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  Chapter 1




  




  Axel Dagger stared straight ahead as he strode along the board sidewalk. People coming toward him stepped out of his way. He expected it. Every once in a while, he’d spot someone he knew. He didn’t acknowledge them and they didn’t say anything to him. When you’re the guy on the top of the hill, everyone steps aside.




  His spurs clanked and his duster swung freely brushing the backs of his high-top Mexican boots as long strides carried him closer to his destination. He was easily a head taller than all of the women passing him and most of the men. His shoulders were broad and his waist narrow. He spotted LaBarge’s school marm hustling along the walkway and narrowed his eyes. She was easily the prettiest woman he’d ever seen. But he didn’t tip his hat and she averted her gaze. Everyone in LeBarge knew he was Harold C. Glass’s hired killer.




  He straightened his broad shoulders, pushed the duster behind his pistols, shoved through the swinging doors of the Highballer Saloon and stepped into chaos. This was why he’d been summoned. A fight had broken out between the Irish and the Norwegian railroad workers and Glass had sent him to break it up.




  Dagger grabbed the closest combatant by the collar of his rough, homespun work shirt and tossed him aside. He pulled his left pistol with his left hand and fired into the ceiling. He didn’t hear any screaming from upstairs so he assumed he hadn’t hit anyone. The shot halted the melee. The scruffy combatants, here to spend their week’s pay on cheap whiskey and cheaper women, recognized him and began to sidle by and out the door.




  One big Norwegian, liquored up and pissed off, took a swing at Dagger. Dagger caught the meaty fist in his own big hand and pulled the Norwegian toward him. He pried the Norwegian’s fingers open and grabbed his index finger. It took only a second to dislocate it. The Norwegian screamed and Dagger pried the big oaf’s ring finger out of the rest of his sausage-sized digits.




  “If I break this one, you won’t be able to work. You could maybe work with one broke finger, but not two. You wanna go back to the bunkhouse?”




  The Norwegian nodded, his eyes squeezed tight with pain. Dagger released the man’s fist, but didn’t back away or let down his guard. He was ready when the Norwegian swung again, blocked the hit and shot his own fist up under the Norwegian’s huge jaw shattering the bone as he followed through. The Norwegian’s eyes rolled up and he fell over backwards.




  Dagger rubbed his knuckles and stared at the remaining fighters out of narrowed eyes. “Anyone else wanna try me?”




  “No, no, Mr. Dagger,” a red-haired Irishman said as he gave Dagger a wide berth and fled.




  The saloon emptied quickly. It was only six o’clock. The men had received their pay at four. Dagger swung his booted foot onto the brass rail running the length of the bar and slid his pistol back into its holster. Dagger was ambidextrous, as good with his right hand as his left. The barkeep’s name was Durron Hingson. He was a one-legged war veteran with stringy gray hair, long silver whiskers and wide suspenders holding up sagging black wool pants. He slapped a shot glass on the bar and pulled a bottle of his best bourbon out of the cupboard behind him.




  “You’re killing me business,” he said as he poured Dagger a shot.




  Dagger lifted one eyebrow and stared into Durron’s watery blue eyes. “Wasn’t much business going on. They spent their money. Probably all of it. You’ll get more next Friday.”




  “Cain’t live on what I get one day a week.”




  “There’s always the cattlemen and the sodbusters. You do well enough.” Dagger tossed the whiskey into his mouth and enjoyed the smooth taste and the warmth as it went down his throat. It was mid-December and winter was moving in with a vengeance. Soon work on the railroad would have to stop for the first big snow storm. But the minute the snow stopped falling, Glass would have the men back out there, and getting them out there was his job. Dagger was the enforcer.




  He slammed the shot glass on the bar and started the walk back to the railhead. The cold ate through his wool coat and the leather duster over it. Montana winters were nothing to fool around with. Dagger ignored the cold as he ignored all pain. He dropped his right hand to the top of his pistol and rubbed the smooth wood of the butt as he strode down the walkway to Glass’s private rail car. Glass was a disgusting little pervert, but Dagger ignored his strange sexual tastes and his constant attempts to touch his genitals. The pay was too good to turn down and Glass gave him free rein. As long as the men did whatever Dagger told them to, he had it made.




  He stepped up to the metal platform outside the car’s entrance. A frosted window set into the mahogany of the door was coated with steam from Glass’s new-fangled heating system. Dagger knocked. Glass’s female play toy, Cynthia, answered dressed in too-tight fish-net stockings, frilly, lace-edged garters that gouged into her fleshy thighs, a tightly laced black corset and high heels. Her abundant breasts spilled over the top of the corset with their pink nipples pointing toward the ceiling. Her cheeks were rosy from the steam and her pelt of dark pubic hair glistened with some kind of greasy ointment. She grabbed his arm and drew him inside pressing her naked breasts against the leather of his coat as she planted a kiss directly on his mouth. When he pulled away, she pointed to a sprig of green tied with a red bow hanging over his head. “Mistletoe, Axe. You are standing right under it. I was forced to kiss you.”




  He fought the urge to wipe his mouth and gently set her aside. She was a plaything, a toy of a sick man and couldn’t be counted responsible. “Next time I come in here, remember I’ve already been punished.”




  “Ooh, you are so cold.” She rolled her eyes and batted long black lashes. “Where’s your Christmas spirit?”




  Dagger lifted one arched eyebrow in a silent response.




  Glass was seated behind his desk with his boots resting on the top. His gaze immediately ran down the length of Dagger’s body where it finally rested on his crotch. Dagger ignored Glass’s rude behavior. The man had an obsession with the sexual organs of other men. Rumor had it Glass had reason to be envious.




  Cynthia pulled him into the car which was at least sixty degrees hotter than the outside and toward Glass’s desk. Dagger willed himself not to sweat.




  “Did you clear out the saloon?” Glass asked.




  “I broke up the fight and one of the Norwegians will be out of commission for at least a week.”




  “Dammit, Axe, I need those men healthy and able to lay track. I pay you to keep them working, not to break them.”




  “Every once in a while, one of them pushes me. I have to show them who’s boss. If they don’t respect me, I’ll lose control. It’s just one. The rest will be hungover but ready to work in the morning.”




  Cynthia cooed and squeezed his right bicep with both hands. “Oooh, he is so strong.” She ran her right hand over his chest and glanced at Glass. He nodded and she tried to work her hand under his leather pants.




  Dagger pulled the hand off his flat belly as the door behind Glass’s desk opened and one of Glass’s personal employees emerged. Nels Wallis, a strange man in his early twenties, was labeled as Glass’s personal body guard. He wore skin-tight, black doe-skin breeches, a white silk shirt and a black coat that fit his broad shoulders like a glove. His swarthy skin spoke of some kind of Indian ancestry, but his skin bore strange markings, tattoos that had to have originated in some foreign country.




  Dagger looked away quickly, but not before he got a good look at Nel’s crotch. It was impossible to miss the man’s enormous penis displayed as it was in skin-tight pants. As big as a salami, it stood out clearly visible, including thick veins. Nels stepped close to Glass’s chair and the small man dropped his hand to stroke the sausage. Dagger backed away as Cynthia giggled.




  “Axe doesn’t like Nels, Harry.” She compressed her lips into a pout. “I don’t think he likes me either.”




  Shouts from the corral next to the rail car and the thunder of horse hooves brought Glass to his feet. “What the fuck?”




  Dagger was already running for the door. He snatched it open and leaped down the steps to the gravel bed of the railroad. The corral gate hung open and an Indian riding Glass’s prized stallion led four other horses at a gallop out of the corral and down the main road through town. The rest of the herd milled around confused while three chased the Indian.




  Glass slammed the door of the car and jumped off the metal landing. “He’s stealing the stud!” Glass shouted. “Get him.”




  Dagger didn’t need to be told. He raced across the tracks for the corral, slamming the gate shut as he ran past. The Indian had a good lead, but was disadvantaged by the four horses he was ponying behind him as well as by riding bareback. Dagger grabbed his saddle off the rail and shouldered his way into the stable next to the corral. His own horse had a stall in the stable. The horses in the corral were new stock just brought in from back East. Glass planned to start a horse ranch on some property he’d bought near Gold Creek. The stud was a thoroughbred from Kentucky, a race horse with a high-dollar bloodline. Glass would not be happy if the stud was lost.




  It only took Dagger a few minutes to throw his saddle on his mustang gelding. He led him out of the stall and met Glass waiting for him beside the empty corral. “You get me my colt, Axe. I paid ten thousand dollars for him. If you wish to keep your job, I expect him to be returned.”




  Dagger took a small cheroot out of his duster pocket. The cold was already biting into him. He lit the cheroot with a sulfur match and inhaled. “I know my job, Glass. You hired me to keep the rowdies in line and that’s what I do. This little adventure will cost you extra.”




  He stuck his right foot into the stirrup, leaped into the saddle and picked up his reins. Glass ran his hand up the tooled leather of Dagger’s high-top Mexican boots as Dagger stared down at Glass’s balding head. He’d greased the few remaining hairs into permanent positions across the eggshell of his skull. Glass tilted his head back and trained his narrow, close-set black eyes on Dagger’s face. “I’ll pay,” he whined. “Just get the stud back.”




  Dagger kicked Glass away from his horse and urged the mustang into a lope. He’d seen the Indian and wouldn’t easily forget him. He had long black hair to his waist as pretty as any woman’s, was taller than most local Indians, probably Cheyenne or Sioux, wore three eagle feathers in a headdress holding his hair out of his face and had black, red and white war paint spread across his face in stripes. And his features were clean, square jaw, aquiline nose, molded lips. He’d stick out like a sore thumb among the local Flatheads or Crow.




  The Indian had taken the horses northwest toward Hell Gate and the mountains. As Dagger rode out of the town, he glanced at the evening sky. It was the color of lead, dark gray and ominous. Snow was on the way.




  Chapter 2




  




  Sophia Simmons was the only school teacher in the town of LaBarge. Her tiny schoolroom was packed each day with the children of the railroad workers and the townspeople. There were forty children of all ages crammed into the small building, most sitting two at a desk. They came because their parents needed to work and she provided a form of care for them, and they came to get warm. The only modern item in the schoolhouse was the heating system installed by Harold C. Glass.




  School was over for the day. Sophie locked the door behind her and headed for home. She was an orphan adopted by missionaries when she was small; both of her brand new parents had been killed by Indians on the plains of Kansas. A couple headed West to the gold mines of Montana had taken her in and brought her here to LaBarge. Her luck had been golden when Myra and Buck Simmons found her in the burned out wagon with her dead adopted parents. Myra was well-educated and loved to pass on learning. Buck was kind and diligent, setting out to work in the gold fields the minute they landed in LaBarge.




  Buck’s earnings were large enough to purchase a piece of land on the outskirts of town and hire men to build a house. Myra planted an extensive herb garden and set about administering her homespun brand of medicine to the locals and the miners. Then the railroad people had arrived and added themselves to her client list.




  Sophia had never felt any attraction to the rough miners and even less for the railroad bully-boys. Myra kept her close, teaching her about the world from her mail-order library and how to grow herbs and heal people from her garden. But Buck got the gold fever bad when a huge strike was discovered in Alaska. They left Sophia behind with the house and headed even further West to parts unknown.




  Sophia had always been called Sophie by Myra and Buck. When they left, she’d been eighteen. The sheriff asked her to start a school for all the youngsters running wild in town and she’d agreed. Two years later, teaching them and caring for them was her life.




  Tiny Madeline Kowalski had been missing from school for three days. Sophie heard it was a lung infection brought on by the encroaching winter. Since tomorrow was Saturday, Sophie had decided to take some medicine out to the family’s farm on the Clarks Fork River.




  Suddenly an Indian galloped by leading four horses through the center of town. One of the horses jumped onto the board walkway and knocked old Mrs. Crammitz into the water trough. Sophie was forced to leap inside the Highballer Saloon to avoid being run into as well. She ran to help Miss Gloria out of the icy water as the Enforcer rode by chasing the Indian.




  That’s what everyone in town called Axel Dagger. He was Harold Glass’s enforcer brought here to LaBarge to keep the railroad workers in line, a job he did very well. The entire town was terrified of him even though he’d never lifted a finger against any of them. It was just his manner. He radiated hostility and aggression and he was bigger than most of the workers. Sophie watched him ride away tall and straight of back in the saddle. She shivered, and even though she was terrified of Indians, felt a moment of pity for the one he was chasing. Axel Dagger always got his man.




  “You okay, Miss Gloria?” Sophie asked as she hauled Mrs. Crammitz’s bulky body out of the trough.




  Gloria Crammitz puffed and wheezed as she bent over to catch her breath. Her faded pink-checked wool dress dripped icy water and her fuzzy shawl was soaked. “I’m gonna catch my death.”




  “Come with me,” Sophie said as she led Miss Gloria down the walkway. “We’re almost to my house. I’ll brew you some catnip tea with a little lemon grass and honey. That’ll fix you right up.”




  Gloria Crammitz followed Sophie coughing and wheezing all the way. “You’re such a kind child. Your parents should never a left you. You need a man to take care of you.”




  “What kind of man, Miss Gloria? A miner? A railroad worker? No, thank you.”




  “I seen the Sheriff eyeing you the other day. He ain’t a bad looking man.”




  “He isn’t good looking, either, or young.” Sophie smiled as she led Gloria into her house. All the old women in town wanted to fix her up with a man.




  The fire had died in the wood stove. She poked it into life with a crumpled piece of the Sears Catalogue and a sliver of pine. “Sit down, Miss Gloria while I set the water to boiling. I don’t need a man to take care of me. I do fine by myself.”




  “What you gonna do when the railroad leaves? They be moving along when the summer comes again. This town will die like all the rest before it.”




  Sophie set the big brass kettle on an open hole directly above the flames. “I don’t think so. I think the railroad will come and bring more people and they’ll farm and ranch and make LaBarge a nicer place to live.”




  Mrs. Crammitz harrumphed and cleared her throat. “Did you see that animal what knocked me into the water trough? Indians. I declare they’ll attack us and kill us all and no one will be able to stop them.”




  Indians scared Sophie. Her first set of adoptive parents had died at their hands. She still remembered the screams and the stench of death. She’d run away into the tall grass and laid flat trembling with terror while the Indians had killed her parents, ransacked their belongings and burned the wagon. When they’d been gone for a long time, she’d come out of hiding and returned to find her parents burned beyond recognition and everything either stolen or destroyed. She’d thought she would likely die and had sat down beside the wagon to wait for death. She remembered her father talking about finding a wagon train so they’d be safe. They hadn’t had time.




  As she spooned herbs from small pottery jars into a tea ball, she remembered the Indian who’d stolen the horses and knocked Mrs. Crammitz into the water trough. He’d seemed taller and better looking than most with hair as long as hers flying behind him like a horse’s tail. “I don’t think that Indian was a Crow or a Flathead. He was too tall and his legs were too long and he rode too well. He looked Sioux or Cheyenne. He must be some kind of loner or outcast. I don’t think we have to worry about Indians killing us in our sleep. We should spend more time worrying about the railroad workers. They’re truly dangerous.”




  She poured boiling water into her teapot, filling the small kitchen with the scent of steeping herbs. Mrs. Crammitz took her elbows off the table so Sophie could set a jar of honey and teacups in the center and place a plate of tiny cookies within reach. Mrs. Crammitz took a cookie and munched as Sophie poured tea.




  “These are delicious, my dear.” She slurped hot tea and took another bite. “We don’t have to worry about the workers. Mr. Dagger sees to them.”




  Sophie nodded and sipped the fragrant brew. “I know, but who sees to Mr. Dagger?”




  * * * *




  Moema Chandraki led his four stolen mares into the heavily wooded mountains. They trailed behind him linked by lead ropes and rope halters. The gray stallion he rode was worn out or Chan probably wouldn’t have been able to manage ponying four mares off him. The gallop across the prairie to the hills had tired the big horse.




  Chan guided the horse with his knees and a set of reins he’d added to his rope halter. The horse had more speed and stamina than any horse he’d ever ridden and Chan was an expert horseman, a member of the Cheyenne, an Ohmésêhese, which meant northern eaters, the Northern band of his tribe.




  He urged the stud between trees and onto a beaten path leading higher up the mountain. Red Murtagh’s trading post lay halfway up this mountain. The old trader dealt whiskey to the Indians in exchange for furs. The trade was dying. The Indians were more and more inclined to stay on their reservations as the beaver became scarcer, the fur trade having gone the way of the buffalo. They lived off the white eyes, something Chan would never do. He was a very good horse thief and this was the finest horse he had ever stolen.




  The thick woods opened on a clearing. At the center was a large log cabin covered with moss on the north side, a barn bigger than the cabin and a corral filled with a strange assortment of horses, mules, a milk cow, three goats and a braying donkey.




  Chan urged the big stallion toward a hitching rail and dismounted in one fluid motion. The horses dropped their heads. They were exhausted. He stood away from them examining each horse. The stud was worth keeping. He was a man’s horse. A man should ride a stallion. He ran his hands up and down each of the stud’s legs. They were strong, no puffiness or heat. Even though he was a dappled gray, his hooves were black, a good sign. White hooves were weak. The horse let him pick up his feet and check them for cracks and disease. Chan was satisfied. This horse he would keep.




  Red Murtagh was in the cabin’s living quarters. When Chan entered Red grinned, revealing three good teeth sprouting from the rotten remains of the rest. Chan had dealt with him before and knew his strengths and weaknesses. The man would try to steal the horses for bottles of cheap whiskey. Chan didn’t want whiskey. He wanted blankets for winter, along with food, jerky, beans, flour, and bacon. He had a small lodge hidden away in woods above the river called Clarks Fork by the white man. Settlers had invaded the river valley, carved out ranches and small farms. Chan didn’t care as long as they stayed away from his lodge.




  Murtagh held out a hand to Chan that was missing a thumb. Chan didn’t understand the white man’s obsession with touching hands, but he took Murtagh’s and shook it, never allowing distaste or any other emotion to show on his face.




  “Chan, what you got for me this time, son? You ‘bout the finest hoss thief in these parts.”




  Chan could speak English. He’d learned from a woman he’d spent time with. Chan loved women. He loved women and pretty young men. Chan loved sex in all its forms which was why he was no longer welcome among his own people. The Cheyenne didn’t judge men having sex with other men like the whites did, but they had some pretty prudish ideas about other men making love to their wives.




  “I brought you horses, Red. Fine horses stolen from the short man who lives in the home made from a railroad car.”




  “These Glass’s horses? Damn, boy, you done stole from the big man this time.”




  Chan shrugged. “A horse is a horse. These are fine animals. Will you trade or not?”




  Red’s eyes lit. “I gotta see ‘em first. Let me get my coat.”




  Red shoved his arms into a plaid wool coat so filthy its original color was hard to identify. At one time it might have been brown or even red. He pulled a black knit cap over his gray hair and led Chan out the door.




  The horses were sleeping where they were tied, one hoof cocked, eyes closed. When Chan approached the stud it bared its teeth and struck out with a hind hoof. Chan laughed. “Not as tired as the mares, I see.”




  Red was staring at the stallion like he was seeing a ghost. “This is the hoss Glass brought in from back East. I heared about him. He cost Glass an arm and a leg. I cain’t take him, Chan. Glass finds out I got him, he’ll kill me.”




  “He’s not for sale anyway. The mares are less recognizable. I chose bays and chestnuts from his herd. They are a common enough color. You should be safe.”




  “They broke?”




  Chan shrugged again. “Who knows? I was able to lead them here. They let me halter them and they followed behind. They are horses.”




  Red pinched the flesh of one of the mares. “They are fat. I could always eat them.”




  Chan took a deep breath. This old ugly man would defile anything of beauty. He was incapable of seeing the purity of the horses or understanding the power owning them gave a man. If Chan hadn’t needed supplies for winter, he would have kept them all. “Will you trade for supplies?” Chan thought for a moment. “And the donkey. I need a pack animal.”




  Red guffawed. “Take the little bastard. He keeps me up all night braying and trying to mount the dang mares.”




  Chan grinned. “He is a donkey.”




  Chapter 3




  




  Harold Glass gazed out his bedroom window. The room, decorated in rich burgundy velvet, was located in the caboose of his private set of rail cars and was comfortably warm. He stroked his pointed goatee as he watched black storm clouds roll over the distant mountains like a wave cresting on the beach. The first big snow of the season rapidly approached LaBarge. As he ran a small gloved hand through his thinning hair, he caught a flicker out of the corner of his eye.




  Sophie, the town school marm was headed out of town on the chubby little mare he’d given her. Just the thought of her perfect ivory skin, the soft swells of her breasts and her innocence made him hard. He slipped his hand into his tight leather pants and fondled his cock as he watched Sophie’s perfect backside sway to the movement of her horse.




  “One day, she will be my wife and I will fuck her whenever I please,” he whispered as he swiped at his sweating brow with his free hand, closed his eyes and contemplated owning that perfect body and being able do with her as he wished. She would be docile and easy to dominate. She would lay open on his bed, her pink pussy inviting his attentions. Her naked white buttocks would be his to penetrate and punish. His excitement quickly became too much to endure. He pulled the rope that hung from an ornate hook in the wall and rang the bell for Cynthia.




  The door from the office car flew open to reveal short, plump, scantily clad Cynthia. She’d packed her layers of flesh into a too-tight royal-blue corset causing breasts and excess flesh to spill everywhere. Glass shuddered. The contrast of his vision of the beautiful Sophia to her made him hate her, but Cynthia was loyal, was willing to do all the perversions he could wish for and he loved to watch other people fuck her.




  “Yes, Mr. Glass, do you require my services?” She batted eyelashes heavy with kohl and purred. “Oh, Harry, you look so flushed.” Cynthia sprang towards him like a cat and pounced on his crotch.




  He knew what she would feel if she managed to grope him; a thick pelt of pubic hair and his precious. He hated the thought of anyone discovering his secret. He kept it hidden, disguised with artificial organs packed into his underclothes by his hands alone. Before she could explore, Glass shoved her away. “You know better than to touch me.”




  He knew Cynthia was full of curiosity. Her heated stares at the enormous bulge said everything. But in the five years she’d been in his employ, he’d kept the truth of his terrible deformity from her and everyone else. She’d never know. He would die first. Only his true love would be privileged to touch it and feel it inside her. Only she would know how wonderful it really was.




  Cynthia had tried to spread rumors that he wore a contraption that emulated the penis he did not possess when he copulated with the local prostitutes. He touched himself. One day she would pay for saying such things and for telling the workers he had one enormous testicle that hung halfway down his leg. She was just guessing anyway. She’d never seen his equipment or been allowed the privilege of intercourse with him. And one day, she would just disappear. Harold Glass was not an object of fun.




  Glass straightened his grey vest, dusted off the front of his pants and narrowed his black eyes until they were mere slits. He pointed to Cynthia. “Get me Nels. The lazy son of a bitch has been slacking off. It’s about time he learned what he was really hired for. I’ll show him who the boss of this organization is. And get James, too. I want some playtime!”
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