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  Chapter One

  
  










The cowboy poker game died when Sheriff Marcus Webb walked into Murphy’s Saloon.

Rip Campbell kept his eyes on his cards—three jacks and a pair of fours—but watched Webb’s reflection in the mirror behind the bar. The sheriff’s boots scraped sawdust as he crossed the room. Sweat stained his shirt collar despite the evening cool.

“Need a word, Campbell.”

Rip folded his hand and pushed back from the table. The other players—a railroad man, two cowboys, and a traveling salesman hawking patent medicine—watched Webb like he carried plague.

“Gentlemen.” Rip touched the brim of his hat and followed Webb to a corner table.

Webb signaled the bartender. “Two whiskeys.”

“Make mine water.”

“Smart man.” Webb knocked back both drinks. “Got a job for you.”

“I’m listening.”

Webb pulled out a leather pouch and dropped it on the scarred table. Coins clinked. “Five hundred dollars to escort a prisoner to Silver Creek.”

Rip weighed the pouch in his palm. Heavy. “What’s the catch?”

“Leave at dawn. Trial’s tomorrow at sunset. Man walks free if he don’t show.”

“One day’s ride to Silver Creek. Easy money.” Rip set the pouch down. “Who’s the prisoner?”

“Jake Morrison. They call him The Rattler.”

Every saloon conversation stopped. The piano player’s fingers froze over the keys. Even the bartender quit polishing his glass.

Rip studied Webb’s face. Lines creased the sheriff’s forehead like dried creek beds. His left hand trembled as he reached for the empty whiskey glass.

“Morrison’s the one robbed the Silver Creek Bank?”

“Among other things.”

“Among what other things?”

Webb’s jaw worked like he chewed tobacco, but his mouth stayed dry. “Three people died in that robbery. Including my daughter.”

The piano started up again—a funeral dirge that made the saloon feel like a morgue.

“Where is he?”

“Territorial jail. Locked up tighter than a banker’s strongbox.” Webb leaned across the table. “Campbell, I need a man I can trust.”

“Trust to do what?”

“Get Morrison to that courthouse alive.”

Rip pushed the money pouch toward Webb. “Find someone else.”

“Can’t.” Webb caught Rip’s wrist. His grip felt desperate. “Word’s out Morrison’s got information. Information that could hang some important people.”

“What kind of information?”

“The kind that gets a man killed.”

Rip pulled free and stood. Webb grabbed his arm again.

“They killed my Sarah because she saw something she shouldn’t have. Morrison knows what that was.”

“They?”

“Whoever Morrison was working with. Someone with money. Someone with power.” Webb’s voice cracked. “Someone who wanted witnesses dead.”

Rip sat back down. “How many want Morrison dead?”

“Every outlaw between here and the Mexican border.”

“Why?”

“Morrison can name names. Dates. Places. The whole network.”

“Network?”

Webb leaned close enough for Rip to smell stale whiskey and fear-sweat. “Bank robbery was just the beginning. Morrison was inside man for a whole string of jobs. Stage coaches. Mine payrolls. Land office records.”

“Records?”

“Claim jumping. Survey fraud. Enough to swing a dozen men.”

Rip picked up the money pouch again. “Who else knows Morrison’s got this information?”

“Judge who’s trying the case. Couple territorial officials. Maybe a few others.”

“Anyone else trying to get Morrison to Silver Creek alive?”

Webb shook his head. “Everyone else wants him dead.”

“Including you?”

Webb’s hand moved toward his gun, then stopped. “I want justice for my daughter.”

“Same thing?”

“Sometimes.”

The saloon doors swung open. A man in a black suit entered, scanning the room. His eyes stopped on Webb.

“Friend of yours?” Rip asked.

Webb turned, saw the man, and cursed under his breath. “Judge Black’s clerk.”

The clerk approached their table. “Sheriff Webb? Judge Black would like a word.”

“Tell the judge I’m busy.”

“He insists.”

Webb stood. “Campbell, what’s your answer?”

Rip counted the coins in the pouch. Five hundred dollars in gold eagles and silver dollars. More money than most men saw in a year.

“When do we leave?”

“Dawn. Sharp.”

“Where’s Morrison now?”

“Jail cell. Shackled hand and foot.”

“I’ll need to see him first.”

Webb nodded. “Fair enough.”

The clerk cleared his throat. “Sheriff, the judge is waiting.”

“Tell him I’ll be along.” Webb waited until the clerk left. “Campbell, there’s one more thing.”

“What?”

“Morrison saved my life during the robbery.”

Rip stopped counting money. “Come again?”

“Bank guard was drawing on me from behind. Morrison shot him.”

“Morrison shot a man to save your life?”

“Then surrendered without a fight.”

“Why?”

Webb shrugged. “Asked him that same question. Know what he said?”

“What?”

“Said a man’s got to draw the line somewhere.”

Rip pocketed the money and stood. “Let’s go see this Morrison.”

They walked through Tombstone’s dark streets toward the territorial jail. Gas lamps flickered in windows. A dog barked somewhere in the distance. Their boot heels echoed off wooden sidewalks.

“Campbell?”

“Yeah?”

“Morrison’s not what you’d expect.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning maybe my daughter died for the wrong reasons.”

“There’s right reasons to die?”

Webb stopped walking. “There’s right reasons to live.”

The jail sat at the end of Main Street like a stone toad. Barred windows. Iron door. Guard tower with a rifle-toting deputy who watched them approach.

“Evening, Sheriff,” the guard called down.

“Evening, Tom. Brought someone to meet our guest.”

The guard unlocked the door. Inside, another deputy sat reading a dime novel by lantern light.

“Morrison still awake?”

“Far as I know.” The deputy led them down a corridor lined with empty cells.

Morrison sat on a narrow bunk in the last cell. Leg irons connected to a chain around his waist. Hand shackles attached to the wall by a length of heavy chain.

He looked up when they approached. Brown hair going gray at the temples. Weathered face with intelligent eyes. Maybe forty years old.

“Sheriff Webb.” Morrison stood as much as his chains allowed. “Come to gloat?”

“Come to introduce you to Rip Campbell. He’s escorting you to Silver Creek.”

Morrison studied Rip. “You the gunfighter?”

“I’m the man getting you to trial.”

“Why?”

“Money.”

Morrison smiled. “Honest answer. I appreciate that.”

“Questions for you,” Rip said.

“Shoot.”

“Why’d you rob the Silver Creek Bank?”

“Needed money.”

“For what?”

“My daughter’s schooling. Lives in San Francisco. Expensive place.”

“Worth dying for?”

Morrison’s smile faded. “She don’t know what her father does for a living. Thinks I’m a traveling merchant.”

“What’s she going to think when you hang?”

“Won’t matter. She’ll be taken care of.”

“By who?”

Morrison glanced at Sheriff Webb, then back at Rip. “That’s complicated.”

“We got time.”

“No, we don’t.” Morrison rattled his chains. “Soon as word spreads I’m moving, every bounty hunter and outlaw in three territories will be gunning for us.”

“Why?”

“Because dead men tell no tales.”

Webb stepped closer to the cell. “What tales, Morrison?”

Morrison met his eyes. “The one about who really killed your daughter.”

The jail went quiet except for the deputy’s breathing and the tick of a wall clock.

“Who?” Webb whispered.

“Man who hired me to rob that bank. Same man who ordered Sarah Webb shot when she recognized him.”

“Give me a name.”

Morrison shook his head. “Get me to Silver Creek alive, Sheriff. Then I’ll give you all the names you want.”

Rip looked from Morrison to Webb and back again. “How do we know you’re telling the truth?”

Morrison reached into his shirt pocket—as far as the chains allowed—and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

“What’s that?”

“Bank draft. Made out to one Sarah Webb. Five hundred dollars.”

Webb grabbed the bars. “Where’d you get that?”

“Your daughter was supposed to get paid for keeping quiet about what she saw. Someone decided bullets were cheaper than bribes.”

Webb’s knuckles went white on the iron bars. “Who? WHO?”

Morrison folded the bank draft and put it back in his pocket. “Man who’s going to try real hard to kill me before I reach that courthouse.”

Rip pulled out his pocket watch. Ten thirty.

“We leave at dawn,” he told Morrison.

“I’ll be ready.”

“Will you?”

Morrison met his eyes. “Mr. Campbell, I been ready to die for five years. Question is whether I can stay alive long enough to make it count.”

Rip turned to Webb. “I’ll need supplies. Extra ammunition. Fast horses.”

“Done.”

“And Sheriff?”

“Yeah?”

“Bring your best gun.”

They walked back through town toward Murphy’s Saloon. The poker game had broken up. Most windows showed dark.

“Campbell?”

“What?”

“You believe him?”

Rip thought about Morrison’s eyes. The way he’d held that bank draft like it contained his daughter’s future.

“Don’t matter what I believe. Matters what I can prove.”

“And if we can’t prove anything?”

“Then we deliver a dead man to an empty courthouse.”

Webb stopped walking. “What if he’s telling the truth about Sarah?”

“Then we deliver a live witness to a very full courtroom.”

They reached Murphy’s Saloon. Webb headed toward the jail. Rip pushed through the batwing doors.

The bartender looked up from washing glasses. “Drink?”

“Information.”

“Cost you the same.”

Rip placed a silver dollar on the bar. “What do you know about Judge Cornelius Black?”

The bartender poured whiskey and slid the glass across scarred wood. “Rich man. Powerful man. Owns half the territory.”

“The honest half?”

The bartender picked up Rip’s silver dollar and bit it. “Mister, there ain’t no honest half.”

Rip downed the whiskey and walked toward the stairs.

“Campbell?”

He turned back.

“That job you’re taking? Morrison ain’t the most dangerous man you’ll be riding with.”

“Who is?”

“Sheriff Webb. Man who’s got nothing left to lose.”

Rip climbed the stairs to his room and locked the door. He cleaned his Colt .45, checked his rifle, and counted ammunition.

Six bullets in the Colt. Box of shells for the Winchester. Enough to get Morrison to Silver Creek.

Maybe enough to get him there alive.

Outside his window, a church bell chimed midnight. In six hours, the most dangerous ride of his life would begin.

Rip blew out the lantern and tried to sleep.
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Dawn broke gray and cold over Tombstone.

Rip loaded his saddlebags in the livery stable while the hostler prepared three horses—two mounts and a pack animal. The Winchester went in its boot. Extra ammunition in leather pouches. Water for two days, food for three.

“Good horses,” the hostler said. “Sheriff Webb picked them himself.”

“How good?”

“Outrun Apache ponies. Outrun bullets too, if you’re lucky.”

Rip checked the cinches. Tight. He led the horses outside where Webb waited with Morrison.

The prisoner wore clean clothes—denim pants, cotton shirt, worn boots. Leg irons connected by two feet of chain. Handcuffs linked to a leather belt around his waist.

“Sleep well?” Rip asked Morrison.

“Like a condemned man.”

“You are a condemned man.”

Morrison smiled. “Not yet.”

Webb handed Rip a folded paper. “Telegram came an hour ago.”

Rip read it. FROM TERRITORIAL GOVERNOR STOP MORRISON MUST REACH TRIAL ALIVE STOP FEDERAL INVESTIGATION DEPENDS ON HIS TESTIMONY STOP

“Federal investigation into what?”

“Don’t know,” Webb said. “Governor’s not talking.”

Morrison watched a freight wagon roll down Main Street. “How many people know we’re leaving this morning?”

“Just us.”

“Wrong answer, Sheriff.”

Webb’s hand moved to his gun. “Meaning?”

“Meaning that clerk who came to the saloon last night? He wasn’t there to fetch you for a social call.”

“Judge Black wanted to discuss the prisoner transfer.”

“Judge Black wanted to know who was escorting me.” Morrison climbed onto his horse with practiced ease despite the chains. “Question is, what did you tell him?”

Webb mounted his bay gelding. “Told him I hired the best man for the job.”

“Did you mention Campbell by name?”

Webb’s silence answered the question.

Rip swung into his saddle. “Doesn’t matter now. We ride.”

They headed east out of Tombstone as the sun painted the desert red. Morrison rode between Rip and Webb, his chains clanking with each step his horse took.

After an hour, Morrison spoke. “Mind if I ask why you took this job, Campbell?”

“You heard. Money.”

“Five hundred dollars is good pay for a day’s ride. Too good.”

Rip studied the horizon. No dust clouds yet. “Maybe Webb’s desperate.”

“Maybe. Or maybe you’re curious.”

“About what?”

“About who really runs this territory.”

They crossed a dry wash where flash floods had carved deep channels in the hardpan. Morrison’s horse stumbled on loose rocks. The chains helped him keep his balance.

“Careful move, Sheriff,” Morrison said.

“What move?”

“Picking Campbell. Man’s got a reputation for finishing what he starts.”

Webb wiped sweat from his forehead. “Reputation for what else?”

“Not being bought. Not being scared. Not being fooled.” Morrison looked at Rip. “That about right?”

“I do my job.”

“Even when your job gets complicated?”

“Especially then.”

Morrison nodded. “Good. Because this job’s about to get real complicated.”

They stopped to water the horses at Willow Spring. The spring bubbled up from underground, creating a small oasis of green grass and cottonwood trees.

Webb filled canteens while Rip kept watch. Morrison sat in his saddle, chains preventing him from dismounting without help.

“Sheriff, you ever wonder why I surrendered without a fight?”

Webb looked up from the spring. “You said a man’s got to draw the line somewhere.”

“I did draw a line. But not where you think.”

“Where then?”

Morrison shifted in his saddle. “At murder. Bank robbery’s one thing. Killing witnesses is another.”

“Someone murdered witnesses?”

“Three of them. Including your daughter.”

Webb straightened. Water dripped from the canteen in his hands. “Who?”

“Same man who paid me to rob that bank. Same man who promised no one would get hurt.”

“Why did someone get hurt?”

Morrison met his eyes. “Because the plan changed. Middle of the job.”

Rip stepped closer. “Changed how?”

“We were supposed to take money and ride out. Clean job. No shooting.”

“What went wrong?”

“Your daughter walked in at the wrong time. Saw something she wasn’t supposed to see.”

Webb’s hand tightened on his gun butt. “Saw what?”

“Saw who gave me the combination to the safe.”

The desert went quiet except for wind in the cottonwood leaves and water bubbling from the spring.

“Someone inside the bank?” Rip asked.

Morrison shook his head. “Someone inside the law.”

Webb drew his gun. “You’re lying.”

“Am I? Then how did I know Judge Black keeps a hideout gun in his left boot? How did I know Sheriff Porter takes bribes from the mining companies? How did I know Deputy Marshal Coltrane has a warrant out for him in Kansas?”

“How do you know that?”

“Because the man who hired me told me. Insurance, he called it. Information to keep everyone in line.”

Rip grabbed Webb’s gun arm. “Easy, Sheriff.”

“He’s lying about Sarah.”

Morrison’s voice stayed level. “Your daughter saw Judge Black hand me that bank combination. She was coming to make a deposit for the church social. Wrong place, wrong time.”

“Why should I believe you?”

“Because I’m the one who tried to warn her.”

Webb holstered his gun but kept his hand on the grip. “Warn her how?”

“Told her to run. Told her to forget what she saw. Told her to ride straight home and keep her mouth shut.”

“Did she?”

Morrison’s face went hard. “She tried to. But Judge Black figured she’d seen too much. Sent men after her.”

“What men?”

“Same ones who’ll be coming after us.”

As if summoned by his words, dust rose on the horizon behind them. Three riders, maybe four, pushing their horses hard.

Rip handed Morrison a canteen. “Drink fast.”

“Who do you think it is?” Webb asked.

Morrison drank deep and handed back the canteen. “Could be anyone. Judge Black’s got half the territorial officials in his pocket. Other half’s too scared to cross him.”

“Why?”

“Because crossing Judge Black is bad for your health.”

The dust cloud grew larger. Definitely four riders, maybe five.

“How far to Silver Creek?” Rip asked.

“Thirty miles,” Webb said.

“Can we outrun them?”

Morrison tested his chains. “Not with these. They’ll slow us down.”

“Take them off.”

Webb shook his head. “Can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s still my prisoner.”

Morrison laughed. “Sheriff, in about ten minutes we’re all going to be corpses. Think those chains matter to dead men?”

The riders were close enough now to see individual horses. They rode hard and straight, like men with a purpose.

“Campbell’s right,” Morrison said. “Take off the chains or watch us all die wearing them.”

Webb pulled out his keys. His hands shook as he unlocked the leg irons.

“Hands too,” Morrison said.

“Like hell.”

“Sheriff, I can’t shoot back if I can’t hold a gun.”

“You’re not shooting anyone.”

Morrison flexed his fingers as blood returned to his wrists. “Then you better hope you’re a better shot than those five men riding toward us.”

Rip mounted his horse. “Five men?”

“Count the dust trails. Five horses, five riders, five reasons we need to move fast.”

Webb climbed into his saddle and kicked his horse into a gallop. Rip and Morrison followed, the pack horse trailing on a lead rope.

Behind them, the dust cloud spread wider as their pursuers gained ground.

“Who are they?” Rip shouted over the thunder of hooves.

“Could be the Cassidy Brothers,” Morrison called back. “Could be El Serpiente’s gang. Could be federal marshals.”

“Federal marshals?”

“Some of Judge Black’s men carry federal badges. Makes killing legal.”

They rode hard across open desert, dodging sagebrush and cactus. The sun climbed higher, promising a scorching day.

Webb’s horse began to labor. Sweat darkened its flanks.

“We can’t keep this pace,” Webb yelled.

“We can’t slow down either,” Morrison replied.

Rip looked back. The pursuers had gained ground. Close enough now to see gun barrels glinting in the morning sun.

“There,” Morrison pointed ahead. “Devil’s Canyon. If we can reach the rocks, we can fort up.”

“Or get trapped.”

“Better than getting shot in the open.”

A rifle cracked behind them. The bullet kicked dust ten feet to their left.

“They’re in range,” Webb said.

“Not for long.” Morrison leaned forward in his saddle. “That canyon’s got good cover. High walls. Only two ways in.”

“Two ways out?”

Morrison grinned. “That’s the gamble.”

They raced toward the canyon mouth as rifle shots echoed across the desert. Their horses’ breathing came in ragged gasps.

“Almost there,” Rip called.

Behind them, their pursuers spread out into a line, trying to cut off escape routes.

“Who do you think they are?” Webb asked Morrison.

Morrison glanced back at the riders. “Does it matter? They all want the same thing.”













