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CHAPTER ONE 
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There was lots of excitement in town that morning at the Great Falls Saloon and Hotel. Despite the early hour, not quite five thirty a.m., there must have been forty people standing around waiting for the sheriff and several deputies to come out of the saloon’s hotel wing. Word was the sheriff had gotten a tip that Dapper Dan Flanagan was inside, and he went in after him. 

Dillon was ten and worked at the livery stables. He fed the horses, groomed them, and did his favorite duty—mucking out the stalls. He worked every day from six a.m. until nine a.m. when he went to school. Then, when school let out around three o’clock, he went back to work and worked till seven or whenever he finished bedding down the new arrivals. On the weekends, he worked six a.m. until three p.m. both days. Today was a Tuesday, and he was late to work; but his pa, the town’s blacksmith and owner of the livery stables, would understand. It wasn’t every day an outlaw was captured in town. 

The sheriff’s deputies were making the people who had assembled there stay back several store fronts in case things got out of hand and gun play should happen. The sheriff didn’t want any bystanders accidentally hurt during the outlaw’s capture. Dillon, though, had managed to sneak past the deputies by crawling under the porches until he was right next to the water trough in front of the hotel. He had a front row seat barely ten feet from the front door with plenty of cover. He was crouching between a barrel of beer—part of that morning’s deliveries—and the water trough. 

From Dillon’s hiding spot, he’d get a right good look at the outlaw when they dragged him out. His father tried to tell him, if they had used the livery, which most folk do, he’d already seen him, but Dillon just wouldn’t believe an outlaw would do everyday things like regular folk. He reckoned they wouldn’t spend money on their horse. He figured they would spend all of their stolen loot on women and whiskey. At least that was what the preacher had said in church a few weeks ago. As he sat there waiting for the outlaw to be dragged out, Dillon could hear all kinds of ruckus going on inside. There was glass breaking, furniture smashing, plus men yelling something awful. It was so loud, it reminded Dillon of the nights when the cowhands came into town to let off steam. The cowhands tended to work for three or four months without time off out at one of the big ranches nearby, and when they came to town, they all got drunk and usually got into fights with each other. It was so bad, Mr. Haverson, the owner of the general store, kept a stockpile of the windows the saloon liked, so he could replace them the same day, instead of waiting months for a new one to be shipped in. He also had tables, chairs, mirrors and extra liquor stockpiled for the same reason. The saloon was a big business, but the general store was bigger. 

After a few minutes of loud crashes, it suddenly became quiet inside the hotel. Moments later, two deputies stepped through the double doors, guns in hand. They looked up and down the street, then stood there looking around for a couple of minutes more before one of them yelled inside that it was all clear. At that point, two more deputies stepped through the doors carrying shotguns, and behind then came two more deputies dragging a man by his arms. The man’s legs were tied together from the ankles to the knees making it impossible for him to walk or run. Behind that group, came the sheriff and two more deputies with their guns in hand. 

“Dillon!” Sheriff Kellum yelled as he glanced down at the barrel of beer on the porch. He knew Dillon well, and he knew Dillon would be hiding up close—behind the barrel of beer was the perfect spot. Dillon, knowing he was caught, slowly peeked over the top of the barrel and smiled at the sheriff.  

“Dillon, go make sure your father is ready to put shackles on that man right away. Now, git.” 

“Yes, sir,” Dillon replied, running off towards the livery stables. 

“Pa! Pa!” Dillon shouted as he reached the stables. 

“I know already, son. Now get to your chores,” Pa ordered. 

“Yes, sir. You should have seen it, Pa. There was all kinds of a ruckus. Lots of things got broke, and the man they dragged out looked like they nearly beat him to death,” Dillon shared. 

“Were any of the sheriff’s men hurt?” Pa asked. 

“I don’t know for sure, Pa, but I don’t think so. I don’t think none of them have anything more than a black eye and a busted lip maybe. Though the man they dragged out was bleeding a lot.” 

“Okay, they’re almost here. I want you to get to work and stay away from the prisoner. You understand me?” Pa commanded, giving Dillon a stern look. 

“Yes, sir. I understand. But I didn’t get a good look at him because his face was turned to the ground.” 

“You don’t need see the man’s face. Now get to work in the back of stables.” Dillon trudged to the back, but he made sure he had a clear view of the proceedings as he strapped on the feed bags to the horses entrusted to them overnight. 

The sheriff and his men, along with their prisoner, arrived a moment later. The prisoner was still hanging limp between the two deputies. They dropped him on the ground next to the blast furnace. They both knelt on the prisoner’s arms and a third man sat on his legs, ensuring he wasn’t going to start anything with them or the blacksmith. 

Dillon stood back several yards, staring wide eyed at the man. He was older than the sheriff, but he was younger than his father. He had a bloody nose, bloody lip and badly swollen right eye. He had red hair and a red mustache. They had arrested him in his underwear. The thought of the man being arrested in his underwear, in front of all those ladies, made Dillon giggle. At the sound of Dillon’s laughter, the man looked up at Dillon, grinned, and then winked his left eye at him. 

“I thought you were supposed to be working!” Pa yelled as he sat down to on his stool to begin heating up the locking pins for the leg shackles. A small crowd had gathered outside the livery’s front door and stood watching the goings-on over the handful of deputies the sheriff had ordered to keep them back. The sheriff stood right behind Pa and never took his eyes off the prisoner. He knew far too well how crafty a varmint he was. 

“You men be sure to keep a solid hold on him. Don’t relax your grip on his arms. He’ll put you in a world of hurt by smashing your jewels if you do.”  

“Now, Sheriff, why tell your men such stories? I’m a peaceable man, I am. I’d never do such petty things as hurt a man by smashing the family jewels. It wouldn’t be sporting,” the prisoner blurted out loudly. 

“Shut up, Flanagan,” the sheriff barked. 

“I’m just trying to protect my reputation,” Flanagan stated in reply. 

“Your reputation is worthless. Now, shut up.”  

“I bet the lady from last night would beg to differ with you,” Flanagan offered while grinning widely. 

“If I have to tell you again to shut up, I’ll do it by beating it into your head.”  

“It might not be as easy you think, Sheriff, now that I’m awake and my drunkenness has passed,” Flanagan continued despite the threat. 

“Pick him up,” the sheriff barked. 

“I’m not done with the leg shackles yet,” Pa complained, but one of the deputies stepped between Pa and the prisoner ending Pa’s involvement for the time being. 

“So, they gonna hold my arms for you?” Flanagan asked sarcastically as the sheriff stepped towards him. 

“You bet your ass they are,” the sheriff stated. His deputies yanked hard and pulled Flanagan’s arms back and to the side. Now Flanagan was completely unable to defend himself. Or was he? 

Sheriff Kellum stepped up and smiled wickedly at Flanagan as he slowly took off his hat and his gun belt, hanging them on a couple of nails on a nearby post. “It’s best to keep those items that may tempt you out of reach. You know, you’re headed for Yuma Prison, and until you get there, I am your lord and master. I am the right arm of justice, and I will be administering your just rewards in keeping with the amount of pain and suffering you have inflicted upon the citizens of this territory.” The sheriff made a show of it for the crowd outside the stables. He then looked over at Deputy Stiles and jerked his head towards the door. Deputy Stiles then jerked his head slightly and the deputies outside closed the doors to the livery. Now in private, the sheriff smiled at Dillon as he stepped up close to Flanagan, cocked back his arm and telegraphed his delivery of a haymaker. Flanagan smiled broadly and Dillon remembered the sheriff saying the other day, “Flanagan was a crafty varmint,” which he was about to prove. 

As Kellum brought the punch around, Flanagan, who had appeared relaxed and compliant, suddenly moved. He yanked the deputy on the right in front of him and then jumped sideways into the deputy on the left, knocking him down. The sheriff’s punch landed square in the face of the first deputy, knocking him cold. 

Flanagan shoved the bell-rung deputy into the sheriff, jumped over the downed deputy, and started hopping towards the rear of the stables. As quickly as he had gotten away, Flanagan himself was tripped up. A shovel handle had darted out from behind a stall wall, slapping hard into Flanagan’s shins, and down he went. When he looked over to see who had tripped him, he saw it was just a kid. The damn stable hand. 

“I’m sorry, Mister. I didn’t see you coming,” he heard the kid say, then the sheriff and his deputies were on him. This time, unlike in the hotel, Flanagan didn’t give as good as he got. He took a real beating. After several minutes of pounding on the prisoner, the sheriff stopped. Flanagan lay on the floor of the stable, barely conscious. 

“Damn, Sheriff, he don’t look too good. Think we should get the doc?” one of the deputies asked. 

“Yeah, better get Doc, but before you do, remember he was trying to escape. Everyone understands that, right?  Flanagan was trying to escape.”  

“We got it, Sheriff. It ain’t like we don’t have the bruises to prove it,” one of the deputies stated sarcastically, and the others mumbled their agreement. 

“You understand that, Taggert?” the sheriff asked Pa as he cleaned his hands off on a wet rag.  

“Yep, he tried to escape,” Pa said and set the shackles on the anvil. “Do I still get to bill the territory for the shackles?” The sheriff gave him a hard look. 

“Yes, you can because you’ll be putting them on him as soon as the doc says he can travel.”  

“And if he isn’t able to travel?” Pa asked. 

“He will eventually.” The sheriff, content this conversation was over, turned to his deputies.  

“You know, he don’t look so good. If he dies, I still expect to get paid for the shackles,” Pa stated while looking at the back of the sheriff’s head. Kellum stopped talking to his deputies and turned to look Pa in the eye. Now, most men, they look away when Sheriff Gene Kellum addresses them because he was a no-nonsense kind of man, and being six-foot-six and solidly built, intimidating to say the least. When he said ‘jump’ he expected you to say ‘how high?’ and nothing more. 

But Pa was just as hard a man, if not harder. He wasn’t easily intimidated, and he used all of his own powers of intimidation when it was warranted. “He was relatively fine when you dragged him in here, Sheriff. You expected me to drop everything, all my other business, to do an emergency shackle job for you. Only that doesn’t happen because you’re on an ego trip and have to prove you’re tougher than him. Now he may die before I can put the shackles on. I don’t care about the man, but I do care about my business, where time is money.  You’ve just wasted my time and that means it cost me money. So whether he lives or dies, I’m not taking a loss, or the next time you need my help, it isn’t available no matter the price. Time is money.”  

Kellum stared at Pa. His anger shone clear as day on his face. Dillon was sure the sheriff was going to hit his father, so he stepped up and asked which horse he needed to have ready first. Neither Pa nor the sheriff broke eye contact. They simply said in unison, “Not now, Dillon.” Upon realizing they had both said the same thing at the same time, they both grinned and started to laugh. 

“Yes, Taggart, you’ll be paid, regardless of his living or dying,” the sheriff said with a chuckle. 

“That’s what I like to hear,” Pa said as he stifled his own laughter. “I’ll buy you a drink later, Gene.” 

“You bet you will,” the sheriff snorted. 

Doc arrived a few minutes later and proceeded to examine the patient. “Jesus, Sheriff, did this man get trampled by a herd of cattle?” 

“He was trying to escape.”  

“Well, you’ve managed to recapture him at the cost of a month in bed, at least.” 

“What? No way, Doc. I can’t hold this scum in my jail for a month. We’ll under attack by his gang within week. No, this man has to go to Billings in a day or two, tops!” the sheriff shouted at the doc. 

“Gene, I can tell just by lookin’, this man has serious internal injuries. If you place him on a horse, it’ll kill him for sure.”  

“That’ll just make my job easier,” the sheriff barked back. 

“I can’t and won’t sign off on this prisoner’s fitness to travel with him in this condition. I won’t be responsible when he dies.” 

“So what am I supposed to do? I can’t wait a month to move him. I haven’t a secure enough location to house him, and that means his gang will come for him. Innocent people will get hurt, if not killed, should they come to break him out. His gang is nothing but animals. They will burn this town down to get to him.”  

“That they will, Doc,” Dapper Dan mumbled and then coughed up a little blood. “You see,” Dapper Dan spit the blood on the floor, “I’m the only one who knows where the money’s stashed.”  

“What kind of money we talking about?” Deputy Stiles asked. 

“A lot of money,” Dapper Dan said and then coughed again but swallowed the bloody mess this time. “It’s the bulk of the money we’ve stolen over the last few years, and they’re going to want to know where it is before I die, or I get put away for a long time.” Flanagan coughed loudly nearly choking on the mucus and blood that filled his mouth. He managed to spit it out before he fell back flat on the floor, unconscious.  

“Shut him up,” the sheriff barked, and the deputy started to kick him but stopped after one blow seeing he was out cold and wouldn’t feel a thing. 

“That is exactly what I’m talking about, Sheriff!” the doctor shouted as he pointed at the deputy and then the bloody mess on the floor. He can’t travel that way. It’ll surely kill him, and you know the judge’s rules about unnecessary prisoner deaths.”  

Flanagan came to and began moaning a bit.  

“Why not put him in a wagon?” Dillon blurted out. 

“Hey, I’d like you to have my horse, boy, at least until I need it again,” Flanagan said weakly and began choking again.  

“Shut up!” shouted the deputy. 

“Dillon, do your work and stay out the adult conversations,” Pa snapped at the boy.  
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