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Chapter 1

[image: ]




Colorado, 1876: 

Four men sat tensely around the poker table at the Red Elk Saloon. After another huge loss, the young, hot-head Tommy Garth tossed down his cards and stalked out. A stranger stepped forward to take his place. In late afternoon the bar was empty except for the bartender and the men who sat around the table—two locals, Howard Burch, banker, and cattleman George Merritt. Gubernatorial candidate Oren Perley, in town to campaign, had joined them. The stranger, Frank Reeb, who had taken Tommy's place, made up the fourth member of the new game.

Reeb slid bills across the table, saying, “I’m in.”

"I'll see your bid and raise four,” Burch responded with the confidence that comes with plenty of back-up money. 

Not so with George Merritt. Beads of sweat formed on the rancher's brow. He had been losing steadily, but, as usual, he was in far too deeply to quit now. "I'll match." 

Politician Oren Perley puffed on his thick cigar, studied his cards quietly for a moment, then raised his hand as if to adjust his vest pocket. The minute he made a move, an explosion cracked. A dark spot appeared on Perley's forehead like some ominous third eye. He slumped forward, face-down on the table.

Everyone stared with disbelief at the dead man.

"Keep your mouths shut," a cold, deadly voice warned, “Unless you want to be the next to die.”

* * *
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The cabin door slammed shut behind Tommy hard enough to make the dishes in the cupboard shake. From the table Drew Woodson watched his young partner pace around the room like a whirlwind looking for a place to light. Drew knew, without asking, just where he had been—the Red Elk Saloon.

Before Tommy had left, he had spiffed himself up in clean, white shirt and new leather vest and tamed his fair, unruly hair in the style of some eastern gentleman. That effort would be for Celene Baldwin, Tommy's first love. Despite all she had done, the kid still carried a torch for her. Doubtlessly, Tommy had tried hard to impress Celene with his high bids and had fallen flat on his face. Cards were the kid's weakness. He never learned.

"How much did you lose this time?"

The whirlwind hit full force. Tommy slammed his hat down in front of Drew and fairly shouted, "I really got fleeced!"

This wouldn't be the first time Tommy had gotten into trouble over cards. When the two of them had first met, Drew had stepped in to save the boy from the full wrath of Reno Slade and his gang of outlaws. “Guess poker’s just not your game.”

Tommy had been spending a good deal of his time at the saloon lately, ever since Celene had become owner and operator of the Red Elk, had taken over for Benton Farwell, who was now serving a life sentence in Canyon City for attempting to steal from Drew and Tommy’s gold claim and for the murders that followed. Drew couldn’t seem to convince Tommy that all along the girl had plotted right with Farwell. The kid had not only failed to learn about cards, he failed to learn about women, too. 

"How much did you lose?"

Tommy waved his hand with agitation, as if the amount didn’t matter. It worried Drew when his partner allowed anger to control him. It robbed him of all judgment, made his actions wild and unpredictable. 

"What matters is that I was cheated!"

"Who was playing in today’s game?”

"Howard Burch, George Merritt, and some hot-shot friend of theirs. This governor, that’s what they called him even though the election is months away, just kept scooping in the money. Believe me,” Tommy went on angrily, “some real double-dealing was going on.” Tommy patted the gun holster hanging low on his hip. "I have half a mind to go right back down there and settle the score!”

“Slow down, Tommy." Howard Burch, the town banker, and George Merritt, a cattleman with a weakness for gambling, had reputations for being solid citizens, although Drew knew neither of them well. Chances are Tommy’s losses had been fair and square. “Who is this man they call the governor?”

“Oren Perley.”

"Perley." The familiar name caused a jolt of recognition. A sharp frown creased Drew’s brow. “That's the man I sold the Woodson claim to after my father was murdered.”

Tommy snorted. “He probably cheated you, too!”

The words the kid hurled at him struck Drew full-force, left him speechless.

Tommy headed for the door. “I’m going back to the Red Elk. I’ll give ol' Perley a taste of his own medicine." 

“Not a good idea,” Drew said, rising and automatically strapping on his gun belt. “This isn't some outlaw like Reno Slade you're dealing with now. Men like Perley have powerful friends ready to take up for them.” Drew stopped at the door. “Just let me handle this.”

The little town of Leland had changed overnight, Drew thought, as he sat out at a slow pace down the canyon toward the Red Elk Saloon. From the moment Jonathan Shay had opened the Lyra Shay Mine, floods of people had poured in, setting up tent cities and make-shift dwellings on the outer edges of the once-small settlement. The town had become glutted with camp girls, with an influx of shoddy laborers, and with speculators intent on reaping some of the profit. Drew passed by the close-knit cabins and shops of the Chinese, ambitious people, who kept to themselves. The locals complained about them, but Drew felt considerably more leery of the get-more magnates with their plots and take-overs who had arrived by stage and in fancy buggies to swell Leland’s boarding houses and hotels. 

Approaching the old section of town—Silas Tate’s Mercantile, Walt Logan’s law office, and Jeff McQuede’s jail—made him long for previous times, for the Leland he had once known. As he continued down the main fare toward the Red Elk, the owner of Tate’s Mercantile, with his white side-whiskers, waved at Drew from his crowded store. Silas and Drew were two of a kind, their sharp eyes missing very little. 

A hot, dry wind sent dust puffing in little circles across his path. They seemed to mingle with an image of Oren Perley. After his Pa's brutal murder, Drew, just a kid, had been glad to sell out the Woodson claim to the affluent, older man and ride out of Culver for good. Drew pictured the old politician's smiling, benevolent face. He recalled Perley's heavy, sagging features, the pitying look in his eyes as he had attempted to console Drew over the devastating loss of his father. That had been a long time ago, but Perley would remember, would at least pretend to be glad to see him again.

Until Tommy had labeled Perley a cheat, Drew had never before thought of him in that light. What if he had played some part in his father’s death? Back then Drew had no reason to suspect Oren Perley, in fact, the wealthy man’s generous offer to buy out the family claim had been a godsend to the troubled boy who had just wanted to get away. But surely, Drew told himself, Perley wasn't capable of hiring outlaws to shoot down Drew's father in cold blood in order to satisfy his own greedy interests.

Yet his suspicions began to increase. Drew began linking what had happened to his father with the way Jonathan Shay had fallen from a cliff to his death less than a week ago. What everyone had considered an accident might instead be a ploy to force his widow to sell the rich gold mine. 

If so, history might be repeating itself. Drew's hands clenched tightly to the reins as he found himself pondering the idea that Oren Perly's arrival in Leland was no coincidence. There might be more to Perley's deviousness than Tommy ever imagined, far more than cheating at a simple game of cards. 

Intense quietness settled around him as Drew approached the Red Elk Saloon. This afternoon no loud music or rowdy laughter wafted from the swinging doors. 

A small group of women passed near Drew on the boardwalk, casting quick nervous glances toward him. Drew was used to fearful glances. He knew he looked more like a gunfighter than a gold miner, and wasn’t surprised when the women hastened away. 

He was tying his horse’s reign to the post outside the Red Elk when a loud gunshot exploded. Drawing his gun, he moved swiftly to the door of the saloon.

Drew flattened himself against the building, then dared a quick look inside. A dead man sprawled face down across the poker table near the bar. The three men beside him, aghast, sat as frozen as characters in a painted still-life.

Drew’s sudden intrusion brought the banker, Howard Burch, to his feet. "Governor! Governor." He stumbled around the table and began tugging at the heavy man's shoulders as if he could shake him back to life. 

As his head lolled to one side, Drew caught a glimpse of Oren Perley’s face, of the bloodless bullet hole square between his eyes. 

“He’s dead!” The banker, usually so pompous, so self-possessed, cried out in disbelief. His bleak moan resounded around the room.

Before Drew could respond to the tragic scene, a sharp voice from behind him demanded, "What’s happened here?"

Drew whirled to face Sheriff Jeff McQuede, who had been summoned by the crack of gunfire. His .45 was carefully trained on Drew, but his gaze traveled from the gun in Drew's hand to the dead man.

“I didn’t shoot him, McQuede,” Drew said. 

“Then what did happen?” the sheriff asked, more gruffly this time.

When no one answered, McQuede stepped a pace or two closer to the body. “Oren Perley,” he exclaimed. “I saw him get off the Denver stage yesterday.” Silence followed his words. “Guess he won’t be our new governor after all." 

McQuede, meaner and rougher than usual, turned to stare at Drew. He looked as if he hadn’t slept for days, and a thick stubble of beard, silver-gray like his eyes, matted his jaw. He held out his hand for Drew’s weapon.

“My gun hasn’t been fired.”

Never-the-less McQuede checked the cartridges before returning it to him. “Wouldn’t be much of a problem, though, to be carrying another weapon.” His gaze made hard by his silvery eyes, lighted on the gun that lay beside Perley. “This must be the murder weapon,” he said. 

“Why would his killer leave it here?” Merritt, the rancher, asked with a voice choked and forceless.

“So it won’t be found on him in the event of our catching up with him.” McQuede carefully lifted the sawed-off Colt long-barrel that lay very near Perley’s hand and sniffed the acrid smell of gun smoke. “It’s been fired all right. One shell missing.”

McQuede’s head lifted and he coldly regarded one player then another, returning to Howard Burch.

The banker, light brown eyes wide through the lenses of thick glasses, kept staring at the expensive pearl handle, the sinister sawed-off barrel. “It has damage,” he said, as if accessing collateral. 

“Not damage—notches,” McQuede replied. “This gun has killed before. Three times.”

The rancher with a shudder shrank deeper into his chair. George lived on a spread south of town with a wife and daughter and seldom bothered anyone. The short, stocky man with close-cropped faded hair gave the impression of being weak, or maybe that was just because of his shy, hesitant way of speaking.

"Let’s hear the whole story.” McQuede confronted the card players in silence, then added, “Don’t all of you speak at once.”

The third player, a stranger to Drew, the man who had taken Tommy’s place at the table, spoke. His voice possessed an unpleasant impudence that somehow matched his oily black hair and hawklike features. “The intruder rushed in from that side entrance, aimed, and fired. As quick as lightning, he switched guns and placed the one he used to kill Mr. Perley on the table. Then he rushed out the same way he came in.”

McQuede looked to the others for confirmation.

"That's right," George Merritt muttered at last, his speech even weaker. “No doubt he escaped into the cover of the alley.”

Drew and McQuede exchanged glances. “Let’s go after him,” Drew said.

McQuede, not replying, took his time moving toward the wide-open door, booming over his shoulder, "Did anyone get a good look at him?"

Howard Burch shook his head. "He had—something over his face."

"A bandana," the black-haired man replied with what resembled a smirk on his lean face. "A black one with a red, twisted design, a snake, maybe, on the edge of it.”

"Unusual. The bandanas Tate sells at the mercantile are red or blue. What else can you tell me about him?"

“He wore a dark hat slouched down over his eyes,” the banker said.

“What did you notice, Merritt?”

“It happened so fast,” the rancher said haltingly, “I hardly saw him at all.”

“He was all hunched over," the black-haired card player cut in. "His dark clothes were bulky, so there’s little else we can tell you."

Sheriff McQuede squinted suspiciously at the speaker. “Just who are you, anyway? Never seen you around Leland before this.”

“Bet with the news out about Jonathan Shay’s big strike, there’s lots of people you haven’t seen around Leland before.”

“What’s your name?”

“Reeb. Frank Reeb." 

"You come into town with Perley?"

"No, but we're here on the same business. To talk about investing in the Lyra Shay Mine. Like everyone else, I suppose. But if this is how you treat your guests in Leland, maybe I should be thinking about moving on."

"You’re not leaving town. Not without my say-so.” McQuede swung toward the bartender, who hovered at the threshold between the storage room and the bar. "You see anything, Asher?"

When the old man who used to tend bar quit a while back, Celene had hired on Lee Asher, a polite, soft-spoken drifter, who favored one leg when he walked.

With solemn, pasty face totally devoid of expression, Asher shook his head. "Sorry. I was in the back, very busy with the stock. When I heard the gunshot, I came out, but by then it was all over."

McQuede turned back to the poker players. “Anyone carrying weapons, lay them on the table.” 

No one made a move.

“I guess you won’t mind being searched,” McQuede was saying. The banker lifted his arms compliantly, and McQuede checked him first, then moved on to Merritt. 

Drew carefully studied the layout of the bar, then the seating position of the players. During the game Frank Reeb had been seated to the right of Perley, Merritt to the left, and the banker directly across from him. Drew’s attention suddenly focused on a lone card that had fallen to the floor near Oren Perley’s foot. As he lifted it, his eyes narrowed.

Drew examined the hand of each player. Merritt without so much a pair had been bluffing. Reeb had three tens, and the banker—Drew had to lift his cards for they lay scattered face-down on the table—held two kings and two jacks. Perley himself had two red aces, and a queen.

Drew shuffled through the remaining deck and found two black aces. Then he placed the card he had lifted from the floor on the table—an additional Ace of Clubs. His gaze traveled from face to face as he asked, “Since when does a deck of cards come with five aces?" 
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Chapter 2
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“What are you trying to pull?” The banker stepped threateningly closer to Drew. His hollow chest, his weak mouth and chin that labeled him as spineless now seemed a misrepresentation. “The governor was a good friend of mine. I’m not allowing anyone to sully his name!”

“I’m not trying to do that,” Drew returned quietly. “I’m just calling attention to facts. Perley may not have dropped this card when he was shot—whoever shot him might have planted it here.”

Anger diminishing, Burch sputtered, “You’re darned right. That had to be what happened. That assassin must have done it when he laid the gun on the table.” 

“Assassin could be the right word,” McQuede said. “This could be a plot 

to wipe out the competition for the governor’s race. A conspiracy. Is that why you’re all afraid? Is that why you’re lying to me?”

“No one’s lying.” Burch had returned to his old image, educated, a bit pompous. “If this were some conspiracy, don’t you think I would want to be the first one to uncover it?”

“Why didn’t anyone notice the card on the floor before this?” Frank Reeb spoke up, eyeing Drew. “Could it be because there wasn’t one there? Maybe you found it in your pocket instead of at the governor’s foot.”

Drew tried to keep anger from sounding in his voice. “I don’t tamper with evidence, and don’t be saying I do.”

Reeb moved closer to the banker, both of them lined solidly against him. The rancher, as if too feeble to rise, remained slumped in his chair across from the dead man. 

“I’m saying that you did.”

Drew’s fists clenched. He hadn’t liked this smirking smart aleck from the first, and he liked him a good deal less now. 

“Hold on, Boys,” McQuede said. “I want you,” he pointed at Reeb, “to take the part of the shooter, retrace for me every step he took once he entered the room.”

“Like I said, he came from the side door. I didn’t even notice him at first, not until he fired the shot. The bullet came between Merritt and me and hit the governor square in the head.” Reeb had moved into position across the table from Perley. He stood for a moment behind Merritt before he walked around where the banker was seated and made motions of laying down the gun. “Then the shooter ran straight out that door.”

“Is that the way it was?”

Burch nodded agreement. 

“Merritt?”

Merritt didn’t look up. “I don’t really know. I was...in shock after he shot Perley.” 

McQuede growled, “Did anyone say anything to him, or did he speak?”

Merritt in a befuddled manner shook his head.

“You mean to tell me after that shot was fired, you lost both your sight and hearing?” 

“You’re on the wrong track barking at him,” Reeb remarked.

“I don’t bark,” McQuede corrected. “I bite. And you’d better learn that real fast.” 

“I’ll thank you not to use that tone with me,” Reeb said. “I’m not even a suspect. I had only played a game or two, and won as much as I lost, so I don’t have any motive.”

“You weren’t one of the original four?”

“No. When that other poker player left, Mr. Perley invited me to join the game.” Reeb returned the sheriff’s hard stare. “If you were worth your salt as a sheriff, you’d be going after him. A young, fair-haired fellow, all duded up in a fancy leather vest. He must have lost a small fortune for he left here in a rage.”

“Who was this man? Does anyone know?”

Burch’s eyes shifted to Drew as if giving him time to speak. When Drew didn’t, he said, “Tommy Garth. The young man hangs around here a lot. When the governor wanted to play, we needed a fourth and asked him to join us. Maybe that was our mistake.” The banker addressed Drew. “Is that why you’re here, Woodson? To settle the score for your young friend? The way you stepped in when he got mixed up in that card game with Reno Slade and his gang?"

“Wait a minute,” McQuede jumped in. “I want you to go on, Reeb. Show me what happened next.”

“Oren Perley’s hand moved to the inside of his coat like this.” Reeb did another quick imitation.

The sheriff, losing no time, opened the dead man’s expensive jacket where he found a shoulder holster and a small, ivory-handled Smith and Wesson. 

“The governor was facing the side door,” the banker explained. “He must have spotted the intruder and was going to go for his gun.”

“Or for a hidden card,” Drew broke in. “How do you explain that fifth ace on the floor? Where did it come from?”

“I can tell you that.” 

They all looked toward the bartender, who stood in the shadows quietly listening. His skin was pasty-pale, and his large eyes were defined by dark hollows. “We have cards, placed at every table. The design is all the same. This ace could have been lifted from one of the other decks."

“But not by the killer, unless he had planned this all in advance,” Drew said. 

“Why don’t you check some of the other decks and see if an ace is missing?”

With a slight limp, the bartender moved from table to table, counting the cards.

Drew watched Asher's long, slim fingers expertly sift through the last deck of cards. He stopped, counted again, then said, "There's one card missing from this one. He shuffled through the deck again, then announced, "The ace of clubs."

* * *
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"They're lying, sure enough," Drew said to McQuede as the sheriff paced the dusty earth outside the saloon. He knew what McQuede was thinking. If there had been a man at the door, some unnatural sweep of wind must have totally obliterated the evidence. 

"A shooter in a slouched hat with a strange looking bandana over his face,” the sheriff said curtly. “A made-up story if I ever heard one. Never believed it for a minute. I ain’t one to go off chasing phantoms. Not when the killer’s likely to be right inside this saloon.”

“It looks as if one of them was caught cheating,” Drew said. 

“Perley, you mean?” McQuede stopped his inspection of the ground. “I thought at the time your Daddy was shot that there was some plot involved, some big shot wanting the Woodson claim. But I never could prove Perley or anyone else was behind it, not after Louis Baxter was found hanged and the other three men took for cover." The sheriff's scrutinizing gaze settled on Drew. "Did you find some evidence that Oren Perley was connected to your father’s death? Is that why you charged down here today with blood in your eye?”

“I didn’t even know Perley was in Leland until Tommy told me.”

“I keep getting the impression that all of those men inside could point their finger right at the killer if they’d a mind to,” the big sheriff said. “That’s why you keep coming to mind, Woodson. They’d be too afraid of you and your sidekick Tommy Garth to utter a word.”

“No,” Drew waved his words away. “This crime centers directly around that fifth ace. Tommy came back from the Red Elk earlier saying some big time cheating was going on.” 

“Perley? I don’t doubt he’s pulled some shoddy, under-the-table deals being the politician and all, but I don’t take card-sharking to be among them. But if I’m wrong about that, there’s no doubt he would kill a man to keep from being found out.”

“It’s possible he wasn’t going for the ace at all,” Drew said, “but for his gun. Perley’s poker playing could have been on the up and up. Instead of being the cheater himself, he could have caught one of the others stacking the deck, and that cheat beat him to the draw. Now the remaining players and even the bartender are too afraid of him to talk.”

“There’s an awfully lot of ‘could be’s.’ Could be Perley was carefully set-up, a full-blown plot to eliminate him as governor of Colorado. If that happened, we're dealing with a hired assassin. There’s lots of backup guns out there somewhere. And that’s the reason no one is willing to take any risks.”

“George Merritt’s the most likely one to talk,” Drew said. “If you can break any of them, he’ll be the one.”

McQuede brushed this aside. “Cowards are the last to step forward. You knew, didn’t you, that Merritt is a deserter, ran out on the Confederacy, took his young bride and came west.”

Drew’s words broke through the thoughtful silence. “Could be the banker and Perley were at odds over some big money deal.” 

“Could be, instead,” McQuede returned, “that your hot-tempered young friend came back to town and decided to settle up with Perley over his losses.” McQuede waited for Drew’s response. When Drew didn’t reply, he went on warily. “Sometimes, Woodson, I figure you whitewash that boy way too much. He was a wild card when you took him in under your wing as your mining partner. No one knows a thing about his past. Did you ever stop and think Tommy might not be all you believe him to be?”

“He's a good kid,” Drew replied. “He’s just...young.”

“Indeed he is. Young enough to be Celene Baldwin’s fool.”

Drew, a flush rising to his face, started back into the saloon, McQuede’s words drifting after him, “Son, I’m going to give you some prime advice. Don’t ever get yourself involved in a cover-up for someone else’s sins.”

* * *
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Drew watched as Oren Perley’s body was taken from the Red Elk Saloon. The banker, respectfully, almost tearfully, hat clenched tightly in his hands, followed the procession out into the street. The news about the important politician's death would soon spread throughout Leland and beyond. Trouble would not be far behind.

Reeb, with one final glare at Drew, rapidly departed, leaving only George Merritt, now cowering back against the bar.

“Tell me what happened, Merritt,” Drew said. “If you don't, you're putting yourself in real danger. The killer will get to thinking it over, weighing the odds of your not talking. If I were you, I’d speak up now while you have the chance.”

Merritt’s forehead glistened with sweat.

“Tell me who shot Perley, Merritt," Drew coaxed. "Keeping quiet will only make matters worse.” Drew stepped closer to him, a gesture sympathetic and encouraging rather than menacing. “Confide in me, and what you say won’t go any farther. I swear, I’ll do all I can to protect you.”

The rancher’s eyes shifted with panic or with indecision. He started to speak, but didn’t, as if stopped by the sudden tremor of his lips.

“Don’t rest easy, Merritt. Whoever did this, doesn’t mind killing a man in cold blood. And you may be next on his list.”

“Leave me alone! I...I don’t know who shot the governor.” Merritt ducked his head and scurried toward the swinging doors.

“You know how to find me,” Drew called after him, “if you ever need my help.” 

* * *
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Celene Baldwin entered just as Merritt left. Her pale cheeks were flushed with color, as if she had been walking quickly. "I heard what happened, Drew. Is it true? Was Oren Perley really shot here... in my saloon?"

She looked toward the gaming area, as if expecting to see a body still slumped at one of the tables, but Perley had already been taken away, the blood wiped clean. The only clue that anything had happened was the absence of customers, the pall of eerie stillness that hung over the room. Lee Asher was busily wiping down counters, straightening chairs, as if these simple, everyday actions could set things right again.

"Why did it have to happen here?" Celene groaned, pressing a hand to her forehead. "I've had enough trouble in my life. I don't need any more." 
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