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  In memory of Budd Boetticher and Anthony Mann


  Prologue

  From The Diary of James R. Gage

  Friday, April 29, 1898

  The Northwest New Mexican published an interesting bit this past week. I quote part of it here: Tramps and sneak thieves will probably in the future give Chama a wide berth. The rope is a desperate but sure remedy.

  While I wouldn’t bet a plug nickel on the veracity of such a statement, I’d wager even less on the chance that carpet-bagging newspaper editor has of staying in business once Senator Cole reads that highfalutin editorial.

  The editor’s a newcomer, so she must not know the way things work in the Chama valley. The hanging is set two weeks from today, but nobody in the territory believes that Jeremiah Cole will ever swing. Why, I dare say, the case never would have come to trial if that Mex had not been appointed territorial governor, and Jeremiah most certainly never would have been convicted if not for the man who young Cole helped lynch.

  Appeals have run their course, so now everything rests on the will of God, or rather, the will of Senator Roman Cole.


  Chapter One

  Fear stopped him.

  He had stepped onto Water Street, having cut down the long, narrow alley from San Francisco, and now he clearly saw his destination, just across the deserted road lined with adobe and dust. Walk, he ordered, but did not move. Could not move.

  Fear.

  When was the last time he had been scared? It felt like a lifetime ago, on the morning that bald-headed sawbones in Baltimore had handed him his death sentence. Or a time or two since then, after he had shunned the damp cities for the West, back when those early coughing spells had him fearing death. Certainly he had not been frightened in more than a dozen years, surprising doctors by still living, if he could call what he did living. Yet here he stood, hands trembling, just a few rods from the Santa Fe City Jail. Why now?

  What could they do to him? Throw him in jail? Prison? He had spent time in jails, probably should have been sent to prison a time or two. That didn’t frighten him. Kill him? On the streets of Chloride, he had faced down two men for no other reason than the fact they had insulted him. He had been shot at more times than he could remember, wore a slight scar across his forehead left by a card player who had not taken kindly to losing. That man he had left dead on a poker table in Mogollon. He had arrested murderers and bank robbers, and never once been afraid. A few people had whispered that he had wanted to die, and maybe he did. He was a dead man anyway, had been one for sixteen years.

  A white-haired Mexican in dingy cotton led a burro up Bridge Street, giving him only a passing glance before disappearing inside the livery next to the alley. He should move now, before the city sprang to life, and the streets filled with people.

  Suddenly Britton Wade knew the reason behind his fear, and he grinned. He wasn’t scared of death, or of jail, or of anything they could do to him, if he failed. He feared only shame. What if his scheme failed? Newspaper editors would ridicule him, all across New Mexico Territory, maybe throughout the United States. Jeer him. Make him the butt of their jokes, their mocking editorials. They’d spit on his life, although he had pretty much spat on his own life. Yet, somehow, he had never shucked his pride.

  “Let them laugh,” he said in a dry whisper, summoning his courage, and crossed the street, pausing only for a moment at the door to set down his Gladstone bag, suppressing a cough. Then, looking up and down Water Street, he picked up his grip, and stepped inside.

  * * * * *

  “What is this?”

  With cold eyes boring hard through Wade, the old jailer held the paper Wade had handed him for inspection, and repeated his question, his voice heavy with a Mexican accent although his eyes looked Irish.

  Wade wet his lips, wondered if he were sweating heavily—he certainly felt hot despite the chill of the spring morning outside—and took the paper, gave it a glance, suddenly laughing at his stupidity. He had given the jailer the wrong paper, his membership card, diploma, whatever one felt like calling it, that he had been carrying for years.

  LUNGERS CLUB

  Cure all maladies, we tuberculars unite

  Coughing and wheezing, we continue the fight.

  For rest and recuperation in hot springs we soak.

  At the adobe hotel, we laugh and joke.

  We might be sick and crazy, too,

  As we form a club with members so few.

  Some have not as others have wealth,

  But we bask in a warm sun and return to good health.

  So join us now, if you will and very soon,

  Better you will feel.

  Lungers ever retreating never.

  He thought: Keep this up, and they will laugh at you, all right!

  “My mistake,” Wade said. “Foolish of me.” He opened the catch on the Gladstone, folded his Lungers Club membership card, and put it inside A Tale of Two Cities, then rummaged until he found the letter from the Río Arriba County sheriff. He also discovered the tattered commission as a deputy United States marshal, brought it out as well. For added credibility. He might have need of it, plus a great deal of luck, if he kept acting so nervous.

  With a flash of a smile, Wade handed letter and commission to the jailer. The old man, giving Wade a look of disgust, wiped his hands with a bandanna that he kept in his trousers pocket before taking the new papers.

  “Un momento, por favor,” the jailer said, after inspecting the documents, and disappeared into the tombs.

  When the jailer returned five minutes later, he had not fetched the prisoner, but a tall, muscular man in a broadcloth suit with a sheriff’s badge pinned to the coat’s lapel. The man kept slapping the papers against his thigh while staring at Wade without speaking.

  Since consumption began to destroy his lungs, Wade had played poker, and won fairly often, just the way he had won with a .44-caliber Merwin & Hulbert when facing men who by all rights should have easily killed him. He won because, one way or the other, he didn’t give a damn. This is just a poker game, he told himself. What can they do to you?

  “You bring no deputies?” the lawman finally asked. “You are all Señor Murphey sent?”

  “I’m alone,” Wade said, waiting.

  The lawman frowned, but stopped rattling the letter and commission. He was Mexican, dark-haired, thick mustache, bronze face. Looked pretty tough, and certainly strong enough to thrash a five-foot-six lunger that a spring wind could blow away.

  “I asked Señor Murphey to send many deputies,” the lawman said. “I asked him to request an Army escort to meet his men at the Chamita station. That is what the previous sheriff did when those two killers were hanged in ’Ninety-Six. The sheriff ignores all that I ask of him. Instead, he sends you.”

  I should have thought to have stolen a badge, Wade thought, up in Chama. Yeah, a badge might have helped.

  Wade had never looked distinguished, certainly not in the past few years. His dark hair was short, thinning, flecked with gray, and he wore a mustache and long under-lip beard that stretched from lip to chin, both mustache and beard desperately needing a trim. His black hair, blacker eyelashes, and granite eyes seemed to make his gaunt face look even paler. He had left the Exchange Hotel dressed for the trail, wearing a Mackinaw over frayed vest, and lace-up shirt of heavy red flannel, a stained silk bandanna, battered Stetson. Blue- and black-striped britches were stuffed inside trail-worn, scuffed boots. All he had to his name he wore or carried in the Gladstone, and the grip was practically empty except for Dickens, Dumas, and what had become his bible, the “improved edition” of Hoyle’s Games. Shaving kit, folding comb, two decks of cards, a bottle of laudanum, flask of rye whiskey, and $43.17 in coin and greenbacks. Plus the battered watch in his vest pocket.

  Not much to show for forty-one years.

  Nothing about him stood out, except the Merwin & Hulbert holstered on his shell belt, so he took a moment to push back the Mackinaw, and hook both thumbs near the belt’s brass buckle, straightening.

  “I reckon Murphey figured I was up to the job,” he said.

  “Murphey instructed me that he would deputize Dan Augustine,” the lawman said, “and send him with Augustine’s asesinos.”

  A smile flashed across Wade’s face. “Dan found himself indisposed.” Wade spoke with confidence. “So here I am.”

  When the sheriff glanced again at the papers, his face changed, and he stared back at Wade, considering him with renewed interest, pursing his lips, then asking, his voice lacking the thunder it had displayed moments earlier: “You are Britton Wade?”

  “What’s left of him.”

  “I thought they had buried you by now.”

  “Some tried.”

  The lawman handed back the papers, which Wade dropped inside the Gladstone, snapping the grip shut. Thinking now: I might just pull this off.

  “Bring Cole,” the lawman told the jailer, barking the order in Spanish when the old man didn’t move fast enough. Once they were alone, the lawman leaned against the adobe wall.

  “It is this way, Wade. I am sheriff here, and you know why that boy you are taking to Tierra Amarilla is to hang. This country is about to blow up, what with the war, and with what the Cole boy did. Many people . . . my people, that is, maybe not you norteamericanos . . . do not want the Cole boy to disappear, yet that is what they expect will happen. They will read in the newspaper how Jeremiah Cole escaped, has disappeared, fled the country, that there is no justice in Río Arriba County, or wherever Roman Cole can reach. His arm is stronger and longer than the arm of the law. They know Senator Cole’s power. And after all these years, they know the power of the Santa Fe Ring.”

  Metal chains rattled behind him, and the sheriff looked down the darkened hallway, then quickly back at Wade. “Whatever happens, Señor Wade, por favor, make sure it does not happen in Santa Fe County.”

  “It won’t,” Wade assured him.

  “Please sit down.” The sheriff pointed at a vacant chair. “You have papers to sign.”

  Relaxing now, Wade accepted a cigar from the sheriff, hearing the jailer bring in Jeremiah Cole, but not looking up, making the kid wait. The sheriff said the cigar was of excellent tobacco, but to Wade it tasted like the dirt of the jail. When he had signed the last paper, he rose slowly from his chair, and looked at Jeremiah Cole.

  “You ain’t Dan Augustine,” Cole said.

  Thought Wade: You’re not what I expected, either.

  He looked no older than twenty, his blond hair curly, though matted with sweat, the black and gray striped woolen prison clothes carrying the stink of months of confinement, brogans without laces that looked as if they would cripple a man if he wore them too long. His eyes were bright blue, no beard stubble on cheeks or chin, his skin showing more color than Wade’s, like he had been riding his father’s range rather than rotting in a jail cell, waiting to die. Pleasant-looking, if not for the filth of the tombs, the dirt under his fingernails. Taller than Wade, his shoulders broad. Didn’t look like someone capable of murdering a padre, lynching him, leaving that Mexican hanging from the limb of a cottonwood outside his santuario. Nor did he resemble Senator Cole, but had inherited his father’s cock-of-the-walk attitude.

  “This is Britton Wade,” the sheriff said, and Jeremiah Cole grinned.

  “Well. That’s something, ain’t it.” He held his manacled hands in front of the sheriff, waiting, still smiling, confident, and the lawman set his cigar in an ashtray to produce a key from his vest pocket.

  “Leave the bracelets,” Wade said, and the kid’s jovial expression died. “But take off his leg irons.”

  While the old jailer removed the manacles, Jeremiah Cole stared at Wade, lips tight.

  “You will want the key, sí?” the sheriff asked him. “To these?” Pointing his smoking cigar at the iron cuffs.

  Wade’s head shook. “You keep it. Less chance of the boy getting loose if there’s no key. He can wear them to the gallows, for all I care.”

  Both the sheriff and the old jailer stared at Wade curiously. Cole’s eyes darkened. Still not sure what was happening.

  “If you will permit a word of advice, señor,” the sheriff said. “Anyone can escape the territorial prison with little more than a spoon and a pulse. That is why we house the prisoners doomed to die on the gallows in our humble jail. I have heard that the jail in Chama is much stronger than the one in Tierra Amarilla. If you seek justice, I suggest that you take this boy to Chama, and let him wait there until he is to die.”

  “I’ve heard the same thing about the Chama jail.” Wade couldn’t fight down his smile.

  “The train leaves at ten-oh-eight,” the sheriff said. “If it pleases you, you may wait here.”

  “We’ll mosey on.”

  He couldn’t wait. Dan Augustine was likely to show up at any moment. He thanked the sheriff and jailer, shook their hands, and, after the old man opened the door, he picked up his grip, and shoved Jeremiah Cole toward the dirty street, still empty. Cathedral bells sang out near the plaza. 8 a.m.

  Filling his lungs with fresh air, the boy spread his legs, and hooked a thumb down the street. “I’d like a bath, buy some new duds. We can get a room at the Claire Hotel. Pa stays there when business brings him to Santa Fe.”

  “You smell fine to me, kid.” Actually he stank like a hog pen.

  Wade pointed at the livery.

  The kid just stared, confused. Used to having things go his way, at least, until he had been tried, convicted, and forced to wait in the city’s jail until all appeals had been denied.

  “The depot’s . . .”

  “Move!”

  Now, Wade understood how this nice-looking kid could be guilty of such a brutal murder. Screaming, Cole charged, swinging his manacled hands, but Wade ducked underneath him, spitting out his cigar, tossing the Gladstone at the boy’s feet. Cole tripped over the bag, sprawled in the dirt. Before Cole could regain his feet, Wade kicked him in his forehead, a glancing blow that flattened the youth. Suddenly Wade held the Merwin & Hulbert, cocked, aiming the seven-inch barrel at Jeremiah Cole’s forehead.

  “High time you savvy this.” Wade crushed out the cigar with his boot heel. His lungs ached, but he didn’t cough. In fact, he felt pretty good. That surprised him. “I ain’t Dan Augustine. That Río Arriba County sheriff your daddy has in his back pocket didn’t send me. Nor did your daddy hire me to fetch you, and turn you loose so you could hang some other poor priest. We’re not going to the Claire for some eighteen-bits-a-night room where all your daddy’s powerful friends can help you. We’re not going to take the train to Chamita where Dan Augustine, and any of your daddy’s guns, will be waiting to set you loose . . . and kill me. I’m working for Padre Virgilio, for Father Amado, for all those Mexicans you left without a man of God. I’m working for the law, my law. I’m taking you to Chama, boy. You’re going to hang. Or you can make another fool play, only the next time, I’ll blow your brains out. Makes no never mind to me.”


  Chapter Two

  Northwest of Santa Fe, arroyos criss-crossed the drying landscape, dotted with piñons and junipers that swept from the Sangre de Cristo range to the Jemez Mountains. The air remained crisp, winter fighting off spring, heavy clouds threatening some sort of moisture, probably already dumping snow higher up in the mountains, which still showed patches of white on pine- and aspen-covered slopes.

  They had covered maybe ten miles—not the distance Britton Wade had hoped to have traveled, but he had picked paths off the main road, hiding, more or less playing it safe, keeping a sharp eye for dust. With night falling, Wade had decided to make camp behind two conical mounds just west of the trail, one of hills sprouting a wind-carved yellow formation that gave the landmark its name, Camel Rock.

  “How about a fire?” Jeremiah Cole said as he swung from the dun mule. “We can get some coffee boiling.”

  “No fire,” Wade said. He had drawn the Merwin & Hulbert before dismounting his piebald mare, and motioned with the barrel for his prisoner to sit beside a gnarled juniper. When the kid finally sat down, sighing heavily, Wade unsaddled horse and mule, hobbled them at the base of the hill, and lugged up two canteens and his Gladstone. He’d fetch the bedrolls later.

  He tossed a canteen to Jeremiah Cole.

  “Coffee would taste better than this,” Cole said.

  “No coffee.”

  “It’ll get cold tonight. Think I just spied me a snowflake.”

  “It’ll warm up where you’re going.”

  “You, too, Wade.” Jeremiah Cole unscrewed the canteen and took a sip. “You know this ain’t gonna eventuate well for you.”

  “You’ll fare worse.”

  The kid laughed. “As my pa would say . . . ‘You beat the Dutch, old man.’ You could be enjoying a mighty good whiskey, maybe even a fine-looking whore, at the Claire Hotel, eating green chile stew, and sopping up honey with tortillas. If you had taken the train, we could be in Chamita by now. I know a girl . . .”

  “You haven’t shut up since Santa Fe,” Wade said.

  “Just trying to get to know you. That’s all. It’s a long ride to the valley.” Cole’s eyes narrowed, but he kept smiling. “If you make it that far.”

  “We’ll make it.”

  The kid laughed. “I wouldn’t make that wager. I mean, on the both of us living to see the gallows. You do know who my father is?”

  “You’ve told me ten times.”

  “You’re crazy!” Panic now in the kid’s voice. “Why are you taking me in?”

  “You killed a priest.”

  “Was he your padre?” Jeremiah Cole put both hands behind his head, and leaned back against the tree, tried to sound light-hearted again. “No, you ain’t got to answer that. I’ve heard stories about Britton Wade. The gambling parlor or saloon is your church. ‘Britton Wade, he’s a blood brother of the devil.’ I seem to recall reading that in some newspaper, maybe a penny dreadful. You probably killed a dozen priests in your day.”

  “Shut up.”

  “All you got to do is let me go. Make things easier on the both of us.”

  Slaking his own thirst, Wade said nothing.

  “You might not even live to see Española.”

  He looked back at the horses. The sun had dipped behind the mountains. The Jemez range loomed before him, the Santa Fe Mountains behind him. A long way to go. He’d kill for a cup of coffee right about now, or a good taste of whiskey. The kid was right, too. It would turn mighty cold before morning, and the wind sure felt like snow. His flask was three-quarters full of a smooth Irish whiskey, but he didn’t want to drink anything, not whiskey, certainly not the laudanum, anything that would dull his senses. Jeremiah Cole seemed harmless enough, chatting like they were old pals, smiling, trying to charm Britton Wade, but he had seen the kid’s temper back outside the jail, and knew the young murderer must be waiting for a chance to jump him, kill him.

  The kid sighed again. “You’re a dead man, Wade.”

  He looked back at Jeremiah Cole, and surprised the kid with a wry grin. “Yeah,” he said. “I know.”

  * * * * *

  Too dark to read, he sat several rods from Jeremiah Cole, listening to the kid’s heavy breathing. Five days, he figured, to reach Chama, and he’d have to sleep at some point. Not tonight, he told himself, fighting weariness. Dan Augustine would be after him by now, but where would the gunman go? What would he do? How much time did Wade have?

  At first, Augustine and the Santa Fe sheriff would be confused. They’d blame each other, blame the Río Arriba County law, blame Senator Roman Cole. Augustine would send one of his boys to the Santa Fe depot, and when the train left, they’d search the town. Eventually they’d learn that Wade had bought a horse, mule, and rigs at the livery. Then what would Augustine decide? Take the trail from Santa Fe? No, not Augustine. He was too lazy to do that much work. Augustine would get back on the train, head to Chamita, and wait. Or, come morning, he’d send some of his boys south. Some would guard the road to Abiquiu.

  That made sense. Unless, of course, the livery man, suspicious, immediately reported the purchase of a horse and mule. Perhaps, right now, the Santa Fe sheriff was leading a posse after Britton Wade and his abducted prisoner. How much time did Wade have before the senator started on the trail? How long before everyone in the territory knew Wade was alone with Jeremiah Cole? The senator would post his own reward, paying handsomely to whoever freed his son from this crazy gambler with a foolish scheme and odd sense of justice.

  Even if he managed, through some sort of miracle, to bring Jeremiah Cole to Chama or Tierra Amarilla, no one could guarantee that the killer would hang. The senator could bust his son out of jail. What was it the priest back in Chama had told him? “I fear you are embarking on a mission that is noble but forlorn.”

  He felt suddenly tired, gave a slight cough, and shivered in the chill. The first mistake happened when he didn’t take the key to the prisoner’s handcuffs. It had sounded pretty good at the time, made the Cole kid fear him, fear what might really happen to him, but Wade’s act had been just stupid. Had he kept the key, he could have shackled Jeremiah Cole to that juniper, then slept with some peace, although not enough.

  The livestock and tack had set him back $35, and he didn’t know which was more worn, horse and mule or saddles and bridles. Next, he had dropped another $4.72 on Lion coffee, hardtack, jerky, and tortillas. That left him a grand total of $3.45.

  “Is it worth it?” he asked himself.

  * * * * *

  The rattling of metal saved his life. That, and his gambler’s luck.

  His eyes shot open, and, against his instinct, he rolled to his left. Iron whistled in the wind, the metal cuff bit into his ear, a glancing but searing blow that could have brained him good. Above him, in the darkness, came Jeremiah Cole’s grunt, and then his surprised yelp as Wade kept rolling, tripping his prisoner in his path. Had Wade gone right, instead of left, the kid would have been on top of him, beating him into unconsciousness, most likely death, with the iron manacles.

  A heavy cloud moved past the moon, two days past full, bathing the camp in white light, and Wade scrambled to his feet, thumbing back the .44’s hammer, cursing himself for falling asleep. Blood gushed from his ear-lobe, down his neck.

  “Drop it,” he ordered as Jeremiah climbed to his feet, turning, wielding the handcuffs like a knight’s mace. The kid measured his chances.

  “Father Amado doesn’t give a damn whether I bring you in alive or draped over that saddle,” Wade said. “It’s your call.”

  The metal bracelets dropped at Cole’s feet, and the kid laughed, holding up his wrists, revealing bloody, raw skin, just before another cloud blanketed the moon.

  “They say my wrists are big, but my hands are lady-like,” Jeremiah Cole said. “Real dainty and small. Takes a bit of work, but I’m pretty good at getting rid of them things. They tell me Billy the Kid was the same way, could slip out of iron bracelets just like me.”

  “Lot of good it did him,” Wade said.

  He felt the cough coming, savage, tried to suppress it, knew he couldn’t, then almost doubled over, hacking, coughing, forcing himself to straighten, backing away, almost blinded by the pain, waiting for Jeremiah Cole to make his play, but the kid just stood there, grinning in the darkness, as the moon reappeared, shaking his head slowly, mocking him.

  The pain eased, the coughing ceased, and Wade glanced at his hand, wiping the bloody froth on his pants leg.

  “You try something like that again,” Wade said, “and I’ll kill you.”

  “You told me that back in town.”

  “I won’t tell you again.”

  Cole started making his way back to the juniper, settled underneath the tree, and shook his head, his grin widening. “Oh, you ain’t got to worry about me, old man. I’ll just bide my time. I ain’t worried about you, no, sir, not one bit. You’ll cough yourself to hell long before we ever see the Chama valley.”

  * * * * *

  They made even worse time the following day, the clouds thickening, the wind blowing harder, flakes of snow falling every now and then. The desert lost much of its color, and the hills lost much of their juniper. Again, Wade rode off the trail, keeping out of sight.

  His ear stopped bleeding, his lungs no longer ached. Even Jeremiah Cole stopped his incessant chatter, resigned, Wade figured, to the fact that he’d have to travel north one way or the other. At noon, Wade opened a pack of Lion coffee, and they rested in the brown hills, filled their stomachs with black coffee and hardtack, and a good dose of blowing sand, while letting the livestock graze and drink from a pool of water. All the while, Wade looked from his perch and watched the road off to the east.

  Biding his time. That was another mistake. A man on a good horse could easily travel the twenty-five miles from Santa Fe to Española in one day, yet it had taken Wade and his prisoner two. He had given Dan Augustine and the senator two days, let the word spread that Britton Wade was bringing in Jeremiah Cole to hang.

  Mistakes, and bad luck.

  In the middle part of the afternoon, Cole’s mule lost a shoe. Maybe the kid had helped things along, but it didn’t matter. Wade had wanted to skirt around Española, but he was no farrier, couldn’t risk a lame mount, so they waited in the hills a few hours, then made their way into the greening valley and the village of Española.

  It was a dirty little place, but it had water as three rivers—the Grande, Chama, and Santa Cruz—met, and it had a livery stable. Española had grown out of the dirt and cottonwood trees when the Denver and Río Grande Railroad’s Chile Line laid tracks back in 1880, a popular spot among the railroad men because of the food served at a restaurant run by a Mexican lady named Josefita Lucero. Britton Wade’s stomach grumbled at the thought of food, but, as light as his purse was, he could not visit any café.

  * * * * *

  The livery man’s face soured when Wade swung off the piebald, pointing at the mule’s left hind foot, and asking in broken Spanish if the jack could be shod this evening. “Muy pronto, por favor.”

  Sucking on a corncob pipe, the man grunted, refused to commit, until Wade flashed a greenback, then another. Wade couldn’t blame him for being suspicious. Although he had taken time to shave at the noon camp—much to Cole’s dismay—trail dust darkened his face, and his jacket remained caked with dried blood. Nor did Cole look presentable. Neither looked to be a promising, paying customer. The man set the pipe aside, and tugged on his thick, long, graying beard, mumbled something in Spanish underneath his breath, and at last nodded slightly.

  Cole quickly dismounted, handed the reins to the burly Mexican, and hooked his thumb across the street.

  “La cantina’s mighty inviting. Let’s take a smile.”

  Wade’s head shook.

  “Hell, I’ll buy.”

  “With what?”

  “Senator Roman Cole’s credit runs far and wide, Britton. You ought to know that. Why, my pa would be honored to buy you a drink. And folks here would be glad to stand us to a whiskey or three. The senator’s a right popular man in these parts.”

  “Sit down over yonder, and shut up.” Wade moved to the trough, cupped his hands, splashed water over his face. When he looked up, he saw them. Slowly straightening, he wiped his face with his bandanna, pushed his coattail away from the .44, and shot a quick glance at the livery man, busy filing the mule’s hoof, his back to the street.

  Three Mexicans stood in front of a hitching rail across the street, one pointing at the livery, whispering. Not looking at Wade, not even considering him, but staring at Jeremiah Cole. The youngest of the three, a boy in his teens, sprouting the beginnings of a mustache, nodded and took off running in his sandals, disappearing down an alley. The other two—older men, one hatless, the other wearing a bowler—spread apart. One held a shovel, and the man in the bowler tugged on a small-caliber revolver tucked in his sash.

  Yet another bit of bad judgment, Wade figured. He had more, much more to fear than just Dan Augustine, and the powerful senator. The words of the Mexican sheriff echoed inside his weary head: Many people . . . my people, that is, maybe not you norteamericanos . . . do not want the Cole boy to disappear, yet that is what they expect will happen. They will read in the newspaper how Jeremiah Cole escaped, has disappeared, fled the country, that there is no justice in Río Arriba County, or wherever Roman Cole can reach.

  They’d be after him, wanting to kill the Cole boy, and Wade if he got in the way, to prevent some obstruction of justice.

  Hoofs sounded, and the man with the pistol waved his hat, bringing the rider, a tall vaquero on a palomino mare, to a stop. More talking, more pointing, and the vaquero dismounted, tethered his horse, oddly enough, in front of the rail next to an out-of-place-looking bicycle. When the vaquero gathered his lariat and a battered Winchester rifle from the saddle, Wade cursed his luck.

  “Cole,” he said. “Come here.”

  The kid looked up, shook his head, and stretched his legs and arms. “I’m comfortable right here. Unless you’ve a mind now to have that whiskey.”

  Easily Wade walked to his horse, gathered the reins, and pretended to be looking for something in his Gladstone. “Don’t look across the street, Cole,” he said—and, damn him all the hell, the boy did exactly that, shot to his feet, his face masked in wonder.

  “I don’t think they give a damn about your pa, kid,” Wade said just above a whisper, “and care even less for you.”

  The kid’s bluster evaporated. He wet his lips, looked to Wade for help.

  Across the street, the batwing doors to the cantina opened, and a man in a blue bib-front shirt stepped out—the first gringo Wade had seen in town—followed by two other white men. The one in a blue shirt reached for the bicycle, but stopped when he heard shouts down the street. A church bell suddenly pealed. The livery man looked up, walked away from the mule toward the street in wonderment, tugging on his beard.

  “When I jump into the saddle, you leap on right behind me,” Wade told Cole. “Hold on tight. And before you think about trying to beat my brains out like you did last night, you take another gander at that mob.” He made himself smile. “I’m the only chance you got, kid.”

  What chance? he thought as he mounted the piebald.


  Chapter Three

  Whenever Roman Cole crested the ridge overlooking the valley, he would stop his horse, dismount, and smoke an El Pervenir from Havana that he had bought in Santa Fe solely for this purpose. For the rest of the day, whether he reached the spot shortly after breakfast or in the gloaming, no matter the season, no matter the weather, he would stare, admire, and relax his weary legs and backside from sitting so long in the saddle. Those who rode for the Triangle C called it his ritual—so did just about everyone from the Jemez to the San Juans—but Roman Cole considered it much more than just liturgy, although he wasn’t quite sure what he’d call it.

  It gave him pleasure, looking across the land, his land.

  A stagecoach ran twice a week from Abiquiu to Chama, a mud wagon carried passengers from Abiquiu to the railroad in Chamita, where travelers could take the train to Santa Fe, but Roman Cole had been riding this route on horseback for three decades. He didn’t care much for coaches, tolerated railroads only by necessity and for money, but loved the feel of a saddle, although, at sixty-two years old, the forty-pound C.P. Shipley slick-fork rig didn’t seem so damned comfortable over a two hundred-mile journey, round-trip—not that he’d ever admit the aches in his joints or the chaffing of his thighs and hindquarters to anybody.

  The cold wind blew a strong scent of wet pine, and he forgot all about the yellow dust he had been eating along the trail. He called himself a cattleman, but he had always admired trees. He was a man who liked shade, who liked the strength of the Ponderosa pines. Thirty years ago, when he had first come to this country, and built his home, he had left many trees standing at his ranch headquarters. More than a handful of his riders felt closed in by the forests, but not Roman Cole. Most Western men wanted a view, needed to see where they were going, but Roman Cole could not have cared less. Farther off to the east and north, higher in the mountains, he logged his land, even owned two of the four sawmills in the Chama valley, yet that was for profit, and Roman Cole was a man who knew about profit. Within reason, he told himself. A heartless man could have, would have destroyed much of the forest years ago.

  Cole dismounted the buckskin, loosening the cinch and hobbling the stallion before unbuckling a saddlebag and withdrawing a cigar and a flask of Tennessee sour mash. Here, he had that view his cowhands so admired. After clipping his cigar with his pocket knife, he walked to the edge of the hill, settling his back against an old pine that had served as his resting place for a number of years. Below him the valley stretched on, grasslands, wanting to green up although drifts of snow remained in the shade, creeks already swelling, filling the aquecias that led from the rivers and streams to the Mexican farms, watering the crops that he, Roman Cole, let them grow. Shorthorns wearing the Cole brand grazed in pastures that reached from Sawmill and Tecolote mesas, past Willow Creek to gorges and mountains full of elk and bear. Behind him lay the forested pike from Abiquiu, and that desert country that reached down to Española and toward Santa Fe.
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