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Chapter One
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The air was brisk when Sam Colder rode Dancer into Fort Collins, Colorado. The town was lively, bustling with activity. A few miles outside of town, they came across men working at a thriving stone quarry. Farther on, the filly took him past grand beet farms, and, of course, the fort itself. 

Entering the town, he let Dancer have her head; as she moseyed down the main street, Sam lit a cigarette and took in the variety of stores, tradesmen, blacksmiths, and all the other businesses needed to support a booming economy. 

The irony left a metallic taste in his mouth. For Sam Colder, this booming town appeared to be a dead end. He’d followed a trail, a trail of rumors and it ended here—at a farm outside of town. He’d arrived at the farm, been welcomed, and seen reality drive a spike through the story that led him there.

Somewhat dejected, feeling the loss of the time spent following a false trail, Sam rode to Fort Collins to sit in its saloon, surrounded by soldiers from the fort, some cowboys, quarry men, and farmhands. 

Like the rest of the men, he sipped a whiskey. Unlike the others, he continued working. He looked over the notes in his battered notebook. The notes were actually lists: In the front, covering many weather-beaten pages, was a well-marked list of names. The names of wanted men. In the back, a page or two would be dedicated to one of the names, listing places and events, and people he rode with.

There was no order to any of it, except the order in which the outlaw had come to Sam’s attention over the years. 

Unlike the “most wanted” lists the government came up with, lists dictated by important people who had a personal reason to put a name on them, this was his personal list—Colder’s list, the names of men he had decided to bring to justice. He was the only one who decided when a man’s crimes were sufficient or of a nature that made it important to him to bring that man in. Or, more often, kill him.

Many of the names had been crossed out; others had check marks beside them. Next to each of those he’d written a date and place that represented the day and the place the outlaw was killed, whether by him or the hangman. 

Skipping those brought him to a name near the top of the list, a name that was untouched—Dave Cracken. 

Further back in the book, Sam had dedicated several pages to information he’d acquired about Cracken. Without looking, he knew that the man hailed from Abilene; he had two brothers, both outlaws; Cracken sometimes rode with Pecos Smith. And Dave Cracken was wanted almost everywhere he’d ever set foot. 

The most recent poster of Cracken had a price on his head for multiple murders. Many of those had been committed during bank robberies, but others had been carried out to keep people from testifying to his crimes.

The most recent notes were the result of rumors he had heard from travelers in a saloon down in Taos. They had hinted that Cracken was resting at the Delta V—a ranch outside of Fort Collins. Supposedly, Dave Cracken’s brother Walter owned the spread. 

Now Sam crossed those notes out and updated the research, noting that the owner of the Delta V was Walter Cracker, not Cracken, and it was a beet farm, not a ranch. Walter turned out to be a friendly black man who wasn’t aware of having any white brothers (“I can’t say I don’t for certain,” he said). The only other person living on his hardscrabble place was Walter’s lifelong friend Lewis. The two men found Sam’s visit amusing.

Sam spent a pleasant evening with the men. Walter cooked up a nice stew of some rabbits Lewis shot and shared some fine corn liquor, but the rumors of Cracken’s presence there seemed to be just that. 

Now Sam sat in the saloon and considered how much of his life had been spent following stories of one sort of another. Stories like these. He wished he’d kept a record of how many had panned out and how many turned out to be bullshit, in one form or another. It would make interesting reading. 

Even when they didn’t pan out, rumors like the ones he’d been told about Cracken usually had a source of some kind and often contained a nugget of truth and now he reread his notes, updating them with what he knew was true, and sipped a whisky.

“Writing a book, are ya?” a soldier asked him.

“Just making some tracking notes, is all.”

“A hunter, then?”

He smiled at the man. “That’s right.”

The soldier tucked his thumbs in his braces. “Are you that gunman?”

“What gunman?”

The man’s face twisted in thought. “Dan something.”

“My name is Sam. Sam Colder.”

The soldier didn’t seem convinced. “This here fella I’m talking about is famous —a gentleman gunfighter. Works out of a whorehouse down in Prescott, in Arizona. You never heard of him?”

Sam shook his head. “Can’t say I have.”

The man cocked his head. “Interesting.”

“Not really. There’s lots of men I never heard of.”

“But this one wears his holster set for a cross draw just like you. That’s unusual.”

“Does he now?”

The man shrugged. “That’s the story.”

“Who tells the story?”

The main gave a careless shrug. “Lot’s of people.”

“Well, maybe I’ll listen to more stories after I get me some lunch over at the restaurant,” Sam said.

The soldier nodded. Sam got up and walked down the street toward the restaurant. Across the street, a man caught his attention. First of all, he was standing out in the midday sun. Also, he leaned against a post with his hat pulled down. Even though he couldn’t see the man’s eyes, the man was focused on him, giving Sam an appraising look under the brim. 

The man didn’t move, and Sam refocused his own attention was fixed on treating himself a fine lunch. And he got one. But when he came out of the restaurant and stretched, the man was still there. Still leaning against the post. 

He lurched forward, coming to his feet and moving toward him, his gun hand hovering near the butt of a Navy Colt. 

Sam’s hackles went up. Although the man’s face wasn’t familiar, that didn’t mean much. Relatives of outlaws he’d brought to justice, people he’d never met, could fancy getting revenge on a bounty hunter. Once he’d had to talk down a man who thought he’d killed a friend of his. The pisser was that Sam knew damn well the man was still alive. It was part of the challenge of the job.

The man stopped in the street facing Sam.

“All right, it’s about time we settled this, Crenshaw,” the man said.

“Settled what? And my name ain’t Crenshaw.”

The man waved a hand. “I know you use a bunch of names. And I know you gunned down my brother in Yuma last month. Now you are going to pay.”

Sam shook his head. “Look, mister, I ain’t been in Yuma in over a year, much less shot anyone there.”

“That’s a fucking lie. I talked to a passel of people who were there and they say you shot him. So we are gonna settle this.”

A man wearing a sheriff’s badge came walking up, moving casually, seeming unconcerned about the confrontation.

“This fella says he wants to shoot me,” Sam said.

The sheriff faced them, his thumbs in his gun belt. “I did hear him say that. Now, if he was to try and do a shitty thing like that, I’d have to say you were righteous if you shot him.” 

“I don’t want to. The thing is, he seems to have me mixed up with someone else.”

The sheriff spat. “Can’t help that.”

“No?”

“Hector explained to me that he figures he’s got a blood debt to settle with you.”

“And you are good with that?”

“What you want me to do? I can’t lock a man up for thinking you are the man who killed his brother. If he shoots you in the back, I’ll hang him. But if it’s a fair fight, and he kills you, or you kill him, it ain’t no problem of mine.”

Sam had heard the logic before. On one hand, it made perfect sense for a lawman to let gunmen take each other out, but it never sat quite right with him. On the other hand, letting a man shoot him for any reason at all, mistaken identity or not, didn’t sit right with him, neither. He watched the man bend his knees slightly and flexed the fingers of his gun hand. 

Despite the heat, a small crowd was gathering. The soldier from the saloon, with a couple of friends, three of the whores, a white-shirted clerk from the general store, and an odd assortment of people ready to watch a man die, stood in whatever shade they could find.

They knew a gunfight was gonna happen. The prospect of blood in the dirt always had a fascination about it. Sam understood, even if he didn’t agree.

He turned his attention back to Hector. “Hector?”

“Yeah.”

“One last time... I didn’t kill your brother in Yuma or anywhere else, far as I know.”

The man’s eyes were watery, and his gaze flickered between Sam’s face and his gun. His stance was defiant, challenging. The good news was that this meant he was facing Sam squarely. That made him a nice target. For his part, stood with his body at an angle, with his left side facing his opponent.

The man was trying to get him to draw first, probably thinking that would make the killing more righteous somehow. People had odd notions about life and death and how to justify killing. But Sam had been in too many showdowns to be interested in taking the bait. Patience was his friend.

The sun shone straight down, burning hot. Sam slowed his breathing, let the breaths calm him. 

The man’s right shoulder twitched, dipping slightly as he went for his gun. He was quick for an amateur.

Sam drew... in a single motion, his thumb pulled back the hammer of his Colt and his trigger finger squeezed off a shot. His bullet caught the man squarely in the chest. His gun hand was still rising, and an expression of shock came to his face. Sam cocked and fired again. This shot took off the man’s face; he pitched over backward and lay still under the noon sun.

“Nice shooting, Mr. Crenshaw,” the sheriff said. “The fool barely got his gun out.”

“My name ain’t Crenshaw.”

The sheriff grinned. “Whatever you say. But that’s sure as hell that’s who he thought he was drawing down on.”

“He was wrong.”

The sheriff laughed. “Maybe. He sure was wrong in thinking he could take you. I best send for the undertaker.” With that, the sheriff turned and walked away. The crowd made the kinds of noises they do when the excitement has ended, and scattered.

Sam stood there alone. Thirsty.
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Chapter Two
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A full moon hung lazily over the Barre Tree Ranch. Its bright yellow light shone in through the window, painting hazy stripes across Ellen’s bed. Stripes that ran tantalizingly over her pale white breasts and rippled deliciously over Lester’s muscular naked body as he moved between her legs.

She shivered as the ranch foreman hooked his powerful arms under her legs and tipped them back. His mouth came open and his eyes too as he slowly and deliberately penetrated her. A gasp escaped her lips as his throbbing cock drove deep inside her. 

Ellen wallowed in the intoxicating and heady sensations. And when her marvelous stud began taking her, thrusting into her with long strokes, her moans filled the room.

It was nice that her room was so far away from that of her husband, Barley. Even better, it was her husband’s decision for her to have her own room.

Barley was ten years older than she and seldom able to satisfy her. 

“Besides, Barley has a thing for Maria,” Lester had told her. Maria was the Mexican maid, a plumpish girl with devilish eyes. And Lester was right. 

Hers wasn’t a marriage made in heaven. Ellen quickly learned that the old man didn’t want her as a companion or partner. No, her role was to be the young, attractive wife, that made him look virile, run the house, and otherwise mind her own business. And that included never mentioning her husband’s nights in the maid’s bed, grunting like some sweaty pig.

Even when he wanted her, she found Barley to be a crude and unsatisfying lover. Still, Ellen was determined to stick it out. After all, Barley was old. He was far too healthy, but one day the old bastard would croak. When that happened, she’d stick his skinny ass in a cheap pine box and bury it in the desert. Then she’d own the ranch. When the papers came through, she’d sell the fucking place as fast as greased lightning. Who wanted to live out in the middle of nowhere, raising cattle? 

When Barley died, she’d have the money to move to Santa Fe, or Denver, or some other growing city. 

In the meantime, while she bided her time, Lester was able to make the wait more than tolerable. 

Lester had his own plan, of course, and she encouraged it. He thought that cuckolding the boss was not only fun, but that it put him in line to be husband number two and owner of the ranch. No way. But she wasn’t about to let him know he was only entertainment. 

And he did entertain her. Not only did her foreman have the stamina to satisfy her when he plundered her with his big, throbbing cock, the man had an eager tongue and a marvelous appetite for eating pussy. Tonight he’d licked her to an orgasm and now, with him on his knees and her legs bent back to let him stuff her full of every inch of his prick, he was about to get her off again.

He stared down at her, his mouth coming open.

“What a hot cunt!” he said.

She felt his prick twitching, but her body was already pulsing as he brought her to a climax. Tendrils of fire swept through her. “Come for me!” she demanded, but he already was, and the sweet rush of his seed was flooding her as she writhed deep inside a haze of pure pleasure.

***

[image: ]


“PAYDAY TOMORROW,” LESTER said. He kissed her and ran a hand over her belly and down to the damp patch of his cum on her thigh. “I best be in the bunkhouse when the chickens start up or the hands will get all nervous.”

Of course, it would be a long time before the chickens would start, but she understood. He needed to get back while it was dark. 

Reluctantly, she sighed and got up with him. She sipped a drink and watched him dress, bemoaning the way he covered his rugged body with clothes. 

He kissed her goodbye, and then left her room, going out through the door into the yard. For no reason at all, she followed him, staying a distance behind. It was silly and almost romantic, but watching her illicit lover walk away in the moonlight, moving with the rolling gait of a satisfied man, feeling her skin still tingling from his touch, excited her.

A movement in the shadows of the other wing of the house caught her eye. Someone was moving there. He was going toward Lester, coming up on him from behind. Lester, lost in his thoughts, didn’t seem to notice. 

Ellen wanted to shriek out a warning, but the cry stuck in her throat. As he stepped closer to Lester, she saw that it was Barley. And her husband had an axe in his hand. 

And still, fear held her immobile, unable to cry out or move as she watched Barley raise the axe and swing it downward. It came down on Lester’s head. Without a sound, the big man collapsed on the ground and lay unmoving. 

Barley gave out a muted call. Moments later, a man came from the stables leading two horses. She recognized him as a hand that Barley had hired a week before. This attack, this murder, she realized, had been planned.

Standing in the shadows, she watched him hand the man something. It looked like money. The men talked, then they hoisted Lester up and draped him face down over a saddle. The hand took the reins and mounted the second horse and rode off.

She watched Barley kicking the sand in the yard around, drying the blood. Lester’s blood. 

Then she went back to her room. She had never liked Barley. She had married him for money and position. Now she hated him. And feared him.

After what she’d seen, this violent and dangerous side of him, biding her time took on new meaning. Waiting for the old man to die was no longer an option.
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Sam took off his hat and wiped his brow. It was a hot day, and shooting a man, apparently for the entertainment of the townsfolk, made it seem even hotter. It didn’t help that he kept trying to think of things he might have done or said to get out of fighting the man altogether.

The reality was that once another man goes for his gun, any chance of talking things through is over. Killing strangers wasn’t a nice or decent thing to do, but when it came to him or another fella dying, it took a special reason for Sam not to choose the other guy as the one who should head to boot hill. And this fella had practically insisted on it.

Back in the saloon, he sat down at a table. Immediately, a slender brunette, a rather good looking woman, sat down next to him in a haze of lavender scent. 

“I’m Willow. Willow Bend.”

“In the wind.” Sam smiled at the lusty sparkle in her eyes... a feature that was almost powerful enough to draw a man’s eyes off her firm breasts, the tops of which were on display. From his perspective, the tie holding her top together looked like it wouldn’t take more than a small tug to give a man a more complete look.  

The soldier he’d talked to before came over too, sitting down and insisting on buying him a drink. 

“I knew you was him,” he said.

“Who?”

The soldier looked at the whore. “The gunfighter I told you about. What’s that name, Willow?”

Willow flashed him a pleasant smile. Sam smiled too, as the lady slipped her hand into his lap and let her fingers trace his cock through his pants. 

The woman glanced at the soldier. “You mean Dashing Dan Crenshaw?”

The soldier snapped his fingers. “That’s it.”

It didn’t take long before her smile told him she was getting the result she wanted. After all, he hadn’t been laid since he left Taos. Taking care of that had definitely moved up on his list of things to do while he was in Fort Collins. As fate would have it, this lithe brunette wasn’t a bad choice for the purpose. And the was perfect. Willow was definitely a willowy woman. 

In general, Sam had a preference for whores who pretended to be interested in a man. Some just announced they were available and ready to accommodate him. Sam tended to do a lot more with a woman than have her accommodate him.

But he wanted to settle something before he focused his attention on that matter. This name... it sounded like some dude. “And you think I’m this Dashing fella?”

The soldier swallowed his whisky. “If you ain’t, I’d sure pay a dollar or two to see you go up against him. And that fella you shot sure thought you were him. Enough to die for his belief.”

“He did seem convinced.”

She twisted her smile. “Stands to reason, seeing as you are handy with a gun and bear a marked resemblance to him.”

“I look like him? You know him?”

She shook her head. “I seen his picture. Well, drawings of him, at least.”

“Where?”

She twisted her mouth. “Hell, there’s more’n one picture in each and every damn one of them books.”

“Books?” Sam tried to get a handle on this story.

The soldier put a hand on her bare shoulder. “Hey, you told me you done fucked this Dashing Dan.”

She snapped a look at him. “Soldier boy, you got yourself a tiny prick and a wild imaginer. What I said is that I heard a lot about the man, is all.”

“You said he had a big cock and fucked you silly.”

Something flickered in her pale blue eyes, then she tossed her head and laughed. “I do believe that what I said was, if half of them stories that is going around is true, not just the ones in the books, well...” a dreamy look came over her, “a man like that could fuck a girl half way to a desirable death.”

Sam poured a drink for each of them and brought them back to the main subject. “What books are you talking about? Picture books?”

She laughed. “They’s novels and each one has got some drawings in ’em. There’s a pile of them. They’s called The Stories of Dashing Dan Crenshaw: gentleman gunfighter. You ain’t never seen one?”

Sam shook his head. “Afraid not.”

“They are pretty wild,” Willow said and kissed his cheek, sending another cloud of lavender his way. Sam liked lavender. “The books ain’t nothing a body wants a preacher to catch you reading, but they get hot.”

The soldier nodded. “The man is a legend with a gun and the ladies.” Then he grinned. “Too bad you ain’t him. If you ain’t.”

Willow leaned against Sam’s arm. “Course, Dashing Dan often travels using other names, so a body can’t be too sure.”

Sam shrugged. “Since you hear so many stories, did you ever hear any about a man named Dave Cracken?” Sam asked.

She made a face. “Maybe.”

The soldier let out a barking laugh. “I done heard of him.”

“Where?”

He glanced at Willow. “It was that gambler that was in here last week. Yeah, he mentioned that name.” He snapped his fingers. “Damn yes. And he said that this Cracken is coming after your ass, Dan. If you are Dan. The man said it would be a hell of a showdown.”

That sounded like the truth, or something based on a truth. Things got confused as they got retold and he was getting mixed up with some fictional gunman, and yet, there might be a lead in Fort Collins after all. “What can you tell me about the gambler?” 

Willow shook her head. “I can tell you that the fella weren’t no gambler.”

The soldier snorted. “Dressed like one.”

“More like a tradesman,” she said. “Wore a brown suit, spectacles, and a bowler hat. That ain’t like no gambler I ever met.”

The soldier looked serious. “Seemed to be pretty fucking handy with cards.” 

Willow laughed. “He did a couple of card tricks to impress the girls, but he weren’t no gambler.”

Sam didn’t care what he did. “He tell you his name?”

“Meany. Carl Meany. Said it like he wanted folks to know it.”

The soldier agreed. “He came in here buying drinks and asking if folks had heard of you... if we knew about Dan Crenshaw.”

“What did he want to know about him?”

The soldier laughed. “He was looking for stories people might have heard that weren’t in none of the books. People had a few stories. Nothing much. Mostly bullshit. But he noted them down. He was also drawing pictures.”

“What kind of pictures?”

“Different sorts. Sometimes he drew the people he was talking to.” He sat up. “He drew one of me. Mostly, he drew sexy pictures of naked women. A couple of the soldiers bought them from him.”
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