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  Chapter One

  “Someone’s coming, Johnny.”

  In the cavern-like darkness of the dug-out above Redhawk Creek, John Owens paused in his search for winter gloves. The warning had come from outside, spoken softly, yet with an urgency that made his scalp crawl. Leaving his packs where they lay, Johnny edged toward the dug-out’s low door. It was brighter outside, but not by much. A few stars glittered in the east, while to the southwest the purpling light of sunset silhouetted the tall pines across the cañon. To the west, the snowy crown of the Ruby Range shone with a faint, crimson glow.

  Several yards in front of the dug-out, the supper fire crackled pleasantly. Its flames had grown small while the men relaxed with their pipes before turning in for the night. Russ Bailey sat alone beside the low blaze, solid, broad-shouldered, his round cheeks above a full beard catching the light from the fire like a pair of polished apples. Russ had been staring drowsily into the flames when Johnny ducked inside the dug-out for his gloves. Now his head was up, his eyes fixed alertly on the edge of the small flat where Andy Tabor was staring into the gulch below.

  The little piece of flat ground was theirs, part of the claim they’d staked out last spring when they’d first come to the Redhawk Mining District of southwestern Montana. From it, they could see the lights of Ruby City to the west, a rough-hewn mining community built on the south side of the gulch, half a mile downcañon from the dug-out. It was Andy who’d voiced the warning that had brought Johnny to the dug-out’s door. Andy was looking down the path that sloped off through the sage to their claim on the banks of the Redhawk, directly under them.

  Johnny hung back in the shadows of the dug-out. His revolver, a .44 Remington-Beals, resided in a plain California holster hung on a peg just inside the door; his heavy Hawken rifle leaned against the jamb beneath it. Both guns were loaded and capped, ready to fire, although he left them where they were. Times had turned perilous along the Redhawk Gulch in recent weeks, but they still had friends scattered up and down the creek, and it could be one of them who had come for a visit. Or it might be Del Kirkham, the fourth partner working the claim registered under the title of Bailey, Tabor, Owens, and Kirkham.

  Del had hiked down to Ruby City before supper for a drink and to catch up on the latest news. It was the news Del might be returning with that had everyone so jumpy. Six days ago, a party of Illinois prospectors—eight men and a twelve-year-old boy—had set out for Salt Lake City in a wagon pulled by four horses. The fruit of their summer’s labor, nearly $16,000 in gold, had been locked inside a sturdy oak box bolted to the center of the wagon bed. The boy had driven the team with the men crowded in back, their rifles at the ready.

  Leaving Montana wasn’t all that ill-advised, considering the lateness of the season and the autumn snows already clogging the higher passes, but it was a more recent, two-legged threat that had the local prospectors on edge. Over the last six weeks, nearly two dozen men had attempted to leave the Redhawk district, bound for either Salt Lake City to the south or Fort Benton to the northeast. So far, not one of them had made it. Those who came back did so with empty pockets and soul-withering tales of bandits prowling the roads like jackals. The ones who didn’t come back were eventually found by search parties and buried where they’d been gunned down. Word coming into the gulch had been as clear as its source was nebulous: try to escape and you’ll be caught; resist and you’ll be killed.

  The wagon party had intended to meet that challenge with force. Their plan was to travel as far as Monida Pass by wagon, then cross over into Idaho on snowshoes, using the horses to carry their gold and supplies.

  “Who’s there?” Andy Tabor called sharply into the cañon’s shadows.

  Johnny slid his fingers warily around the Hawken’s cool, octagon barrel. At twenty-four, he was the youngest member of the group, but he was no greenhorn. Slim, sinewy, strong as a mule, he had a lean, angular face and gray eyes that could darken in a flash when angered. His dark brown hair was long and slightly wavy, falling past his collar in back, although he’d avoided the full-bearded look of his partners and tried to shave a couple of times a week when he could.

  From the gulch, a distant voice rose like smoke. “It’s me.”

  Johnny let his hand fall away from the Hawken, but he didn’t feel any less uneasy as he walked out to stand beside Russ at the fire. Andy drifted back as well, his visage grim under the drooping brim of his hat, his work-scarred hands thrust into the pockets of his canvas overalls. A few minutes later, Del hove into view, puffing and red-faced from his long climb up from Ruby City—Del, lanky and bald and sharp-featured, his too-thin lips struggling to cover a bucktooth even as he gasped for breath.

  “What’s the news?” Andy asked, before Del could fully recover.

  “’Bout what we . . . expected,” Del puffed. “Wagon party’s back . . . shot to hell. Only three men came in with it . . . and two horses.”

  “What about the boy?” Russ asked.

  “Ain’t no word on the boy, especial,” Del said, sniffing and rubbing his nose with the back of his hand. “Was Mugher and Smith and that old coot, Harrison, that come back, but all of ’em’s bloodied up. They say the bandits hit ’em hard about halfway between Twin Bridges and Beaverhead Rock. Said they came outta them willows there with their guns blazin’. Didn’t give ’em no kind of chance to surrender.”

  “They murdered them all?” Russ asked.

  “Must’ve, ’cept for them three I mentioned. I didn’t hang around to catch the particulars.”

  “That’s a new twist,” Andy said. In the past, accosted miners had been given an opportunity to surrender first.

  “Maybe Brett Cutter got word of their intent,” Del said. “Was some of his boys in town tonight when I left.”

  “Who?” Johnny demanded.

  “That Chickasaw half-breed, Shirt Jackson, was one. Charlie Ryder and Sam Hulse was a couple others I saw. Frank McCarty says Otis Call is around somewheres, too.”

  “Those are all Cutter’s men, all right,” Russ said bleakly. He looked at Andy, then Johnny. “I’d lay you odds it was them that hit the wagon party.”

  It was said, and more and more openly of late, that Brett Cutter was the man behind most of the lawlessness plaguing southwestern Montana that year, and that, through a firm hand and unerring marksmanship, he’d managed to bring organization of a sort to some of the worst hardcases in the territory. In safe company, this criminal element was often called Cutter’s Cut-throats, although smart men avoided the term among strangers.

  Cutter apparently controlled these outlaw crews from a roadhouse along the Ruby Range cut-off that had once by-passed the longer, easier route through Twin Bridges. Few travelers used the cut-off any more or stopped at the stone trading post called Lost Spring, because of the harassment they’d received there from Cutter’s hard-bitten crew.

  “Did they get the gold?” Andy asked after a short silence.

  “Yeah, they got it,” Del replied, his voice rising. “What the hell do you think?” He looked away, and Johnny saw that he was trembling. “Them boys control the roads,” Del added. “You couldn’t squeeze a mouse outta this territory without Brett Cutter knowin’ about it.”

  Johnny glanced at Andy. “I think I’ll mosey on down to Ruby, see what folks are saying.”

  “You go ahead,” Del sneered. “You go ask Warshirt Jackson what happened out there on the Beaverhead, then see if you’ve still got your scalp left when he walks away.”

  “Easy, Del,” Russ said. “Johnny just wants some more information. We’ve gotta know what’s going on if we want to get out of here with our own gold.”

  Del flashed Russ a wild-eyed look. “We ain’t gonna get out of here, Russ. Ain’t you figured that out yet? We ain’t gettin’ out unless they haul our dead bodies out in the spring. That’s the only way we’re leavin’ Montana. The only way.”

  Johnny returned to the dug-out without comment. He already had on his wool coat and hat, but he wanted his pistol, too. There was a time when he might have walked Ruby City’s broad, single street unarmed, but those days were gone now.

  While Russ stayed by the fire to try to calm down Del, Andy wandered over to the dug-out with Johnny. “Whatever you learn in town, maybe you ought to keep it just between you and me and Russ,” Andy said quietly. “I think Del’s about reached the end of his rope.”

  Johnny buckled on his gun belt. A small, hard-leather pouch just behind the holster carried a dozen extra linen cartridges and a small tin of caps. A Bowie knife in a plain sheath and another small pouch containing his fire-making gear—flint and steel, a wad of shredded juniper bark, and a small brass box of char cloth—rode handily on his left hip. Pulling the hem of his coat out to cover the Remington-Beals’ grips, he said: “We could burrow in for the winter, if we had to. It’d be rough going, but there are plenty who’ll do it.”

  “You’re wanting to stay?” Andy asked, surprised.

  “I’m just saying it could be done.”

  “We’re short on supplies right now, and prices are already going up. Five pounds of flour will set you back twenty bucks today. By Christmas, that same five pounds will fetch fifty dollars. We’d spend half our summer’s diggin’s just to eat, and still be bone and gristle by spring.”

  “My vote is to get out as soon as we can. Truth is, I’m bone-weary tired of that pick and shovel. If I never wrap my fingers around either one again, I’ll be happy.”

  Andy offered a rare smile. “That’s how I feel. We came out here to make our fortunes, and we’ve come close enough to it to suit me. Let’s get, before Cutter’s men come callin’ late some night. I got a hankering to live like a man again, instead of underground like a damn’ gopher.”

  At the fire, Del’s voice rose with sharp finality, and he stalked off into the night.

  Russ came over to the dug-out with a heavy expression. “That boy’s scared clean down to his socks,” he said. “If something doesn’t break soon, I’m fearful Del will.”

  “Maybe Johnny will turn up something,” Andy said.

  “I hope so,” Russ replied. “Del’s got a wife back East, as fine a woman as you’d ever want to meet. I’d hate to take that boy home to her as a half-wit.”

  “I’d better go,” Johnny said, slipping past Russ. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

  “Watch yourself!” Andy called. “Folks’ll be touchy tonight.”

  But Johnny already knew that. As he stepped off the little flat and began his descent toward Redhawk Creek, his fingers went to the holster at his side, gliding down the smooth leather to touch the cold muzzle of his pistol, extending about a half inch below the sheath’s open toe. When he’d come to Montana in the spring, he’d only carried five rounds in the Remington-Beals’ cylinder, so that he could rest the hammer on an empty chamber as a safety precaution. It wasn’t until the night of the wagon party’s departure that he loaded the sixth chamber, then lowered the hammer to a shallow notch he’d hacksawed between a couple of capped nipples. Some claimed it was more dangerous that way, but Johnny had decided the risk was worth it. Just in case hell came a-calling.


  Chapter Two

  It was colder away from the fire, and Johnny pulled the collar of his coat up around his ears. Save for some crusty patches of snow under the larger clumps of sagebrush, the cañon side was bare, but across the gulch, among the tall pines on the north-facing slope where the sun seldom reached, the snow was already a foot deep. In Ruby City, some of the old-timers were predicting there would be five times that much snow by the end of January.

  The prospects of being snowed in for the winter brought a knot of apprehension to Johnny’s chest. It wasn’t the frigid temperatures that worried him. He’d grown up in Minnesota and knew how to deal with sub-zero weather. Rather, it was the isolation of the gulch, their vulnerability in it if Cutter ever sent a crew up here after them.

  At the bottom of the gulch, Johnny paused before the dark heaps of gravel and half-frozen earth they’d wrestled from the stream’s channel over the summer. It was a fine mess they’d created, but a profitable one. Over the past five months, the four partners had gleaned nearly $48,000 in dust and small, pea-size nuggets from the stream’s bed. That was almost $12,000 apiece, more money than Johnny could have earned in a decade skinning mules. He was rich by most standards, but his newly acquired fortune wouldn’t amount to a tinker’s dam if they didn’t find a way to get out of Montana alive.

  Johnny turned to look downstream, where the flickering lights of other campfires marked claims that were little different from his own. Probably three-quarters of Ruby City’s population had headed for warmer climates with the first blustery snowfall. A lot of prospectors had abandoned their claims, too. But others had hung on to take advantage of the creek’s shallow waters and uncrowded banks before the real rush began next summer.

  Redhawk Creek had its source up high in the Tobacco Root Mountains to the east, where no one Johnny knew of had ever gone. But they would. Over the summer, and in the last three months in particular, several hundred prospectors had taken almost $1,000,000 worth of gold from the lower Redhawk. Give it another season, and Johnny figured there wouldn’t be an inch of bank remaining that hadn’t been turned with a shovel or gouged with a pick.

  He started up the south side of the cañon, picking his way carefully along the dark trail until he reached the narrow, winding road. After that, it took only a few minutes to hike the rest of the way into town.

  Ruby City sat on the shoulder of a hill about a mile into the gulch. From the top of the road at the east end of town, a man could look west and make out a good portion of the Ruby valley in the distance, yet not be able to see the lower end of the street because of the crest of the hill and the quick bends of the gulch.

  Nothing in Ruby City was squared with anything else. Even the streets ran on a slant, so that the buildings on the north, or creek side, were anywhere from three to ten feet lower than the buildings directly across from them. Steps between businesses, even those standing next door to one another, were often a necessity rather than a convenience. In Ruby City, a man was always climbing or descending, even if all he did was step to the edge of the boardwalk to spit.

  Johnny was startled by the size of the crowd he found on the street in front of Halstead’s Saloon. Judging from the number of campfires he’d seen in the gulch, he’d assumed most of the prospectors were staying close to their claims in the wake of the wagon party’s return. Now it looked like many of the camps had sent one or two representatives into town. Quite a few of them were carrying torches that cast a yellow, pulsating light over the mob.

  Cautiously Johnny edged into the crowd. He saw a lot of familiar faces, but no one he knew well. Most of the men appeared fairly worked up, but, as he listened to the ebb and flow of conversation, he began to detect an undercurrent of fear, the first traces of panic. Apparently several more of Cutter’s men had shown up at dusk, the whole lot of them hunkered down now in Halstead’s, drinking whiskey. On top of that was the news that one of the wagon party’s survivors had died since being brought in, raising the number of casualties to seven.

  There was a gentle prod at Johnny’s elbow, and he turned to find old man McCarty standing at his side. Frank McCarty ran the town’s livery, and had been one of the first businessmen to settle in the gulch.

  “Hello, Johnny,” Frank said. “Come to see the show?”

  “Frank,” Johnny said, then nodded toward the crowd. “They look mad as hornets. What do you think they’ll do?”

  “Not a damn’ thing,” the hostler replied scornfully. “They don’t have a leader, and without that, it’s just a bunch of rabble shouting threats. It won’t go anywhere unless someone takes the reins.” He gave Johnny a furtive look. “You could do it.”

  “Me?” Johnny laughed dismissively. “I don’t even know most of these men. Besides, I’m a pick and shovel man.”

  “You might not know them, but they know you. They’ve all heard of Johnny Montana.”

  Johnny winced. “That’s just Russ Bailey’s blowing, Frank. It doesn’t mean anything.”

  “Russ gave you that name after you saved their hides from the Sioux.”

  “All I did was talk to those Indians,” Johnny said. “Gave ’em some trinkets. They weren’t looking for trouble.”

  Frank snorted. “Like they weren’t looking for trouble last summer when they killed all those settlers in Minnesota.” He was talking about the Uprising of 1862, and the seven hundred whites—men, women, and children—who had been butchered by Little Crow and his followers.

  “Those were Santees,” Johnny said. “It was Yanktons we met on the James River.”

  “It doesn’t matter whether they were Yanktons, Santees, or Eskimos. The boys all know what you did, and they admire you for it.”

  “Well, I still ain’t leading a mob,” Johnny said. “I didn’t come into town tonight to get myself shot.”

  “What did you come in for?”

  “I don’t rightly know,” Johnny admitted after a pause. “I guess I was hoping for some fresh idea that’d get us out of here alive, but now they’re saying Cutter’s sent even more men into town.”

  “Dave Worthy and Little Tate Orr,” Frank confirmed. “That makes six, with Shirt Jackson, Charlie Ryder, Sam Hulse, and Otis Call.”

  Johnny whistled softly. “That’s a lot of meanness to turn loose on one town. You figure Brett Cutter’s got something up his sleeve?”

  “Yeah, I do. I surely do.”

  Johnny gave the hostler a surprised look. That wasn’t the answer he’d expected. “What do you reckon he’s got in mind?”

  “I wouldn’t know, but I’ve never seen six Cut-throats in Ruby City at the same time before. There’s got to be a reason for it.” He gave Johnny a searching look, as if trying to make up his mind about something. Then he said: “Why don’t you come with me? I have something to show you.”

  “What is it?” Johnny asked, but Frank only shook his head.

  “Come on. It won’t take long.”

  They walked back up the street to McCarty’s livery. Inside, Frank latched the door securely, then lit a lantern. “This way,” he said, moving down the broad central aisle. At the rear of the stable he hung the lantern on a hook driven into an upright post, then swept a hand toward the stalls on either side of it.

  Johnny looked inside. A horse stood hip-shot in each one, their muzzles almost brushing the wood-chip bedding. One was a short, muscular bay, the other a taller, leaner sorrel, its hip bones jutting sharply. Both looked trail-worn and gaunt, although he noticed that their hoofs were in good shape and recently shod, their coats brushed.

  “Horses,” he said, glancing at Frank curiously. “What about them?”

  “I think I’ve got us a way out of Montana, Johnny, if you’re game.”


  Chapter Three

  Johnny remembered the first time he’d met Frank McCarty, last spring just after he, Russ, Andy, and Del had arrived in Redhawk Gulch. The livery had still been under construction then, but some of the corrals out back had been completed. At the time, Frank was doing business out of a small wall tent.

  Although the four partners had intended to keep their horses through the summer, the effort of managing livestock without adequate graze nearby soon proved deterring. It was Del who’d suggested they sell them, and, after a couple of weeks, the others had reluctantly agreed. Keeping their tack, they’d led the horses into town, where Frank had paid them a fair price for four saddle mounts and a trio of pack animals.

  Over the summer, Johnny had kept in touch with the older man, stopping by in the evenings once or twice a week to chew the fat and look over the new stock that funneled steadily through McCarty’s pens. As the months passed, his respect for the silver-haired liveryman had grown. Frank had been knocking around the West for a good many years by then. He’d come out with Kearney in 1846 as a teamster, and he’d been one of the first to reach California in ’49, after gold was discovered at Sutter’s Mill. He was in Colorado in ’58 as well, but, except for his first year in California, Frank had never done any panning. He’d learned early on that the real money was in supplying the miners with something they needed. He’d settled on a livery because horses were normally scarce in a mining community, where their care took too much time away from a claim, and because plenty of merchants were already selling beans and shovels and whiskey.

  Frank’s corrals were empty now, and had been for some weeks. The winter’s exodus had begun with the first light snow in mid-September, and had maintained a steady tempo ever since. Only the diehards and those with better-paying claims—like Johnny’s—had tarried. Right now, there probably weren’t a dozen horses left in Ruby City, and half of those belonged to Cut-throats.

  Frank stood across the aisle, holding what looked like a small, thick blanket in his hands. “Is it starting to sink in yet?” he asked.

  “Maybe, but tell me anyway.”

  Frank nodded toward the dozing horses. “These are from the wagon party’s hitch. They had four going out, but only these two came back. They look run-down, but they aren’t. They’re just tired after their long haul back to Ruby.”

  “You considering making a run for it, Frank?”

  The older man looked suddenly embarrassed. “Naw, my bones are too creaky to be bucking the high country at this time of year. You could do it, though. On these two horses right here.”

  Johnny glanced at the nearest stall, where the bay hadn’t moved since they’d arrived. “How do you figure that?”

  Frank swung what Johnny had mistaken for a blanket over a nearby gate. Stretched out, he saw that it was a kind of homemade pack saddle, with shallow pockets sewn down each side.

  “Sam Hulse and Charlie Ryder were in here earlier tonight,” Frank said. “They were checking to see how many horses I had, and they weren’t too subtle about it, either. But all I’ve got are these two, and they look half dead.” His eyes seemed to light up. “That’s why this can work, Johnny. Cutter won’t expect anyone to try to slip out of the gulch on a couple of worn-out nags like these.”

  “Frank,” Johnny said uncertainly, “I’m not sure I don’t agree with ’em.”

  “And that’ll be our edge. Listen, you boys have dug up a good little chunk of gold this summer, and everybody knows it, thanks to Del.”

  “Del?”

  “Del drinks too much, Johnny. He thinks he’s sly, but he ain’t. He’s let it slip that you boys are sitting on almost fifty thousand dollars worth of dust up there.”

  Johnny swore softly. “That damn’ fool.”

  “Yeah, he is. Especially when everyone knows Cutter has spies in all the local camps. If I’ve heard about your gold, you can bet Brett Cutter has, too, and that he’ll send some men up here to check it out.”

  The hairs across the back of Johnny’s neck stirred. “You figure that’s why there’re so many Cut-throats in town tonight?”

  “I couldn’t say, but I’ll tell you this. You boys aren’t the only ones who’ve had a prosperous summer. There’s been a few other claims that panned out big.”

  “But they didn’t have Del Kirkham shooting off his mouth about it.”

  “Listen, Johnny, I’ve made a nice little nest egg myself this year. Eight thousand dollars in dust and coin, all of it profit.”

  Johnny glanced at the blanket pack. “Is that what this is for?”

  “Gold’s hard to carry on a horse. It wants to settle toward the bottom of your panniers, and that makes a heavy load that rides too low. It’ll wear your horse out before you’ve gone a hundred miles, but this will distribute the weight more evenly.” He held up one end to point out a fist-size hole cut in the material; a slot had been added to the other end. From this new angle, Johnny could see that it wasn’t really a blanket at all, but heavy leather covered with blanket material.

  “I patterned it after a mochila,” Frank explained. “The hole fits over the saddle horn and the slot goes over the cantle, so that you can use it on a regular saddle instead of a sawbuck. There’re six pockets sewn horizontally in two columns along each side. Each pocket has a flap that closes securely when it’s buckled. I’ve reinforced all the corners and double-stitched the seams. It ought to handle a hundred thousand dollars worth of dust and nuggets without a problem.”

  “What are you asking me to do, Frank?”

  “I asking you to get our gold out of Montana. Yours, mine, Russ’s, Andy’s, Del’s. I want you to take it to Salt Lake City and deposit it in a bank. Salt Lake’s the closest thing to civilization that we have out here right now. If you can get it that far, it’ll be ours to keep.” He paused for a moment, as if in thought, then said: “Folks keep riding out of here like they have a God-given right to use the roads, but they don’t. Rights don’t happen because you think they ought to. You have to demand them, fight for them. And safety in numbers is an illusion. The fact is, Brett Cutter controls this part of Montana, especially its roads. You’re going to have to avoid those roads, Johnny. You’re going to have to slip out of here like a mule deer sneaking around a hunter. It’s the only way.”

  Johnny remembered the last mule deer he’d shot for meat, up in the hills above Ruby City. It had tried that same trick, slipping around behind him to escape detection. But Johnny had been expecting it, and he had doubled back just in time to make his shot. Still, it had been close; had he hesitated only a couple of more minutes, the big muley would have gotten away. It made him wonder if Cutter’s men were hunters, too—or just killers.

  “Will you do it?” Frank asked.

  “Hell, man, you’re trusting me with your life’s savings,” Johnny said tautly.

  “Part of it, yeah.”

  “You know there’s no guarantee I’ll make it.”

  “I’m not asking for a guarantee, Johnny. I’m asking if you’ll try. Because if you don’t, I’m afraid we’ll all be broke by spring, and maybe dead, too.”

  “I could lose it all, Frank. Your gold, mine, Russ’s, the others’ . . .”

  Frank waited patiently, without speaking.

  “I don’t even know the route. I came out here through Dakota Territory from Saint Paul. I’ve never been south of Dolsen’s trading post.”

  Frank continued his silence.

  “Dammit.” Johnny shook his head in defeat. “All right, if you’re fool enough to trust me with your gold, then I reckon I’m just damn’ fool enough to give it a try.”

  “Now you’re talking,” Frank said, smiling broadly.

  Johnny’s expression remained somber. “Wait until midnight, then sneak these horses out the back way and circle them around to the east,” he instructed. “Come into our camp from the ridge. You figure you can find it in the dark?”

  “I’ll find it.”

  “Good. I’m going to go talk to the others. I’m pretty sure Russ and Andy will throw in with us, but I don’t know what Del will say.”

  “Del’s a loose cannon. I say the fewer that come in, the lighter the load for the pack horse and the better your odds of making it to Salt Lake City.”

  “Maybe, but Del’s a partner, too. I won’t sneak around behind his back, no matter what I might think of him.” He headed for the livery’s door. “Midnight, Frank,” he called softly, “and don’t let anyone see you.”

  “I’ll be there,” Frank promised.


  Chapter Four

  A shot rang out from the street just as Johnny exited the livery’s side door. Hugging the shadows close to the wall, he moved to the front of the alley where he could see the mob in front of Halstead’s. A second shot was fired into the air just as Johnny reached the corner, arching sparks from the muzzle blast over the crowd like cheap fireworks.

  Johnny studied the crowd thoughtfully. It had shrunk noticeably in the time he’d been in the livery with Frank. Only a hard-core knot of protesters remained, but the pulse of their anger seemed erratic, surging out in too many directions at once. Then the front door to Halstead’s swung open and a tall man in a bear-hide coat stepped onto the boardwalk. The crowd turned instantly silent as the tall man strode to the edge of the boardwalk. In addition to the shaggy coat, he wore a broad-brimmed hat with a domed crown, checked trousers tucked into stovepipe boots, and a pair of revolvers belted around his waist. In the flickering torchlight, the man’s skin glistened like polished coal, and Johnny knew this had to be Otis Call, one of Brett Cutter’s two lieutenants.

  It was rare for a black man to rise in rank above whites, even in the West, where prejudice didn’t seem to burn quite so fiercely as it did back East. Johnny figured it spoke highly of Call’s skills, either as a leader of men or for his ruthlessness as a bandit, to achieve such a high position within the outlaw gang.

  “I’m getting tired of this foolishness,” Call said suddenly, his voice booming. “I’ve been trying to enjoy a drink with my friends, but all I hear is you boys crying for our blood. I say, if you want it, then come and get it, and start with me.”

  Johnny arched a brow. Call’s words were bold, flung into the faces of nearly two score of angry men. Yet the outlaw ­lieutenant stood there almost casually, his thumbs hooked behind the buckle of his gun belt. There were a few dark mutterings from the rear of the crowd, but they were quickly silenced when Call bellowed: “What’s that? What’s that I hear?”

  “We . . . we was wonderin’ . . . ” a voice began hesitantly.

  “Well, there’s your trouble,” Call jeered. “Wondering is best left to those who know how to do it properly. Can you do it properly, boy?”

  A hush greeted Call’s question, deep and, in its way, decisive.

  “I figured as much,” the black man said. “I figured as much an hour ago, when nobody came in to fetch us for that bloodletting.” His voice rose in sarcasm. “I figured as much when all I heard out here was talk. Big talk, squirting out of little men like the trots. You!” He stabbed a finger at an individual standing near the front of the crowd. “What’s your name?”

  Johnny didn’t hear the answer.

  “Bill, or Billy?” Call didn’t wait for an answer. “You’re wearing a gun, Billy. Know how to use it?”

  Again, Johnny was unable to pick up Bill’s low reply; whatever it was, it made Call laugh mockingly.

  “I’ve got you pegged as a blow-hard, Billy boy. Am I right?”

  “No,” came the faint reply.

  “No? You sure?”

  “Damn you,” Bill said, clearly this time.

  The crowd went rock still, waiting for Call’s response.

  Without rush, the black man moved his hand to the butt of his right-side revolver. “I believe those are fighting words, Billy. I believe you’ve just called me out.”

  Even from half a block away, Johnny could see the color drain from the white man’s face. “Look, I . . . I ain’t callin’ nobody out. I just came into town to see what all the ruckus was about.”

  “Billy,” Call said easily, “I’m thinking this ruckus is about finished. Pull your hogleg, boy.”

  “I ain’t drawin’ on you!” Bill glanced around wildly for help, but a gap had opened up around him until he stood alone in its center. “Sweet Jesus, boys, are you gonna let him do this to me?” he demanded shrilly.

  “The real question is, are you gonna let me do it?” Call interjected.

  “I ain’t fightin’ you,” Bill said, shaking his head. He raised both hands level with his shoulders. “I just . . . I ain’t gonna do it.”

  “You want to die, Billy boy?” Call roared.

  “No, sir, I don’t.”

  Call cocked his head slightly to one side, as if he wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. “What did you call me? Did you just call me sir?”

  Bill nodded. “Yes, sir, I did.”

  “Yes, sir,” Call repeated, as if replaying the word in his mind. “My, that does have a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

  “Yes, sir, I expect it does.”

  Call was silent a moment, staring at the unmoving white man. Bill kept his hands raised, while the gap around him continued to edge outward. Finally Call nodded. “All right, Billy boy, you get to live tonight. But you go on home now, you hear? All of you, git on home before I get my dander up for real.”

  Almost immediately, the crowd began to break apart. There were a few murmurs of discontent, but no loud protests. Johnny could hardly believe what he’d just witnessed—forty hard-fisted prospectors backed down by a single outlaw. Although he considered slipping away himself, something stopped him, and he paused in the darkness next to the livery’s wall. Then, even before the crowd had completely dispersed, Otis Call turned and looked right at him.

  Johnny’s blood went cold. He knew there was no way Call could see him in such unbroken shadow, yet there was no denying the direction of the black man’s gaze, the intensity of his stare. Call was looking directly at him, as if he could see in the dark, could peer not just into Johnny’s eyes, but into his soul. For nearly a full minute, Johnny couldn’t move. He could barely breathe. Then the moment passed and Call turned away, disappearing into the saloon.

  Drawing a ragged breath, Johnny pushed clear of the livery’s wall. He stared at the saloon for a long time, but the big double doors remained closed. After a time, Johnny turned away with the rest of the crowd, allowing it to pull him back into the gulch.


  Chapter Five

  It’s risky,” Russ said.

  “It’s risky as hell,” Andy contended angrily. “You’ll be on your own out there, all alone.”

  “That might be for the best,” Johnny said as he rummaged through his packs inside the dug-out.

  “One mistake, Johnny,” Russ said soberly. “That’s all you’re gonna get. Did Frank mention that?”

  “Frank didn’t have to mention it, Russ. I already know it’ll be dangerous, but I also think it can be done. Besides, I doubt if it’ll be any more dangerous than staying here. Cutter’s men aren’t going to be happy when they find out I’ve made a run for it.”

  “Do you even know the way?” Russ asked.

  “Mormons have been shipping produce up here for a couple of years. There’ll be a road to follow, and, once I get over Monida Pass, it’ll be a straight shot into Salt Lake City.”

  “What if they come over Monida after you?” Andy asked.

  Johnny’s hands slowed unconsciously. “I doubt if they’d follow me all the way to Salt Lake,” he finally replied, although the idea that they might hadn’t occurred to him until that moment.

  “We don’t know what they’ll do,” Del piped up. “Nobody does.” He sounded frayed, his eyes darting like a cornered rodent’s. “What we ought to do is buy our way out.”

  “You can’t deal with killers,” Andy said. “Why should they let you go free when all they have to do is bust a cap on you and take what they want?”

  “They might not take nothin’ if we gave ’em something better,” Del returned.

  “What have you got that’s more valuable to them than your gold?” Andy asked derisively.

  “It was just an idea, Andy,” Russ said gently.

  “Well, it’s a damn’ dumb one,” Andy replied.

  “Johnny skatin’ outta here with all our gold is what’s dumb,” Del countered. “What’s to stop him from just going on, takin’ it all, and never lookin’ back?”

  “Rein it in, Del,” Andy said sharply.
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