had gone inside. Earlier that day when he’d walked around Crystal Springs he hadn’t investigated the building, but he’d noted that the front doorway was the only entrance.

Bearing in mind Warren’s reputation as a fast-draw gunslinger he didn’t want to use it, so he sought an alternative and noticed a gap in the side wall where a plank had fallen away. Walking quietly he moved along to the gap.

As he’d expected Warren was standing beside the doorway, but he was surprised that Warren was unarmed. He was even more surprised that another man was on the other side of the doorway.

This man had his back to him and was standing in the shadows with a gun drawn suggesting Warren had hired him for protection. Warren’s calm demeanor showed he didn’t know that Denver had approached the stable.

Denver checked that the area on the other side of the gap in the wall was clear and then slipped inside. For long moments he stood in the darkness and when neither man reacted he edged along beside the wall.

Warren was more concerned with what was happening outside to notice that the danger would come from inside while the hired gun watched Warren as he waited for the order to act. Denver reached the corner without mishap and made his way along the front wall. He was five paces from the doorway when the hired gun straightened up, his action gathering Warren’s attention.

“What’s wrong, Logan?” Warren said, turning to him.

“I heard something,” Logan whispered.

Both men stood poised as they listened for whatever had caught Logan’s attention. Warren’s eyes must have grown accustomed to the dark interior as he flinched and then pointed past Logan, who started to turn.

Denver moved quickly. He stepped up to Logan from behind and dashed his gun from his hand. Logan still turned around and scythed a punch at Denver’s face, but Denver swayed backward letting Logan’s fist whistle by his nose.

Logan stumbled to the side. As he floundered with his body bent over double, Denver slapped his free hand on his back and launched him away from the wall to make him go sprawling on to his front.

Logan rolled over and moved to get back up, but Denver leveled his gun on him and shook his head. With a sigh Logan settled back down.

“It seems you’ve been expecting me,” Denver said, turning to Warren.

Warren took a step forward to stand in the light coming in through the doorway, presumably to ensure he would be in full view if anyone happened to pass the stable. As they were on the outskirts of a sleepy town in late evening Denver didn’t reckon this would help him.

“Who told you I was here?” Warren said.

Denver shook his head. “You don’t get to know that, and all I want to hear from you is whether you want to die here or on the end of a rope.”

Warren’s eyes flared with concern as he pointed through the doorway with a shaking finger.

“As I reckon I can answer any charges leveled against me, I choose to leave.”

Denver shrugged. “I was hired because I never make mistakes. Now walk on ahead real slow.”

Warren snorted a harsh laugh, even though he probably knew that Denver wouldn’t want to shoot him in town as it might attract unwanted attention. He took a short pace toward the doorway, but then stopped and stood up straight.

“I’m a wealthy man. Whatever you’re being paid I’ll double it to walk away.”

“The bounty on your head is only five hundred dollars, but even if you can afford to double that, I don’t do deals.”

“There is no bounty on my head and every man has his price.” Warren edged his hand across his chest, seemingly planning to slip it into his jacket. “Let’s discuss yours.”

“Don’t move that hand no further.”

Warren ignored him and the fingers disappeared from view. Then he lunged. Denver fired, his shot slamming into Warren’s forehead making him jerk backward before he tipped over. Even before he’d hit the dirt Denver had turned his gun on Logan.

“I won’t do anything now,” Logan said and then pointed at the dead man. “Not that he was going to do anything either. He wasn’t armed.”

Denver stalked over to Warren’s body and toed his arm making his hand fall out of his jacket and reveal he had been holding a bulging bag. When the bag fell from his hand it opened up to reveal several gold eagles.

“Warren sure wasn’t,” Denver murmured in surprise.

“I thought you said you never make mistakes.”

Logan laughed, but he silenced when Denver turned his gun on him.

“You should be more concerned about whether you’re a mess I need to clear up.”

Denver kept his gun on Logan until he gulped. Then, with a wink, he holstered his gun and took hold of the body. Ten minutes later he was riding out of town toward Dogwood Pass with Warren’s body strewn over the back of his horse.
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Caldwell Wade was already waiting for Denver on the top of the riverbank beside Stillwater Creek. Denver had picked this place because the water couldn’t be crossed and the plains extended for several miles to the east ensuring there would be no surprises.

Even so he rode toward him at a slow pace and stopped thirty yards away. He had met Caldwell twice before, once when he’d been offered the assignment and a second time when he’d accepted it.

Caldwell was a go-between and Denver had neither met nor knew the name of the man who was paying for his services. Although as Warren had been involved in a turf war with Luke McKinley, the owner of the Buckhorn saloon in Pioneer City, Denver presumed that Caldwell was doing Luke’s bidding.

“I got a message to meet you,” Caldwell said. “I assume that means the job is done?”

“It is. Do you want the details?”

“Warren Sawyer was a ruthless gunslinger, so I’m sure the tale is an epic one, but the basics will suffice.”

Denver shrugged. Warren hadn’t been as impressive as he’d been led to believe, but he saw no reason to mention that.

“I tracked him down in Stillwater where he met Luke McKinley. They had an intense discussion where they clearly exchange threats after which Warren got spooked and fled. I figured he was heading to Crystal Springs and I was right.” Denver pointed toward Dogwood Pass to the east of Stillwater. “He gave me no choice but to kill him, as you’d told me. He’s buried over there.”

‘Why did you bury him?’

‘I didn’t want to be burdened with a body, but I can give you directions.’

Caldwell shook his head. “Nobody needs to ever know where he’s buried.”

“Someone needs to know. After all there are all those crimes he’s committed that he’ll have to answer. . . .” Denver trailed off when Caldwell smirked, letting several anomalies about this mission fall into place and they formed a shape he didn’t like. “Except he wasn’t a wanted man, was he?”

“I thought you’d already worked that out.” Caldwell raised a hand when Denver started to retort. “He did plenty wrong, except nothing could ever be proven, so your conscience can be clear. You’ve earned the five-hundred-dollar bounty.”

Moving slowly Caldwell picked up his saddlebag. When Denver nodded he hurled it away and the bag dropped to the ground midway between them.

“I’m obliged, as that means we never have to meet again.”

“We don’t, but before you go I have a proposition.” Again moving slowly Caldwell withdrew a bundle from his pocket and tossed it toward the saddlebag. “If you’re interested, take this advance payment for expenses. If not, leave it.”

Denver ignored the bundle. “I’ll leave it. I have plans.”

Caldwell smiled. “What kind of plans does a man like you have?”

“You wouldn’t want to know.” Denver laughed. “They’re tamer than you’d expect.”

Caldwell laughed and then leaned forward in the saddle to point at the bundle.

“Still, hear me out before you make a final decision.” Caldwell waited, but when Denver didn’t reply he edged his horse forward and lowered his voice, as if despite the remote location they might be overheard. “My associate knows a man who has a similar problem with that no-good varmint from Stillwater Malachi Patton.”

Denver thought back. He figured he might have heard the name before, but then again he’d spent only a brief time in Stillwater.

“I never return to a place where I’ve been working.”

“You’re probably the only man who could do it and get away without being caught.” Caldwell smiled, but Denver’s only response was to gesture at the bundle and then at him with a clear message to desist. “Malachi Patton is the sheriff of Stillwater.”

“Sheriff Patton!” Denver spluttered, now placing the name. “I’m a bounty hunter and I only just agreed to accept your offer to go after Warren, but I sure would need plenty more before I take on a lawman.”

“This lawman is corrupt and he’s part of the reason Warren never got charged for everything he did wrong, but don’t take my word for what he did. Do what you did the last time. Go to Stillwater, check him out and if you’re prepared to accept the assignment, you’ll be paid double what you—”

“I’ve heard enough,” Denver snapped, raising a hand. “This is getting too complicated for me. I like to keep things simple and go after men with a bounty on their head, so believe me when I say I’m not interested.”

Denver moved his horse forward until he was standing in front of the saddlebag and bundle. Caldwell backed his horse away.

“I heard you. You don’t need the money.” Caldwell chuckled. “Except I understand you and you take missions for something other than the bounty: the challenge.”

Caldwell tipped his hat to Denver and then swung his horse around. Then he trotted off beside the creek on a path that would take him away from Stillwater. Denver waited for several minutes and then dismounted and gathered up the saddlebag.

He flipped it open and judged that the contents looked like the agreed payment. He turned to his horse, but then stopped. For long moments he stood still, Caldwell’s final comment sticking in his mind even though he tried to avoid dwelling on it.

He hunted wanted men for bounty and he always chose his targets, but he’d accepted this assignment to track down Warren without checking that he was in fact an outlaw because it had intrigued him. Now it would seem that there was more to the situation than he had at first thought and that intrigued him even more.

With a smile he turned back and picked up the bundle, finding that it was a wad of bills. He hefted it on his palm and judged that it amounted to around fifty dollars. He pocketed the bundle and got back on his horse.

When he rode off he headed toward Stillwater. He stayed beside the water and maintained a walking pace giving himself time to have second thoughts. Instead he only ended up accepting that the challenge had interested him.

It was after sundown when he arrived in Stillwater. He headed to the west side of town, as he hadn’t gone there the last time he’d visited. Unlike that time he picked a quiet saloon where he stood at the bar and adopted a wide smile and jovial demeanor.

“Is Stillwater usually this quiet,” he said when the bartender poured him a whiskey.

“Sure,” the bartender said. “We don’t get much trouble here.”

“I’d heard differently, so that’s good news.”

The bartender shrugged, so Denver didn’t push his luck by asking any more direct questions. He leaned back against the bar and over the next hour he exchanged pleasantries with several customers.

He used the same approach he had used with the bartender of pretending to be a newcomer who was interested in hearing about the town. He hoped to learn about Sheriff Patton while giving anyone who might have seen him when he’d been there before doubts about whether they could trust their memory.

When he moved on he sought out another saloon, but already his intrigue was dying out and he was getting the feeling he’d wasted his time. If the sheriff was as bad for the town as Caldwell had claimed he’d have expected someone to volunteer a dark tale about him, but so far only one person had mentioned him and he’d not had a problem with him.

Denver might have been prepared to take on a man whose behavior meant he wouldn’t be missed, but Patton appeared to be a dutiful lawman. The next saloon reinforced this opinion, with the only person who talked about the sheriff showering him with praise, so when he moved on, he resolved that unless he heard something bad about Patton soon he would leave town.

The third saloon, the Golden Eagle, turned out to be the most bustling one so far and he struggled to work his way into conversations, but he overheard nothing that cast doubt on the sheriff’s integrity. This extinguished the possibility that there was a reason why Warren wasn’t a wanted man.

He had no doubt that Caldwell had told him enough truth about Warren’s activities during his feud with Luke McKinley to mean he deserved to meet his end, but the law was unlikely to view his actions as justified. So with what would be his last drink of the evening in hand, he leaned on the bar and closed his ears to the chatter around him.

As he’d faced no problems that evening, he figured he’d find a room for the night and leave in the morning. He tried to catch the bartender’s eye with the intention of asking where he could stay, but, from the corner of his eye, he noticed that someone was watching him.

The man was sitting at a table by the stairs and when Denver turned to him he lowered his head. Denver smiled as he’d already seen everything he needed to see. The man was Logan, Warren Sawyer’s hired gun.

He’d left Logan in the stable in Crystal Springs. Whether he’d followed him or come to Stillwater for another reason, Denver didn’t know and he didn’t need to find out. He pushed his half-drunk glass of whiskey away and walked to the door.

He ignored Logan and the moment he went through the batwings he sped up. He hurried across the street and headed toward the part of town he knew better. When he reached the end of the street he slipped around the corner and stopped.

With his back to the wall he stepped to the side and turned toward the Golden Eagle saloon. Logan had already come outside and was facing in Denver’s direction. Then he set off across the street taking the same path as Denver had done.

Denver turned and walked away. He recalled that around fifty paces on there was an alleyway, so he broke into a run and when he reached it he was pleased to find that Logan had yet to come around the corner.

He stepped into the alleyway. This was probably the only place he could have reached in the short time he’d had available, so he expected Logan would soon find him. Denver waited in the shadows for three minutes, which he reckoned was enough time for Logan to have reached the alleyway.

Then, to his surprise, Logan walked by on the other side of the street and he was heading away from him. Denver didn’t question his luck and stayed still. When Logan had moved out of his line of sight he turned around and paced along the dimly lit alleyway.

He tried to recall where he would come out, but that stopped being important when two men moved into view at the end of the alleyway. Both men were armed and with a decisive movement they spread out to block his path.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





