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  ~~To Logan, my hero and inspiration. You are without a doubt my greatest creation. Thanks, son.~~




  Love, Daddy.




  Chapter 1




  Chet Hargraves walked to the woodpile with the intent to collect several logs for the fire he had started inside. Even though winter had only just started to drop snow on the ground, Chet knew it was never early enough to get ahead of the impending blizzard. As he rummaged through the pile he saw the man. He was not a friend; some might have even described him as an enemy, but to Chet he was neither. The man ran as if something or someone was chasing him, his breath coming in gasps. “Slow down there, the fire’s inside,” Chet called out. “What’s the hurry?”




  The man nearly tumbled as he came to a halt, his eyes bloodshot and wide, holding back in such fear that it made Chet even colder than he already was.




  “They’re coming!” he gasped. “Jessup’s men.”




  “Why are they after you, boy? Don’t you work for Jessup?”




  “I wanted out...they told me there’s only one way out...and then they beat me...” He twisted in all sorts of directions as if those who were after him were now invisible. His shirt was torn and his arms had deep lacerations on them. Chet had just found something he had worked years to avoid—trouble.




  “Get inside before we both freeze to death,” he said. “I’ll fix up those cuts before they get infected.”




  “I must go!” The man had nearly turned himself inside out with terror. “If they catch me, I’m dead. That Johnny Annette is with ’em.”




  The name Johnny Annette struck a nerve with Chet. It was a name from the past and one that Chet had hoped to never hear again. “Don’t you worry about Jessup’s men. I’ll talk with them and we’ll get this whole mess straightened out. Now let’s get those cuts tended to. Besides how far do you think you’re going to get in these conditions without a horse or gun?”




  The man relented and followed Chet into the quaint line cabin. The fire was just starting to heat the one room building, the smell of coffee and soup hung in the air. “Go wash up; the basin’s over there...take that shirt off and we’ll get those wounds patched up.”




  He was a small man, of medium build, and as he took his shirt off Chet noticed the dark line around his neck; it was bruising from a rope. They had tried to hang this man. Chet now was sure that trouble had indeed once more found him.




  It wasn’t even ten minutes later when the sounds of horses and screaming men came from outside. The man shrieked in terror. Chet had only seen one or two men more frightened in his life. Those men were just about to lose their lives and after crying, begging, pleading and relieving themselves in their britches did they finally succumb to meet their death. A man dying is hard to watch, especially when it comes by way of gun, as those men had.




  Chet picked up his rifle and placed it next to the door. He motioned for his visitor to keep quiet and to remain indoors. He then opened the door and stood to meet his new guests, all the while keeping one hand on the rifle. The riders, four in all, were waiting for Chet. The man closest to him was small, yet as deadly as a rattlesnake and—Chet knew his face all to well. As the man spoke he swung his horse, buckskin in color, quarter beauty, which was, small like Johnny, but had a broad forehead, broadside to the door where Chet stood.




  “Well if this isn’t a small world. Thought you’d be dead by now.” Johnny Annette sneered, looking directly at Chet.




  “Thought or hoped?”




  “Doesn’t really matter, does it? I don’t like to live in the past.” Johnny laughed.




  “Johnny, can we get to the task at hand? It’s cold as a wagon wheel out here,” a cowboy three horses to Johnny’s left complained. Johnny never looked away from Chet, a gunfighter knew better.




  “Right, so to the point. There was a man; skinny acting all crazy, like someone was out to kill him, running this way. Did you happen to see him?”




  “Yep, he’s inside.”




  “Great, you just saved us more hours freezing to our saddles. Zeke, since you’re so anxious to get going, go inside and bring our friend out.”




  Before Zeke, a slender man with pale hair, could climb down off his horse Chet spoke up. “Zeke, might as well stay on that horse. The man stays with me; he’s in no condition to be moved right now—looks like he had a bad accident or something.”




  “Accident, right.” Johnny’s smile could only be described as sinister—his eyes too on a level and hard look. The man was a cold-blooded killer, and he was used to getting what he wanted.




  “Be gone before we all freeze to death.” Chet’s grip on his rifle tightened, his knuckles turning white with anticipation.




  “Why would a man like you want to cause trouble around these parts?” Johnny held his hand up to keep the other men from butting in.




  “Ain’t looking for trouble; just helping a fellow in need, he may go if he wishes. He’s not a prisoner here.”




  “Perhaps you’re too new to these parts to understand the situation. That man works for me and I work for Jed Jessup who’s the biggest cattle rancher in Montana. That said, whatever Jessup wants, Jessup gets. I’m not one to disappoint Mr. Jessup. Now be a good boy and let us have the man.”




  “I may have only spent the past few months working here for Mr. Worthington, perhaps the second biggest cattle rancher in Montana, but I’ve been around long enough to know what’s right and what’s wrong. Now swing those horses around and be gone.”




  Johnny Annette’s anger finally took over and flared up. “Zeke! Get the hell off your horse and go inside and get him out here now!”




  In a flash, the rifle was in Chet’s hands; cocked and pointed at Johnny Annette. “Anyone of you moves towards the cabin, I kill Johnny.”




  Johnny Annette’s face was distorted in anger. His nostrils flared and his eyes bulged out as spittle flew from his mouth. “Damn you Hargraves, you’ve once again made a mistake. This one will cost you. There’ll be no more running. I’ll have your head.”




  “I’ve heard that song and dance before Johnny. You’ve never scared me. Now the only way I’ll turn this man over is if the Deputy U.S. Marshal or Mr. Worthington orders me to. Now get off Mr. Worthington’s land.”




  Johnny started to go for his gun but a hand from the rider next to him stopped Johnny from pulling leather. “Not now, not like this. It’s getting late Johnny; we’ll come back in the morning. That’ll give this troublemaker a chance to change his mind.” Curly Tolbert was Jessup’s ranch foreman; Chet had seen him in town on several occasions. As far as Chet was concerned Tolbert had not done him wrong, as of yet.




  Johnny’s face went white with anger. “The morning, you have until then to wise up, Hargraves.”




  With a sudden and violent jerk, Johnny whipped his quarter horse’s head around and drove in his spurs. The other men made a path for Johnny and his horse sprang in leaps and bounds away. Several of the other men followed Johnny.




  Chet calmly put down the rifle as he watched the riders ride off. Curly Tolbert remained. “You seem like an intelligent man, Mister. I suggest that unless you are looking for trouble you reconsider getting involved in what you’re about to—that isn’t a threat, it’s advice. Pretty soon trouble’s going to be all around here, and unless you have a death wish I’d get moving before the snow makes escape impossible.”




  With that Curly Tolbert was off.




  “Are they really gone?’ the man inside asked from behind Chet. Fear was clear in his tone.




  “Yes, for now. Let me take a look at those wounds before we get some supper.”




  “Guess I ought to introduce myself, name’s Wes Helms.” He was a short man, reaching Chet’s shoulder. Wes shivered from the cold as he walked with a slight limp to the nearest chair. His face was round, flushed red from the cold and held a combination of fear and despair atop a long neck that was out of place on his shoulders. As Chet washed the wounds clean he asked, “This all started when you asked to leave the ranch?”




  “No sir. I first refused to repay a debt to Mr. Jessup. It wasn’t that I owed him money; no he asked me to do him a favor.




  “What type of favor?”




  “I best not say anymore, no need in getting you in any deeper.”




  Chet dipped the washcloth in the warm water again, squeezed the excess water out, and began cleaning the other arm. “Jessup wants to start a war with Mr. Worthington, right?”




  “Yep. Jessup has never liked Worthington, for some reason. I’ve nothing against Worthington, I’m just a ranch hand and cowpuncher. I ain’t no gunfighter.”




  Chet looked searchingly as Helms slipped into a fresh shirt, about three sizes too big, that he’d given him.




  “He wanted you to kill someone didn’t he? He wanted you to kill Worthington?”




  “I should be going.” Helms went to stand when his knees buckled and he began to cough viciously. In a matter of moments Helms had coughed up blood that ran freely from his mouth and onto the fresh shirt he had just put on.




  “I don’t think you’re going anywhere but to see a doctor.” Chet helped Helms to his feet and into bed. He was no doctor although he had seen and treated more than his fair share of injuries in the past. He knew from first hand experience that Helms had at least one broken rib and, by the gasps in his breathing that his lungs were either punctured or about to be.




  “I should go for help but I’m afraid that our guests may be back as soon as I leave.”




  “I can still handle a gun, not that I like to. I’ve never shot another man before and hoped never to. I’ve hunted and can shoot pretty well. Just leave me a gun or rifle and I’ll do what I can...” Helms broke into another bloody coughing fit. His breath was getting more desperate.




  Chet nodded. “I think we’ll sit here and wait. The Deputy U.S. Marshal will be along shortly. Now just rest as I prepare for our visitors.”




  Wes was asleep in minutes as Chet paced the floor. The riders would return and Chet knew that this time it wasn’t going to end peacefully.




  Chapter 2




  Jed Jessup rose from his chair as Johnny Annette entered the study. Grouped around Annette were Curly Tolbert, Zeke Crawford, and Travis Denton, who, along with Annette, comprised the Double J Ranch’s top hands. The men said nothing as they crossed the room. Jessup frowned as he paused before Annette, his voice lowered. “Our problem has been taken care of I hope?”




  “It will be shortly.”




  “Well, why are you back here? Is this not a priority to you?”




  “Ran into another problem perhaps,” Annette informed him. “If you give me the okay, I’ll take care of both the same way.”




  “Hell Johnny, I don’t have time for problems. You promised me that you were the best problem solver around. Frankly, I have to second guess that opinion.”




  None of the other men said anything. They knew what type a man Annette was and what would happen to them if they so as much snickered.




  Jessup was a bear of a man, an imposing figure despite his diminutive stature, with thinning hair and leather like skin on his face. In comparison Annette, smaller than Jessep. Standing a good foot shorter than Jessup, Annette was lean, rawboned and had a square jaw with coarse black hair. Anyone who had looked into Annette’s eyes observed his violent nature; their attitude changed and men feared him. Life had made many men killers; Annette was born one.




  After a moment, Jessup placed his massive arm around the Annette’s shoulders, and together they walked forward toward the window that overlooked Jessup’s ranch. “Johnny, you’re the son I never had. You’ve never disappointed me before. What other problem do you have?”




  Johnny Annette sat down warily, the way a cat sits in front of a mouse. His eyes never left Jessup, following him as he moved about the room. The other men hovered back in respect or fear of Johnny Annette. Jessup continued to walk, circling the four men, all of whom now were seated. Finally, Jessup relented, stopped his pacing, and sat with a heavy grunt.




  “The problem’s a man named Chet Hargraves. He isn’t anyone that I can’t handle—he just complicates things a bit.”




  Jessup cleaned under his fingernails with his knife, taking in what Annette had just said. “I’ve heard the name before. Worthington’s bringing in his own talent I see. This shows that a war is inevitable. This man, Hargraves, he’s a professional, right?”




  “Was once—the problem is I don’t believe he’s here to fight for Worthington. He is working for the Worthington ranch but I think he’s running from his past.”




  “Then I’m afraid that I don’t see the problem. If he isn’t here to fight then that only helps us. Was this Hargraves any good?”




  Annette tensed up at this question. He’d seen Hargraves in action on numerous occasions and knew exactly how good he was. “Yes, I suppose you can say that he was good. After all he’s still alive isn’t he?”




  “That settles it then.” Jessup struck the desk with his fists. “Just persuade this Hargraves to either join the Double J outfit or leave. As for Helms, I want him dead. Is everything understood?”




  The others murmured among themselves. The more professional gunfighters that were around the more serious the situation was going to get.




  Johnny Annette took a moment to collect himself and watched the other men before standing. “I think you should just let me take care of both problems the same way. That way we know for sure that they’re out of our hair.”




  “Well, you see, it’s like this. You aren’t paid to think. You’re paid to do what I tell you to. I don’t know what it is about this Hargraves that frightens you and frankly I don’t care. I want all the professionals on my side. Is that so hard to comprehend?”




  “All right, Hargraves is holding Helms and refuses to give him over to us unless Worthington or the Deputy U.S. Marshal makes the request.”




  “Now, Johnny, we both know what type of men Worthington and the Deputy U.S. Marshal are. Which one do you think is most likely to help us? The Deputy U.S. Marshal won’t want any bloodshed and is a decent man. Tell him that he has a professional gunfighter out on the Worthington ranch that’s here to start trouble. I’m quite sure that just the name alone will pique his interest.”




  “Won’t you run the risk of losing him for your own cause?”




  “Let me worry about that when the time comes.” Jessup looked Annette straight in the eye. “We need to get things squared away as soon as possible. It looks as if bad weather’s moving in. Besides the rest of my problems, I’ve a ranch still to run. The herd is scattering and the grass is beginning to become covered. Johnny, I’m trusting that I can count on you to resolve these problems.”




  Johnny Annette was genuinely happy. “I won’t let you down, I promise.”




  Jessup’s bushy eyebrows, the white of age starting to show, drew together in a scowl. He leaned across the desk and stabbed his knife into it. “We are done so let’s get this all taken care of before the missus has to worry herself.”




  For a moment, no one said anything at all; an uneasy silence fell over the room. Then Curly Tolbert cleared his throat, and spoke breaking up the silence. “Mr. Jessup I would feel better if I was excused to tend to the ranch and the herd. I think Johnny can handle himself with the other concerns.” Tolbert was a man of silence, who was known for his calm demeanor. He seldom spoke, and as a result, the other men attached importance to what he said when he did express his opinions.




  “I agree with that,” Jessup told everyone. “We need our best man tending the ranch and herd or this pending war will be meaningless. Curly, good idea.”




  “Johnny, I want that Helms taken care of before the missus returns tomorrow. I know you have the backbone for the job. You handle Hargraves the way I described and the rest will take care of itself now no more of this jabber-jawing. We’ve a ranch and herd to prepare for winter right?”




  Annette gave Jessup a dour look. “Yessir, come on fellas, we’re going to end these problems once and for all.”




  Jessup left the room; drink in hand, retiring for the night. “In the morning I hope that my problems will be worked out.”




  There was no deliberation between the other two men. Annette took a moment to roll a cigarette then take a long drag from it. At last, he exhaled the smoke; he leaned forward and blew it in Tolbert’s face. “Don’t have the stomach for problem solving huh, Curly?”




  “You do what you do best and I’ll do what I do best. Now go. The day ain’t getting any younger,” Tolbert said, his breathing a little easier now that he was back in his element.




  “Zeke, go and fetch the Marshal,” Annette snapped.




  “What do you want me to tell him? He isn’t going to want to come all the way out here in the cold,” Zeke said.




  “Tell him that he will be very interested in the news that we have for him.”




  Zeke was struck in a moment of thought. “Well, supposing that doesn’t get him out here?”




  “Zeke, just go and get the Marshal, now.” Johnny Annette’s temper exploded as his face reddened and his fists clenched. “Before he has to come out here to collect your body.” Johnny Annette rose and stepped forward, his gaze fixed on Zeke who wasted little time in escaping the room. The other men gathered around Johnny Annette who—smiled, nodding, not surprised by the admiration of the other men. It is going to be a good day to see Chet Hargraves get his, Johnny thought.




  A plan perfectly suited for his former gunslinger foe.




  Chapter 3




  Deputy U.S. Marshal Mills Tressman was sitting in his office in Billings, Montana when he heard the sound of hooves beating a path to his door. He positioned himself in his chair enabling himself better range if he had to use his pistol and then—waited to see who was in such a hurry to see him.




  When someone banged at the door, Deputy U.S. Marshal Tressman recognized the lad from the start—Zeke Crawford had sweat pouring off his brow and running down his neck staining his shirt.




  “Marshal,” Zeke croaked through dry, cracked lips.




  “Zeke, whoa there. Are you being chased by injuns or are ya britches on fire?” Tressman asked as he inclined his head toward the sleeping prisoners in the far corner of the building. “We got people sleeping off a long night of drinking and carousing.”




  The boy smiled and secretly wished that he had joined them. “Sorry, sir,” he said flatly. “May I have a cup of coffee?”




  “Course, coffee’s no good unless it’s drunk.”




  Zeke drank a cup down, wiped the excess off his lips with the back of his hand, and then turned toward the Marshal.




  “Is there a particular reason you came to visit me tonight, or are you just looking for a real bad cup of coffee?”




  “I was sent to tell you that Worthington has hired a pro.”




  Tressman’s eyebrow rose in concern with the question, “Is that so? And who might this pro be?”




  “Johnny’s gonna kill me for forgetting that fella’s name, damn it all.”




  “Just relax. I’m sure that it’ll come to you,” Tressman said taking a seat behind his desk once again.




  “Chet Har—,” Zeke was saying when Tressman dropped his feet off the corner of his desk and sat up, knocking a stack of books in his surprise.




  “Chet Hargraves? You sure of that, boy?”




  “Yes, sir,” Zeke said, nodding his head vigorously. “Johnny seemed to know him right well. I can’t say that I’ve ever heard of the man before.”




  “Well I have. He’s been on both sides of the law at one time or another. The story that everyone seems to know is the story of him supposedly gunning four men down as they slept down in Abilene, Kansas. This isn’t good.”




  “So he’s good with a gun? He can’t be better than Johnny.”




  Tressman reached in his pocket and pulled out a picture of his wife. His eyes welled up with tears as he softly touched the picture and spoke to it. “Doesn’t matter if you believe it or not. Now run on back now. Thanks son. C’mon, you better git back out to the ranch and if y’u want a piece of advice, stay away from this Hargraves.”




  Zeke nodded and left the Marshal to his thoughts.




  Tressman sat back in his chair, stroked the picture of his beloved wife, Judy, for a moment longer, before grabbing his hat as he stood and walked out the door. Stopping the first man he saw on the street, he began, “Michael, best start putting the word out that we are going to need a posse soon. See who you can get and let’s not stir up the womanfolk, no need in them getting all worked up just yet.”




  “Trouble, Marshal?”




  “Sure looks like it. I think it’s going to be a really long winter.”




  Tressman went back to his office, took a bottle of rotgut out his left-hand desk drawer and poured a small amount into his coffee cup. He sipped it then added a generous jolt to help past the rest of the evening.




  * * * *




  After a long evening of Helms coughing and vomiting blood, Hargraves stripped to the waist and scrubbed the bed and floors of his line cabin before stepping into the washbasin in front of his cabin. It was a simple pan that he poured the water in. The air was cool, some would say even downright cold. To Chet it was fresh and helped to reinvigorate him. He lathered his face, peering into a broken mirror that sat precariously on the windowsill, and shaved with a razor that had seen better days. He scrubbed his upper body and hands, trying desperately to wash away the blood, sweat and grime, and toweled dry. So used to the cold water in the misty mornings he scarcely noticed the goosebumps that appeared on his arms. Shaking his wet hair before giving it a few licks with his comb—he was ready. He gathered his gear, and returned to the cabin, still smelling of blood, sweat and everything else he had just worked so hard to wash away.




  While donning a clean shirt he paused to listen to Helms’ ragged breathing...it didn’t sound good. Not good at all. He’d barely settled in a chair to wait the morning sun before the sound of horses on the hard-packed earth in the yard penetrated the thin walls of the cabin. With a sigh he said more to himself than the sick man in his home, “So it begins.”




  “Chet Hargraves, come on out, we don’t want any trouble,” Deputy U.S. Marshal Mills Tressman bellowed.




  Hargraves opened the door. “No trouble in here, Marshal, how are you this morning?”




  “Honestly, I’ve been better. Now I don’t care why a hired gun like you is hanging around these parts, that ain’t any of my concern. It is my concern that trouble steers clear of the folk of Dead Horse Creek; I’ve jurisdiction over this town. I didn’t ride all the way from Billings for nothing. That understood?”




  “I’m not looking for trouble either Marshal; in fact that’s why I requested you come out here. Now I know I didn’t come for you myself, obviously those fine gentlemen behind you seem all fired up about getting this boy in my cabin on the wrong end of a rope. All I want is that justice be served.”




  Johnny Annette stood up in his saddle. “Since when has a swine like you ever sought justice? Hell did those four men in Abilene get justice when you gunned them down in their sleep?”
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