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PROLOGUE 
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US Marshal Harry Finch was once again on a mission, and that was to bring the notorious gunfighter, gun-for-hire, and just plain down-right murderer Slade Rawlins in to stand trial for the murder of Eva Wilcox, a well-known and liked singer, dancer and sometime prostitute who worked at Skinners Saloon. The wildest, whiskey-slinging drinking establishment in the lawless town of Cripple Creek, Colorado. 

Slade Rawlins was a gun-for-hire and it didn’t matter to him if you were a man, woman or child. If someone wanted you dead and had his price, well, consider yourself dead. 

He had killed Eva in a fit of anger and drunkenness saying she had raffled his pockets and took his money, an acquisition which wasn’t believed. He shot and killed the sheriff who went to arrest him. His ranch, which was about three miles west of Cripple Creek, became his hide-out and he surrounded himself with other known criminals. 

Being wanted already and having a wanted poster out, the reward money was increased. Until US Marshal Harry Finch, better known as plain Finch, got the assignment to bring him in, no lawman, bounty hunter or other marshals were able to, or for that matter, willing to do so. 

Many a grave in a town’s Boot Hill cemetery was attributed to his guns. Many a cell in a state prison was attributed to Finch’s tenacity to bring his subject to trial. 

His latest assignment, bring in the notorious Slade Rawlings! An assignment he relished because it would mean there was one less bad guy free to hurt innocent folks.  

BOOT HILL 

Boot Hill was the name given to a section of most of the old western cemeteries where the less desirables were buried. Those being ramrods, gunfighters, and outlaws who were hanged or gunned down. Some of those whose names were known had a marker, but most graves there were marked by a simple pile of rocks. The name Boot Hill was in reference to the fact they all died with their boots on. 

Some of the famous more well-known Boot Hill cemeteries are located in: Tombstone, Arizona, Dodge City, Kansas, Deadwood, South Dakota, Virginia City, Nevada, and Idaho City, Idaho. 

Today, all are opened to the public and can be visited online. 
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CHAPTER 1 
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US Marshal Harry Finch had been with the Agency for ten years. In that period of time, he excelled in every area he was assigned and would be considered a professional in some fields. 

Finch’s dad was a US Marshal and for as long as he could remember as a kid, he wanted to follow in his footsteps. So his dad did everything he could to always live up to the standards and motto of the US Marshals. Harry was doing everything he could to do the same, but at the start it was tough. Being the son of such a highly respected member of the US Marshals, he was expected to excel in all assignments he was given. 

Two days ago, Finch received a package from the Agency. Inside was a folder that contained the file information on a gunman, murderer named Slade Rawlins, and today he was on his way to a town named Cripple Creek, which was the last place he’d been seen. 

Since the US Marshaling Agency was conceived by George Washington during his Presidency, the Agency has been keeping files and records on most outlaws and criminals. 

The hot, dusty, never ending bumping, jarring, rickety ride of the overland stage coach, as it made its way over the never ending deep ruts in a one horse trail was starting to get to him. Normally, he would be in his private railroad car, but needed to get his body used to this kind of travel again. There were no tracks going to most of the western areas he would be going to on this assignment. From here on in until this mission was over, it would be stage coach and horseback and living out under the stars and his body had grown weak from lack of this kind of activity. 

There were three other passengers on the stage. The Johnson sisters, Lillian and Prentice, who, by the way they were dressed, had to be Soiled Doves, this just one of the many names given to the prostitutes of the day, and a gentlemanly dressed passenger who called himself, Sam Colter. 

Finch, who was always studying files and had a photographic mind, remembered reading that name, and now he brought it up from the libraries of his mind. 

Sam Colter was a Bounty Hunter from the east whose reputation was to only go after those who had bounties on their heads of five hundred dollars or more, and were wanted dead or alive. His file showed he had never brought anyone in alive, so he was branded with the name of Sammy, the Bring’em in Dead Bounty Hunter. 

Since boarding this stage, no one had spoken a word so Finch’s mind was screaming to be fed with new information which it was always doing, more so when his surroundings were lived first hand. 

“You have quite the reputation, Mr. Colter,” said Harry, wanting to find out all he could from this bounty hunter. 

“I could say the same about you, US Marshal Harry Finch.” 

Harry picked up a tone of animosity in his voice and wondered how a bounty hunter could possibly know about him. 

“How do you know me?” asked Harry. 

“C’mon Finch!” Sam exclaimed. “Ain’t that photographic mind of yours working?” 

Suddenly, information surfaced and Finch said out loud. “Randy, Randy Shelton.” 

“I was wondering how long that was gonna take, Harry,” he said. “Is your memory getting slow, or just plain old like you? I recognized your face as soon as you boarded the stage.” 

“That’s because I didn’t know that Randy Shelton and Sam Colter were one in the same. When you left the Agency, your name dropped off the face of the earth. What happened to you, anyways?” Harry asked, although he already knew his answer as his memory had brought up all information he had on him, but wanted to hear it from him. 

“Pretty simple, Finch. I got tired of tracking down the bad guy and not getting anything in return, so when my wife got sick and I needed money for her doctors, I knew what I had to do to get it. I quit the Agency, changed my name then went out and found my first bounty.” Thinking back on all that now, he continued. 

“That first bounty, Finch, was a thousand dollars! The tone in his voice changed as well as his facial features as he continued. 

“I didn’t kill him like I was accused of doing, Finch,” he told him. “He fell off his horse and broke his neck. You know what, Harry? They still paid me the thousand dollars.” 

Noticing the two women were looking at him with uneasy looks, he said to them. 

“Don’t worry about me ladies, unless of course, you have a price on those pretty little heads of yours.” 

Both girls shook their heads. 

“Good, then. You have nothing to worry about from me,” he told them with a big grin on his face. Turning back to Finch, he continued his story. 

“As I was saying, I still collected the thousand-dollar reward. I never gave a thought to not bringing a wanted person in other than alive, till my next bounty,” he continued. “He was wanted for the rape of a young girl. On the trail, he broke loose and attacked me, so I shot him in self-defense. Right then and there I saw that if a person was dead, I had nothing to fear, plus I didn’t have to feed him. So I only went after those wanted dead or alive. You know my reputation of always bringing them in strapped laying across the saddle.” Sam’s reference to the dead man. 

“We at the Agency don’t look too highly on that, you having been a marshal and all.” 

“I don’t care what you and the Agency think, Finch. I’m not breaking any laws. I do have the right to defend myself.” 

“Just keep it that way and we’ll stay good. Break that law and you become no different than the ones you hunt down, except you’ll have me on your trail.” 

“Sounds threating, Finch! I don’t take to threats very well.” 

“Then don’t take it as a threat, but a promise,” said Finch. 

Finch saw, as well as heard, the difference in Sam’s tone of voice and decided to end the conversation with him fearing it might escalate into something other than conversation. 

Turning toward the two ladies, Finch nodded and asked, “Who does my friend Sam and I have the pleasure of traveling with? It’s not often you see two ladies dressed like you two traveling by stage.” 

“Why, thank you. Marshal Finch is it?” 

“Yes it is, but Harry will do.” 

“Okay. Harry it will be,” she said. “I’m Lillian and this is my sister Prentice, we’re known as the Johnson sisters and we sing and dance. We’re headed to Kansas City where we will meet up with two more and then take the train to Denver.” 

As she spoke, Finch had a strange feeling come over him and decided these two needed to be watched closely. 

Before they knew it, they had arrived at Nappy Smith’s Overland Express Station. Nappy’s had been a Pony Express change-off station. Now it was a trading post and stop off place for the few stage coaches still in operation. 

Nappy had a reputation of welcoming all travelers with a halfway decent stew, hot coffee and biscuits and a decent bunkhouse. There was some kind of Indian made beverage that those who had drank of it would advise against it for health reasons. That is, if you drink it, you fall down and hurt yourself. 

Upon entering Nappy’s, you were met by an old Indian Squaw who couldn’t speak and walked with a very bad limp. Story had it, she showed up one day and never left. Nappy called her old woman and that name stuck. 

As soon as everyone had something to eat, it was bedtime. Traveling by stage was not an easy method of travel. It was hard on one’s body, and unlike traveling horseback where you could stop from time to time, once the stage was moving, it stayed moving, stopping only to water and feed the team, then you had a few minutes to disembark and stretch your legs. 

Daylight would come before you knew it, and the stage would leave as soon as the team was fed and hitched up, regardless if you were ready or not. 

After eating, Harry went outside to walk around and do some thinking on the previous day's happenings. 

Randy had been a good Deputy US Marshal right up until the start of his wife’s illness, then he started to change. It was obvious his whole existence was built around his wife, who he was very private about. He never mentioned her by name, or ever had anyone over to their house or going to anyone else’s. 

Randy’s work started to suffer. He became confrontational with his superiors and was always complaining about pay and how they should be awarded any money that was offered for the criminals they had to bring in. He was written up several times and when his wife passed, he quit. Shortly after he quit, he brought in his first bounty, dead. 

His story wasn’t believed and he stood trial, but was acquitted. After that, he dropped out of sight. Many believed he must be dead. 

“Now, I know you aren’t dead. You simply changed your name and moved away,” Harry spoke into the darkness. Harry had a restless night sleep having woken several times by what he thought were voices and light footsteps, but closed his eyes and went back to sleep. 

Now Harry was again woken up by the sounds of men’s voices and the neighing, snorting sounds of horses, along with the clip-clop of their footsteps. 

“Stage leaves in twenty minutes, folks,” came a voice from outside. 

The old woman had some breakfast on the table and there was a large pot of coffee on the stove. Finch acknowledged the presence of Sam, but wondered where the Johnson sisters were. 

“Let’s board up!” exclaimed the gruff voice of the stage driver. 

Finch hollered up to the driver. 

“The two women who were on the stage yesterday. They’re not here yet,” he informed the driver. 

“And they won’t be,” it was Nappy and he told him that the two ladies had rented a wagon and had left right at dawn. 

“Where did they rent the wagon to?” he asked Nappy. 

“Freidman Junction. It’s another trading post about a hundred miles north,” he told Finch. “I tried to talk them out of it cause the trail gets really rough and not really fit for a wagon, but they insisted and paid me twice what I asked for.” 

“What are your thoughts, Harry?” 

It was Randy’s voice. He had walked up behind him and heard his conversation with Nappy.  

“Well, they surely weren’t dressed to do that kind of traveling,” he answered him. 

“That’s where you’re mistaken, my friend,” said Nappy. “They swapped their dresses for some old buckskins I had out back. Sold them my old ten-gauge double barreled shotgun also.” 

“Now what do you make of that?” asked Sam. 

“You’re sounding like a marshal there, Randy,” said Finch. “It’s no concern for either of us, unless, of course, you have some business with them?” 

“Sam! Harry! The name is Sam. Remember that,” he said. “And you’re right, don’t concern me one bit.” 

“Stage’s leaving!” exclaimed the driver, climbing into the driver’s seat. “Get in or get out of the way, choice is yours.” 

Driver wasn’t kidding. As soon as he heard the stage door close, it leaped forward as the driver whistled and snapped the reins in the air causing the four hitched team to bolt forward. Slamming both, Harry and Sam against the rear wall of the stage. 

As the stage rambled along, Finch couldn’t help thinking something wasn’t right where the Johnson sisters were concerned, and the gnawing he was feeling in the pit of his stomach, told him their paths would cross again. 

Finch’s mind was a jumbled mass of unanswered questions starting with the Johnson sisters and who were they? Why were they on this particular stage? Why leave in such a mysterious way? Why didn’t they ask more questions of him and Sam, once they knew who they were? After all, they are women, but instead, actually became quieter as if they didn’t want to call attention to themselves. 

The stage rambled on and every now and then hit a deep rut or hole and Finch and Sam were tossed around inside the coach like rag dolls. 

“What in tar nation is the matter with that driver?” Finch said, having been tossed into the air in a violent bout with an extra deep rut in this horse trail. 

The morning stage ride had been really rough and Finch’s thoughts were as jumbled up as the rest of him was physically, so he welcomed the sound of Sam’s voice. 

“I know that look, Finch. What are your thoughts on me or those two ladies?” 

“Both.” answered Finch. “But more on them at the present. I can’t shake the feeling that they aren’t who they say they are.” 
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