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Chapter One


[image: ]




“We need to head back,” Jefford Clancy said. “The supply wagon won’t be arriving today.”

Woodrow Albright nodded. “I guess you’re right, but it’ll be light for a while longer. We can wait for a few more minutes.”

Jefford and Woodrow were sitting on a rock a quarter-mile away from the entrance to the Bleak Point silver mine. This position afforded them an uninterrupted view across the Barren Plains, and if the wagon was approaching they would be able to see it even if it was many miles away.

“Why are you so eager to see it?” Jefford asked after they’d sat for another fifteen minutes. “Even if it’s another two weeks late, we won’t go hungry.”

Woodrow shrugged. “I know, but sitting here is something to do.”

Jefford noted Woodrow’s hesitant tone that suggested there was a reason why he had come out here for the last two evenings. He didn’t press the matter, accepting Woodrow’s answer.

They were part of the team that fed the miners, and with the evening meal served this was one of the few breaks in their duties that they could enjoy. Aside from drinking and gambling they had little to occupy that time.

The mine was situated in the inhospitable terrain of the Barren Plains with the nearest settlement of Redemption being a grueling eight-day journey away. Only the most determined and resilient, and in many people’s view, the most foolhardy, worked here and the difficult journey ensured they were isolated.

With Woodrow showing every sign of staying here until it was too dark to see the wagon even if it was out there, Jefford moved to leave, but then he did a double take. A man was standing beside a rock out on the plains. He was about a quarter-mile away and facing Bleak Point, his form providing only a silhouette against the lighter ground beyond.

“What do you make of that?” Jefford asked.

Woodrow didn’t react and Jefford had to repeat his question and then nudge his arm before he replied.

“Make of what?” Woodrow said. He turned to where Jefford was pointing but his expression didn’t change.

“The man standing out. . . .” Jefford trailed off as while he’d been attracting Woodrow’s attention the man had disappeared. The ground surrounding the rock was mainly flat so the man must have crouched down behind it.

“Are you saying you saw someone out there?” Woodrow said levelly.

Jefford turned back to him. “I did, and now he’s no longer there. I’m guessing from your calm expression that you’re not surprised.”

Woodrow tipped back his hat and sighed.

“Three nights ago I saw a man standing out on the plains. That’s why I wanted to come here, and this time with someone who could confirm that I wasn’t seeing things.” Woodrow smiled. “So I’m relieved you saw him, too.”

Jefford stood up. “In that case, come on. He must be hiding behind that rock and we can find out who he is and what he’s doing.”

Woodrow stayed sitting and shook his head.

“That won’t do you no good. The first time I saw him I approached him, but by the time I reached the rock he was no longer there. I didn’t catch sight of him again.”

Jefford considered the nearby terrain that, even in the last few minutes, had darkened noticeably. By the time they reached the rock they would be struggling to keep their footing on the stony ground, and the journey back to Bleak Point would be even harder.

“Then we’ll head back to the mine and ask around. Somebody will know who he is.”

“You can try, but I guess you’ll get the same reaction that I got.” Woodrow stood up and turned to the mine. “They’ll reckon you’ve lost your mind.”

“There’s no reason for anyone to think that,” Jefford said as they made their way back to the entrance.

“There is.” Woodrow gulped and then stopped. “That first time I got fairly close to him before he disappeared, and I saw enough for me to recognize him if I ever saw him again. So I mentioned the description to a few people and they all came up with the same name.”

Jefford turned to Woodrow and waited, but when he didn’t continue Jefford gave a smile and a prompt.

“Who?” he said.

“Apparently, he looks like Larry Walker.”

Jefford winced. “Larry Walker is dead.”

“I know,” Woodrow said.
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Chapter Two
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“Trouble,” Callan McBride said, nudging Rattigan Fletcher in the ribs.

Rattigan turned around, leaned back against the bar and then winced. Vick Johansson along with two of his colleagues, Eustace and Dempster, had just walked into the Sagebrush saloon, the biggest and most popular saloon in Redemption.

Yesterday, Vick and his colleagues had arrived in town after completing the long journey from the Bleak Point silver mine. They had grown tired of being miners, so they’d looked for work in a mercantile, but they’d been in a sour frame of mind and they’d gotten into a heated argument with the owners.

Then they’d moved on to the saloon where they’d drunk too much liquor, putting them in a fighting mood. So Rattigan had thrown them out of the saloon with a warning not to come back unless they were prepared to be more sociable.

Although customers weren’t allowed in the saloon if they were packing guns, the men’s surly expressions suggested that this afternoon they were still intent on carrying on where they’d left off yesterday.

Vick nodded to Eustace and Dempster and they set off across the saloon room toward a poker game. Four men were at the table, where two of them had locked horns over the latest hand.

The stakes must have grown high as several customers had gravitated toward the table to watch proceedings. So it was that Rattigan and Callan were the only people who paid attention to the newcomers.

As one of the players was Benjamin Graham, the co-owner of the mercantile where the new arrivals had had an argument yesterday, the potential for trouble was obvious. Rattigan directed Callan to move closer to the poker table while he turned to the door.

The owner of the saloon had employed Rattigan and Callan to keep the peace here; the other member of their team, Schneider Wilson, was standing guard outside. As Schneider wasn’t visible over the batwings, Rattigan headed to the door and slipped outside.

Schneider was standing on the boardwalk and facing away from the saloon, even though few people were out and about. Rattigan tapped an insistent foot on the boardwalk, but as that still failed to attract Schneider’s attention he walked up to him.

“Why did you let Vick in?” he asked.

Schneider flinched, as if he hadn’t been aware of his presence, and then turned.

“Vick said that he’s not here to cause trouble,” Schneider said while not meeting Rattigan’s eye. “I reckon every man deserves a second chance.”

“You’re right.” Rattigan waited until Schneider smiled and then slapped a hand on his shoulder. “But that wasn’t your decision to make. You should have checked with me first.”

Then he bundled Schneider along toward the door. Schneider thrust out a leg and stopped himself.

“I don’t have to check every decision with you,” he said, turning to Rattigan.

“Except you do, if you want to continue working here.” Rattigan frowned, but then softened his expression. “Right now there’s trouble brewing in the saloon and it’s our job to deal with it.”

Despite this reminder of their duties, Schneider still stood for several moments before, with a shrug of his jacket, he moved on at his own pace. Rattigan followed him, to find, when the two men slipped back into the saloon, that the situation was developing in the way Rattigan had feared.

Vick was standing to the side of the poker table with Eustace and Dempster flanking him. He was facing Benjamin, who had hunched his shoulders so that he could examine his cards with an obvious attempt to ignore him.

Callan was standing on the other side of the table facing Vick, but he was doing nothing to inflame the situation. With a slow movement, Benjamin raised his head.

“I’ve got nothing more to say to you,” he said.

Then he shooed Vick away and returned to considering his cards. His action made Vick snarl and then bat the cards from Benjamin’s hand, sending them fluttering away. With a scraping of chairs Benjamin and his opponent leaped to their feet to confront Vick, but Rattigan had already seen enough.

“Step away from the table, Vick,” he said. “You didn’t listen to my warning last night and now you’re no longer welcome in here.”

“I’m not going nowhere until you change your mind,” Vick said. He squared up to Benjamin.

“Interrupting our game sure isn’t making me feel that I made the wrong decision,” Benjamin said, gesturing at the strewn cards. “You’re not the kind of men I want working for me.”

“You’re wrong. We’re the kind of men that could give you a whole heap of—”

Vick didn’t get to complete his threat as Benjamin snarled with anger and pushed him back for a pace. Vick righted himself and moved to repay Benjamin in kind, but before he could act Rattigan reached the table and stepped between them.

“You just don’t seem to listen to sense, Vick,” he said. “Back down now while you can still walk out of here.”

Vick sneered and swung a fist at Rattigan’s jaw, but Rattigan raised an arm and blocked the intended blow. Then he grabbed Vick’s wrist and twisted it while taking a step to the side.

A moment later he was standing behind Vick and holding him in an arm-lock. Then he shoved him forward until he bellied up to the table. Callan stepped up to Eustace and Dempster and directed a warning shake of the head at them, but they ignored the opportunity to back down.

Dempster launched a scything blow at Callan’s face. Callan ducked beneath Dempster’s swinging arm. When he came up he delivered a low punch into his opponent’s stomach that made Dempster double over.

Eustace raised a fist, so Callan grabbed Dempster around the shoulders and with a firm shove he pushed him toward the other man. The two men collided and they both went down. By the time they’d disentangled themselves Callan was standing over them.

“You should stop causing trouble in here,” he said. “You’re not very good at it.”

His comment raised a laugh from the nearby customers and, as if accepting that these men could be bested easily, several other men moved in on them. Vick muttered an oath and tried to shake Rattigan off, but that only encouraged Rattigan to push his head down to the table and hold him doubled over.

“Like Callan said, you men aren’t impressive,” Rattigan muttered in Vick’s ear. “I reckon it’s time for you to move on.”

“You’ll pay for this,” Vick said. “You’ll all pay for this.”

Vick gave one last determined shake, but when that failed to dislodge Rattigan he sighed and relaxed. Judging that the situation was now under control Rattigan nodded to Callan. Then he looked for Schneider who, in an untypical lack of reaction, hadn’t gotten involved in the skirmish.

Instead, he was standing back from the table and keeping a cautious eye on everyone. With quick gestures Rattigan ordered Schneider and Callan to take custody of Eustace and Dempster. While they secured their prisoners and marched them on to the door, he turned to Benjamin.

“Do you want me to call for Marshal Hague?” he said.

“No, I can trust you to deal with these no-account varmints,” Benjamin said. “The only thing that concerns me about this situation is that we didn’t get to complete our showdown.”

When the other poker player grunted that he agreed Rattigan raised Vick’s head to stand him upright. He was turning him to the door when Benjamin winced. Then, a moment later, a thud sounded behind him.

While still holding Vick from behind, Rattigan turned to find that Eustace had torn himself free from Schneider’s clutches, leaving Schneider lying on his back on the floor. Callan was pushing Dempster aside while reaching for his gun; the reason became apparent when Eustace raised his hand, displaying a six-shooter that he must have concealed previously.

In a moment Eustace aimed the gun at Benjamin. Without warning he fired. Then Benjamin clutched his chest and dropped to his knees. While keeping his left hand on Vick’s wrist, Rattigan threw his right hand to his holster.

In response Vick attempted to tear himself free. Rattigan had to struggle to aim at Eustace, giving the gunman time to blast off two more shots. Then Callan fired, his shot hitting Eustace in the side.

Eustace arched his back before keeling over but, even before he’d hit the floor, Callan was turning to Dempster, who was slipping his hand into his jacket. Before Dempster could withdraw his concealed weapon Callan fired a warning shot that winged his upper arm, making him cry out.

Dempster staggered a pace to the side, doubled over, while clutching his wounded arm. Then Callan turned back to train his gun on Vick. Rattigan matched his action and thrust his gun into Vick’s side.

Vick tensed up. Then he nodded at Benjamin’s still form and uttered a low chuckle.

“It seems Benjamin got what he deserved,” he said with delight.

“Now you’ll be the one who’ll pay for that.”

Vick shrugged. “I did nothing wrong. Eustace did all the shooting.”

Rattigan swung Vick around and pressed him up against the table. He frisked him, but Vick didn’t have a gun on him. While Schneider took the wounded Dempster prisoner, Callan hurried over to Benjamin.

Callan shook his head and moved on. Two other poker players had been shot and Callan’s worried expression suggested they were in a bad way, too.

“This sure is a mess,” he said as he stood up. “We’ll have no choice now but to hand this one over to Marshal Hague.”

Rattigan nodded. “If I were him, I wouldn’t be happy about this.”
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Chapter Three
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“You do believe our version of events, don’t you?” Rattigan said when Marshal Hague returned to the law office.

“I’ve spoken with the customers in the saloon,” Hague said. He walked over to the stove and poured himself a coffee. “The events are clear, but that doesn’t excuse what you did.”

It was now approaching sundown; Rattigan and his men had been in the law office since the incident. Vick and the wounded Dempster were now locked up in the jailhouse. The other gunman, Eustace and Benjamin were dead; two other men had been badly wounded.

“You should be relieved that we stopped a bad incident from getting even worse.”

“You didn’t.” Hague leaned back against the wall and took a sip of his drink. “Your incompetence let a minor disagreement turn into a bloodbath that’s left two men dead.”

“I regret how the incident ended, but we did everything we could.”

Hague shook his head and then slammed his mug down on the stove. He marched across the law office to face Rattigan, raised a hand and counted off his points on his fingers.

“You let known troublemakers back into the saloon. You failed to check that they weren’t armed. You let an argument with Benjamin Graham develop. You let your prisoners escape and shoot up the saloon. Worst of all, you didn’t call for me.”

Hague set his hands on his hips, defying Rattigan to rebut his allegations.

“I take full responsibility for what happened,” Rattigan said, settling for a politic response.

“You already have done.” Hague sneered. “Then again, you always do.”

“At least we can agree on. . . .” Rattigan trailed off and narrowed his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Only what I said, that you always take responsibility for your mistakes. That’s no comfort to the men who end up dead, is it, Marshal? Or, to give you your full title, the marshal of Idiot Creek.”

Rattigan gulped. “Ex-marshal, as I’m sure you now know.”

“That’s about the only good thing I can see about this situation. At least you’re no longer dishonoring the badge.”

Hague tapped the star on his chest and then walked back to the stove where, with his back turned to Rattigan, he sipped his coffee.

“Who told you?”

“I heard some gossip, and this time it was true.”

“Then, for the record, you probably heard a version of the story of my downfall rather than the truth.” Rattigan waited for a response, but Hague said nothing. “I guess you don’t want to hear that. So, if you have no more questions, we have a job to do.”

“No, you don’t.” Hague turned around. “The Sagebrush saloon no longer needs your services.”

“That’s not your decision to make. The owner, Martin Fox, employed us. Only he can tell us to leave.”

“You’re right, but bearing in mind all the trouble there this afternoon and the fact that I told him what I’d heard about you, I reckon you shouldn’t waste your time heading back to the saloon.” Hague smiled. “As before long everyone in town will know about you, you shouldn’t stay in Redemption either.”

“You told Martin about the lies you’d heard about me!” Rattigan snorted. “You may have contempt for my record as a lawman, but I sure never stooped to your level.”

Hague only shrugged. As it looked as if he’d get the last word, Rattigan headed to the door. Callan followed close behind, although Schneider stayed back to speak to Hague. Rattigan couldn’t hear what he said, but he assumed he was making a case for his being treated differently.

Rattigan couldn’t blame him. After all, unlike himself and his former deputy, Callan, Schneider wasn’t a disgraced ex-lawman; as they’d recruited him only a month ago, Rattigan assumed that he had been unaware of their shared past.

The two men stood on the boardwalk facing the saloon, but Rattigan didn’t welcome the thought of confirming that they were no longer welcome there. He turned to Callan, who shrugged.

“I guess we were lucky to last this long before someone worked out who we were,” Callan said.

“We were.” Rattigan sighed. “Six months ago we decided to head west until we found somewhere where nobody knew about us. It seems we haven’t traveled far enough yet, so we need to move on and try again elsewhere.”

“I agree, but Redemption is the third town we’ve tried and I was starting to think we could settle here.” Callan turned to the west. “Worse, we’re on the edge of the Barren Plains and that means there’s nowhere to move on to.”
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