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For Betty Lou, who would have made a fine muleskinner in her own right.


PROLOGUE

 

The dog looked half starved and possibly rabid as it padded around the outside corner of the deserted Central Pacific depot. Thinking at first that it was a wolf, Arlen Fleck slammed back into the shadowy alcove where he’d been nervously lurking for the last hour. The yelp came from Arlen, not the dog, but the dog jumped too, its lips peeling back in a snarl, hackles rising. Slipping a hand inside his green plaid jacket, Arlen wrapped his fingers around the grips of a rusty Manhattan revolver tucked into the waistband of his trousers. With his shoulders pressed solidly against the V-ed plank walls of the depot, he knew flight would be impossible if the dog decided to attack. His only recourse would be the revolver. He only wished that he’d taken time before the sun went down to check the caps on the Manhattan’s chambers. The gun was old, its nipples misshapen from wear and abuse, and its percussion caps had a tendency to fall off if they weren’t seated properly.

“Nice dog,” Arlen mumbled. He figured Nick Kelso would have his scalp if he drew attention to himself by shooting a dog, but the husky mongrel scared him. Truth was, just about everything he was up to tonight was making his blood run cold, and he’d been ruing his involvement with the flint-eyed killer— Kelso—when the dog showed up.

It hadn’t been more than a few hours ago that Arlen had drawn a sleeve across his sweaty brow and thought longingly of cold beers, shady parks, and going home. He had no stake in this affair save for the $50 Nick had promised him, and that was starting to seem like poor compensation for what was about to happen. A man was going to die tonight, and, in his own small way. Arlen was going to help kill him. That should’ve been worth a lot more than $50.

If Arlen had been hot that afternoon, he was damned near freezing now. His nose was dripping steadily and his toes ached inside his cheap, thin-soled shoes. The icy wind that blew in off the vast Western desert was pungent with the odors of grease-wood and alkali, tinged with the briny scent of the Great Salt Lake, which lay to the south like a slumbering giant.

It was that largeness, that empty desolation of land and water and sky that surrounded him, threatened to swallow him, that Arlen blamed for the sense of foreboding clung to him like a bad smell. He was a city boy at heart, more at home within the cobblestoned cañons of a thriving metropolis than he was out here. Fate had brought him West. Well, fate and a $100 bounty for his head that still circulated through the back alleys and gambling dens of the Eastern seaboard.

Ironically his future wasn’t going to be any brighter out here if he failed to do his part tonight. One man was already going to die. He doubted if Kelso would have much compunction about killing another.

And now, as if his life weren’t complicated enough, this yellow-fanged menace had stepped into his life. Arlen was afraid to pull his pistol for fear of setting off the tick-infested beast. Besides, if he did haul it out and it wasn’t capped, and the hulking creature did attack.…

Arlen shivered, maybe from the chilling breeze, maybe not. With as much authority as he could muster, he ordered the dog: “Git!”

A growl rumbled low in the canine’s chest; saliva hung in glistening threads from its exposed teeth. Arlen glanced across the street at the International Saloon, but the crowd of revelers that had swarmed its boardwalk earlier had gone inside at sundown. He was alone, save for the dog.

“Damn’ cur,” Arlen muttered, returning his eyes to the unblinking stare of this newest nemesis. Nick’s instructions had been blunt but clear. Arlen was to wait here for a hard-headed wagon boss named Mason Campbell to tire of his carousing and head for home. When Campbell exited the International and started down the street toward the boarding house where he kept a room, Arlen was going to walk out into the open and, in the light of a quarter moon and whatever lamp shine drifted his way from the saloon, take off his hat and slap it hard against his leg, as if beating dust from the porkpie’s cheap felt.

That was the signal Nick waited for. When he saw it, he would abandon his post in the second-story corner room of the Promontory Hotel and hurry down the back stairs to intercept Campbell on the boardwalk. After that, Arlen wanted no part of whatever happened. The trouble was, right now he wasn’t going anywhere. Not with this drooling monster standing in front of him.

Arlen’s eyes suddenly widened. Across the street, Mason Campbell was standing on the boardwalk in front of the International, the batwing doors behind him swinging in ever decreasing arcs. Campbell glanced casually up and down the street, then turned in the direction of the boarding house. His stride was even, his carriage erect, and Arlen felt a moment’s admiration for the man’s ability to handle liquor. He’d been inside the International earlier and watched Campbell down three straight whiskeys in a row, before settling in on a poker game with a fourth drink in hand, an uncorked bottle at his elbow. That much booze would’ve put Arlen in a blind stagger.

Arlen felt a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach. Keeping his eyes on the stiff-necked mongrel, he attempted a sideways escape that the dog’s lowering head brought to a sharp halt. Across the street, Campbell had already passed out of the lamplight from the International’s big front windows. Arlen knew he had to do something quickly. The dog might bite. Nick Kelso surely would if Campbell escaped his ambush.

Sliding his right foot forward a couple of tentative inches brought a deep, intimidating rumble from the dog’s chest. Arlen’s pulse loped madly, but his fear of Nick was proving to be greater than his fear of the dog, and he grimly edged forward another experimental step. Surprising him, the dog gave up an equal amount of the Central Pacific’s deck. Risking a third miniature stride, Arlen’s hopes began to rise. The dog backed off several paces, its head lowering more in a skulk than a threat. A sickly grin toyed with the muscles of Arlen’s cheeks, then quickly disappeared when he realized Campbell was no longer in sight. Panicking, Arlen whipped off his hat and swung it in the dog’s face. The brute snapped at the ratty porkpie but jumped back enough for Arlen to dodge past. He raced into the street, too desperate to consider the possibility of a rear attack.

Skidding to a halt in the middle of the broad thoroughfare, Arlen heaved a loud sigh. Campbell had paused near the mouth of the alley beside the International. Arlen started to lift his hat to signal Nick, then stopped with his arm half raised when a tall, lean stranger emerged from the alley. Glancing at the hotel’s corner window, where he knew Nick was watching, Arlen contemplated his next move. Nick’s plan depended on timing, and with Campbell stopped, Arlen was afraid to send the gunman scurrying down the back stairs too soon. Yet lingering on the street too long only invited unwanted attention.

Campbell had stiffened at the stranger’s approach, but now he seemed to relax. He reached inside a pocket, and a moment later a match flared in his cupped hands. The stranger leaned forward and the match ebbed down to almost nothing as the stranger drew on a stubby cigarette. Then both men straightened and Campbell tossed the spent match into the street. For a moment, Arlen wasn’t sure where the muffled report of a gunshot came from. Then Campbell stumbled backward, the front of his coat flaming yellow from a muzzle flash at close range. The stranger ducked into the alley as if he’d never existed even as Campbell crumbled to the ground.

Arlen stood numbly in the middle of the street with his hat half raised until it occurred to him to get the hell out of there. Get away before someone came outside to investigate, or before the law showed up. Or worse, before Nick Kelso learned that his plan had been ruined by a stranger’s unexpected appearance and he started looking around for someone to blame.…


CHAPTER ONE

 

Corinne, Utah Territory

1874

Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust. It didn’t seem like much. Buck McCready thought as he lifted his eyes from the cold, damp walls of the grave to stare across the alkali flats to the south. The sum of a man like Mason Campbell ought to have amounted to more than ashes and dust and a small granite marker, not yet ordered. More than six feet of poor soil waiting to be stomped down on top of a plain pine casket, too, although Buck knew Mase had never wanted anything more than what he had—his job, the respect of the men he worked with, a reputation few would ever equal. Mase would’ve been satisfied with the hastily arranged funeral, but Buck wasn’t.

He was aware of the others watching him, waiting. The minister, a pudgy, dough-cheeked man dressed in black, stood at the head of the grave. He carried a leather-bound Bible clasped in both arms but had recited the service from memory, occasionally inserting little tidbits of information from Mase’s past that he must have culled from others, Mase never having been the kind to seek out the company of men of the cloth.

To Buck, the minister’s words had seemed coldly insipid—an easy $5 in the pocket rather than any genuine concern for a man’s soul—although Buck knew that would have humored Mase, too. Far more comforting had been the presence of Dulce Kavanaugh, standing firmly at his side. The clean scent of her soap and the gentle touch of her hair, lifted on the gusting breeze, had been a needed reassurance to Buck that he still had a place in this world. That he still belonged.

At Dulce’s other shoulder stood her father, who was also Buck’s employer, Jock Kavanaugh. Jock had been fidgeting quietly throughout the service, and Buck figured he was hurting badly. Jock’s hip had been crushed last fall when a wagon jack collapsed, pinning him between a heavy freight wagon and the wall of his repair shop. He could remain on his feet for only so long before the pain became unbearable.

“Mister McCready,” the minister said quietly.

“Buck.” Dulce gave his hand a squeeze.

Reluctantly he pulled his gaze away from the distant horizon. Staring at the plain pine casket, he noticed for the first time the amber bead of sap that oozed like a single tear from the corner of a small knot in the coffin’s side. The minister was watching him expectantly. So were the fifty or so other men and women who had accompanied the funeral procession from Corinne to pay their final respects. Dulce slipped her fingers from his and Buck stooped to pick up a handful of dirt that he crumbled over the foot of the coffin, careful to avoid the neatly coiled bullwhip that lay centered on top of the flat lid. Then he walked swiftly away, only peripherally aware of Dulce hurrying to catch up.

Away from the crowd, Buck unbuttoned his suit coat and loosened his tie. The air that had felt so smothering beside the grave seemed fresher here, easier to draw into his lungs. Stopping beside Jock’s polished black carriage, he reached for Dulce’s elbow to help her inside, but she pulled back with a puzzled expression, and, when Jock limped up, Buck lowered his hand.

“Buck, I’d like for you to ride back to Corinne with Dulce and me,” Jock said quietly.

“I’d like that, too,” Dulce quickly added.

Buck hesitated. He’d intended to ride back with the crew in the company mud wagon, but supposed that was no longer an option. “Sure, if there’s room,” he said.

“There’ll be room,” Jock replied brusquely. He glanced at the dispersing crowd, where a pair of middle-aged men in dark suits and black, narrow-brimmed Homburgs were trying to break away, and motioned for them to hurry.

Buck eyed the two men as they made their graveside farewells. The shorter of the pair was Hank Miller, Jock’s yard master. Hank was in charge of the day-to-day operations that kept Kavanaugh Freight, known in the mountains as the Box K—its trademark being a bright green K butted up hard against a square of the same color—running efficiently.

The second man, taller, slimmer, bespectacled, was Walt Jepson, the Box K’s chief accountant. Although their presence at Mase’s funeral wasn’t unexpected, Buck detected something more in their guarded expressions as they approached the carriage. A Box K caravan had been scheduled to pull out in two days for the gold fields of Montana. Mase was to be its captain, Buck its ramrod, and Jock would expect that train to leave on schedule, whether hell froze over or heaven burned.

“Buck,” Dulce murmured, stretching her leg for the carriage’s iron step. He quickly took her arm and helped her in. Leaning close as she arranged her skirts around her ankles, she whispered: “You’ll still come to supper tonight, won’t you?”

He delayed only briefly. “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away.”

Dulce smiled and touched his hand, then settled back against the gleaming leather upholstery.

Arriving together, Hank and Walt shook Buck’s hand, Jepson adding: “I’m sure sorry, Buck. I know you and Mase were close.”

“He was a good friend,” Buck acknowledged calmly, but he seethed inside at the inadequateness of his words. Yet how much could a man say? Could he remind Walt that Mase had risked his neck to rescue a frightened ten-year-old from the Sioux, then fed and clothed and taught that boy everything he knew, treated him like a son when he had no reason to, when it would have been easier to send him East to an orphanage? Was that the response he was supposed to give, without choking up or sounding like an idiot?

“Buck.,” Jock said gently.

He looked up, swallowing hard.

“Ready?”

“Sure,” Buck croaked., climbing in after Hank and Walt and seating himself next to Dulce. Jock hauled himself into the driver’s seat and shook out the lines to his team of matching sorrels. Although Buck didn’t look back, he knew the boys would be watching., wondering what was going to happen next. No doubt a lot of townspeople were asking themselves the same question. With Mason Campbell dead, what would Buck McCready do now? He didn’t have much of an answer for them, but he did have a vow, made two nights before at the head of a littered alley beside the International Saloon.

I’m going to find your killer, Mase. I’m going to find him and bring him to justice. Either that or bury the son-of-a-bitch.

Buck expected Jock to take them past his home first, to drop off Dulce. Instead, he skirted their Cove Street residence by several blocks to reach the Box K’s office on Montana Street.

It was late morning in late April, and with the mountain passes to the north just coming open, traffic was congested along Corinne’s two main arteries, Front and Montana Streets. Bull trains and jerkline outfits clogged the broad thoroughfares, and pack strings of up to a hundred head of horses or mules wound sinuously through the stalled vehicles, bound for the more remote regions where roads had yet to be built. Smaller farm and delivery wagons, buckboards, and men on horseback competed for what space remained.

Jock avoided the traffic by looping expertly through the town’s back streets and alleys, swinging onto Montana less than half a block from the Kavanaugh Freight office. He stopped on the street out front, rather than driving around back as he normally did. Buck helped Dulce to the ground while Hank and Walt exited on the far side, then the little troop mounted the steps to the boardwalk to wait for Jock.

Standing slightly apart from the others, Buck caught a glimpse of his reflection in the freight-office window. It always gave him a start to see himself among others, to realize how he stacked up, as Mase used to say. He was taller by several inches than either Walt or Hank, slimmer through the waist but broader in the chest and shoulders; years of hard work in freight yards across the West had done that. He was wearing a new suit of blue serge: for the funeral, with a red tie and a new, mediurn-brimmed hat. He’d kept his dark brown hair long enough to cover his collar in back, the way he figured a man of the mountains and plains was meant to wear it, but had slicked it down with tonic water that morning. His face was lean and tan, his eyes gray. He was twenty-four, but feeling quite a bit older today.

The image at his side was easier to look at. Dulce Kavanaugh stood just a shade over five feet tall, although with her thick, coppery hair piled high, she looked, in silhouette, about the same height as Walt. She had an oval face that was fair of complexion and freckles on her nose and cheeks. Her eyes were the exact same shade of green as an emerald Buck had once seen in a Denver jewelry shop, right down to the sparkle when she laughed, and her heavy black dress did little to hide the full, compact figure beneath it.

Jock claimed Dulce took after her mother, who had passed away several years ago, leaving Dulce an only child.

After securing his horses to a street-side post, Jock climbed the steps in his gimping hitch and they all went inside. They walked single file through the big front room where clerks labored over invoices and order forms, and into his private office in back. With the door firmly latched behind them, the mood seemed to change abruptly.

Buck moved to a window overlooking the wagon yard and leaned against the sill, folding his arms almost defiantly across his chest. Hank and Walt staked their claims to a pair of ladder-back chairs in front of Jock’s desk, and Dulce headed for the sideboard where her father was pouring drinks from a decanter of bourbon. “I’ll do that,” she said, stepping between him and an engraved silver tray filled with matching shot glasses.

Jock acquiesced without argument and limped over to the cushioned chair behind his desk. He looked tired, and Buck knew from Dulce that his injured hip had been paining him more than usual recently. Dulce passed out the drinks, and no one looked surprised when she included one for herself.

“Gentlemen, Dulce,” Jock said solemnly. “I won’t stand, but I will offer a toast.” He lifted his glass. “To Mason Campbell, one of the best wagon masters to ever captain a train.”

“Here, here,” Hank and Walt echoed in unison. Dulce glanced at Buck, but he kept his eyes averted. After an obligatory sip, he set his drink on the sill beside him. Looking up, he met Jock’s gaze across the room.

“I knew Mase a good many years,” Jock said, his voice roughened by either the bourbon or emotion. “He thought highly of you, Buck.”

“I felt the same way about him,” Buck replied, but he was thinking: Uhn-uh, let’s not do this. Let’s just get on with why I’m here.

Jock nodded as if reading his thoughts and set his glass on the desk. “What are your plans?” he asked the younger man.

“I intend to find Mase’s killer.”

“The law is attempting to do that even as we speak,” Walt reminded him.

“The law around here is a fat-bellied old fart who couldn’t find an egg in a hen house,” Buck shot back.

Jock’s brows twitched in surprise. “I wouldn’t be too quick to dismiss Sam Dunbar,” he said, then, after a pause, added almost warily: “You realize there’s more involved here than a disagreement over cards, don’t you?”

Buck nodded. He knew. He just hadn’t been sure anyone else did. “Tom Ashley’s a liar,” he stated flatly, causing both Walt and Hank to look up. Tom Ashley was one of the two bartenders who had been working at the International the night of Mase’s murder, but Buck didn’t believe the story he’d told Dunbar, especially the part about Mase showing up drunk and looking for trouble.

“How much did Mase tell you about our next run to Montana?” Jock asked tentatively.

“He told me about a cargo you’d have to get through in a hurry, once it got here, but most of Corinne knows that much.”

Jock smiled. “You’re probably right. Nevertheless, I’d asked Mase to keep the details under his hat, and it sounds as if he did.”

“What are you driving at, Mister Kavanaugh?”

“I’m attempting to explain a deal that I’ve been working on since last summer, but I’m not sure where to start. Let me tell you the whole story, so you’ll understand why I’m going to ask you to give up your search for Mase’s killer.…” He quickly held up a hand to stave off Buck’s objection. “Hear me out. Maybe I can shed some light on this for you.”

Buck leaned back against the sill and refolded his arms, his muscles thrumming like telegraph wires.

Jock sighed, as if sensing an uphill battle. “Bannock Mining Corporation is a subsidiary of a larger combine out of Philadelphia,” he began. “I’m told it has interests around the world … mining in Africa and Brazil, sugar in the Caribbean, tea and silk from the Orient. Nothing of any real consequence to us, other than that it underscores how, even though the Bannock company itself is relatively small, it has powerful backing.

“BMC has committed itself to building a stamp mill near Virginia City, and they’ve hired the Box K to transport part of their machinery north from Corinne. We’ve hauled for BMC before and never had any complaints, but there’s a catch this time. Several, in fact. There’s also a carrot at the end of the stick. BMC wants to affiliate itself with a reputable freighting firm, and the outfit that meets their demands will be awarded an exclusive three-year contract to handle all of their mountain freight, with an option for renewal at the end of that time.”

Buck remained silent, but he knew what a deal like that could mean to the Box K.

“It could wipe away every debt I have,” Jock said. “It could solidify the Box K for years to come and double its size. And it goes without saying that it would also benefit several key employees in this firm. I’ll make no bones about it, gentlemen, I want that contract. Unfortunately, so do others, and they may be wanting it more than I’d anticipated, if Mase’s death is connected to it in the way I think it might be.”

Buck stiffened. “Are you saying another outfit killed Mase for the Bannock contract?”

“I’m not saying anything,” Jock replied evenly. “I have no proof, just a gut feeling that I’ve learned to trust over the years.” After a pause, he added: “I want Mase’s killer as much as you do, but I won’t let my desire for revenge cloud my judgment or threaten the future of this company.”

“I’m still listening,” Buck replied tautly.

“Good. I mentioned several catches, but the largest by far is that we’ll be competing for this contract with another firm.”

“Crowley and Luce,” Walt Jepson supplied, his scowl clearly expressing his opinion of the company and its founders. He glanced at Jock as if for permission to elaborate, then went on at his employer’s nod. “Bannock Mining, like most Eastern companies with interests in southwestern Montana, is being deluged with false information from the Utah Northern about its new terminus in Franklin.”

He meant the Utah Northern Railroad and the town of Franklin, in southeast Idaho Territory, Buck knew. The Utah Northern had finished laying track that far just last fall, and was attempting to lure freighters and businesses alike away from Corinne by emphasizing its more northerly location.

“What Crowley and Luce’s agents in Philadelphia aren’t saying is that the Utah Northern is a narrow-gauge railroad,” Hank Miller contributed. “It has to be if it’s going to negotiate the narrow cañons and mountain passes they claim they eventually will.”

“But a narrow-gauge track can’t handle the larger boxcars of the Union Pacific and Central Pacific lines,” Walt continued. “That means cargo shipped through Franklin has to be offloaded at the Utah Northern’s depot in Ogden, then reloaded onto narrow-gauge cars before they can even begin their journey to Franklin. That’s additional handling, which translates into additional charges, plus two more days in transit for most orders.” He sniffed self-righteously. “Any sane man can see that such a delay completely negates Franklin’s advantage in location.”

“Not to mention that road north of Franklin.” Hank said. “That Marsh Valley route will bury a freighter in wet weather. Some years, it’s almost June before it’s dry enough to support heavy traffic.”

“I’m sure Buck is already aware of Franklin’s drawbacks and advantages,” Jock interrupted, “and the Marsh Valley route can be overcome with the right financial backing. The question BMC has to be asking itself is whether that more northerly location will compensate for the loss of time in switching their shipments onto narrow-gauge cars. In my opinion, it won’t, but that’s something only a season of freighting will tell us for sure.”

He looked at Buck. “On the other hand, we could have an idea of what that answer might be within the next few weeks, depending on how well the Box K performs.” After a pause: “Mase was supposed to captain that train.”

“I know.”

“I was counting on him to get it through ahead of Crowley and Luce.”

“They’re shipping at the same time?”

Jock nodded. “I mentioned that we’re carrying only part of the components BMC will need for its mill. C and L will handle the rest … a similar shipment of nearly equal tonnage … and I’ve been assured, as fair a split of the larger pieces as the Bannock Corporation could manage. Everything is to come west on the same train, and the clock will start ticking for both companies as soon as the U.P.’s locomotive crosses the Utah line.” He grimaced. “A race between the Box K and C and L, but not, as I said, without catches.”

“There’s more?”

“A few. Rules of the contest, so to speak. In an attempt to evaluate each firm fairly, neither party will be allowed to take any unusual advantages. That means no double teaming, no driving an extra remuda along to switch teams along the way, no extra wagons to lighten loads, no additional hands. In addition, we’ll be required to fulfill any outstanding contracts at the same time. That means, day after tomorrow, thirteen outfits totaling twenty-six wagons will roll north for Montana. Eight of those wagons will be hauling BMC’s equipment. The other eighteen will carry merchandise already contracted for from our usual customers in Virginia City. I don’t have twenty-six wagons in Corinne right now, but since I’ve hired independents in the past, BMC has given me the go-ahead to do so again. But in order to assure compliance with the rest of their rules, they’re sending a representative along with each train … one with us, one with Crowley and Luce.”

Buck frowned. “With how much authority?”

“Absolutely none,” Jock returned bluntly. “As much as I want this contract, I won’t jeopardize either my reputation or the company’s by assigning jurisdiction to anyone outside of the firm. Whoever they send will come along strictly as an observer.”

Buck nodded. He understood Jock’s position and respected it, but there was another matter they had yet to discuss. “Why are you telling me this, Mister Kavanaugh?”

“I suspect you already know the answer to that. I trusted Mase implicitly. He and I spoke on more than one occasion about you someday captaining a Box K train, when the business grew large enough to support three caravans. He was convinced you were up to the task and I agreed.”

Buck looked away, staring out the wavy glass panes in the rear door to the wagon yard. Right now, Kavanaugh Freight kept two mule trains on the road throughout the freighting season. The second unit was commanded by Lew Walker, an old Santa Fe Trail wagon boss who had worked with both Jock and Mase on the plains, before following Jock over the mountains to Utah. Lew was on his way to Montana with an outfit now and, barring bad weather or some other calamity, should be somewhere along the Snake River in Idaho Territory.

“There’s no one else who can do it, Buck,” Jock said quietly. “Drivers can be found, but a competent wagon boss, someone who knows the road, who’s been over it as many times as you have, who I trusty that would be impossible to find on such short notice. Plus, you’ve got a history with the company. You know the drivers, and they know and respect you. You’ve been up and down that trail with the majority of them the last four years.”

“They’ll follow you, Buck,” Hank added confidently. “I’ve already talked to some of them and they all agreed, no hesitation.”

“I can’t do it,” Jock said, without having to remind them of his maimed hip, “and Hank and Walt don’t have the trail experience. If you don’t do it, I’m afraid Crowley and Luce will win this race, and I’d hate to see that happen.”

“I appreciate the offer, Mister Kavanaugh, and that you think I’m capable of the job, but you haven’t said yet why I should ignore Mase’s killer.”

“Buck, right now we don’t have a clue who his killer is. What did Ashley say? That Mase got into an argument with a big man with long, greasy hair? That describes a hundred men walking Corinne’s streets right now, and there’s no guarantee that even if we did find him, that he was the one who pulled the trigger. It could have been anyone. I will say this. I’m don’t know if Crowley and Luce are behind Mase’s death, but I think they’re capable of it. For the kind of money we’re talking about, I think they could hire a man to pull the trigger.”

Buck remained silent, contemplating Jock’s offer as well the possibility that Herb Crowley and Anton Luce might be involved in murder. The ticking of the wall clock above Jock’s desk seemed to grow abnormally loud.

After a while, Jock steepled his fingers above his watch fob. “I’ve said all I’m going to, Buck. Think about it, and if you want the job.…”

“I’ll do it.”

Jock blinked rapidly, taken aback by the swiftness of Buck’s decision. Walt and Hank exchanged elated glances. But there was no joy in Buck’s expression, no pride of promotion, just the same grim determination to see his promise to Mase fulfilled.

“If you’re right about Crowley and Luce, then maybe the reason Mase’s killer hasn’t been found is that he’s already somewhere up the trail, waiting for us. If that’s the case and it starts looking like the Box K might beat C and L, maybe that’ll flush him out.”

A look of concern crossed Jock’s face. “This train isn’t bait, Buck. Our future depends on you getting it through to Montana in one piece, ahead of the competition.”

“That’s what I intend to do,” Buck said, but, even as he uttered the words, he was thinking that, whether Jock wanted it or not, the Box K could very well turn out to be bait for a killer, or any number of killers. And with nearly half a mile of mules and wagons stretched out along the road, it would be a hard target to miss.


CHAPTER TWO

 

The sudden whirring of pigeons in the rafters brought Nick Kelso surging to his feet. Wrapping his fingers around the walnut grips of his revolver, he moved cautiously to the front of the stall. After waiting in the abandoned Ogden livery for more than an hour, his attention had started to wander; it came snapping back now keen as a razor.

In the vertical bars of twilight that slanted between the boards of the livery’s front wall, he could see a cloud of barn dust littered with small, downy feathers floating toward the floor. The birds were little more than chunky silhouettes, cooing nervously as they treaded the rafter closest to the front wall. Nick couldn’t tell what had disturbed them. It could have been a snake or a rat or.…

There was a sharp, metallic pop as the iron latch on the front door was knocked free of its rusty catch. With a drawn-out creak, the door swung open. Nick’s fingers tightened on his revolver. At first he couldn’t make out anything, but, as the figure moved closer, he caught the distinctive odor of licorice, and recalled it from his last meeting with this man—the little chunks of black candy kept in a paper bag in his coat pocket, his teeth stained as if from rot.

“That’s far enough!” Nick barked, stepping into the center aisle.

“Sacre bleu!” the man with the licorice exclaimed. “Nicholas, that is you?”

“Did you bring the gold?”

“Yes … two hundred dollars.”

“In coin?”

“Oui, in coin.” The stocky, well-dressed Frenchman pulled a leather poke from his coat pocket and held it away from his body so that Nick could see it.

“Put it on the floor, then back away,” Nick instructed.

“You do not trust me?”

“Do what you’re told, LeBry.”

Baptiste LeBry opened his fingers and the poke dropped heavily, striking the hard-packed dirt floor with a dull ching. “Three hundred dollars you have now been paid. Our deal is completed, no?”

Nick didn’t even try to suppress the grin that warped the lower portion of his face. What did he care who’d actually killed Mason Campbell, as long as the wagon master was dead and Nick Kelso was the one paid for it? “Yep, our dealing’s done. Now back away.”

He waited until LeBry had moved off about ten paces, then went forward to pick up the sack of coins. He hefted it in his left hand a few times, as if gauging its weight, then cast LeBry a suspicious glance. “You ain’t holding out on me, are you, Frenchy?”

“Non, monsieur, it is there. All of it.”

“It’d better be.”

“There could be more.” LeBry spoke in the manner of a parent, encouraging a child to finish his spinach with the promise of rock candy afterward. “You are interested?”

Nick hesitated, wary of a double-cross. Had he underestimated this stubby Frenchman with the oily smile? No, he decided, LeBry couldn’t know what had happened that night in Corinne. Only Arlen Fleck and the whore, Sally Hayes, knew what actually occurred at the alley’s mouth, and they wouldn’t talk. Slipping the coins into his pocket, he said: “Who do yo want killed?”

“Sacre, no one! We did not want Campbell killed.”

“You wanted him stopped/5 Nick said harshly. “Well, he’s stopped. Don’t go hollering innocent now.”

“Stopped, oui, but not murdered. Too much killing makes men nervous, Nicholas. They wonder why. The law wonders. Eastern investors wonder. Even my own people ask why.”

“That’s your problem, LeBry, not mine.”

“Non, Nicholas, it becomes our problem. The law, especially, becomes our problem. Too curious, the law.”

“I’ve got my own way of doing things. Think about that before you make any new offers.” Nick chuckled at the cornered look on the Frenchman’s face. “Why don’t you tell me what you want done, LeBry, then we’ll figure out how much damage it’s going to do that fat wallet of yours.”

Sighing, Baptiste said: “There is to be a train of wagons, a caravan, to Montana.”

“Kavanaugh’s outfit?”

“Oui, the Box K. It must not reach its destination before, shall we say, certain other parties arrive.”

“You mean Crowley and Luce?”

LeBry nodded. “You can arrange this?”

“I can arrange just about anything you want arranged, providing you’ve got the cash to back it up.”

“I have been authorized to pay you one thousand dollars to see that the Box K does not reach Montana before C and L.”

Nick had to struggle to keep his surprise from showing. $1,000 was twice what he’d intended to charge. “How do you want it done?” he asked.

“The details I leave to you. The Box K must be slowed, but not obviously so. If anyone is to die, it must look like an accident. You understand, monsieur? An accident. That is most imperative.”

“All right,’ Nick agreed, still somewhat chary of the offer.

“Then we have a deal?”

After a long pause, Nick chuckled loudly. “For a thousand dollars, LeBry, I’d wipe the Box K off the face of the Earth.”


CHAPTER THREE

 

They moved from the kitchen to the parlor, leaving the supper dishes to be dealt with later. Taking possession of a comfortable chair next to the fireplace, Jock gingerly lifted his aching leg onto a padded footstool. Standing in the open archway to the kitchen, Dulce said: “Your hip is worse, isn’t it, Papa?”

“My hip is fine,” Jock replied dismissingly.

Dulce looked at Buck. “Don’t you think he’s limping more?”

“I reckon I’ll stay out of it,” Buck said, taking a nearby chair.

“You shouldn’t be worrying about your old man so much,” Jock chided his daughter. “You don’t need to be staying home tonight, either. Why don’t you two take a walk somewhere and let me enjoy my paper in peace?”

“You mean your cigar.”

Jock grinned. “Now that’s a fine idea. Why don’t you fetch me one so I won’t have to get up?”

Shaking her head in vexation, Dulce said: “You are incorrigible. Mama used to warn me of your shenanigans, but I didn’t believe her. I do now.”

“I suspect my incorrigibility is one of the traits your mother liked best about me,” Jock retorted.

“What she loved about you was your gentleness. I’m not sure where your impish nature fit into the picture.” She placed a box of matches on the table beside his chair, then headed for the twin bedrooms at the rear of the house. “I’ll bring your cigar.”

Jock’s expression was warm as his daughter left the room. It changed completely when he turned to Buck. “Did you see Hank this afternoon?”

“Uhn-huh. Everything’s loaded except for BMC’s machinery.”

“That’s on its way. I received a telegraph from Evanston, Wyoming, just before I left the office tonight. The train carrying BMC’s equipment is scheduled to pull into Ogden around two A.M. Give them a couple of hours to switch engines and complete the paperwork with the Central Pacific, and it ought to be here by five tomorrow morning. You’ll load directly off the cars at Central’s siding.”

“I’ll be there,” Buck promised. He already felt guilty about not being on hand that afternoon—cargo was the wagon master’s responsibility from the moment it left the warehouse until it was off-loaded at its destination—but he’d had other obligations. He’d settled all of Mase’s accounts around town that he could find, then made arrangements for a granite headstone out of Salt Lake City to be placed on the grave,, It had been late by the time he finished squaring things away at the boarding house where Mase kept a room, and he hadn’t been able to make it to the Box K warehouse, or to the International to talk to Tom Ashley about the events leading up to Mase’s death. Sheriff Sam Dunbar was investigating the murder, but Buck still didn’t trust him to see it through.

Shifting restlessly in his chair, Buck said: “Do you know what BMC is sending us?”

“The bigger pieces. There’ll be eight iron stampers at a ton apiece, four boilers, a pair of hundred horsepower steam engines, and four twelve-foot sections of smokestacks.”

“Smokestacks?”

“Specially designed to be hauled one inside the other, like a telescope. Hank’s already built a cradle for them out of two-by-fours. We’ll strap them down solid as a pack on a pinto. Everything else should be small enough to fit inside crates. Forty-eight tons for BMC alone, more than one hundred and fifty tons all together.” A smile cracked the businessman’s normally stoic countenance. “This will be the biggest caravan I’ve ever run.”

“Can’t the two of you discuss anything other than business?” Dulce asked, coming into the room with a long Virginia cigar in one hand.

Jock chuckled good-naturedly. “I’m afraid the opera would be beyond the scope of either of us,” he confessed, then glanced at Buck with an uplifted brow. “Unless your young friend here has been holding out on us.”

Laughing and getting to his feet, Buck said: “Nope, you were right the first whack.”

“There are more pertinent issues than the opera, which is deplorable in this community anyway,” Dulce countered, placing her father’s cigar on the table next to the matches and the latest edition of the Corinne Reporter. “Buck and I are going for a walk,” she informed him. “We shall discuss tonnage and axle weight.”

“A splendid idea,” Jock replied solemnly. “Concepts any young lady should understand if she ever aspires to become a muleskinner.”

“I give up,” Dulce said, pulling her coat and a shawl off a peg in the adobe wall beside the front door. “Will you accompany me, Mister McCready, or shall I solicit Peewee Trapp as my escort?”

Buck wondered what the men of the Box K, especially Peewee Trapp, would say if they could see this unarmored side of their boss. Dulce had praised her father for his gentleness, but the only reference to Jock’s personality Buck had ever heard from the crew was that he was a fair but hard-assed son-of-a-bitch. Buck understood that Jock’s openness in his own home was a private matter, something he had been exposed to only because of Dulce’s feelings for him.

He helped Dulce into her coat, then brought down the new hat he’d purchased for Mase’s funeral and put it on. “We’ll be back in an hour,” he told Jock.

“Don’t fall in the river,” Jock replied absently, already reaching for his cigar.

Buck and Dulce moved to the edge of the porch, then paused as Dulce pulled on a pair of kidskin gloves. “It’s chilly tonight,” she said, her breath puffing visibly in the moonlight. “Will you be warm enough?”

“I’ll be fine.” He had on only the suit coat he’d worn to Mase’s funeral that morning, not having taken time to go back to his room above Chin Lo’s laundry to retrieve something warmer; the tie was in his jacket pocket.

Dulce stared at him as she worked the tight gloves down between her fingers. Speaking softly, so that her father wouldn’t overhear, she said: “We could go to your place first, for a heavier coat.”

Buck’s pulse quickened. He knew Dulce could have volunteered one of her father’s coats. Although the offer was exciting, a sense of urgency had been nagging at him all evening, and he said reluctantly: “We’d better not.”

“No?” She gave him an engaging smile. “If I remember correctly, Mister McCready, a heavier coat was the song you sang the first time we visited your room.”

He grinned. “That’s true, but I’ve got other business to take care of.…” There was a sharp smack, and Buck’s head rocked back in surprise.

“I wouldn’t be so presumptuous in the future,” she said coolly, stepping around him and heading for the street.

Buck hurried to catch up. “Dangit, why’d you slap me?”

Slowing down but not stopping, Dulce said: “I just don’t want you assuming too much, Buchanan. I don’t want you thinking I’ve ever done anything like that with anyone else, or even considered it.” She stopped abruptly, facing him. “Oh, Buck, I know you’re grieving for Mase, yet you never even mentioned his name tonight. You’re as stubborn as Papa, when he refuses to speak of Mama’s passing. I swear I despise this silly society that won’t allow a man to mourn openly or a woman to tread even a single step into the male world. It just makes me so angry.”

Buck lowered his hand from his stinging cheek, smiling in spite of her stormy mood.

“You mock me!” she accused.

“I guess I just never thought of you as being afraid to step into a man’s world. It seems like you do it pretty regularly.”

“When?” Her doubt seemed genuine.

“Today, when you had a glass of bourbon with the rest of us in your dad’s office, or when you ride Beau clothespin style.”

Beau was Dulce’s claybank dun, a gentle gelding kept in the family pasture behind the house. Although Dulce owned a sidesaddle, she usually preferred a man’s rig and a lady’s range clothes—lace-up boots, baggy canvas trousers, and a flat-brimmed, flat-crowned Spanish hat. She only tolerated the sidesaddle for more decorous occasions—the 4th of July parade or church picnics. She owned an elaborate English riding dress of black-trimmed green satin for those events, complete with heavy skirts designed to cover her ankles and a cloth hat topped with a black ostrich plume.

“I suppose you’d prefer a more proper young lady to squire about,” Dulce charged. “Most men would.”

“I don’t believe that,” Buck said, laughing. “I think that’s just a rumor started by a bunch of old crones with warts on their noses.”

“You!” She grabbed his chin between her thumb and forefinger and pinched gently. “You exasperate me. Sometimes I fear you’re picking up all of Papa’s worst traits.” Slipping her arm through his, she said: “Come along, but don’t think for one minute that I don’t know what you’re doing.”

“What am I doing?” he asked.

“Avoiding the subject.”

Maybe, Buck thought, but his feelings about Mase weren’t something he wanted to share. Not yet.

It wasn’t far to the banks of the Bear River, on the town’s east side. They stopped on top of the flat plain to watch its flowing waters. In the waxy moonlight the current looked swift and angry, fueled by the melting snows of the high country, and it made Buck wonder what the road to Montana would be like. Was the Snake River still in its banks? What about the sandy soil north of Camus Creek? Was it solid enough yet to support the heavy Murphy and Schuttler wagons he would soon be guiding over it? How deep was the snow over Monida Pass, and how quickly was it melting?

“What are you thinking?” Dulce asked. “You look so serious.”

“I was wondering what it must’ve been like around here before the railroad came, before they built Corinne.”

“The land is so flat,” Dulce mused. “Papa says there aren’t a dozen trees between here and the Malad Divide.”

“There aren’t many,” Buck allowed. “Some small groves along the Bear and Malad Rivers, then junipers and scrub pine on the mountains that run along each side of the road.” He started to tell her about the taller pines near the Malad Summit, but: a sound from behind, like a small, metallic chink, distracted him. He turned but there was no one there, nothing to see except clumps of sage and patches of grass.

“What was that?” Dulce asked.

“Just the wind, I guess,” he replied, but subtly eased a hand inside his suit coat to touch the butt of a stubby .31-caliber pocket pistol he carried concealed when he didn’t want to wear his heavier Colt on his hip.

“Maybe it was a dog, pulling on its chain,” Dulce suggested.

“Maybe,” Buck said dubiously.

They began to walk upstream toward the Central Pacific bridge, barely visible in the distance. Under different circumstances, Buck might have led Dulce down off the plain to the river’s edge, where there would be shelter from the wind and enough privacy for him to steal a kiss or two. Instead, he remained alert as they followed the river, glancing frequently over his shoulder until Dulce finally forced a halt.

“What is it?” she demanded.

“What’s what?”

“Why are you acting so furtive? Did you see something?”

“No.…” He shut up abruptly and pulled his arm free of hers. A flat-roofed stock shed occupied the rear corner of a long house pasture about sixty yards away. An abandoned buggy was parked beside it. There was a shadow behind the buggy. There hadn’t been a moment ago.

“Buck, you’re frightening me.”

He cut her off with a low shush, drawing his revolver just as the shadow darted into the sage toward them. “Watch out!” Buck cried, pushing Dulce to the ground and stepping in front of her. A round flashed from the sage, the bullet passing close on Buck’s left. He dropped to one knee to steady his right wrist with his left hand, silently cursing the little cap-and-ball pistol’s inherent inaccuracy at such distances. He wished he had his Colt, or, better yet, his rifle. He squeezed off two quick rounds that wrung a startled yelp from the sage. A moment later the shadow was up and running in the opposite direction, tall and lean in silhouette, like a telegraph pole retreating from the grimy window of a speeding train.

“Buck?”

He pivoted on his knees. Dulce lay on her stomach in the new grass, her eyes as big as saucers.

“Who was it?”

“I don’t know. It was too dark to make him out.”

She got to her knees and wrapped her arms around his neck and began to cry.

“Hey, it’s all right,” he said gently.

“I don’t think so, Buck. I don’t think it’s a bit all right when someone tries to kill you.”

“We don’t know if that’s what he was trying to do. He was probably just drunk and sleeping it off in that shed, then we came along and scared.…”

“Don’t treat me like a child, Buck. I won’t stand for it. I know what happened to Mase. Now they want to kill you, too.”

“You don’t know that, Dulce.”

“Don’t I? Can you honestly say you believe Mase’s death wasn’t somehow connected to this … this damn’ race to Montana?”

He wanted to allay her fear, but couldn’t without lying. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “Maybe it is. Herb Crowley and Anton Luce are determined men. They’ll be tough competition. But murder? I just don’t know if they’d go that far.”

“Well,” she said, her voice suddenly brittle, “I suspect you soon will. I suspect we all will.” After a pause, she asked: “Will you tell Papa about this?”

“I ought to.”

“You most certainly should. He has every right to know.” After a pause, she added: “But you don’t want to, do you?”

“No.”

“Then don’t, and I won’t, either. I’ll respect your wishes, Buck, and stand behind you, but you have to promise that you’ll do the same for me, and trust me when I ask you to.”

“You know I will.”

“Promise me, Buck. No matter what.”

He stared into her eyes, puzzled by the seriousness he saw there. “All right, I promise,” he said.

Dulce smiled. “Then that’s good enough for me, Buck Mc-Cready, because I know you’re a man of your word.” They stood and she linked her arm through his once more. “Now, sir, walk me home. Walk me home so that I can tend to my supper dishes and you can do whatever it is you’ve been itching to do ever since you knocked on my door tonight.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 

In his room above Chin Lo’s laundry, Buck skinned into more suitable attire—sturdy wool trousers, low-heeled mule-ear boots, a cotton shirt, and a sack coat of the same dark color as his pants to ward off the early spring chill. His trail hat was wide-brimmed and round-crowned, dented and sweat-stained above a frayed horsehair hatband.

Leaving the pocket pistol on the table beside his bed to be cleaned and reloaded later, he buckled on his everyday pistol, a converted Army Colt. He was almost out the door when he remembered to grab a block of matches off the top of the chest of drawers.

He went back to the stock shed where his attacker had lain in wait. He thought it unlikely the man would return, but he remained cautious as he checked out the shed, then moved on to the buggy. Dropping to one knee, he began a more thorough search of the ground where he’d first spied the crouching shadow. He used his matches sparingly, but still managed to go through most of the block before he made his first discovery—a solitary heel print in the moist soil next to the buggy’s rear wheel.

Buck bent closer as he passed a second sputtering lucifer over the shallow imprint. He was a muleskinner, not a tracker, but he would have bet a month’s wages that the print had been made by a drover’s boot, the kind with the deep arch and stacked heel favored by men who made their living pushing cattle from range to market. On the plains of Texas and even into Kansas, such a track wouldn’t have amounted to much as a clue, but out here in Utah, where the cattle industry was still in its infancy, Buck considered his find significant.

He spotted a dull glint in the sage a couple of feet away and leaned over to pick up an empty copper cartridge, the rotten-egg odor of burnt gunpowder still strong at its mouth. His excitement waned as he twirled the stubby case in his fingers. It was a standard .44 Rimfire, the kind that could be purchased off the shelf of any grocery or hardware store in town. He plucked a loaded round from his own cartridge belt and held it alongside the empty. There was no appreciable difference between the two pieces of copper. Even the head stamps—the letter H, referring to the Henry rifle and the man who’d developed the cartridge for it—were identical.

Buck was almost certain that whoever had taken a shot at him had done so with a rifle, although that didn’t mean as much now as it once did. It was becoming more popular all the time to have a rifle and revolver chambered for the same cartridge. Even Buck’s Colt, originally a cap-and-ball model, had been converted to .44 Rimfire.

Dropping the empty copper in his pocket, Buck made his way back to town, stopping in front of the International Saloon. The International was a two-storied frame structure with a balcony that overlooked the main thoroughfare. It sat across the street from the Central Pacific depot and attracted a lot of its clientele from the railroad. Buck had never cared much for the International, not even in the days before he’d met Dulce. The saloon’s scantily clad hostesses had always seemed a little too desperate to him, and its music, produced by an ever-changing orchestra of transients scratching out tunes for meals and drinks, had seemed jarring even on its best nights.

Mase had been different, though. He’d seemed to crave the noise and hustle of rowdy establishments like the International. He liked to play cards and drink whiskey, to laugh loud and long, and tell stories only the rawest greenhorn would swallow whole. And once or twice a week. Mase would go upstairs with one of the International’s whores, usually paying for the entire night so that he wouldn’t have to get up afterward and go home.

Although Mase had never claimed a favorite among the dozen or so hookers who worked at the International, Buck had heard from some of the Box K muleskinners that he’d recently become attached to an older prostitute named Sally Hayes, who’d drifted in from San Francisco the preceding fall. In addition to the barkeep, Buck wanted to talk to Sally.

There must have been close to two hundred men crammed inside the saloon’s big main room that night. The press at the bar reminded Buck of a freshly opened tin of sardines. He recognized a few of the patrons—muleskinners and bullwhackers from other freighting companies, warehouse men and clerks—but the majority were strangers, bound for the northern gold fields—miners, adventurers, speculators in everything from horses to timber. Many of them would buy passage on one of the stagecoaches that started out daily for Idaho and Montana; others would hold over only long enough to procure their own transportation. A few, too broke to afford better, would walk the entire distance, carrying their possessions in backpacks or wheelbarrows.

At first, Buck was startled to recognize a few Box K teamsters in the crowd. He spotted Joe Perry at the chuck-a-luck cage and Lou Kitledge and Andy LeMay sitting at a table jawing with a couple of Gilmer and Salisbury hostlers. Ray Jones stood at the bar with another Gilmer and Salisbury man, a slim, black jehu—or stagecoach driver—called Hoots.

Kitledge and LeMay motioned for Buck to join them, but he declined with a curt shake of his head. He found a gap at the bar and wedged in. At this time of the year, with the hordes just starting north after the long winter, the International kept two bartenders working the evening shift.

Tom Ashley had the near end, and Buck caught his eye.

“What’ll it be?” Ashley asked, perspiration beading his fore-head.

“Beer.”

Ashley drew a full mug and set it in front of Buck, then scooped up the two-bit piece Buck tossed onto the counter. “I heard you had some excitement in here the other night,” Buck said, before the bartender could walk away.

Ashley grunted in recognition. “I thought I recognized you. You’re Mase Campbell’s pard, the one that’s takin’ over his job.”

“Buck McCready.”

“Sure.” A sneer curled Ashley’s lips. “Sparkin’ Kavanaugh’s little gal, too, ain’t cha?”
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