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Chapter One

“THOUGHT YOU’D LEFT THE territory, Mr. Grant.”

Degan looked down at Sheriff Ross, smiling up at him. He leaned forward to soothe his horse before it reared up. The palomino didn’t like strangers standing so close to it. Gunshots it didn’t mind, strangers it did.

“I’m leaving today. Just making sure no shots get fired in the church.”

“Don’t need to worry ’bout that. The feud ended last week, soon as the happy couple agreed to get hitched. So you’re coming to the wedding?”

Degan looked at the church at the end of the street. The two families getting joined today, the Callahans and the Warrens, were already inside it. People from town were still heading toward it to witness the happy event—and steering clear of Degan, who was sitting on his horse in the middle of the street. As much as he might like to do something as normal as attend a wedding, he knew what his presence would do. And he’d already said his good-byes.

So he shook his head at the sheriff. “No need for anyone to be nervous on a day like this.”

Ross chuckled. “I think folks here in Nashart know you well enough by now—”

“That’s the trouble. They know me.”

Ross got a little red in the face. It was odd for a sheriff to treat Degan so affably. Usually as soon as a sheriff learned who he was, the sheriff asked him to get out of his town. Ross hadn’t done that, likely out of respect for Zachary Callahan, who had hired Degan to keep the peace until Zachary’s son’s wedding. Of course the wedding wasn’t guaranteed to happen when the Warren bride had been raised in the East in the lap of luxury and was to marry Hunter Callahan, a cowboy born and bred here in Nashart, Montana, whom she’d never met. And Tiffany Warren had definitely tried to get out of the arranged marriage. At the Callahan ranch she’d even pretended to be a housekeeper so she could find a way to end the feud between the two families without sacrificing herself on the altar.

Degan had liked Tiffany from the start because she reminded him of home, a home he was never going back to. But he’d guessed she wasn’t really a housekeeper. She’d tried so hard not to be prim and proper, but she just couldn’t help it. The elegant and sophisticated real Tiffany constantly slipped out, although she’d made him question his intuition when she’d befriended a baby pig and made him her pet. That had really thrown him off. It had tickled the hell out of Hunter, too. No wonder Hunter had fallen in love with his future wife before he knew who she really was.

Degan had been hired to be a deterrent to bloodshed between the two feuding families. It had worked, his job was done. It was time to move on. But the sheriff was getting that same look on his face he’d had a few days ago when he’d gotten up the nerve to ask Degan to temporarily take over his job while he went back East to find a wife. Weddings in town seemed to have that effect on single men, made men who had been looking for a wife want one even more. And unattached young women were hard to come by in the West.

Degan had declined the sheriff’s offer, and now he stopped Ross from making it again, remarking, “If I ever became a sheriff, it would have to be where no one knows me.”

“But it’s your name that will keep trouble away,” Ross insisted.

“No, it’s my name that will bring trouble. You know that for a fact, Sheriff. Until gunslingers are a dying breed, there will always be fast guns wanting to prove they’re faster than me. Now go on or you’ll miss the ceremony. I’m just waiting to see the bride and groom leave the church before I ride out.”

“Well, you’ll always have a home here if you want it, Degan Grant. And my job if you want that, too!”

Degan almost smiled as the sheriff moved off. He’d never had a hankering to settle in one place until he’d come to Nashart. Of course he wasn’t usually in one place this long, either. And he definitely wasn’t used to being treated like a member of the family as the Callahans had treated him. They’d even given him a seat at their dining table and a bedroom in their house. Usually his employers wanted him as far away from their families as possible. They certainly never socialized with him. He had considered the sheriff’s offer, briefly, because he did like the people around here and was going to be sorry to see the last of them. But what he’d just told the sheriff was the truth. With Nashart’s mining problem settled and the two feuding families joined in marriage now, Nashart was going to be peaceful for a spell, maybe indefinitely. It wouldn’t remain that way if he stayed.

Many people thought the term peacemaker was a misnomer for a man who could draw a gun faster than anyone else. Yet once drawn, a gun was a powerful motivator. It could keep the peace between warring factions even if it wasn’t fired. That’s what Degan had been in Nashart—a peacemaker. He hadn’t had to kill anyone and had only drawn his gun once to make a point with Roy Warren, before he’d known Roy was one of Tiffany’s brothers.

An open-top carriage was making its way down the street accompanied by three men on horseback. Degan had ridden to town with the Callahans and had assumed the Warrens were already inside the church, but apparently not. The bride was riding in the carriage with her parents, her father driving them. Her brothers hung back to keep the dust their horses turned up away from the carriage.

Frank Warren slowed the carriage to a stop, and Tiffany stood and gave Degan a graceful curtsy.

“You’re late for your wedding,” Degan remarked.

Tiffany chuckled. “Brides are allowed to be late, though I swear I’m not trying to make Hunter worry that I got cold feet. I just wanted to look perfect for him today, and that took a little longer than I anticipated.”

“You succeeded. Hunter is a lucky man.”

Degan envied his friend at that moment. Tiffany was a beautiful woman, and she looked exquisite today in her fancy Eastern wedding gown and gossamer-thin lace veil.

“Are you sure you won’t join us?”

He’d ridden over to the Warren ranch yesterday to say his good-byes and had told Tiffany he wouldn’t attend the marriage ceremony. “I’m just waiting to see you two exit the church as man and wife, then I’ll be on my way to California.”

“Hunter said his father tried to hire you again, to look up his son Morgan while you are in Butte, but you’re not going that way?”

“Too many people know me in Butte. I’ll be taking the northern route that passes through Helena instead. But Zachary wanted me to scare his boy home, which is pointless if Morgan still has gold fever.”

“Well, I can’t say I’m not glad your job here is done.” Tiffany grinned. “You made sure no one got killed while Hunter and I were figuring out we were meant for each other, and for that you have my heartfelt thanks.”

“And mine,” Frank Warren agreed.

“Indeed,” his wife, Rose, added. “My boys admitted they were afraid to—”

“Ma!” Roy Warren cut in, abashed.

“Well, restraint on all fronts was no doubt a blessing in disguise,” Rose finished.

Frank cleared his throat. “I don’t think Mr. Grant wants to be likened to a blessing, darling.”

“Nonsense,” Rose huffed. “He knew what I meant.”

“We need to get going.” Frank pointed toward the church.

Degan glanced down the street and saw Zachary Callahan in front of the church looking around anxiously and gesturing to Frank to hurry up.

Tiffany laughed. “I guess I did make Hunter worry, or maybe just my father-in-law! Be safe in your travels, Degan.”

She sat back down. Frank got the carriage moving again and Tiffany’s three brothers nodded at Degan as they passed. Then Tiffany called back at him, “If you ever find this kind of happiness for yourself, bring your wife by so we can meet her!”

Degan almost laughed. Trust a woman to think only a woman could make a man happy. Degan knew he would never find out if that was true because women feared him. Even Tiffany did. And he didn’t know how to change that without ruining his reputation, so he wasn’t about to try.

“Hey, mister, can’t make up your mind where you’re going?”

Degan glanced behind him and saw a stranger walking his horse through the center of town toward him. He was wearing a yellow slicker that was pushed back to reveal the gun on his hip, a rather good indication that he was looking for trouble of some sort. As the stranger approached him, Degan could see he was young and slim and his face so smooth-skinned that he could actually be mistaken for a girl.

Degan didn’t have to answer the snide question. He could just ride off now and miss seeing his happily married friends walk out of church. But he knew boys of this stamp didn’t like to be ignored.

“How old are you, kid?”

“Seventeen, not that it’s any of your business, so don’t call me kid. Name’s—”

“Not interested.”

The boy looked disgruntled. “Is everyone in this town as ornery as you?”

Ornery? Degan raised a black brow. He’d been called a lot of things, but never that. And the boy had stopped his roan horse a few feet from Degan’s. He obviously had more to say, and no one else was around to say it to with the main street deserted now that everyone going to the wedding had reached the church. Only the shopkeepers were still in town, at least half of them standing at their windows. Strangers didn’t pass through town without being noticed.

Degan told himself he shouldn’t be so suspicious of every stranger who approached him, gunfighter or not. There were a lot of friendly people in the West and dozens of good reasons for a man to carry a weapon. Not everyone was out to make a name for himself by challenging every fast gun he heard of.

So Degan unbent a little and asked, “Do you need help with something?”

“Yeah, I do. Heard from some miners over in Butte that Degan Grant was living here.”

“He was just passing through.”

“Then I missed him?”

“Depends on what you want him for.”

“Huh?”

“If you want a showdown with him, this is your lucky day. If you want to hire him, this might still be your lucky day. Any other reason, it’s probably not your lucky day. Which is it?”

“So you know where I can find him?”

“You’ve already found him.”

The boy smiled, quite widely, making Degan wonder for just a moment if his gut instinct was wrong. It wasn’t.

“High noon, tomorrow, right here,” the boy said, still wearing a confident grin.

That didn’t need any clarification. High noon was when most stand-and-face-your-opponent gunfights happened, a time of day when neither combatant would be disadvantaged by blinding sunlight.

Degan glanced up to see where the sun was before saying, “It’s close enough to high noon right now, so if we’re going to do this, let’s do it now. Come hitch up your horse if you don’t want it catching stray bullets.”

Degan rode his palomino to the nearest hitching post before he dismounted and tossed the reins over it. The boy followed him and did the same, so he wasn’t expecting Degan to come around the horses with his gun already drawn.

Now the boy was glaring at Degan as he slowly moved his hand away from his gun. “How’d you get your reputation if you cheat like this?” he spat out.

“By killing men—not boys. And this isn’t cheating, it’s saving your life.” Degan took the boy’s gun and emptied it on the ground between them, then handed it back. “But I guess you don’t get it yet. We’re still doing this. If you win, you can reload and we’ll have another go. If I win, you get to ride off and be glad you’re still breathing. Sound fair?”

“Hell no. How ’bout we just do this normal in front of witnesses?”

“Look around, you’re being watched. And I’m offering you exactly what you came here for, a chance to see if you’re faster than I am, just without spilling blood in the street, and without you pissing your pants in fear thinking you’re about to die. This is actually a much better test of who’s faster, if you think about it. You’ll be relaxed, without fear, without sweaty palms that might cause you to fumble. And you’ll still have your bragging rights if you win.”

Degan removed his jacket and hooked it over the pommel of his saddle. Just because he lived in the West now didn’t mean he had to give up the finer things in life he was accustomed to. Well, he’d had to give up some, but not the way he dressed. His black jacket was finely tailored, the black vest silk, the white shirt made of soft linen. His black boots were highly polished; the spurs weren’t tin but real silver. And his gun holster was custom-made.

He stepped out into the street away from the intersection. He didn’t want his friends witnessing this if they came out of the church early. The boy had followed Degan’s example and left his slicker with his horse before putting some distance between them. He still looked nervous. Degan wondered if he had done this before or if this was his very first gunfight. It was a shame kids like this didn’t learn from their mistakes and just go home. Maybe this one would when they were done.

“You’re not going to empty your gun like you did mine?” the boy asked hesitantly.

“No. There are witnesses, remember? I’m not a murderer, just a fast gun. So prove you know how to do this.”

A few more seconds passed with the boy’s hand hovering just over his weapon. He was still nervous, despite Degan’s assurances. Degan could see the boy’s fingers shaking.

Degan finally sighed. “I’m giving you an edge, to draw first. Anytime now would be good.”

“So you’re gonna let me win?”

“No, I’m not.” Degan drew his gun, then slid it back in his holster just as fast. “See? Now draw.”

The boy tried to, but his gun still didn’t clear his holster before Degan’s was out and pointed at his chest. “Thing is, kid, I don’t miss either. So are we done here?”

“Yes, sir, we are.”


Chapter Two

“MAX, WAKE UP. MAX Dawson!”

Dark eyes opened wide, then blinked a few times before locating the pretty lady of the night pouting beside the bed. “You don’t have to shout, Luella, especially not my whole name.”

“Sorry, honey, but I wouldn’t have to if you’d just wake up more easily. It’s a wonder you can sleep at all in this establishment with all the moaning and groaning going on into the wee hours.”

Max grinned. “As long as you’re quiet and you don’t mind sharing this exquisitely soft bed, everything else sounds like whispering wind.”

“It’s a wonder you ain’t been caught, sleeping that soundly.”

“Your door was locked, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, of course.”

“And no one’s ever climbed in though your window?”

“Just you.”

“Well, there you go, perfect safety and a soft bed. This is the only place I can sleep soundly. At my camp in the hills, the slightest noise, a twig’s snapping, will wake me. ’Sides, no one’s looking for me in these parts.”

“Then why’d you want me to wake you at dawn before the deputies make their early rounds? By the way, that was thirty minutes ago. That’s how long I’ve been trying to wake—”

“Damnit, why didn’t you say so! I hate being in town in daylight.”

“But if no one’s looking—”

“Not actively looking, but the wanted posters have made their way this far north. I snatch them down when I find them, but the sheriff here keeps putting more back up. He must’ve been sent a pile of them.”

Max slipped out from beneath the covers fully dressed except for coat and hat, which were grabbed now. The gun holster hadn’t been removed either. Luella didn’t like sleeping next to a long-barreled Colt even though she was used to guns and kept a small derringer tucked away in her small bureau for emergencies. But she minded something else even more.

“You could at least remove your damn boots before you go to sleep,” she said, staring at the scuffed boots that had just left her bed.

“Can’t, case I have to leave fast—like this.” Max opened the window, climbing onto the porch roof that fronted the bordello, then dropping to the ground.

Luella watched from her window. Standing there in her chemise, she heard a whistle from across the street. She didn’t try to cover herself. After all, part of her job was to attract customers to Chicago Joe’s bordello. Helena had far too many whorehouses, and the competition was fierce.

Too many bordellos, too many millionaires, too many miners, heck, just too many people. But then Helena was the most populated town in Montana Territory, had been since gold was discovered in the nearby gulch back in ’64. Eighteen years later folks were still moving to Helena when most towns that had sprouted up because of gold had turned into ghost towns. Even Virginia City, a ways south, was dying, and it had boasted a population of three thousand during its heyday. But Helena, with hundreds of businesses, didn’t rely solely on gold for its prosperity. It was also the capital of the territory, and the railroad was heading this way, too. In another year or two it would probably reach Helena, and that would ensure that the town didn’t bottom out when the gold did.

Luella thought Helena would be a nice place to settle down if she could find a man who would have her. She’d only received marriage proposals from miners so far, and miners didn’t have their own homes or make much money, so they didn’t have the means to start families here. Usually if a man had means, he wasn’t interested in taking a whore for a wife when he could bed one for a few coins.

Luella looked over at Big Al, the man who had whistled at her. He was out early, sweeping the porch of his saloon across the street. He was one of her regulars and had always treated her with a gentle hand. She’d actually been considering him as a potential husband until the night Max had rescued her and she had fallen instantly in love. So dumb for someone like her to succumb to that emotion.

But with Big Al’s being a landowner and a businessman, and single, he was still an option. His saloon was one of many in town that never closed its doors. Luella’s place of business never closed either. Josephine Airey, or Chicago Joe as most people called her, owned the bordello and many others like it. Quite the landowner, their madam was, and she believed a man who wasn’t put on a time schedule—at least when satisfying his amorous needs—was a happy man.

Big Al was giving Luella a cheeky grin now—and not watching where he was sweeping. Dust flew toward one of his customers who was leaning against the porch post, drink in hand. The man, a fancy dresser, was probably a businessman, she thought, until she saw the gun on his hip and quickly took her eyes off him. She figured Big Al must be wary of him, too, if he’d let him take a drink outside to the porch. Big Al never allowed that. Sheriff’s orders, no drinking allowed in the streets. Now Al rushed back inside his establishment before the man noticed the dust on the back of his polished boots.

Luella didn’t like gunfighters, though Lord knew she’d bedded a lot of them. Gunfighters frightened her because they didn’t throw punches when they got mad; they drew guns instead. Max probably did, too, but Max was different. And what wasn’t to like about Max Dawson?

“See you next week, Luella!” Max shouted up at her now.

“Sure thing, honey,” Luella called back, and waved, but Max was already galloping out of town.

She closed her window and went back to bed. She hoped the gunslinger hadn’t noticed her and wouldn’t be paying her a visit.


Chapter Three

DEGAN WATCHED THE KID race out of town. He’d watched him exit the brothel, too. Anyone departing that quickly through a window usually meant someone else would soon appear with a gun in hand and start shooting, but that didn’t happen. Instead a pretty blonde in her undergarments had appeared at the window to say good-bye.

The little scene was unusual enough that Degan took in more details than he normally would. Not that he wasn’t always aware of what was going on around him. He was, but he usually only focused on what he sensed could be dangerous. The long coat the kid was wearing over black pants and shirt wasn’t a typical rain slicker but an expensive garment made of soft doeskin. His tan, wide-brimmed hat was either new or well cared for because it hadn’t been dented yet. Light brown boots that were scuffed all to hell and a white bandanna revealed that the boy had no sense of style. He had dark eyes, short white-blond hair under the hat, and a baby face. Another boy so young that he hadn’t grown hair on his face yet, but was sporting a gun on his hip. Why did they court violence at such a young age?

But this one appeared to have a love of life. Degan had seen it in the kid’s expression as he’d hopped onto his horse and heard it in the laughter that trailed after him as he raced away. A good night with a comely woman could do that, Degan ­supposed—or young love. And then one of those details he’d only vaguely noticed surfaced in his mind and he stepped back and stared at the wanted poster tacked to the post he’d been leaning against.

He’d seen it earlier, just hadn’t paid attention to it. Whoever had drawn the picture must have known the outlaw because the likeness was uncanny. An outlaw visits a brothel across the street from his wanted poster that offers $1,000 for his capture? Degan shook his head. Boys were far too daring these days. But this one was none of his concern. His gun was for hire but he wasn’t about to do the sheriff’s job for him.

Degan took his empty glass back into the saloon and stopped at the bar. The only other customer in the room had been sleeping with his head down on a table and still was. Degan wouldn’t even have stopped at the saloon if he hadn’t ridden all night to get to Helena and the saloon hadn’t been the first place he’d passed that was open at this hour. He deplored camping in the wilderness and only did it when he was too far between towns. He didn’t like traveling at night either, but he hadn’t been tired enough to stop last night, and the lure of a bed and a hot bath had kept him going.

“I’ll take a bottle of your finest to go—and a rag for my boots.”

The rag was quickly shoved across the bar as the barkeep’s face turned red. The bottle had to be searched for. When the man returned, he said hesitantly, “I should warn you, there’s a law here ’bout drinking in the streets.”

“I wasn’t planning to.” Degan paid up, then added, “I don’t consider your porch the street.”

“Fair ’nough.” The man relaxed now that Degan hadn’t taken offense.

“Best hotel in town?”

“That’d probably be the International. Big brick building. Hard to miss if you keep heading into town. So you just rode in?”

Degan didn’t answer. It annoyed him that one question from him tended to open the floodgates to his getting questioned in return. He understood it was a nervous reaction of intimidated people who hoped that if he was talking, he wouldn’t be shooting. He grabbed the bottle and headed to the door.

The barkeep called after him, “You might check with our sheriff if you’re looking for work, mister. Folks bring their troubles to him first, but he don’t always have the time to help them all, even with eight deputies. This is a big town. Plenty folks round here could use a hired gun—if that’s what you are.”

Degan tipped his wide-brimmed hat at the man, but kept on walking. He wasn’t looking for work yet. He had made enough money in the West that he could retire for the next ten years if he wanted to. But to do what? He’d been groomed to take over an empire, but he’d turned his back on that.

This town was far too big for his liking, he realized, as he continued through it. He preferred small towns, where you could see trouble coming from a mile away. But he was just here for a bath, a bed, and a meal before he continued on to California, which is where he’d been headed when Zachary Callahan had tracked him down and offered him too much money to refuse merely to keep the peace for a few weeks.

It wasn’t the first time he’d been overpaid. In fact, it happened more often than not. It was one of the benefits of having a reputation that preceded him. The only other benefit of that reputation was that he could get a job done without bloodshed.

It used to bother him, a lot, that he made people so nervous. He used to assure people that they didn’t need to be afraid of him. That assurance only worked until they saw him draw his gun. And rarely could he pass through a town where he didn’t need to draw it for one reason or another—if people discovered who he was. So he’d stopped being sociable, stopped talking to people if he didn’t have to, stopped volunteering his name. Hell, half the time it didn’t matter if they knew who he was. He couldn’t even walk into a bank without all those in it dropping to the floor, thinking they were about to be robbed. Now that was annoying. Maybe it was time to go back East—just not home.

Degan found the International Hotel easy enough, but he certainly wasn’t expecting to run into anyone he knew in the lobby.

“Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes, Degan Grant!”

Degan winced, hearing his name spoken so loudly. “Keep your voice down,” he said as he turned, but then he actually smiled.

He hadn’t made many friends in the West, but he could count John Hayes as one of them. John was in his midforties now, but Degan had met him not long after he’d first come West five years ago.

“What brings you this far north, Sheriff?”

“It’s US Marshal now.” John grinned.

Degan raised a brow. “Does that warrant congratulations?”

“It’s letting me see more of the country than I ever thought I would, but, no, I wasn’t hankering for the position. I got talked into it by an old friend who’s a senator now. The railroads have been putting a lot of pressure on the politicians in Washington to clean up the West. They hired Pinkerton detectives years ago to deal with some of the train robberies, but it’s not enough. Now our government is taking action, too. But what brings you to Helena?”

“I just finished a peacekeeping job in the territory.”

“Then you aren’t currently employed?”

“No.”

“Damn, that’s a relief.”

Degan was amused. “I still abide by the law, John. Did you really think you would need to arrest me?”

“No, course not. But since you’re between jobs, I’d like to call in that favor you owe me.”

“What favor?”

“For saving your life.”

Degan snorted. “I was on the mend. You didn’t need to drag me to a doctor.”

“You were half-dead and still bleeding.”

John had been the sheriff in a town where Degan had been shot. A trio of bank robbers had been trying to shoot their way out of town after the alarm was raised. A lot of people had been on the streets that day. Degan had pitched in to prevent innocent people from getting killed and had ended up catching a stray bullet himself. He’d ridden out of that town wounded. John had tracked him down.

If he cared to admit it, he supposed he could have died that day if he had continued on his way. The wound hadn’t hurt that much—yet. So he hadn’t known he was bleeding so much he’d been leaving a trail of blood behind him.

“I’ll allow your doctor did a good job of stitching,” Degan said. “It left barely a scar. What favor do you need?”

“It will just be temporary, mind you. I need at least three outlaws on my long list brought in over the next couple months. I haven’t just been tasked with cleaning up the West, I’ve been told to do it on a damn time schedule.”

Degan was a little more than surprised. “You want to turn me into a bounty hunter? I’m not a tracker.”

“You don’t need to be. Most of these boys hide in plain sight in crowded towns like this one, or ones too small to have good sheriffs in them. The pay is good and two of the wanted men have been seen in the area. A third was last seen in Wyoming. If you prefer, you can take your pick of who you want to go after. As I said, I have a long list.”

“And why aren’t you after them?”

“Because my ma is dying. I got the telegram yesterday. Already bought our stage tickets to leave today.”

“Our?”

“My wife and daughters are here with me.”

“I didn’t know you were married.”

John grinned and boasted, “Happily for almost ten years now. Our girls are six and seven, and my Meg is expecting another. Because I have to travel so much these days, whenever I know I’m going to be in one place for a while, I take my family with me. The railroads’ extending as far west as they do now makes that possible. This trip to Virginia could take me a couple months because I have to get my mother’s estate settled. That could cost me my job if I can’t cross off at least three outlaws from my list during that time.”

“I’m sorry about your mother.”

John nodded. “I knew she was sick, I just didn’t know it was this bad.”

“I assume you already asked the local sheriff for assistance?”

“Talked to him yesterday, but he’s too busy, and I’m not surprised. Hell, who would think you could find a town this big in Montana, which isn’t even a state yet.”

“Gold does that.”

“It surely does,” John agreed. “So, can you help me out, Degan? I only need three wanted men captured in the next two months. If you finish sooner than that, you can continue on your way. But I will need to make you a deputy marshal while you’re acting on my behalf.”

“Oh, hell no. If I do this, I won’t be wearing a lawman’s badge.”

John grinned. “You don’t need to mention it to anyone if you think it will tarnish your reputation. It would just be in case you need to verify that you have jurisdiction, which knowing you, you probably won’t have to do. You’ll get to keep the rewards being offered. Some might be more lucrative than your usual jobs.”

“I doubt that.”

“Well, they will be when you add them up. And it won’t be that difficult to find these men. I’ve gathered a lot of information on these miscreants that I’ll turn over to you, much more than is mentioned on their posters—known friends and family members, everywhere they’ve broken the law, any associates they might have, or if they’re loners. I’ve kept a lot of notes, and I’ve been doing this for a couple years now. I would just ask that you telegraph me in Virginia each time you bring one of them in, so I can let my superiors know that even while I’m taking care of family matters, I’m still keeping to my schedule.”

Degan nodded. “As long as your superiors don’t track me down afterward to try and talk me into continuing in that line of work.”

John chuckled. “I’ll keep your name out of it.”


Chapter Four

THE LEATHER SATCHEL JOHN Hayes had given Degan resembled a small, thin valise without a handle, but it had a lock and key. Degan didn’t open it when he got to his hotel room after bidding John good-bye. He merely dropped it on the floor with his saddlebags and his own valise. Sleep was his first order of business. But when he lay down on the bed, he didn’t drift off right away.

The words lawman and bounty hunter kept running through his mind. Neither occupation suited his temperament, yet he’d still agreed to the job. Because a friend had asked. No, because while he’d never admit it to anyone, he actually liked helping people. It gave a sense of purpose to his wandering. And John Hayes was good people.

When Degan woke it was midafternoon, too early for dinner, too late for lunch, but he was hungry. He continued to ignore John’s leather satchel and went downstairs and found the hotel dining room closed just as he’d expected.

The same clerk in the lobby who had checked Degan in gave him the names of restaurants nearby, although he wasn’t sure if they were open either. Degan’s scowl had the clerk quickly adding, “But if you will wait in the dining room, I will have something brought to you.”

“To my room instead?”

“Certainly, sir. Immediately.”

Degan went back upstairs. His room was nicely appointed, finer than any of the other hotel rooms he’d stayed in since coming West, so he wouldn’t mind spending a few days here if he had to. Being able to eat in his room was a nice bonus. The less time he spent in public, the better. He hoped the barkeep he’d met that morning wasn’t a gossip. If he was, the sheriff would know by now that Degan was in town. Even though the sheriff wouldn’t know his name, that wouldn’t necessarily stop him from seeking Degan out.

He stood at the window for a few minutes. It provided a panoramic view of Helena, which was spread out over the low hills that circled the downtown area. The streets, and there were many of them, reminded him of home because they were so crowded in the late afternoon. The West had always been a place where people could start fresh. But much of the region still wasn’t safe for settlers. Soon it would be. John’s mission to round up the outlaws who preyed on settlers was important. Progress, real progress, was coming to the West with the railroads.

Still waiting for his food, Degan opened John’s satchel and spread out the papers on his bed. He counted twenty wanted posters. Each of them had a page or two of John’s scrawled notes attached to it. One poster featured Big Jim Mosley. That was convenient. Degan only had to capture two outlaws now. He could cross Mosley off John’s list since Degan had killed the man last year in Wyoming. He hadn’t known Mosley was wanted for murder, but since the man had tried to shoot him in the back, he wasn’t surprised. Apparently the sheriff of that town hadn’t been able to confirm his identity either, which was why Mosley was still wanted by the law. It made Degan wonder how many others on John’s list of twenty names might already be dead. Men who broke the law couldn’t count on growing old.

Baby-faced Max Dawson wasn’t dead and would be an easy find, considering Degan had seen him at the brothel this morning. Kid Cade, another on the list, Degan had also crossed paths with in Wyoming. In his late thirties, the kid was no kid any longer and had steered clear of him, so Degan didn’t figure him to be a gunfighter, just a thief. John’s notes mentioned Cade had tried claim jumping unsuccessfully, stage robbing successfully, and a bank robbery that nearly got him killed when he tried to pull it off alone. He’d avoided getting caught for that, as well as numerous other robberies in which he’d been identified as the thief. He had last been seen in the area of Butte, to the southwest, a few months ago.

Degan didn’t need to read any further. He had intentionally avoided Butte and ridden north to Helena thanks to the miners in Butte who had let it be known that Degan was in the area. He wasn’t partial to backtracking, but Cade and Dawson were likely the two wanted men John had said were in the area, and the two Degan could apprehend most quickly. He might just be back on his way to California in a week or two.

But then another poster caught his eye, the only other one besides Max Dawson’s that offered a $1,000 reward. John’s notes explained why. Charles Bixford, alias Red Charley, was known to have killed three women, two children, and fifteen men when he blew up a town hall in Nebraska because his wife was in it. She was one of the women he’d killed, and the two children had been his. But that was only the start of his killing spree, which continued across Nebraska, into Colorado, and ended in Utah, where he’d last been seen. Bixford wasn’t known to be crazy, yet he’d murdered innocents for no apparent reason. He’d also killed a US marshal along the way who’d tried to apprehend him and had wounded the next one who’d tried.

And John needed to catch this killer? John, who was married with kids of his own? What sort of favor would Degan be doing for John if he only captured the less dangerous outlaws on the list? He decided to grab the two who were nearby and throw in Bixford as a bonus before going on to California.

*  *  *

Degan was putting the wanted posters back in John’s satchel when there was a knock at the door. He opened it, and a young man in a white apron nervously handed him a platter of fancy sandwiches and hurried away. It was more food than he needed and he only ate half of it. Then he made use of the bathing room at the end of the hall after the male attendant stationed there assured him it was cleaned after every use and handed him a fresh towel. A smaller tub was behind a screen in Degan’s room, but it wasn’t connected to plumbing and he didn’t want to wait for water to be delivered.

An hour later he was saddling his horse in the nearby stable, which was where Helena’s sheriff caught up with him. A tall man, the sheriff appeared confident with a rifle cradled in his arms. And brave, to have come without any of his deputies to back him up.

“We don’t want any trouble here, mister, so I hope saddling your horse means you’re leaving our fair town.”

Degan didn’t feel like standing there explaining himself, so he merely said, “I’m a friend of Marshal Hayes. I believe you know him?”

“I do.”

“The marshal asked me to help him with his agenda, so if I bring you an outlaw or two to lock up, I assume you’ll have room for them?”

“Certainly. That sort of help is always appreciated.”

Degan mounted up, tipped his hat, and rode out of the stable before the sheriff thought to ask him for his name. Possibly his reputation hadn’t reached as far as Helena, but he couldn’t count on that when people in Nashart and Butte knew that he was in the area. And the sheriff would know as well as Degan did that his name would bring other glory-seeking gunfighters to town. Whether he stayed there or not, they would still come looking for him.

He rode directly to the brothel that Dawson favored. The scantily clad women lounging in the large parlor perked up as he entered. He heard syrupy greetings and salacious promises. Two of them even pushed each other to get to him first. A third was seductively walking toward him when she noticed his demeanor—and his gun—and turned around. Her expression must have alerted the others. The women stopped trying to attract his attention. A few of them hurriedly left the room. He was used to that reaction. Women were more afraid of him than men, and they were less inclined to try to hide it, even women like the ones here whose company could be bought by anyone. And they didn’t know him, knew nothing about him. Yet one close look at him and their instincts had them averting their eyes.

The madam, who was also in the parlor, was the only exception. Her job was to make sure every man who entered her domain left happy. Yet even she approached Degan nervously, though she didn’t sound it when she said, “It’s not often I meet a man who makes me regret that I’m a married woman now. They call me Chicago Joe. What are you in the mood for, ­mister?”

Three blondes were in the room, but none of them were as pretty as the one named Luella whom he’d seen standing at the window that morning bidding Dawson good-bye, and she was the one he was there to see. “I’m looking for Luella.”

“One of our favorites!” Chicago Joe smiled. “She’s upstairs, but she isn’t available right now. Can I offer you a drink while you wait, or perhaps another of our lovely . . . ?”

Degan didn’t wait for her to finish. He headed up the stairs. No one tried to stop him. Luella’s had been the corner room facing the street. The door wasn’t locked, but she was with a customer. At least only Luella was in the rumpled bed. Her customer was still undressing to join her there. Both glanced immediately at Degan as he stepped into the room.

“I only need to have a few words with the lady,” he told the man. “You can either wait in the hall for her, or find another if you can’t wait. But vacate—”

The man had already grabbed his shirt and boots and rushed past Degan with his head ducked down. Luella got out of bed and put on a thin robe before she turned to say, “A few words, huh? And aren’t you the handsome one. Remove that gun and we’ll get along just fine, mister.”

Degan could tell she was trying to be brave. Women usually did get bold with him once he removed his gun. But Luella was also inching her way toward her bureau, where she probably kept a weapon. Degan moved farther into the room to block her from doing something stupid.

“I’m not here for your charms. You’re going to tell me where Max Dawson holes up when he’s not paying you visits.”

She blinked before her brows snapped together. “No, I won’t.”

“Are you sure about that?”

She rushed to the other side of the bed to put an obstacle between them. Degan realized he’d terrified her with his tone. Unintentionally. He would have liked to put her at ease, but that would defeat his purpose.

So Degan stated clearly, “If I have to wait around here for another week for Dawson to crawl through your window again, someone is bound to get shot during the arrest, particularly Dawson if he tries to run. His wanted poster doesn’t say dead or alive, but it doesn’t say he has to be alive, either.”

“How’d you even know to—? Oh, that was you across the street this morning. If you want Max, why didn’t you just follow him then?”

“I didn’t want him then. I do now.”

That was met with a few long moments of silence before she asked in a painfully hopeful voice, “You won’t shoot Max if you don’t have to?”

“No, I won’t—if I don’t have to.”

Degan had guessed that young Dawson had feelings for this girl, but he was surprised that she apparently returned those feelings—or at least, there was more between them than her just wanting to protect a paying customer.

So he added, “If you can point me in his direction and he can be taken by surprise, I can pretty much guarantee there won’t be bloodshed. But if I have to capture him when he visits you again, he could end up lying dead at your feet. Either way, I am going to find him. So do you try to save his life or not?”

She sat on the edge of the bed, then looked over her shoulder at him so Degan could see that she was crying. Out of politeness, he managed not to snort, but he sure as hell wasn’t gullible enough to fall for tears that could easily be faked. He wouldn’t be moved by them even if he thought they were real. You had to feel something for someone to be affected by the person’s tears, and he hadn’t felt anything like that for a long time.

He still had to wait while she wrestled with her indecision, bit her lower lip a few times, and pleaded with her pretty blue eyes. Pointlessly.

She finally figured that out and even made a small, frustrated sound before she said, “Max found an abandoned shack up in the hills. Some fool miner built it years ago, thinking he could find gold on his own, away from the gulch where everyone else was finding it.”

“And how do you know that it was abandoned?”

She glared at him. “Max didn’t shoot the miner, if that’s what you’re implying. There were mining tools left in it, holes dug all around it, even a dirt cave dug out of the hill next to the shack. Max was the one who made the guess, not me.”

“So you haven’t been there?”

“No, I never get out of town. Max merely mentioned that he found it after we met last month and said he would be using it for a while. Said it’s got a nice view of Helena, so I figured it must be higher up, probably in the forested hills on the way to the Big Belt Mountains.”

“But you’re just guessing?”

“Well, there has to be game nearby ’cause Max brought us a deer last week and a passel of dead rabbits the week before.”

“That’s how he pays for your services?”

“No, he does it just ’cause he’s nice.”

“A nice murderer and bank robber?”

Luella thrust out her chin. “Max is innocent of those charges.”

“That’s for a jury to decide, not you or me,” Degan said before he walked out of the room.


Chapter Five

ZACHARY AND MARY CALLAHAN were having coffee on the front porch of their ranch house when they noticed the cloud of dust heading their way.

“Were you expecting company this morning?” Zachary asked his wife.

“No.”

“Well, I don’t have friends who would come calling in a buckboard. Can you make out who that is in it?”

“They aren’t close enough,” Mary said, squinting. “But it looks like two bonnets, so I’m guessing it’s Rose Warren and her maid.”

“Not with guards that aren’t Warren men. I’d recognize their horses. And I thought you said Rose visited yesterday while I was on the range?”

“She did, but Tiffany and Hunter will be leaving for New York soon. And Rose did a lot of worrying about their marriage. You can’t blame her for wanting to see for herself how well it’s working out.”

“It’s only been a week since the wedding. And those two don’t come out of the bedroom long enough for anyone to figure out anything.”

Mary chuckled. “Actually, I’d worry myself—if they did. Or has it been so long you don’t remember how we were when we first got hitched?”

He leaned over and kissed his wife tenderly. “If I didn’t have a ranch to run . . .”

Mary giggled. “I’ll remind you tonight that you said that.”

Glancing back at the dust cloud, he conceded, “I think you were right. That’s a mighty big feather on one of those bonnets. No one in town other than our new daughter-in-law would own a hat like that, except for her mother.”

“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t think Rose has even unpacked her bonnets yet. And she never wore them when she lived here before. She prefers wide brims same as I do, to keep the sun off her cheeks.”

“Then I give up.”

“Good, because if you’ll just rein in your curiosity for a few more minutes you’ll know exactly who is coming to visit.” But when the buckboard stopped in front of the porch, Mary added as she stood up to greet their visitors, “Or not.”

The young woman was definitely not from Nashart or any town close by. If the young woman weren’t so richly garbed in navy silk, her black hair, blue eyes, and her age, which Mary guessed was midtwenties, would have made Mary think she was the real Jennifer Fleming, whom Frank Warren had hired from Chicago to be his housekeeper, the gal Tiffany had been pretending to be when she was their housekeeper. Mary couldn’t take her eyes off the young woman’s stylish clothing. Three rows of short ruffles ran down each side of the front of her jacket, from shoulders to waist in exquisite detail, with pearl buttons down the center. Another row of ruffles crossed the front of her skirt where it was draped back to form part of the bustle. It was just a traveling ensemble, and yet it would outshine the fanciest apparel at any of the shindigs in Nashart.

This was a lady, a rich city lady, and now Mary’s curiosity was more rampant than her husband’s. Ladies like this didn’t come to Montana without a good reason.

The second woman was older and not as elegantly dressed. The two-man escort who had ridden on either side of the buckboard weren’t local boys, either. Wearing city suits, bowler hats—and gun belts—they were definitely guards of some sort. One of them dismounted to help the women down from the buckboard. Zachary rose and walked to the top of the porch steps, Mary following him. Only the young lady and her chaperone walked toward the porch.

“Mr. and Mrs. Callahan, I hope?” the young lady asked.

“There are a lot of Callahans here and more’n one missus,” Zachary replied.

The lady seemed delighted despite the indirect answer. “Then I’ve come to the right place. I’m Allison Montgomery. This is my maid, Denise. We’ve traveled all the way from Chicago to find my fiancé, Degan Grant. The detectives I hired to locate him traced him to your ranch.”

“You’re a bit late,” Zachary said. “Degan was working for me, but his job here is finished. He lit out last week after the wedding.”

Allison looked distraught. “He—he married?”

“He didn’t, our son Hunter did,” Mary quickly put in. “But Degan never mentioned he had a fiancée.”

Zachary actually chuckled. “Nor would he. The man never talked about himself.”

Allison sighed. “I can’t say I’m not disappointed that he’s no longer here. Do you know where he was going when he left?”

“West, but that could be anywhere,” Zachary replied.

“Hunter might know more.” Mary then added to her husband, “Why don’t you fetch him while I get some more coffee. You’re welcome to come into the parlor to wait, Miss Montgomery. It’s cooler in there.”

“Thank you, you are most kind.” Allison walked up the porch steps with her chaperone.

*  *  *

Upstairs, Zachary knocked on Hunter’s door. “I need you downstairs, boy.”

“Go away, Pa, I’m busy!” Hunter yelled from inside the room.

Zachary yelled back, “So get unbusy and bring your wife. We have—”

“Tiffany is busy, too, and I’m not about to interrupt her. Go away!”

Zachary put his ear to the door and heard a giggle, then a passionate moan. He rolled his eyes and pounded on the door again. “Degan’s fiancée is downstairs and wants to know where she can find him. This really won’t wait.”

A mere moment later, Hunter opened the door, holding up his unfastened pants, wearing nothing else. “Degan has a fiancée? I don’t believe it.”

“Come see for yourself.”

Once they were dressed, Hunter and Tiffany pretty much ran down the stairs. They came to a halt as soon as the parlor was within view and they saw the women sitting on the sofa. Hunter thought his father had just made up a tall tale to get them out of the bedroom since they’d pretty much been living in it all week. Tiffany knew her father-in-law wouldn’t joke about Degan’s having a fiancée, so she wasn’t surprised by the sight of the beautiful young woman in the room and went in to introduce herself.

Hunter stopped to give Mary a bashful grin and a kiss on the cheek before she set down the coffee tray she’d just brought into the parlor. “Morning, Ma—is it still morning?”

“You’d know what time of day it is if you hadn’t decided to have your honeymoon here.”

“New York is going to be a hectic shopping spree. We’ll get there eventually.”

“Well, behave. We have guests.”

“So I see.” Hunter moved over to sit on the arm of the sofa next to his wife. But he didn’t appear the least bit cordial as he stared at Allison Montgomery and said, “If Degan had a fiancée, he wouldn’t be selling his gun all over the West. Who are you really?”

“Hunter!” Tiffany exclaimed.

The woman was blushing profusely now, having just been called a liar. “I see I’m going to have to explain.”

“Yeah, that might be a good idea,” Hunter agreed.

Mary poured her guests cups of coffee, but Allison’s was left untouched as she began, “You are right, Degan and I aren’t engaged anymore, but we were, and if he hadn’t left Chicago, we would be married now. He doesn’t know I forgave him.”

“Forgave him for what?” Tiffany asked.

Tears welled up in Allison’s eyes but she blinked them back. “We were childhood friends and so much in love. But Degan had a bit more than a flirtation with another young woman the night of our engagement dinner. I didn’t blame him. We weren’t married yet, and, well, I understand such things happen. But my parents weren’t as understanding. They made me break off the engagement. I didn’t want to do it, but I couldn’t defy them. I hoped my parents would relent and Degan and I would reconcile, but he left Chicago before my parents could reconsider.”

In a friendlier tone now Hunter asked, “Why have you waited so long to come looking for Degan to patch things up?”

“Everyone said to give him a year or two to sow his wild oats, that he’d be back, but it’s been five years! I tried to forget about him. I let other men court me, I tried to fall in love with them, but I just couldn’t forget about Degan. He and I were meant to be together. I just need to remind him of that and to tell him that I still love him, that I forgive him.”

“I never would have took Degan for being a city slicker,” Zachary remarked.

“I guessed,” Tiffany said with a grin.

“Takes one to know one, Red,” Hunter teased his wife.

“Do either of you know where Degan was going?” Allison asked the newlyweds. “I’m not just looking for him for me, now. His father is ill. Degan needs to come home.”

“He’s going to California via Helena, the northern route,” Tiffany volunteered.

“But he could stop anywhere along the way and probably will,” Hunter added. “He is a gun for hire, after all.”

“So I’ve been told.” Allison smiled warmly. “Thank you so much. If I hurry, perhaps I can catch up with him before he leaves the territory.”

“Never would have figured a broken heart for the reason Degan came West,” Hunter said as soon as Allison Montgomery had left.

“I can’t quite imagine him with a broken heart at all,” Tiffany said.

Hunter raised a brow at her. “I thought you stopped being so wary of him.”

“I did, but honestly, can you imagine Degan Grant pining for a lost love?”

“No, but I liked Degan, a lot. If that city gal can make him happy, I hope she catches up with him. Speaking of catching up, I’ll race you back upstairs.”


Chapter Six

IT TOOK DEGAN FOUR days and five evenings to find a shack in the hills. He hadn’t trusted Luella to steer him in the right direction. The forest on the way to the Big Belt range was too far from Helena, a full day’s ride that would likely require crossing the Missouri River to get to it. While there might be a ferry somewhere along the river, he doubted an outlaw such as Max Dawson would want to spend close to an hour in the company of the ferry operator who might identify him and notify the sheriff anytime Dawson visited Luella. And Degan wasn’t going to waste time looking for a ferry. He’d rather wait out the week in town for Dawson to come visiting again before he searched in that direction. But some wooded areas were closer to Helena, so he could look for Dawson there during the day and return to the hotel at night. The two to the southeast and southwest were quite extensive, which was why the search was taking so long.
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