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To the members of the online Campfire group. We help each other keep at least one foot in the Western world every day.


PROLOGUE

Tombstone, Arizona

October 30, 1880

There was a judge, and what appeared to be a jury. All they needed was an executioner.

But actually it was a meeting of the Tombstone Town Council, and Ted Newberry wasn’t really a judge, he was just overseeing the proceedings. All of the council members were in attendance, and it was open to the public. It had all the trappings of a public trial.

And John Locke was the defendant.

*  *  *  

Marshal of Tombstone was the first job John Locke had ever taken upholding the law. He’d waited until he was forty-five years old to get behind the badge, and for six months he’d kept the peace. His reputation had been made over the years as a bounty hunter, a scout, a gun for hire. He’d held as many different jobs as a fighting man could hold, but never a lawdog until the people of Tombstone asked him to be their marshal. And he’d done a good job, to his way of thinking. He’d upheld the law and was in the process of cleaning up the town when suddenly the people who had hired him—the Tombstone Town Council—became upset about the way he was doing the job.

For the first time in years Tombstone was livable. However, there were factions in town who didn’t like Locke’s methods, and they seized on the first opportunity to try to get rid of him. Apparently, they were satisfied with only six months worth of quiet.

That evening Locke had been making his rounds, as usual. He often left the office at the first sign of dusk, so that darkness would be falling as he finished up his rounds and reached the Bird Cage. By then the Cage was brightly lit and brimming with music.

He entered and approached the bar. The crystal chandeliers had the place brightly lit. In the corner two girls were taking men downstairs to their rooms, getting an early start. Above him, in the “bird cage” boxes, other women were entertaining men in a more public forum. The stage was lit, but there were no performers yet. Later, there would be dancing girls.

“Marshal,” the bartender said.

“Beer.”

“Comin’ up.”

Locke turned and looked the room over. Everything seemed quiet and if the three men had not walked in at that moment he would have had his beer and left. A difference of a few minutes, but then it probably would have happened the next day, or the day after that.

The three men had obviously been to the Bird Cage before and knew their way around, but Locke didn’t recognize them. They wore trail clothes, and although they wore guns in holsters, were most likely cowboys, not gun-hands. But lots of cowboys knew how to use guns. Locke had lived this long by never underestimating anyone.

“Here ya go, Marshal,” the bartender said, setting a frothy mug in front of him.

“Thanks, Slick.”

He turned, mug in hand, and continued to survey the room. The three cowboys had approached a poker table, where there was one empty seat. One of the men sat, and the other two took positions standing close to the table. The game was in full swing, there was a lot of money on the table. Off in another corner Doc Holliday’s faro table was still covered. Doc was probably in his hotel room with Kate. Of all the men in Tombstone he’d met, Doc came the closest to being what he considered a friend.

Locke finished his beer, but did not like the way the three men were working the poker game. It was a game where money was played, not chips. He suspected they were going to make a grab for the money and try to make a quick getaway. He reached down for his gun, lifted it and let it fall back into the holster. When the first man made a grab for the cash he was ready.

It was the seated man. Right in the middle of a big pot he leaned forward and reached for the bills. They wouldn’t have gotten a fortune by any means, but apparently enough to satisfy the trio.

While their partner grabbed the money the other two men cleared leather. Even though they looked like cowboys they moved as if they’d rehearsed this, or done it countless times before. But they hadn’t counted on marshal John Locke anticipating their actions.

He drew his gun as the other card players pushed their chairs back and raised their hands.

“Don’t!” he shouted.

The two standing men looked over at him, saw his gun in his hand, and tried to bring their guns to bear. Most of the other men and women in the place hit the floor, dreading the gun play.

Locke calmly shot the first man in the chest, driving him onto his back across the poker table. He immediately turned his attention to the second man and fired again before that one could trigger his weapon. The bullet punched into the man’s stomach, widening his eyes, causing his hand to open and his gun to hit the floor a moment before he did.

Suddenly, it was quiet. The third man stood there facing Locke with money clenched in his hands. Locke holstered his gun.

“Your choice,” he said. “Put the money down.”

The man opened his fists and the money fluttered and clattered to the floor.

“You’ve still got your gun,” Locke said. “Use it.” He had no doubt that in order to get out of the Bird Cage with the money the three men would have shot anyone who got in their way, including him. He deserved whatever he got.

“Hey,” the man said, “w-wait a minute. Gimme a chance—”

“You’ve got a chance,” Locke said. “The same chance your friends had.”

“But look—it was just some money—”

“Do it!” Locke commanded.

The man flinched, then went for his gun. If he’d been faster the flinch would still have cost him his life, anyway. As it was he had no chance at all.

Locke drew and fired. . . .

*  *  *  

“If we can all find our seats we can call this meeting to order,” Ted Newberry shouted.

Locke was seated already, watching the others mill about and avoid his eyes. He knew this was just a formality. They were going to take his badge away from him for sure and there was nothing he could do about it. After all, they had appointed him to the job of marshal, and they could take it away just as easily. Except that they had literally begged him to take the job and now, six months later, he was damned if he’d beg to keep it.

Ted Newberry—who owned the largest store in town—banged his gavel and called out, “Can we get some quiet in here? Take your seats, please.”

Sure, Locke thought, not a trial but there’s a judge wielding his gavel and calling for order.

The members of the council went up and took their places on either side of Newberry, the Town Council president. They exchanged glances with him, and with each other, but continued to avoid looking at John Locke.

Newberry brought his gavel down again. “This is supposed to be a public meeting, but if you don’t quiet down I’ll have the lot of you removed.”

Yeah, Locke thought, by who? He was the marshal, the man in charge of keeping the peace—at least, until they took the badge away. If he didn’t clear the room, who would?

Finally, the room fell silent and, as all eyes settled on him at once, he thought he could feel their weight pinning him to the chair.

“We’re here to decide whether or not John Locke should continue to hold the position as marshal of Tombstone. In light of the fact that he’s killed some ten men since he took office, one of them by—”

“All but one in the line of duty,” one member of the council felt bound to point out.

“That may be true,” Newberry said, “but there might have been other ways to get the job done.”

Locke stood up and said, “This is a farce.”

“What?” Newberry asked. “Marshal Locke, you did not ask to be recog——”

“And I didn’t ask for this job, either,” Locke said, cutting the older man off. “You people begged me to take it.”

“We did not consider that your idea of upholding the law meant killing,” Newberry pointed out. “We wanted a marshal, not a widowmaker—”

“When you offered me the job you knew my reputation,” Locke pointed out. The Widowmaker name had become associated with him years before after a newspaper article had used the name, although no one knew if it actually referred to the man, or his gun. “You knew I wore a gun, and you knew I’d use it to do my job whenever I thought it was necessary.”

“If you had to, yes,” Newberry said. “But Mr. Locke, it’s my observation that you enjoy using your gun. That’s not a trait I would look for in a lawman.”

“It’s what you were looking for six months ago,” Locke pointed out.

“Times have changed.”

“In six months? This is still Tombstone, Ted. Without me this town will explode inside another six months.”

“I rather doubt that,” Newberry said. “Nevertheless, it won’t be your concern, unless this council votes for you to keep the job.” Newberry looked up and down the table at his colleagues. “In light of the incidents that took place in the Bird Cage several nights ago I think it’s time to call for a vote. All those in favor—”

“I’ll save you the trouble, Ted,” Locke said, stepping forward. He removed the marshal’s badge from his shirt and dropped it on the table in front of the man. “You can have the badge back.”

“You’re resigning, then?”

“One step ahead of the chopping block, I’d say,” Locke replied. “I know when I’m not wanted. All these years I resisted wearing a badge, because I’d seen too many lawmen standing up for a town that wouldn’t back them. You folks assured me that wouldn’t happen here, but six months later you not only won’t back me, you want me out. You’ve proven to me I was right all those years. Being a town lawman, be it sheriff or marshal, is a thankless job, and one I’ll never take on again.”

John Locke put his hat on, turned and headed for the door, but he only got halfway across the room before he turned back.

“Just remember, I won’t come back to this job, not if you come crawling on your hands and knees. And I’ll say it again and you mark my words . . . without me, or somebody like me, to hold the lid on, this town will explode within six months.”

With that Locke finished his walk across the room to the door and barged through it.

The room remained silent. The members of the council stared at the marshal’s badge on the table.

Ted Newberry cleared his throat and said, “Very well, then, uh, on to the next order of business, voting on who will be appointed the new marshal of Tombstone. I have nominated Virgil Earp for the job. All those in favor . . .”

*  *  *  

When Locke got outside he found Doc Holliday waiting for him.

“Ah notice you’re not wearin’ your badge anymore,” Doc said, in his southern drawl.

“I threw it at them, Doc,” Locke said. “It was a mistake for me to take it in the first place. I’m no lawdog.”

“Ah coulda tol’ you that before.”

“I know.” Locke put out his hand and Doc took it. “You take care. I’m heading right out. Don’t want to stay another minute.”

“What am ah supposed to do for a friend?” Doc asked. “You’re about the only man in this town I never wanted to kill.”

“Try the Earps. I’m sure they’ll give my badge to one of them. Probably Virgil.”

Doc made a face. “Wyatt’s about the only one of them ah can stomach.”

“Wyatt, then,” Locke said. “He’s a strong man. He’ll make you a good friend, and you him.”

Locke started to walk away but Doc said, “John.”

Locke turned.

“What happened the other night,” Doc said, “it could have happened to anyone.”

“It didn’t happen to anyone, Doc,” Locke said. “It happened to me.”

“And what are you going to do now?”

“I don’t know,” Locke said. “Maybe I’ll head for ol’ Mexico, just stay down there for a while.”

“How you fixed for funds?”

“Won’t need much down there,” Locke said.

“When will you come back?”

Locke shrugged. “Months, maybe years.”

Doc coughed into a handkerchief, then folded it and tucked it deep inside his vest pocket.

“Ah’ll be dead by then,” he said, “one way or another.”

Locke didn’t argue the point. Doc would die, one way or another. All men did, but the southern dentist with a quick temper and a quicker gun probably wouldn’t outlive many.

They shook hands again and Locke walked to the livery, where he’d already saddled his horse and stowed his gear. He was bound and determined to leave Tombstone behind him as soon as possible.

*  *  *  

Tombstone exploded, all right, but John Locke had been wrong. It hadn’t taken six months, but almost a year to the day when, on October 26, 1881, the shootout occurred that for years would be known as the Gunfight at the O.K. Corral. As a result much of the Clanton gang ended up dead. Later, Morgan Earp was killed. The Earps left Tombstone then, along with Doc Holliday, but only to hunt down Johnny Ringo and what was left of the Clan-tons, to take their revenge.

Lives were destroyed, or lost, and it all might have been avoided if John Locke still had been marshal of Tombstone.


ONE

Fredericksburg, Texas

1886

John Locke did not ride into Fredericksburg, Texas, undetected.

“That’s him,” Gordon Vestal said to his partner, Ed Hansen. “That’s the Widowmaker.”

The two men were standing in front of the general store they owned together.

“I thought the Widowmaker was the gun?” Hansen asked.

Vestal waved a hand and said, “The man, the gun, what’s the difference. The point is he’s the man we need to keep the lid on this town.”

“I hope you’re right.”

John Locke rode by them, a very tall man who sat his horse with a ramrod back. He was wearing a black, flat-brimmed Stetson without adornment, a blue shirt with a red bandana tied around his neck, black leather vest, and black trousers. He must have been wearing a gun but they couldn’t see it as his left side was to them, and he was probably right-handed. His profile looked as if it had been chiseled from stone. The only indications that he was human were the sweat stains that the August heat had caused beneath his arms.

Vestal looked at Hansen and said, “Of course I’m right. Remember, this is the man who predicted the O.K. Corral. If Tombstone had been able to hold onto him as marshal that never would have happened.”

“I heard they fired him.”

“He walked away,” Vestal said, “when they wouldn’t back him.”

“Not what I heard.”

“What’s it matter, Ed?” Vestal asked. “We sent for him and he’s here. That’s what’s important.”

They watched as Locke rode past them without a glance and continued on to the end of town where the livery stable was located.

“He looks old,” Hansen said.

“Fifty,” Vestal said, “maybe. After the life he’s lead, that’s a testament to the kind of man he is.”

“What’s he been doing since he left Tombstone?”

“Laying low, I heard,” Vestal said. “Some said he got real disillusioned by that whole experience. It was the only time he ever wore a badge.”

“Maybe he ain’t got it in him anymore,” Hansen said. “What do we do then, d’you suppose, if I’m right?”

“I don’t know,” Vestal said. “Cross that bridge when we come to it, I guess. But right now let’s get the others. This is it. We got to make a good enough offer so he takes the job.”

“That’s your part in all this,” Ed Hansen said. “You’re the man with the golden tongue, Gordy.”

“Well,” Vestal said, “I guess we’re about to find out just how golden my tongue is.”


TWO

After fifty years on this earth John Locke had been enthusiastic, disillusioned, elated, exhausted, rich, poor, sick, well, happy, sad . . . but for the most part none of those emotions ever stayed with him for very long. Immediately following the Tombstone experience his anger had faded and, following the whole O.K. Corral debacle, it had disappeared entirely. However, it had been replaced by . . . well, nothing.

Nothing was what John Locke was feeling as he rode down the main street of Fredericksburg. He’d been contacted about possibly doing a job and promised a fee simply for a consultation. If he decided not to take the job he was free to keep the money and leave.

Locke had taken no jobs from the time he gave up his badge until he read about the O.K. Corral shootout. He had gone to Mexico, found himself a little town where he could live for little or no money, and just ate, drank, and existed. The people there had been happy to have El Viudador— the Widowmaker—among them. To have such a man in their village meant that others of his kind would stay away. They were saddened when he decided to leave.

Upon his return, Locke took up residence in New Mexico. He had come to like the food he subsisted on in Mexico very much—as well as the women—and he was able to continue to have access to both while living in Las Vegas. However, his appearance in Las Vegas did not go unnoticed, and he began to receive offers of work. He turned down those which offered him a badge, and took only those that were interesting. He did not hire out as a gunman, bounty hunter, lawman, or mercenary, and he let that be known.

He was still living in Las Vegas, New Mexico, when he received the summons from Fredericksburg, a letter from a man named Gordon Vestal, who claimed that he spoke for the entire Town Council. Locke, with no reason to doubt the man, agreed to ride to Fredericksburg and listen to their offer.

*  *  *  

Locke got himself a room at the Main Street Hotel near City Hall, but did not immediately go there to announce his arrival. Instead, he went in search of a mug of beer and a palatable meal. Good meals, he had found over the years, were hard to come by. If he went looking for one in every town he visited he would invariably be disappointed. So, instead, he went in search of meals which were edible—and often was pleasantly surprised with a good one.

There was a café next to the hotel and across from City Hall and he figured, why not? He found a table where he could not only sit with his back to a wall, but see out the window, as well. When the waiter came over he ordered enchiladas, rice, and refried beans.

“And cerveza,” he added. “Muy frio.”

“Sí, señor.”

As the waiter walked away Locke saw two men approaching the café. Neither was wearing a holster, but he could see from the cut of one man’s jacket that he was wearing a gun in a shoulder rig. He reached down, eased his customized Colt from his holster to make sure it wouldn’t stick if he needed it. He caressed the specially made grip of the pistol, the grooves his fingers would fill if he were to produce the gun. Although he knew it was loaded he checked all six cylinders, then holstered the gun. He’d had the grip custom-made to fit his hand perfectly, giving him no chance of having the weapon ever slip from his hand, as it had once in his youth, when his hand was shaky and sweating. After he’d survived that incident, he had the grip adjusted. Convinced his weapon was ready he waited for the two men to reach the door.

*  *  *  

“Let me do the talking,” Gordon Vestal said as he and his partner reached the door of the café.

“That won’t be a problem,” Hansen said.

Vestal looked at him and asked, “Are you scared, Ed?”

“To death.”

“I thought you were the one who said he looked old.”

“Shh, not so loud!” Ed Hansen hissed. “And all I did was ask what if he was too old.”

Vestal smiled and led the way into the café.


THREE

Locke watched the two men enter, sitting relaxed. From their demeanor they were no threat. Besides, one of them looked scared out of his wits.

“Mr. Locke?” one of them asked—the one with the gun under his arm.

“I’m John Locke.”

“Gordon Vestal, sir,” Vestal said. He extended his hand, but Locke did not take it. “And this is my partner, Ed Hansen. I’m the man who wrote to you—”

“I’m about to have something to eat, Mr. Vestal.”

“I see,” Vestal said. “Well, that’s all right, we don’t mind discussing business while we—” He was pulling a chair out to sit when Locke stopped him.

“I don’t discuss business while I eat, Mr. Vestal.”

Vestal stopped, his hand still on the chair.

“Well, uh, naturally you understand that we are, uh, anxious to get this matter taken care of—”

“No, I don’t know that, Mr. Vestal,” Locke said, cutting the man off again. “I don’t know what the problem is, and I don’t want to until after I’ve eaten.”

“Uh, yes, of course.”

“Gordon,” Hansen said, plucking at his partner’s sleeve, “maybe we should let the man eat.”

“Yes, all right,” Vestal said, grudgingly. “Mr. Locke, I can call a meeting of the Town Council at a moment’s notice, if you’ll just tell me when—”

“Where will you be?” Locke asked.

“At our store, down the street—”

“Fine,” Locke said. “I’ll come by when I’m ready.”

Vestal seemed frustrated at not being able to complete a sentence, but his partner was still tugging at his sleeve like a small boy, anxious to run away.

“We’ll be there, waiting, Mr. Locke,” Hansen assured him.

As the two men turned to leave Locke suddenly said, “The money.”

“I beg your pardon?” Vestal asked.

“The consultation fee?”

“Oh, the, uh, five hundred dollars I promised you.”

“Yes,” Locke said, “do you have it with you?”

“Well,” Vestal said, touching the breast of his jacket. Apparently he had the money in the pocket on the same side as his gun. “Actually, I do—”

“I’ll take it now.”

“Well . . . I thought we’d pay you when we met—” “I get the five hundred whether I take the job or not, right?”

“That’s correct.”

“Then you can give it to me now.” Locke held out his hand.

Vestal continued to hesitate as Hansen nudged him and said, “Give it to him!”

“All right!” Vestal hissed, finally displaying some impatience. Locke thought the two men acted like a married couple more than partners.

“And when you put your hand inside your jacket, Mr. Vestal,” Locke said, “bring it out slowly.”

“I beg your par——”

“I want to see an envelope, or some cash,” Locke went on, “but not a gun. Comprende?”

“You have a gun?” Hansen asked, incredulously.

“The money, please,” Locke said.

“Yes, of course.” Vestal put his hand inside his jacket and slowly removed a brown envelope. He laid it in Locke’s left palm. At that moment the waiter appeared with a plate of steaming food.

“That’ll be all, gentlemen,” Locke said. “I’ll see you after my meal.”

“Yes,” Vestal said, “all right.”

As they turned to leave Hansen said in a low but strenuous tone, “Why did you bring a gun?”

“Not here!” Vestal snapped, as they went out the door.

Locke folded the envelope without counting the contents, put it in his shirt pocket, and bent to the task of eating.


FOUR

After what turned out to be one of the good meals Locke took a turn around Fredericksburg. He didn’t know the history of the town, or if it even had one, but that didn’t matter. He’d been through enough history, known enough men who made history, good or bad. Men who were larger than life, more myth than man. Men like the Earps. He’d known Virgil and Morgan and Wyatt in Tombstone, and he knew that after he took off his badge and left that town the Earps were going to take it over. He also knew that there were factions in Tombstone which would resist the Earps, and that the result would be bloodshed.

He was still convinced if he had stayed on as marshal it wouldn’t have happened at all, but that was in the past. Now he was in Fredericksburg. He’d just had a satisfactory meal and there was the possibility of a job waiting for him, and that was all that concerned him, at the moment.

He touched the envelope in his shirt pocket. He had not yet taken the money out and counted it. It was easy money, though, payment in advance just for listening.

He walked farther down the street until he came to the general store, and stepped inside. There were clerks behind the counter, including the frightened partner, Ed Hansen.

“Oh, Mr. Locke,” Hansen said, blinking rapidly. He looked away from the gray-haired woman he was waiting on.

“That’s okay,” Locke said. “Finish up with your customer, first.”

“Uh, oh, yes,” Hansen said, “of course.”

“That’s quite all right,” the woman said. “I’m still trying to decide between two fabrics.” She looked up at Locke. “I’m making a dress for my daughter, you see.”

“How nice for her,” Locke said. “She’s a lucky girl.”

“Why, thank you. Sometimes I don’t believe she thinks so.”

“She’ll learn,” Locke said, kindly, “in time.” He turned his attention to Hansen.

“Uh, are you ready to, uh, meet with the council?” the man asked him.

“I am,” Locke said. “I had a look around town, walked off my meal . . . I’m ready to do business.”

“Good, good,” Hansen said. “I’ll talk to my partner. We can meet within the hour at the City Hall. The other members of the council are anxious to meet you.”

“I’ll be at the Main Street Hotel,” Locke said.

“We’ll come for you there, then, when we’re ready.”

“Fine,” Locke said. He tipped his hat to the lady, nodded, and left the store.

“Who is that nice man?” the woman asked, following Locke’s progress out the door.

“Oh, believe me, Mrs. Bellington,” Hansen said, “you don’t want to know.”


FIVE

Vestal and Hansen found John Locke sitting in a straight-backed wooden chair on the front porch of his hotel. He had one ankle resting on the other knee and was working on a quirly.

“Gentlemen,” he said.

“We’re ready to take you over,” Vestal said.

Locke dropped his foot to the boardwalk and used that boot to grind out his cigarette.

“Am I meeting with all of the Town Council?” he asked.

“Well, of course,” Hansen said, emboldened by the fact that he’d already had one civil exchange with Locke. “They all have to meet you and approve—”

Vestal gave his partner a nudge to shut him up, but it was already too late.

“Approve?” Locke asked, frowning. “I don’t think you understand. I’ve dealt with town councils before. I’m not here to be approved by them. I’m here to see if I will accept the job they—and you—are offering.”

“Of course, of course,” Vestal said, trying to placate Locke. “My partner doesn’t understand, Mr. Locke. Of course there’s no approval necessary. The job is yours if you want it. The council understands that. They want only to present the job for your consideration.”

Locke gave Hansen a look that made a cold spot form in his belly and grow.

“Can we, uh, go now?” Vestal asked.

Locke looked at him and said, “Sure, lead the way.”

*  *  *  

Locke followed the two men across the street, into the building and into a first floor room that held seven other men, all seated at a long desk. The layout was similar to the last time he’d faced such an assemblage in Tombstone, but the situation was different. Here he was the one in total control.

“Gentlemen,” Gordon Vestal announced, “this is John Locke.”

“This is the man you said can help us with our problem?” one of the men asked.

It did not surprise Locke to see that the speaker was the youngest man in the room.

“Who are you?” Locke asked.

Taken aback for a moment the man finally said, “Uh, I’m Harry Selkirk.”

“What business do you own?” Locke asked.

“Uh, I own the hardware store.”

“Have you owned it long?”

“Only a few months. Why?”

“I’m just wondering how much longer you’d own it if I turned around and walked out of this room.”

“Now wait a minute—”

“Shut up, Selkirk,” another man said. Of the seven men seated he was the middle one. He also appeared to be the oldest.

“Mr. Locke, I’m Judge Ansel Tinsley, president of this council. We’re grateful that you’ve agreed to come and see us today.”

“Mr. Vestal indicated you folks had a problem you couldn’t solve,” Locke said. “Why don’t you just tell me what it is?”

“Mr. Hansen?” the Judge said. “You’re not a member of this council. Would you leave, please?”

“Now wait a minute—” Hansen started, but his partner cut him off.

“Never mind, Ed,” Vestal said. “You know only members of the Town Council can attend meetings. Everyone else needs an invitation.”

“So invite me.”

Locke turned and looked at Hansen. The look was enough to drive the younger partner from the room.

Vestal walked up to the table and took his place in a chair at the end.

“Mr. Locke,” Judge Tinsley asked, “do you know who Ignacio Colon is?”

“Colon is probably the most bloodthirsty bandido in all of New Mexico and Mexico,” Locke said, “but especially Texas.”

“Exactly.”

“Seems to me he’s been terrorizing these parts for years,” Locke went on. “Specifically southern Texas.”

“Indeed,” Judge Tinsley said.

“I also remember hearing that Francisco Razo was riding with him,” Locke said, “and Carlos Mendoza, as well.”

“To name but two,” Judge Tinsley said. “You’re well informed. I appreciate that.”

“And what has all of this got to do with your particular problem?” Locke asked. “You’ve got your own sheriff, don’t you?”

“Indeed we do.”

“So you don’t need me to track these desperados down.”

“No.”

“Then . . . ?”

Tinsley leaned forward and clasped his hands together, staring intently at Locke.

“Mr. Locke, what would you say if I told you we already had Ignacio Colon in our jail, and that we intend to hang him?”

Without hesitation Locke replied, “I’d say that if you have him in your jail you should have hanged him by now, before his boys come for him and burn your nice little town to the ground.”


SIX

“We can’t just string him up from a tree,” the judge said.

“This has to be done right.”

“Has he had a trial?”

“Yes, he has,” Judge Tinsley said, “a fair trial. I presided over it myself. He was found guilty and sentenced to die.”

“So what’s the problem?” Locke asked. “Hang him. I assume you’re going to do it here?”

“Yes,” Tinsley said, “that was part of his sentence. He’s to hang here so our citizens can witness it. But we need time.”

“Time for what?”

“Time to build the gallows,” Tinsley said, “and time for the right people to be invited.”

“Invited?”
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