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For winter’s rains and ruins are over,
And all the seasons of snows and sins;
The days dividing lover and lover,
The light that loses, the night that wins;
And time remembered is grief forgotten,
And frosts are slain and flowers begotten,
And in green underwood and cover
Blossom by blossom the spring begins.

—From Atalanta in Calydon
Algernon Charles Swinburne


For my daughter, Elizabeth,
who has the mind of a scientist, the heart of a saint,
the determination of a champion,
and the twinkle of a true Irishman.
Oh, how you inspire me.
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For winter’s rains and ruins are over,
And all the seasons of snows and sins;
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But for the grace of God and an untied shoelace, she would have died with the others that day. She walked into the bank at precisely two forty-five in the afternoon to close her account, deliberately leaving the task until the last possible minute because it made everything so final in her mind. There would be no going back. All of her possessions had been packed, and very soon now she would be leaving Rockford Falls, Montana, forever.

Sherman MacCorkle, the bank president, would lock the doors in fifteen minutes. The lobby was filled with other procrastinators like herself, yet for all the customers, there were only two tellers working the windows instead of the usual three. Emmeline MacCorkle, Sherman’s daughter, was apparently still at home recovering from the influenza that had swept through the peaceful little town two weeks before.

Malcolm Watterson’s line was shorter by three heads. He was a notorious gossip, though, and would surely ask her questions she wasn’t prepared to answer.

Fortunately Franklin Carroll was working today, and she immediately took her place in the back of his line. He was quick, methodical, and never intruded into anyone’s personal affairs. He was also a friend. She had already told him good-bye after services last Sunday, but she had the sudden inclination to do so again.

She hated waiting. Tapping her foot softly against the warped floorboards, she took her gloves off, then put them back on again. Each time she fidgeted, her purse, secured by a satin ribbon around her wrist, swung back and forth, back and forth, like a pendulum keeping perfect time to the ticktock of the clock hanging on the wall behind the tellers’ windows.

The man in front of her took a step forward, but she stayed where she was, hoping to put some distance between them so that she wouldn’t have to smell the sour sweat mixed with the pungent odor of fried sausage emanating from his filthy clothes.

The man to her left in Malcolm’s line smiled at her, letting her see the two missing teeth in the center of his grin. To discourage conversation, she gave him a quick nod and turned her gaze upward to the water stains on the ceiling.

It was dank, musty, and horribly hot. She could feel the perspiration gathering at the nape of her neck and tugged on the collar of her starched blouse. Giving Franklin a sympathetic glance, she wondered how any of the employees could work all day in such a dark, gloomy, stifling tomb. She turned to the right and stared longingly at the three closed windows. Sunlight streaked through the finger-smudged glass, casting jagged splotches on the worn floorboards, and fragments of dust particles hung suspended in the stagnant air. If she had to wait much longer, she would incite Sherman MacCorkle’s anger by marching over to the windows and throwing all of them open. She gave up the idea as soon as it entered her mind because the president would only close them again and give her a stern lecture about bank security. Besides, she would lose her place in line.

It was finally her turn. Hurrying forward, she stumbled and bumped her head against the glass of the teller’s window. Her shoe had come off. She shoved her foot back inside and felt the tongue coil under her toes. Behind the tellers, dour-faced Sherman MacCorkle’s door was open. He heard the commotion and looked up at her from his desk behind a glass partition. She gave him a weak smile before turning her attention to Franklin.

“My shoelace came untied,” she said in an attempt to explain her clumsiness.

He nodded sympathetically. “Are you all ready to leave?”

“Just about,” she whispered so that Malcolm, the busybody, wouldn’t poke his nose into the conversation. He was already leaning toward Frank, and she knew he was itching to hear the particulars.

“I’ll miss you,” Franklin blurted out.

The confession brought a blush that stained his neck and cheeks. Franklin’s shyness was an endearing quality, and when the tall, deathly thin man swallowed, his oversized Adam’s apple bobbed noticeably. He was at least twenty years her senior, yet he acted like a young boy whenever he was near her.

“I’m going to miss you too, Franklin.”

“Are you going to close your account now?”

She nodded as she pushed the folded papers through the arched, fist-sized opening. “I hope everything’s in order.”

He busied himself with the paperwork, checking signatures and numbers, and then opened his cash drawer and began to count out the money.

“Four hundred and two dollars is an awful lot of money to be carrying around.”

“Yes, I know it is,” she agreed. “I’ll keep a close eye on it. Don’t worry.”

She removed her gloves while he stacked the bills, and when he pushed the money through the opening, she stuffed it into her cloth purse and pulled the strings tight.

Franklin cast his employer a furtive glance before leaning forward and pressing his forehead against the glass. “Church won’t be the same without you sitting in the pew in front of Mother and me. I wish you weren’t leaving. Mother would eventually warm up to you. I’m sure of it.”

She reached through the opening and impulsively squeezed his hand. “In the short while that I have lived here, you have become such a good friend. I won’t ever forget your kindness to me.”

“Will you write?”

“Yes, of course I will.”

“Send your letters to the bank so Mother won’t see them.”

She smiled. “Yes, I’ll do that.”

A discreet cough told her she’d lingered too long. She picked up her gloves and purse and turned around, searching for a spot out of the traffic where she could retie her shoelace. There was an empty desk in the alcove beyond the swinging gate that separated the customers from the employees. Lemont Morgan-staff usually sat there, but like Emmeline MacCorkle, he too was still recovering from the epidemic.

She dragged her foot so she wouldn’t step out of her shoe again as she made her way across the lobby to the decrepit, scarred desk in front of the windows. Franklin had confided that MacCorkle had purchased all the furniture thirdhand from a printer’s shop. His thrifty nature had obviously compelled him to overlook the ink stains blotting the wood and the protruding splinters lying in wait for an uncautious finger.

It was sinful the way MacCorkle treated his employees. She knew for a fact that he didn’t pay any of his loyal staff a fair wage, because poor Franklin lived a very modest life and could barely afford to keep his mother in the medicinal tonic she seemed to thrive on.

She had a notion to go into MacCorkle’s brand-spanking-new office, with its shiny mahogany desk and matching file cabinets, and tell him what a cheapskate he was in hopes of shaming him into doing something about the deplorable conditions he forced his staff to endure, and she surely would have done just that if it hadn’t been for the possibility that MacCorkle would think Franklin had put her up to it. The president knew they were friends. No, she didn’t dare say a word, and so she settled on giving MacCorkle a look of pure disgust instead.

It was a wasted effort; he was looking the other way. She promptly turned her back to him and pulled out the desk chair. Dropping her things down on the seat, she genuflected in as ladylike a fashion as she could and pushed her petticoats out of her way. She adjusted the tongue of her shoe, slipped her foot back inside, and quickly retied the stiff shoelace.

The chore completed, she tried to stand up but stepped on her skirt instead and was jerked back to the floor, landing with a thud. Her purse and gloves spilled into her lap as the chair she’d bumped went flying backward on its rollers. It slammed into the wall, rolled back, and struck her shoulder. Embarrassed by her awkwardness, she peered over the top of the desk to see if anyone had noticed.

There were three customers left at the tellers’ windows, all of them gaping in her direction. Franklin had only just finished filing her documents in the file cabinet behind him when she fell. He slammed the file drawer closed and started toward her with a worried frown on his face, but she smiled and waved him back. She was just about to tell him she was quite all right when the front door burst open with a bang.

The clock chimed three o’clock. Seven men stormed inside and fanned out across the lobby. No one could mistake their intentions. Dark bandannas concealed the lower part of their faces, and their hats, worn low on their brows, shaded their eyes. As each man moved forward, he drew his gun. The last one to enter spun around to pull the shades and bolt the door.

Everyone in the bank froze except for Sherman MacCorkle, who rose up in his chair, a startled cry of alarm issuing through his pinched lips. Then Franklin screamed in a high-pitched soprano shriek that reverberated through the eerie silence.

Like the others, she was too stunned to move. A wave of panic washed through her, constricting every muscle. She desperately tried to grasp control of her thoughts. Don’t panic … don’t panic… They can’t shoot us … They wouldn’t dare shoot us… The noise of gunfire… They want money, that’s all… If everyone cooperates, they won’t hurt us….

Her logic didn’t help calm her racing heartbeat. They would take her four hundred dollars. And that was unacceptable. She couldn’t let them have the money… wouldn’t. But how could she stop them? She took the wad of bills out of her purse and frantically searched for a place to hide it. Think … think…. She leaned to the side and looked up at Franklin. He was staring at the robbers, but he must have felt her watching him for he tilted his head downward ever so slightly. It dawned on her then that the gunmen didn’t know she was there. She hesitated for the barest of seconds, her gaze intent on Franklin’s pale face, and then silently squeezed herself into the kneehole of the ancient desk. Quickly unbuttoning her blouse, she shoved the money under her chemise and flattened her hands against her chest.

Oh, God, oh, God… One of them was walking toward the desk. She could hear his footsteps getting closer and closer. Her petticoats! They were spread out like a white flag of surrender. She frantically grabbed them and shoved them under her knees. Her heart pounded like a drum now, and she was terrified that all of them could hear the noise. If they didn’t spot her, they would leave her money alone.

A blur of snakeskin boots, spurs rattling, passed within inches. The smell of peppermint trailed behind. The scent shocked her—children smelled like peppermint, not criminals. Don’t let him see me, she prayed. Please, God, don’t let him see me. She wanted to squeeze her eyes shut and disappear. She heard the shades being pulled down, sucking out the sunlight, and she was suddenly assaulted with the claustrophobic feeling that she was in a casket and the man was pushing the lid down on top of her.

Bare seconds had passed since they’d entered the bank. It would be over soon, she told herself. Soon. They wanted only the money, nothing more, and they would surely hurry to get out as quickly as possible. Yes, of course they would. With every second that they lingered, they increased the odds of being captured.

Could they see her through the cracks in the desk? The possibility was too frightening. There was a half-inch split in the seam of the wood all the way down the center panel, and she slowly shifted her position until her knees were rubbing against the drawer above her head. The air was thick, heavy. It made her want to gag. She took a shallow breath through her mouth and tilted her head to the side so she could see through the slit.

Across the room the three gray-faced customers stood motionless, their backs pressed against the counter. One of the robbers stepped forward. He was dressed in a black suit and white shirt, similar to the clothing the bank president wore. Had he not been wearing a mask and holding a gun, he would have looked like any other businessman.

He was terribly polite and soft-spoken.

“Gentlemen, there isn’t any need to be frightened,” he began in a voice that reeked with southern hospitality. “As long as you do as I say, no one will get hurt. We happened to hear from a friend of ours about a large government deposit for the army boys, and we thought we might like to help ourselves to their pay. I’ll grant you we aren’t being very gentlemanly, and I’m sure you’re feeling mighty inconvenienced. I’m real sorry about that. Mr. Bell, please put the Closed sign in the window behind the shades.”

The leader gave the order to the man on his right, who quickly did as he was told.

“That’s fine, just fine,” the leader said. “Now, gentlemen, I would like all of you to stack your hands on top of your heads and come on out here into the lobby so I won’t have to worry that one of you is going to do anything foolish. Don’t be shy, Mr. President. Come on out of your office and join your friends and neighbors.”

She heard the shuffle of feet as the men moved forward. The gate squeaked as it opened.

“That was nice and orderly.” The leader oozed the praise when his command was promptly followed. “You did just fine, but I have one more request to make. Will all of you please kneel down? Now, now, keep your hands on your heads. You don’t want me to worry, do you? Mr. Bell would like to lay you out on the floor and tie you up, but I don’t think that will be necessary. No need to get your nice clothes dirty. Just squeeze yourselves together in a tight little circle. That’s fine, just fine,” he praised once again.

“The safe’s open, sir,” one of the others called out

“Go to it, son,” he called back.

The man in charge turned to the desk, and she saw his eyes clearly. They were brown with golden streaks through them, like marbles, cold, unfeeling. The man named Bell was coughing, and the leader turned away from her to look at his accomplice.

“Why don’t you lean against the railing and let the others take care of filling up the bags. My friend’s feeling poorly today,” he told the captives.

“Maybe he’s got the influenza,” Malcolm suggested in an eager-to-please voice.

“I’m afraid you might be right,” the leader agreed. “It’s a pity because he so enjoys his work, but today he isn’t up to entertaining himself. Isn’t that right, Mr. Bell?”

“Yes, sir,” his cohort said.

“Are you about finished, Mr. Robertson?”

“We got it all, sir.”

“Don’t forget the cash in the drawers,” he reminded him.

“We’ve got that too, sir.”

“Looks like our business is almost finished here. Mr. Johnson, will you please make sure the back door isn’t going to give us any trouble?”

“I’ve already seen to it, sir.”

“It’s time to finish up, then.”

She heard the others moving back into the lobby, their heels clicking against the floorboards with the precision of telegraph equipment. One of them was snickering.

The man in charge had turned away from her, but she could see the others clearly now. All of them stood behind the circle of captives. While she watched, they removed their bandannas and tucked them into their pockets. The leader took a step forward, then put his gun away so he could carefully fold his bandanna and put it in his vest pocket. He stood close enough for her to see his long fingers and his carefully manicured nails.

Why had they removed their masks? Didn’t they realize that Franklin and the others would give the authorities their descriptions… Oh, God, no … no … no…

“Is the back door open, Mr. Johnson?”

“Yes, sir, it is.”

“Well, then I expect it’s time to leave. Whose turn is it?” he asked.

“Mr. Bell hasn’t taken a turn since that little girl. Remember, sir?”

“I remember. Are you up to it today, Mr. Bell?”

“Yes, sir, I believe I am.”

“Then get on with it,” he ordered as he drew his gun and cocked it.

“What are you going to do?” the president asked in a near shout.

“Hush now. I told you no one would get hurt, didn’t I?”

His voice was horrifically soothing. MacCorkle was nodding when the man named Bell fired his shot. The front of the president’s head exploded.

The leader killed the man in front of him, jumping back when the blood from the wound he’d inflicted spewed out.

Franklin cried, “But you promised…”

The leader whirled toward him and shot him in the back of the head. Franklin’s neck snapped.

“I lied.”
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The ceremony was unique. The guest of honor, Cole Clayborne, slept through it and the celebration that followed. An hour after most of the guests had departed, the effect of the unnatural sleep was wearing off. In a stupor, he floated somewhere between fantasy and reality. He felt someone tugging on him, but he couldn’t summon enough strength to open his eyes and find out who was tormenting him. The noise was making his head ache fiercely, and when he finally began to wake up, the first sounds he heard were the clinking of glasses and loud, rambunctious laughter.

Someone was speaking to him, or about him. He heard his name, yet he found it impossible to concentrate long enough to understand what was being said. His head felt as though there were little men inside, standing between his eyes, pounding his skull with sharp hammers.

Was he hung over? The question intruded into his hazy thoughts. No, he never got drunk when he was away from Rosehill, and even when he was home, he rarely had more than an occasional beer in the heat of the afternoon. He didn’t like the aftereffects. Liquor, he’d learned the hard way, dulled the senses and the reflexes, and with half the gunslingers in the territory wanting to build their reputations by killing him in a shoot-out, he wasn’t about to drink anything more dulling than water.

Someone was having a mighty fine time. He heard laughter again and tried to turn his head toward the sound. Pain shot up from the base of his neck, causing bile to rush to his throat. Ah, Lord, he felt like hell.

“Looks like he’s coming around, Josey. You’d best get on back home before he starts growling and spewing. You’re liable to get your feelings hurt.” Sheriff Tom Norton stared through the bars of the cell while he addressed his wife of thirty years.

Josey Norton scurried away before Cole could get his eyes focused. It took him a minute to realize where he was. He gritted his teeth as he sat up on the narrow cot and swung his legs to the floor. His hands gripped the mattress and his head dropped to his chest.

He studied the sheriff through bloodshot eyes. Norton was an older man with weather-beaten skin, a potbelly, and melancholy eyes. He looked like a harmless hound dog.

“Why am I in jail?” The question was issued in a sharp whisper.

The sheriff leaned against the bars, crossed one ankle over the other, and smiled. “You broke the law, son.”

“How?”

“Disturbing the peace.”

“What?”

“No need to shout. I can see it pained you. You’ve got a nice bump on the back of your head, and I don’t suppose yelling is gonna make you feel better. Don’t you remember what happened?”

Cole shook his head and immediately regretted it. Pain exploded behind his eyes.

“I remember being sick.”

“Yes, you had the influenza. You were sick with fever for four days, and my Josey nursed you back to health. Today was your second day out of bed.”

“When did I disturb the peace?”

“When you crossed the street,” he said cheerfully. “It was real disturbing to me, the way you walked away while I was trying so hard to convince you to stay in Middleton until the appointment came through. I gave my word to someone real important that I would keep you here, son, but you wouldn’t cooperate.”

“So you hit me over the head.”

“Yes, I did,” he admitted. “I didn’t see any other way. It wasn’t much of a hit though, just a little thump with the butt of my pistol on the back of your head. No permanent damage was done, or you wouldn’t be sitting there growling at me. Besides, I did you a favor.”

The sheriff’s chipper voice was grating on Cole’s nerves. He glared at him and asked, “How do you figure that?”

“There were two gunslingers waiting for you to get into the street. Both of them were determined to make you draw—one at a time, of course. You were just getting over your sick spell, and even though you won’t admit it, I’d wager a week’s pay you weren’t well enough to take either one of them on. The influenza hit you hard, son, and you’re only just now getting your color back. Yes sirree, I did you a favor.”

“It’s all coming back to me.”

“Put it behind you,” he suggested. “’Cause it’s water under the sink now. The appointment came through, and we had us a nice ceremony right here in the jail. It seemed kind of odd to file into your cell for a big do, but the judge didn’t mind and it worked out all right. Yes, it did. Too bad you had to sleep through the celebration, since you were the honoree and all. My wife, Josey, made her special yellow cake with sugar icing. She cut you a nice big piece and left it on the table over there,” he added with a nod toward the opposite side of the cell. “You’d best eat it before the mice get to it.”

Cole was becoming more frustrated by the second. Most of what the sheriff was telling him didn’t make any sense. “Answer my questions,” he demanded. “You said that someone important wanted to keep me here. Who was it?”

“Marshal Daniel Ryan, that’s who. He should be along any minute now to let you out.”

“Ryan’s here? That no-good, low-down, thieving—”

“Hold on now. There ain’t no need to carry on. The marshal told me you’ve been bearing a grudge against him. He said it had something to do with a compass and gold case he’s been keeping safe for you.”

Cole’s head was rapidly clearing. “My mother was bringing me the compass, and Ryan stole it from her. He doesn’t have any intention of giving it back. I’m going to have to take it from him.”

“I think you might be wrong about that,” Norton said with a chuckle.

It was futile to argue with him. Cole decided to save his wrath for the man who was responsible for locking him up … Daniel Ryan. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on him.

“Are you going to let me out of here and give me my guns back?”

“I’d surely like to.”

“But?”

“But I can’t,” the sheriff said. “Ryan’s got the keys. I’ve got to take some papers across town to the judge, so why don’t you sit tight and eat some cake? I shouldn’t be gone long.”

The sheriff turned to leave. “One more thing,” he drawled out. “Congratulations, son. I’m sure you’ll do your family proud.”

“Wait!” Cole called out. “Why are you congratulating me?”

Norton didn’t answer him. He sauntered into the outer office, and a minute later Cole heard the front door open and close. He shook his head in confusion. He didn’t know what the old man had been rambling on about. Why would he congratulate him?

He glanced around the stark cell—gray walls, gray bars, and gray floor. On a three-legged stand in the corner was a gray-speckled basin and a water jug next to the piece of cake the sheriff’s wife had left for him. The only other adornment was the black spider crawling up the painted stones of the wall. There was another one hanging from its web in the barred windowsill high up by the ceiling. Cole was over six feet tall, but in order to look out, he would have to stand on a chair. There weren’t any inside the cell. He could see a fragment of the sky, though, and like his temporary home, it too was gray.

The color fit his mood. He was in a no-win situation. He couldn’t very well shoot Norton, since his wife had nursed him back to health. The sheriff had probably saved his life, as well, by knocking him out before the gunslingers had challenged him. Cole remembered the influenza had left him weak and shaky. He would have died in a gunfight all right, but damn it all, did Norton have to hit him so hard? His head still felt as if it had been split in two.

He reached up to rub the knot in the back of his neck, and his right arm bumped against cold metal. He looked down, then froze when he realized what he was staring at. A gold case dangled from a chain someone—Ryan, most likely—had clipped to the pocket of his leather vest.

The son of a bitch had finally given him his treasure back. He gently lifted the precious disk into the palm of his hand and stared at it a long minute before opening it. The compass was made of brass, not gold, but it was still finely crafted. The face was white, the letters red, the dial black. He removed it from its case, smiling as he watched the dial wobble back and forth before pointing north.

His Mama Rose was going to be pleased to know that he had finally gotten the gift she’d purchased for him over a year ago. It was a handsome treasure. He couldn’t find a nick or a scratch anywhere. Ryan had obviously taken good care of it, he grudgingly admitted. He still wanted to shoot the bastard for keeping it so long, but he knew he couldn’t if he wanted to stay alive a little longer—killing marshals was frowned on in the territory, no matter what the reason—and so Cole decided to settle on punching him in the nose instead.

Carefully tucking the compass into his vest pocket, he glanced over at the pitcher and decided to splash some water on his face. His gaze settled on the piece of cake, and he focused on it while he tried to sort fact from dream.

Why were they eating cake in his cell? The question seemed too complicated to think about now. He stood up so he could stretch his knotted muscles and was about to take off his vest when his sleeve caught on something sharp. Pulling his arm free, he glanced down to see what was jabbing him.

His hands dropped to his knees as he fell back on the cot and stared down at his left shoulder in disbelief. He was stupefied. It had to be a joke—but someone had a real warped sense of humor. Then Sheriff Norton’s words came back to him. The appointment had come through … Yeah, that’s what he’d said … And they celebrated … Cole remembered Norton had said that too.

And Cole was the honoree…

“Son of a bitch!” He roared the blasphemy at the silver star pinned to his vest.

He was a U.S. marshal.
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By the time Sheriff Norton returned to the jail, Cole was seething with anger. Fortunately, Norton had gotten the keys from Ryan. His wife, Josey, was with him, and for that reason Cole kept his temper under control. She carried a tray covered with a blue-and-white-striped napkin, and as soon as the sheriff swung the door open, she brought the food inside the cell.

Norton made the introductions. “You two haven’t officially met, since you were burning up with fever every time my Josey got near you. Josey, this here is Marshal Cole Clayborne. He doesn’t know about it yet, but he’s gonna be helping Marshal Ryan chase down that slippery Blackwater gang of murderers terrorizing the territory. Cole … You don’t mind if I get familiar and call you by your first name, do you?”

“No, sir, I don’t mind.”

The sheriff beamed with pleasure. “That’s mighty nice of you, considering the inconvenience you must be feeling over getting yourself thumped on the head. Anyway, as I was saying, this pretty lady blushing next to me is my wife, Josey. She fretted over you something fierce while you were ill. Do you remember?”

Cole had stood up as soon as Josey entered the cell. He moved forward, nodded to her in greeting, and said, “Of course I remember. Ma’am, I appreciate you coming by the hotel and looking after me while I was so sick. I hope I wasn’t too much trouble.”

Josey was a rather plain-looking woman, with round shoulders and crooked teeth, but when she smiled, she lit up the room. Folks tended to want to smile back, and Cole was no exception. His smile was genuine, as was his appreciation.

“A lot of people wouldn’t have taken the trouble to nurse a stranger,” he added.

“You weren’t any trouble at all,” she replied. “You lost a little weight, but my chicken ought to put the fat back on you. I brought some from home.”

“My Josey makes mighty fine fried chicken,” Norton interjected with a nod toward the basket his wife carried.

“I felt I ought to do something to make up for my husband’s orneriness. Thomas shouldn’t have knocked you out the way he did, especially since you were feeling so puny and all. Does your head pain you?”

“No, ma’am,” he lied.

She turned to her husband. “Those two no-good gunslingers are still hanging around. I spotted both of them on my way here. One’s squatting north of our avenue and the other’s due south. Are you going to do something about it before this boy gets himself killed?”

Norton rubbed his jaw. “I expect Marshal Ryan will have a talk with them.”

“He doesn’t seem the talking type,” Josey replied.

“Ma’am, those gunslingers want me,” Cole said. “I’ll talk to them.”

“Son, they don’t want to talk. They’re itching to build their reputations, and the only way they can do that is if one of them shoots you in a draw. Just don’t let them aggravate you into doing anything foolish,” Norton said.

Josey nodded her agreement, then turned to her husband again. “Where do you want me to lay out the plates?”

“It’s too stuffy to eat in here,” Norton said. “Why don’t you put it all out on my desk?”

Cole waited until Josey had gone into the outer room before speaking to the sheriff again. “Where’s Ryan?”

“He’ll be along soon. He was headed here, but then he got called over to the telegraph office to pick up a wire. I expect you’re anxious to have a word with him.”

Cole nodded. He kept his temper under control by reminding himself that the sheriff had only done Ryan’s bidding. It was the marshal who’d ordered Norton to keep Cole in town, and it was also the marshal who’d pinned the star on his vest. Cole had in mind another place for the badge. He thought he might like to pin it to the center of Ryan’s forehead. The thought so amused him, he smiled.

Josey had removed the papers from the desk and covered it with a red-and-white tablecloth. There were two chipped china dinner plates, white with blue butterflies painted on the rims, and two matching coffee cups. In the center of the desk was a platter of fried chicken sitting in a thick puddle of grease, along with bowls of boiled turnips with their hairy roots, like gauze, still wrapped around them, congealed gravy that resembled day-old biscuit dough, pickled beets, and black-bottomed rolls.

It was the most unappealing meal Cole had ever seen. His stomach, still tender from the influenza, lurched in reaction to the smell. Since Josey had already left, Cole didn’t have to be concerned that his lack of appetite would offend her.

The sheriff took his seat behind the desk and motioned for Cole to pull up another chair. After pouring coffee for both of them, he leaned back and pointed to the spread. “I might as well warn you before you get started. My wife means well, but she never quite got the knack for cooking. She seems to think she’s got to fry everything up in a kettle of lard. I wouldn’t touch that gravy if I were you. It’s a killer.”

“I’m really not hungry,” Cole said.

The sheriff laughed. “You’re gonna be a mighty fine marshal ’cause you’re so diplomatic.” Patting his distended belly, he added, “I’ve gotten used to my Josey’s cooking, but it’s taken me close to thirty years to do it. There was a time or two I thought she was trying to do me in.”

Cole drank his coffee while Norton ate two large helpings of food. When the older man was finished, he restacked the dishes inside the basket, covered it with his soiled napkin, and stood up.

“I believe I’ll mosey on down to Frieda’s restaurant and get me a piece of her pecan pie. You want to come along?”

“No, thank you. I’ll wait here for Ryan.” One thought led to another. “What did you do with my guns?”

“They’re in the bottom drawer of my desk. That’s a right nice gunbelt you’ve got. It makes it easy to get to your guns, doesn’t it? I expect that’s why Marshal Ryan wears one.”

As soon as the sheriff was out the door, Cole got his gunbelt out and put it on. All of the bullets for the two six-shooters had been removed. He scooped them up, filled the chambers of one gun, and was working on the second when Norton came rushing back inside.

“I expect Marshal Ryan could use your help. Those two gunslingers are waiting at both ends of my street, and he’s strolling right smack across the middle. He’s gonna get himself killed.”

Cole shook his head. “They want me, not Ryan,” he said as he slammed the loading chamber into place and shoved the gun in his holster.

“But that’s the problem, son. Ryan ain’t gonna let them have you. If one of them kills you, then you won’t be able to help him get the Blackwater gang, and he’s said more than once he needs your special kind of help.”

Cole didn’t have the faintest idea what the sheriff was talking about. What special kind of help could he give? He guessed he was about to find out, though. His suggestion that the sheriff remain inside was met with resistance.

“Son, I can lend a hand. Granted, it’s been a while since I’ve been in a shoot-out, but I figure it’s like drinking out of a cup. Once you’ve learned how, you never forget. I used to be considered quick with a pistol too.”

Cole shook his head. “Like I said, they want me, but thanks for the offer.”

Norton rushed forward to open the door for him, and before Cole stepped outside, he heard the older man whisper, “Good luck to you.”



Four
 [image: Image]


Luck didn’t have anything to do with it. Years of hard living had prepared Cole for these annoying nuisances.

Cole took everything in at once. The gunslingers were waiting at opposite ends of the dirt street, but he didn’t recognize either one of them. Gunslingers all looked the same to him—God, how many had there been, chasing after the empty dream of being the fastest gun in the West? Dressed alike in leather chaps, the two men shifted from foot to foot, letting Cole see their eagerness. They weren’t boys, which was going to make killing them easier, Cole supposed. He had already figured out exactly how he would do it. The plan called for him to hit the dirt—but damn, he really hated diving and rolling around in the mud, especially today, since his stomach was acting so persnickety. Still, he would do what he had to do in order to survive.

Marshal Ryan was the fly in his ointment, however. The lawman was standing stock-still in the center of the street, and that would put him right in the middle of the gunfire.

Cole was about to call out to him when Ryan motioned for him to come forward. Keeping his hands down and loose at his sides so he wouldn’t spook the eager-to-die gunslingers, he stepped off the boardwalk and headed for the marshal. His fingers itched to reach for his gun. He didn’t particularly want to shoot the lawman, just hit him on the back of his head with the butt of a gun so Ryan would have an inkling of the pain Cole had endured because of his order to keep him in town.

As he sauntered closer, the gunslingers, like rodents afraid of the light of day but craving the prize between them, edged forward.

Cole decided to ignore them for the moment. He and Ryan were both safe … until one of the gunslingers went for his gun. The challengers were there to build their reputations, and the only way they could do that would be to shoot it out in a draw with witnesses watching. Fair and square. Otherwise, the kill didn’t count.

Sheriff Norton peered through the crack of the doorway, watching. He smiled at the sight before him, for it was something to behold, and remember. The two marshals, both as big and mean-looking as Goliath, were sizing each other up like contenders in a boxing ring. They made a striking pair, just like Josey said. She’d been afraid of Daniel Ryan when she’d first met him, and later on she’d had the very same reaction when she met Cole Clayborne, though she did a decent job of masking it. The two marshals spooked her, she’d confessed, and Norton remembered vividly her exact words when she’d tried to explain why she felt the way she did. “It’s in their eyes. They’ve both got that cold, piercing stare, like icicles going right through a body. I get the feeling they’re looking into my head and know what I’m thinking before I do.”

She also admitted that, in spite of her timidity, she couldn’t help but notice what handsome men they were … as long as they didn’t stare directly at her.

Cole shouted to Ryan, drawing the sheriff’s full attention.

“Get the hell out of the street, Ryan. You’re going to get killed.”

The marshal didn’t budge. His eyes narrowed as Cole moved closer. Cole stopped when he was a couple of feet away. He stared into Ryan’s eyes. Ryan stared back. He was the first to break the silence. “Are you thinking about shooting me?”

There was a hint of laughter in his voice Cole didn’t particularly like. “The idea crossed my mind, but I’ve got other things to worry about now. Unless you want to catch a stray bullet, I suggest you move.”

“Someone’s going to die, but it isn’t going to be me,” Ryan announced in a lazy drawl.

“You think you can take both of them?” Cole asked with a nod toward the gunslinger on his left, who was slowly creeping closer.

“I’ll find out soon enough.”

“They want me, not you.”

“I’m just as fast, Cole.”

“No, you’re not.”

Ryan’s smile took Cole by surprise, and he would have asked Ryan why he was so amused if the gunslinger on his right hadn’t shouted at him.

“My name’s Eagle, Clayborne, and I’m here to take you out. Turn and face me, you lily-livered bastard. I’m gonna draw on you, damn your hide.”

The competing gunslinger wasn’t about to be left out. “My name’s Riley, Clayborne, and I’m the man who’s going to kill you.”

The gunslingers Cole had encountered so far had all been stupid. This pair, he decided, wasn’t the exception.

“I should probably do something about those two,” Ryan said.

“Like what? Are you thinking about arresting them?”

“Maybe.”

His casual attitude was irritating. “What kind of a marshal are you?”

“A damned good one.”

Cole clenched his jaw. “You’re sure full of yourself.”

“I know my strengths. I know yours too.”

Cole’s patience was gone. “Why don’t you go on inside with the sheriff, and you can tell me all about your strengths after I’m finished here.”

“Are you telling me to get out of your way?”

“Yeah, I am.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Besides, I’ve got a plan,” he said with a gesture toward one of the gunslingers.

“I’ve got a plan too,” Cole replied.

“Mine’s better.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes. On the count of three, we both drop to the ground and let them kill each other.”

In spite of his dark mood, the picture Ryan painted made Cole grin. “That would be real nice if it worked, but neither one of them is close enough to hit the other. Besides, I’d get my new shirt all dirty dropping to the ground.”

“What’s your plan?” Ryan asked.

“Kill one, then dive, roll, and kill the other.”

“Seems to me you’re going to get that brand-new shirt dirty with your plan too.”

“Are you going to get out of my way or not?”

“Lawmen stand together, Cole. That’s a real important rule to remember.”

“I’m not a lawman.”

“Yes, you are. You should be sworn in, but that’s only a formality.”

“You’ve got a twisted sense of humor, Ryan. You know that? I’m not going to be a marshal.”

“You already are,” Ryan explained patiently.

“Why?”

“I need your help.”

“I think maybe you don’t understand how I feel. I’m fighting the urge to shoot you, you son of a bitch. You kept my compass for over a year.”

Ryan wasn’t at all intimidated by Cole’s threat. “It took that long for the appointment to come through.”

“What appointment?”

“I couldn’t just pin a badge on you,” Ryan said. “The appointment came from Washington.”

Cole shook his head.

“They’re moving in on us,” Ryan said. He rolled his eyes in Eagle’s direction. “Do you know either of them?”

“No.”

“I’ll take the one at five o’clock.”

Cole started to turn, then stopped. “Your five or mine?”

“Mine,” Ryan answered.

They each turned to face an approaching gunfighter, then slowly stepped backward, stopping when they were shoulder to shoulder.

“Don’t shoot to kill.”

“You gotta be joking.”

Ryan ignored the comment. He shouted to the gunslingers to put their hands in the air and walk, slow and easy, toward him, but Eagle and Riley stayed where they were with their right hands hovering above their guns.

“If you miss Riley, his bullet is going to go through you and hit me,” Cole said.

“I never miss.”

“Arrogant bastard,” Cole whispered just as Eagle went for his gun. Cole reacted with lightning speed. The gunfighter didn’t even get his weapon out of his holster before a bullet stabbed through the palm of his hand.

Ryan fired at the same time. He shot the gun out of Riley’s hand just as he was bringing his weapon up. The bullet cut through his wrist.

Keeping their guns trained on their targets, the two marshals strode forward. Ryan reached Riley first. He removed his weapons, ignoring the man’s squeals of agony, and prodded him toward Sheriff Norton’s jail.

Eagle was bellowing like a wounded boar. Much to Cole’s frustration, he wouldn’t stand still, but danced around in a gyrating jig.

“You ruined my shooting hand, Clayborne. You ruined my shooting hand,” he screeched.

“I heard you the first time,” Cole grumbled. “Stand still, damn it. I’m taking your guns.”

Eagle wouldn’t comply, and Cole quickly tired of chasing him. He let out a sigh, grabbed hold of the gunslinger by his collar, and slammed his fist into his jaw, knocking him unconscious. He continued to hold him up until he’d removed his gun, then let him drop to the ground. Gripping the scruff of his neck, he dragged him to Norton.

The sheriff was beaming at the two marshals from the boardwalk. “Guess I’ll have to go get the doc to patch them two up,” he remarked.

“Guess so,” Cole replied.

The sheriff rushed back inside, snatched his keys off the desktop, and hurried on to unlock two cells. A moment later, the gunfighters were pushed inside.

There wasn’t time for the sheriff’s congratulations, for no sooner had the cell door slammed shut than Ryan was called outside by the telegraph clerk. When Cole joined him on the boardwalk, one look at the marshal told Cole something bad had happened. He was surprised when Ryan handed the wire to him.

Cole read the contents while Ryan gave the news to Sheriff Norton. “There’s been another robbery.” His voice was flat.

Norton shook his head. “How many dead this time?”

“Seven.”

“Where did it happen?” Norton asked.

“Rockford Falls.”

“That ain’t far from here. I can tell you how to get there.”

“How far is it?”

“About forty miles over some rough terrain.”

“You might want to keep your eyes open in case any of them pass through here again. I doubt they will,” Ryan added. “They’ve already hit this bank. Cole, are you riding with me?”

He shook his head and handed the wire back to Ryan. “It’s not my problem.”

Ryan said nothing. Squinting against the sunlight, his eyes narrowed and his brow wrinkled into a frown. Suddenly he grabbed hold of Cole’s vest and shoved him backward off his feet. Before Cole could recover and retaliate—his fingers were flexing into a fist—Ryan stole his thunder by apologizing.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I let my temper get the upper hand. Look, you’re right. You didn’t ask for any of this, and the robberies aren’t your problem. They’re mine. I just thought … hoped, anyway … that you would want to help. I won’t accept your resignation, though. You’re going to have to ride to the regional office and surrender your badge to the marshal there. Sheriff Norton will give you the directions. I’ve got to get going to Rockford Falls before the trail grows cold. No hard feelings?” he asked as he put his hand out.

Cole shrugged and shook Ryan’s hand. “No hard feelings.”

Ryan headed for the stable at a run. Cole watched him leave and then followed the sheriff inside the jail to find out where in tarnation the regional office was located.

“If it isn’t close by, I’m sending the badge back,” he told the sheriff.

Norton sat down heavily behind his desk and stacked his hands on top of his papers. “I don’t think Marshal Ryan will cotton to that idea. Those badges are considered sacred, son. I wouldn’t get him riled up if I was you. He went to considerable trouble getting you appointed, and it sure seems peculiar to me that he didn’t want to argue with you a little more. He gave up easy, didn’t he?”

“I don’t know Ryan well enough to judge,” he replied.

“You sure you want to give the badge up?”

“I’m sure. I’m not cut out to be a lawman.”

“You thinking you ought to be a gunslinger? Some folks think there ain’t no difference at all between a marshal and a gunman.”

“I’m just a rancher, nothing more.”

“Then why are so many gunslingers coming after you? Like it or not, you got yourself a reputation for being fast. Those boys ain’t gonna quit chasing after glory. It seems to me the only way you can change your future is to hold on to that badge. Some gunslingers will think twice before taking on a U.S. marshal.”

“Some won’t,” Cole argued. “Are you going to tell me where the regional office is or not?”

Norton ignored the question. “I’m gonna tell the facts to you plain and simple is what I’m gonna do. Marshal Ryan didn’t nag you into doing the right thing, so I guess I ought to, and you’re gonna have to be polite and listen to me because I’m old enough to be your father and age gives me the advantage. We got us a terrible problem with this Blackwater gang running over our territory, and since you happen to live inside the boundaries, I’d say it was your problem too. Not too long ago our little bank got robbed and we lost us some good friends. They were decent, law-abiding folks who just had the bad luck of being inside the bank at the time. Every one of them was killed like a dog. We had us a witness too. His name was Luke MacFarland, but he didn’t last long.”

“Sheriff, I’m sorry about what happened, but I don’t—”

Norton cut him off. “Luke got shot up when the robbery was going on, and he wasn’t even inside the bank at the time. He was just passing by on the boardwalk, which was another piece of bad luck all right. Still, the doc had him mending. He would have recovered—the doc said so—and he did see a couple of faces through the crack in the shades of the bank. He would have made a good witness when those no-good bastards got caught.”

“What happened to him?”

“Luke got his neck sliced like a bow tie, that’s what happened to him. His wife got cut too. They were both sleeping in their bed, but I think maybe one of them woke up. You should have seen that room, son. There was more blood than paint on those walls. I ain’t never gonna forget it. Their little boys saw it too. The oldest, just ten last month, found them. He ain’t never gonna be the same.”

The story struck a nerve deep inside Cole. He leaned against the side of the desk, his gaze directed outside, as he thought about the children. What a hell of a nightmare for a child to see. What would happen to that little boy now? Or the other ones? Who would take care of them? How would they survive? Would they be split up and shipped to various relatives, or would they take to the streets, the way he had when he was a youngster? Out of the corner of his eye he noticed Ryan on a black horse riding at a gallop down the main street. He hoped the marshal would catch the monsters who had made those children orphans. In one night, their lives had been changed forever.

He turned back when the sheriff spoke again. “There was no call to kill those two, no call at all. You know what Ryan said?”

“No, what’s that?” Cole asked.

“That it was a miracle they didn’t kill those little boys. If one of them had come into the room while they were butchering, they would have killed him for sure … the others too.”

“What’s going to happen to them?”

“The boys?” The sheriff looked bleak, disheartened. “My Josey and me offered to take them all, but the relatives back east said they’d give them a home. I think they’re gonna farm them out between them. That doesn’t seem right to me. Brothers ought to stay together.”

Cole agreed with a pensive nod.

“I got my own opinion why they killed Luke’s wife. Want to hear it?”

“Sure.”

“I think they were sending folks a message.” His voice dropped to a whisper of confidentiality as he continued. “Word gets around fast, and anyone who might see something or hear something in the future is gonna think long and hard before stepping forward. Witnesses don’t survive. That’s the message.”

“They’re bound to make a mistake one of these days.”

“Son, that’s what everyone is hoping will happen. I’m praying it happens soon, ’cause a lot of good people have died, and not just men, but women and children too. Those men are gonna burn in hell for what they’ve done.”
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