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Can a woman run a ranch on her own? Emily Nixon is determined to prove that she can, even if it means resorting to violence. She arranges for a man to get rid of a troublesome neighbor by blowing up his house. Emily has taken a liking to the handsome new man in Walkers Creek. She doesn�t realize that he�s the man she�s trying to have killed. Will she find out before it�s too late?
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CHAPTER ONE
The explosion shakes the valley. The cabin is ripped apart in a ball of flame. Shards of splintered wood rattle in the leaves of the trees where Logan stands soothing the frightened horses.
The remains of the cabin smolder, the fire extinguished by the force of the explosion that started it. The brickwork of the hearth pokes out from the broken timbers. A piece of cloth snagged on a broken post flutters in the breeze like a flag of truce. Smoke drifts silently.
There were no screams or cries from the blasted house. No signs of life at all. He turns away, satisfied at a job well done and saddles up one of the horses and reties the load on the other. The mining equipment clanks and rattles on the pack horse as it shuffles, still nervous from the blast. He is unhurried, talking all the while in a soothing tone to the horses, but he isn't wasting time. There will be people arriving soon, drawn by the sound and rising smoke, and he needs to be well away from here by then. He mounts up and kicks the horses into motion, giving no thought to concealing his trail as he leads the pack horse along the wide trail through the trees. People will come but they will be excited fools from the town with no tracking sense at all. They will stamp all over any signs that he leaves. He's done this before. He is certain he will be safe.
He rides across the valley to the other side of the road. He coaxes his horses on as they push through the low branches of the trees. He isn't riding fast now. He is clear of the cabin and will look as innocent as any other prospector. He is sure that he cannot have been followed. But not so sure that he doesn't check over his shoulder from time to time.
He dismounts on a small rocky slope up the valley side above the trees. It's a carefully chosen spot, reconnoitered the previous day. He will make a camp here. He hobbles the horses near the edge of the low trees. He can light a small smokeless fire later to cook on, but in the meantime he takes his Winchester rifle and watches from near the crest of the ridge. Taking care to keep below the horizon he looks down on the road that leads from the town to the splintered remains of the McLaren house. Soon enough there will be riders from Walkers Creek out to investigate the damage. In the meantime he can watch for them without fear of being seen.
'McLaren needs to be taught a lesson.' The Mexican told him when they met in a mining camp twenty miles East. It was Logan that had come up with the idea of blowing up the house. He suspects that the Mexican wanted McLaren shot but he'd quickly got agreement to use the dynamite instead. He likes the irony, traveling out West with his prospecting kit but instead using it in this more certain but equally lucrative way.
Logan sips from his canteen, and pulls his battered hat down to better shade his eyes from the scorching midday sun. He wonders who the Mexican is working for. He hadn't looked as though he had much money of his own and yet he was able to pay generously for this McLaren's life. Someone wants McLaren out of the way without getting their own hands dirty. That isn't normally the way he likes to work, but the Mexican paid well so he asked no questions. Will the other half of the payment be made? He has done this sort of work before. Each time he needed to be persuasive to get the rest of the money. Being persuasive might be more difficult not knowing who held the purse strings.
He is beginning to doubt his careful planning now. Is there another road to the town? Finally, a dust plume reveals riders on the road below. He still hasn't seen Walkers Creek with his own eyes and wonders what the delay can tell him about the town. They are so slow reacting, it seems this town is sleepier than the others. Or perhaps the townspeople are easily scared and have deliberately waited for the dust to settle before venturing out. Scared people are dangerous people. It isn't a comforting thought.
Only four riders have come to investigate the explosion. One of those appears to be McLaren himself. Logan has watched the house for a couple of days and recognizes him. Clearly McLaren was safely away from the cabin when the dynamite went off. Logan isn't troubled. He is sure that he can still persuade the Mexican that he should have the rest of his money. He thinks he can detect the glint of a star on the chest of another rider. The sheriff. The other riders busy themselves riding round the ruined house as if expecting to find the dynamiter still there waiting for them. None of them appears to be taking any care to look for a trail. He allows himself a smug satisfied smile. It has all gone according to plan. He heads back to the horses to unpack and to cool off in the shade. Even if they find him now, there will be nothing but their suspicions to link him to the cabin.
As he moves away from his uncomfortable vantage point he notices, with a start, that he is not the only one watching the sheriff and his men poking around the remains of the cabin. Someone is watching from horseback on the opposite side of the valley, their silhouette clearly visible against the sky. He's a fool or he wants to be seen. Is that the Mexican, or perhaps the man the Mexican is working for? Is he checking to see that he's got his money's worth? The shape is of a short, slight man. It isn't the Mexican. He can't make out any more than that.
It is almost dark when the sheriff and his riders head back to Walkers Creek. Logan plans to wait until the morning and camp out here on the slopes above the valley. He pulls his bed-roll from his pack and settles down for a night beneath the stars. Tomorrow he will ride into the town. He needs supplies and hopes to treat himself to a decent shave and a bath and a decent bed. Nobody should connect his arrival with the excitement at the McLaren house.



CHAPTER TWO
She lets the horse find its own way back towards the ranch in the growing gloom. She knows she shouldn't have come out but she was determined to see for herself what had been done. The cabin has certainly been demolished. The man Sanchez hired has clearly done that part of the job well, but she has seen McLaren ride out with the sheriff. That is just getting the basics wrong. As her father would have said, if you're going to try to kill a man, you'd better not miss.
Not that McLaren will know that it is her money that paid for it, but he'll be able to guess. That is a bad thing if he strikes back. She can only hope that she scares him into leaving her alone.
The ranch is hers now, since her father died, and she is doing her best to run it with the same firm hand that he used to. Mostly the farmhands respect her. She shot one, in the foot, for making lewd remarks to her face. He doesn't work for her anymore and she's had no more trouble since. Sanchez, a knarled old Mexican that was her father's best friend, is helping her. Whenever she lacks in strength, resolve or just downright cunning, he can be relied on. Together they managed the process of building a small dam to get more water for the cattle in the dry summer months. McLaren, his land being downstream of the dam, waited until the construction was complete before complaining that she was stealing his water. He became angry and threatened to get a Judge to sign over her dam to him. The last straw was when she'd encountered him standing on the dam. He'd pointed a gun at her. Remembering that moment makes her wish that he'd been in his cabin when it exploded.
Sanchez had promised to take care of it. She will be having words with him about that when she gets back to the ranch.
A movement up ahead wakes her from her reverie. She pulls her horse to a stand and reaches for her revolver. Sanchez has shown her how to wear her father's beautiful old pearl handled six shooter. He gave up on the idea of convincing her that she shouldn't be riding about on her own. She still hasn't got used to the weight of it. She has to fumble with it for a few seconds before it comes free from the holster. In the gloom she can't make out what it was that moved. Resting her gun hand on the pommel of the saddle, she coaxes the horse slowly forwards.
That sound is quite distinctively a horse, playing with its bridle in its mouth and sputtering. She can't see a horse but the sound and the direction it came from are clear enough. She points the gun now at where the sound came from. If this is an ambush then it isn't a very good one. She is ready for them.
How many are there? She can only hear one horse. Is it a trap? Are there others? How sure is she of hitting anything with this big pistol? She should run away. Her horse is faster than most and she knows this ranchland better than anyone.
She will go. She sets her heels to her horse. At that moment a horse steps out into the open, its rider slumped in the saddle. Her horse rears in surprise as she hauls back on the reins.
'Billy!' she cries, recognizing the hatless figure on the horse. She rides up alongside and reaches over to the boy.
'Miss Nixon' he manages to say, before coughing. His shirt is soaked with blood.
Billy works for her on the ranch. He is only fifteen but keen and hard-working. And now he sits on a horse, slumped and bleeding and probably dying. She cannot bear it. Guilt consumes her, a tear forming in the corner of her eye. She sent this boy to die. It is her fault.
'...ranch...' he coughs again. '...back...'
That is enough to make her realize that she can still do something. She can't help him here in the gathering darkness. Back at the ranch there are medicines and bandages and people who'd know what to do. It isn't over for this kid, not if she can get him back to the ranch. She reaches over and grabs the reins of his horse and sets off at a slow walk, checking all the while that Billy isn't in danger of falling. Gradually she increases the pace. Somehow he manages to stay in the saddle.
The lights of the ranch are a welcome sight. It has taken them almost an hour to cover the distance. Billy stopped trying to talk soon after they started moving, now he has even stopped coughing. She is worried she might be bringing a corpse back.
'Sanchez!' she cries out as soon as she thinks she is close enough that someone could hear. 'Laura!' she shouts, hoping for her maid.
There is no reaction from the ranch. Billy lets out a quiet groan. Her shouting must have woken him. But still nobody at the ranch seems to have heard her. If only she could somehow shout louder. Then she remembers the heavy pistol hanging from her belt. No need to aim it anywhere but in the air. She fires a shot and is surprised by the violence of the recoil even though she has fired this gun before. The sound of the gun echoes around the valley. She fires again, and again.
Now there is movement in the lights. Someone has heard, and now she can hear voices, distant shouts.
'Sanchez!' she yells again, and spurs the horses to greater speed. Tears run down through the dust on her cheeks as she sees help riding fast towards her.

'Will he be alright?' she asks.
'I don't know Miss.' says Laura, crouching down beside the bed of the injured boy. 'I'll do what I can. He needs a doctor really.'
'Or maybe a priest.'
'Don't blame yourself Emily. You sent him to keep watch, not to get into a gunfight.' Sanchez is, as always, the voice of reason.
'Maybe if you'd dealt with...' she started intending to berate him about the botched attempt to kill McLaren but realized that Laura was still there. Only she and Sanchez knew what had really happened. Billy had been sent to keep watch on the dam, to report back if anything happened there. He hadn't been told about the explosion at the house either.
'There is no maybe, Emily. This is where we are, we must make the best that we can from it. Billy is stronger than you think. He is a fighter. He already looks better than when he came in. He is in good hands with Laura. I go to tell the others what has happened.'
'Don't go yet.' she says.
Sanchez hesitates.
Billy groans loudly and then starts coughing.
'Take it easy.' says Laura. 'You're going to be alright.'
'Miss Nixon?' he asks, trying to sit up.
'What is it Billy?' she says, rushing to his side, worried that he'll hurt himself trying to see her.
'I'm sorry.' he says.
'Sorry?'
'He was hiding in the trees, I didn't see him. I know I should have been keeping watch but I was looking, I really was looking Miss, I just didn't see him.' He coughed again. Laura mopped at his brow and gave a concerned look to Emily.
'Who was it Billy?' Emily asks, drawing an angry glance from Laura. It barely registers though. She is thinking about revenge now. If Billy can tell her who shot him then she can do something. She can't make Billy better, she must leave that to others, but she can protect him. She can avenge him.
'Who was it?' she asks again.
'Deputy.' There is a sharp intake of breath around the room at this word. Billy takes to coughing again.
'You were shot by a deputy? Who? How?' Emily is still seized with the determination to find out how she can make amends.
'I don't know his name. He came out of the trees so suddenly. I didn't see him.'
'Damn.' she mutters.
'I didn't see him, and then I saw him. His gun was drawn and he was talking all this and that about the law and I should do what he says and not what you say. I wasn't liking it much, not with his gun pointing at me and all. He kept waving it at me as he talked and I figured he was just waiting for an excuse to shoot me with it. Then there was a big explosion from somewhere down the valley and he got distracted. I took my chance and drew but he was too quick for me.'
'Damn. If only we knew which Deputy it was.'
'It should be easy enough to tell Miss, I put a couple of holes in him before he shot me.'
'You killed a Deputy?' Laura says, incredulous.
'I don't know that I killed him. I was too busy bleeding to check if he was dead or not.' Billy managed a half-smile.
'You're a good kid Billy.' Emily squeezed his hand. 'We're going to make this alright. You get some rest now.'
'Sanchez, did you hear all that?' she asks, taking him outside the room.
The old Mexican nods.
'I want you to take one of the men to the dam and check.'
'You don't believe the boy?'
'Oh I believe him. I want you to make sure.'
'Make sure?'
'Do I have to spell it out? There's a Deputy out there that Billy here put some holes in and only Billy and the Deputy know what happened. Billy will hang if the Deputy gets to tell his side of the story. I want you to get out there and make sure that you finish the job that Billy started. If he's not dead already, then kill him.'
'Are you sure that's what you want?'
'I'm certain,' she says. 'That boy nearly died doing work for me. I'm going to do what I can to repay him for that. It's what my father would have done.'
'Yes,' Sanchez says sadly, 'yes it is.'

CHAPTER THREE
Riding into Walkers Creek in the late morning sunshine his horses' hooves thud softly over the box bridge that crosses the eponymous river. Between the creek and the steep rocky valley side lies a town whose bustle and prosperity surprises Logan.
He is first struck by the permanence of it. This is no frontier, pioneer town. The buildings on the main street are large and solidly constructed; sturdy-looking wood structures alongside proud and dominating brick buildings that wouldn't have looked out of place on a San Francisco street.
The street is full of life and his arrival goes unnoticed. There is nothing scared about this town. There is clearly no watch kept on the road. They have no fear of gangs or outlaws. A town smug in its wealth and security.
Three children are teasing a dog that barks excitedly, running circles around them. A woman, their mother perhaps, stands in the shade by the hitching rail watching them. A wagon is unloading on the other side of the street, the shouts of the men carrying the sacks and barrels competing with the noise of the dog as it plays.
He swings down off his horse as he approaches the children, the horse's ears twitching in alarm at the sight of the excitable dog. He walks the horses up the street, unconsciously dropping a hand to his belt to check that his Colt is still sat safely in its holster. This isn't what he had expected to see in the town. The unexpected makes him nervous. This looks as though it might be the very sort of town that he had been hoping to find. But that makes it seem too good to be true, like a mirage or an elaborate trap.
He touches his hat to greet the woman who watches the children. She returns the gesture with a slight nod and an unguarded smile. He feels himself relax a little.
He loops the reins of the horses over the hitching rail outside a grand brick building that bears the word 'Hotel' painted across the front, and a sign swinging in the gentle breeze that reads 'La Rosa'. It looks a promising start. Some ladies in fine dresses and a gentleman in a suit are drinking coffee in the lounge. A smart looking establishment that's certain to have a comfortable room, if a rather expensive one. And they seem to have some wealthy clientele, and there's nothing quite so useful as making wealthy friends in a new town.
But he's conscious that he hasn't slept in a bed for a little while and guesses that he probably doesn't look like the kind of man that would be able to afford a room at La Rosa unless he'd robbed a bank or blown up someone's house for money. He decides to return later and try to rent a room when he has cleaned up a bit. No doubt there will be somewhere he can get a shave. That will make all the difference.
Up the busy street, dodging the hooves of riders and the wheels of wagons, he passes the saloon. It seems quiet but it isn't yet quite noon. The sheriff is sat outside the jail, swinging on a rocker and chewing furiously. Logan imagines that the sheriff is weighing him up. He is a man from out of town, any sheriff worth his star would be weighing him up.
Beyond the jail stands the office of the Humby Mining Corporation. So this is where the town's wealth comes from. There is clearly some mining going on hereabouts that is making someone a lot of money. The company office dominates that end of the street, looking wealthier than the bank and more solid than the jailhouse.
A small wooden building bears the word 'Barber' painted on the glass and seems to be doing a brisk trade. He decides that this looks like just the place to smarten up.
'Good Morning sir, do take a seat.' The barber quickly wipes a towel over the newly vacated chair and gestures for Logan to sit.
'I think this gentleman was here before me,' said Logan, pointing out the grey-haired man in a suit sat reading a newspaper near the window.
'Ah yes, he was here before you, but if you don't mind my saying so sir, you seem rather more in need of a shave than he does. And Mr. Keyes there has only come in to read my newspaper and make conversation while he waits for his beard to grow again.'
Mr. Keyes chuckles quietly from behind his newspaper. Logan shrugs and sits down.
'So, let me see, you'd be new in town then.'
Logan opens his mouth ready to answer, but the barber interrupts him before he can speak.
'No, don't tell me what you're here for or where you're from, that takes all the fun out of it, you can just tell me whether I'm right or wrong.' The barber busies himself with tucking towels round Logan's neck.
'You're right so far, in that I'm new in town.' He smiles. 'Do you play this game with all the new men in town?'
'Oh, I try, not all of them are so cheerful as you though. There are quite a few who barely utter a word the whole time they're here.'
'Do you get many? New people passing through I mean.' The barber is always your best source of information in a new town. He is determined to find out as much as possible about what to expect in Walkers Creek.
'Oh yes, quite a few. Probably one or two in here every day wouldn't you say Mr. Keyes?'
'Indeed.'
'Now, back to you. Let's see, the state of your beard I'd say you've been traveling a few days. The state of your hat though.' The barber shakes his head and tuts. 'I'd say you've been on the road for months.'
'Nope,' says Mr. Keyes. 'You have it wrong. He's a miner. He's been out working a claim not riding the road. You don't get a hat as battered as that by just riding.'
'Ah, but you didn't notice his boots when he came in, I'd swear they've seen at least as much riding as walking.'
There is a pause as they both wait to find out if they're right but Logan is unable to speak without getting a mouthful of soap.
'You're both right,' he says at last, sputtering the soap from his lips as the barber sets the brush back down by the basin.
'How?'
'Now, now, your rules said I was only to tell you if you were right or wrong.' He laughs as the barber's face knots up like schoolboy who's been asked some impossible arithmetic.
'You can't go setting a riddle like that. That's enough to make a man's head explode. Surely you've either been riding the road or digging a hole. Which is it?'
'Since you're about to hold that razor to my throat, I'll tell you: I was mining, prospecting for gold in the desert. I broke open a pretty decent claim that showed some promise and decided that I didn't want to spend the rest of my life in that particular hole, so I sold it for a tidy sum and headed West over the mountains. So here I am, with all my prospecting tools on the back of a pack horse, after a couple of months on the road, a traveler and a miner all at once. You're both right.'
The barber laughs so hard at the simple answer to the riddle that Logan fears for his chances of a steady-handed shave.
'Of course there's not much call for prospecting round here,' says Mr. Keyes from behind his newspaper.
'Really?'
'Oh, Mr. Humby's mining operation has pretty much everything sewn up. Plenty of work available in the mines if that's what you're after, but you won't be doing much prospecting.'
'I take it they've found gold then?'
'So they say. Mr. Humby's pretty wealthy on it. He owns most of Walkers Creek.'
'And he's the mayor,' says the barber.
He thinks for a moment while he towels off the remains of the soap.
'So this Mayor Humby, is he a nice man?'
Keyes puts down his paper and looks at the barber but neither say anything.
'I ask, because Walkers Creek seems like a really nice town. You don't see so many towns where people smile at you when you say hello even though they don't know you, where most of the men don't carry sidearms and where a man from out of town can just ride up the street without so much as a sideways glance. It seems like a nice town, so I figure the guy who owns it must be a nice guy, right?'
Keyes shrugs and picks up his paper again. The barber fusses over folding an already folded towel. Neither says anything.
This doesn't seem like a profitable line of enquiry. It seems Mr. Humby, far from being held in high regard, is someone they feel threatened by. Threatened to the extent of not wanting to talk about him.
'So, this lovely town, with its wealthy mine. All that gold and money about. I'd have thought you'd have attracted every outlaw in the county like bees to honey. Isn't this a dangerous place to live?'
'I wouldn't say that Walkers Creek is completely without violence or crime Mr. errm, Mr...'
'Tanner, Logan Tanner.'
'It's not completely without crime Mr. Tanner, why just yesterday someone not two miles from here had his house dynamited, but people seem to like it here and plenty of people who came just passing through have ended up staying. You might just find that you like it here too.'
'So nobody ever tried to rob the bank?'
'Do you plan on trying Mr. Tanner?'
'Maybe.' He says with a wink and a smile.
'Well then it'd only be fair to warn you that the sheriff has plenty of men.'
'A dozen deputies,' says Mr. Keyes.
'And you don't see too many of them about, but they're watching. They know you're here and are better at guessing where you're from and what you're up to than Mr. Keyes and me. You mark my words, if you really were here to rob the bank, you'd...' the barber trails off as the door jingles and man in a smart brown suit and an impressive mustache comes in.
'Morning Mr. Humby,' says Mr. Keyes.
'Morning Keyes,' says the new arrival in a deep and slightly too loud voice.
'I think we're done here.' The barber snatches the last of the towels from around Logan's neck. Taking his cue, Logan gets up from the chair and pulls out some coins to pay for the shave. 'Oh, don't worry Mr. Tanner you can pay me next time.' he says with a conspiratorial smile.
'Wait a moment,' says the mayor, a devious looking smile on his face. Logan stops, one hand on the door. 'If you're going to be robbing our bank Mr. Tanner, you can at least do it with a decent hat.'
Logan looks down at the battered hat in his hand with a little embarrassment and wonders how much of his conversation had been overheard.
'Take yourself down to Mannion's store at the end of the street. Tell him I sent you,' the mayor adds, chuckling to himself as he settles into the barber's chair.
A new hat would certainly seem to be in order if everyone was mentioning it. Logan can see he isn't going to make the right impression at the wealthy hotel with this old thing, even after a good shave. So he thanks the mayor for his advice and goes looking for Mannion's store.

CHAPTER FOUR
'Ah Miss Nixon! Hello.'
Emily smiles and returns the greeting to the store owner as she steps in through the door.
'Are they still tormenting that poor dog out there?'
'I'm afraid so, although to be honest, I think the dog's enjoying it as much as they are.'
'You could be right.' he says, perching his spectacles back on the end of his nose. 'Do come in. Let's take a look at you. Well now you're looking mighty fine today if I may say so.'
'Why thank you Mr. Mannion.'
'A lovely dress...'
'You should be less free with your compliments Mr. Mannion if you want me to buy anything new.' She laughs. She has come here first to be certain of a nice welcome from at least one person in Walkers Creek. Mannion hasn't disappointed.
'Was there anything in particular you came in for today? A new hat perhaps?' The front window of the store is filled with a fine array of hats of all sizes and colors. That is to say hats that would look good on a ranch hand, not on a lady.
'Do you think you have any hats that will suit me?'
Mannion laughs, the smile reaching to his eyes. 'Perhaps I have something new from San Francisco. I'll pop in back and take a look.'
She is used to this routine. There are plenty of hats and boots, and a few rolls of cloth in the front of the store. He keeps the best stock out at the back so that he can have the luxury of choosing which of his favorite customers gets to look at it first. There are wealthier customers in Walkers Creek, but her friendship with Mannion is based on more than just how many dresses she buys.
'Mr. Mannion, please come back. I didn't really come here for a dress.'
'Miss Nixon, you sound rather serious all of a sudden, is everything alright?'
'Come here, I want to show you something.' She beckons him to the front of the store.
'Those children out there? You're not pining after children of your own again are you Miss?'
She shakes her head, but he's right, she does wish for children of her own.
'That's just as well because you know no man will offer to marry you all the while Mr. Humby is pursuing you.'
'No, no, it's not that. It's a different sort of pursuit. I'm certain someone followed me from the ranch this morning. I want to show him to you when he rides past so you can tell me I'm not imagining him.'
'Is this about that business with McLaren? Tell me that wasn't you was it? That wasn't your doing, blowing up his house?'
'If people think it was my doing, and that works in my favor, then I'm not going to be wasting my breath telling them otherwise. The ranch is mine and it'll stay that way and if the likes of McLaren can see that I've got the wherewithal to defend it then maybe they'll back off some.'
'You're sounding more like Humby every day, maybe you should marry him after all.'
'Don't say that.'
'Just be careful then that you're not descending to his level.'
'Look! There!' she says suddenly, pointing out of the window. A rider in a dusty black shirt trots his horse quickly up the street, waving his hat angrily at the scattering children.
Mannion lets out a sigh and shakes his head.
'What is it? Tell me I didn't imagine that man? He's been following me all the way here, trying to keep far enough back that I wouldn't know he was there. Who is he? Why would he do that?'
'That's Wilson. One of the sheriff's men.'
'Or one of Humby's men?'
'They're the same thing. It might work in your favor that McLaren thinks you dynamited his house, but if the sheriff or Humby thinks it was you then you could be in for a rough time. If you're right and Wilson has been keeping watch on you then I'd say you're under suspicion already.'
'Maybe Wilson isn't the only one.' she says cryptically.
'Exactly. There's probably a deputy watching the ranch as we speak. You need to be careful. I've told you before that you shouldn't travel alone the way you do. And they'll be after your household and your friends as well.'
'I'd better go then, I don't want to make trouble for you.'
'Don't worry about me. They've been watching me all the time ever since I refused to sell to Humby but at least the ones that watch me come in and buy stuff from time to time. Wait, don't go yet.'
She stops at the door.
'We need to get you a dress first Miss Nixon, we can't have you leaving my store without buying a dress, otherwise people really will be getting suspicious!'
The selection of the dress is a joyless experience for both of them. Emily turns down the nicest dress saying she doesn't like the color. It reminds her of the color of the sheets at the ranch when that young boy had bled all over them. She settles on a green dress that he assures her will look lovely. She doesn't bother to try it on. Mannion ties up the box with ribbon.
'Sometimes I get scared.' she says, taking the large box from him.
'Try not to, Miss Nixon. It's when you get scared that you're most likely to do something silly.'
'Thanks Mr. Mannion. You're a good friend.'
She takes a deep breath, puts her shoulders back and looks at herself in the hat mirror to check that she looks confident and unconcerned. Not too bad. She knows the fear is still there, but there is a good chance that others will miss it.
She steps out of the door, struggling a little with the dress box that gets in her way. It means she doesn't see the dog until it is too late. It charges at her, still over-excited from the children's tormenting. It's bark surprises her and she steps back into the door, dropping the box. Playfully, the dog lunges at her and she steps away with a little shriek as the dog gets a mouthful of her skirt and starts to pull on it.
'Stand still Miss. Stand still and try to stay calm and quiet.'
She looks up to see a stranger, a man in a battered hat, walking quickly towards her.
'Hey dog!' he shouts as he approaches.
The dog turns to the noise and growls a little, still pulling on her skirts. She wants to say something but is startled into silence. The man, now that he has the dog's attention, walks calmly towards it, talking all the time in a low and barely audible voice. The dog pins back its ears but the growling stops. Still talking softly and holding the dog's gaze he crouches down close enough to touch the dog.
'Are you sure he won't bite you?' Emily says quietly.
'You can never be certain with animals Miss, but if you can stop pulling your skirt for a moment I think he'll let go, even if it is only to try to bite me.'
Sure enough, as soon as she releases the tension on the fabric in the dog's mouth it spits it out and lies down at the stranger's feet, whimpering a little.
'Thank you.' she says, distractedly trying to wipe the dog's spittle from her skirt.
'No problem Miss.' he says, removing his hat and making the closest he could manage to a bow in his crouched position with one hand firmly gripping the scruff of the dog's neck.
Without the hat, she notices, he really is a handsome young man. She catches herself staring and wonders if she'd been so unsophisticated as to let her mouth gape open as well.
'Mr. Tanner.' He jams the battered hat back on his head and offers his hand. 'Logan Tanner.'
'A pleasure to meet you Mr. Tanner but,' she gestured towards the dog spit on his outstretched hand.
He laughs and apologizes, wiping his hand on his trousers. She smiles and then tells herself to stop staring again. She considers grabbing the ugly old hat from him. He looks so much better without it.
'Oh, Miss Nixon are you alright.' Mannion comes out of the store. He seems to have waited until the dog was completely subdued before he dared to come out.
'Yes, Mr. Mannion, this gentleman was very kind, I think I shall be okay now.'
'Oh dear, your dress box, it's all torn.'
She has forgotten about the dress. She had hardly given it any thought even before it went in the box. She's not sure she can even remember clearly what it looks like.
'Let me box it up for you again. Why don't you go over to La Rosa for a coffee and I'll send it over for you.'
'Thank you.' she says, taking a deep breath. 'That sounds like a good idea.'
'Mr. Mannion?' says the stranger, still holding the now placid dog. 'Mr. Humby said you might be able to sell me a new hat.'
She stops mid-stride at the mention of the mayor's name. Who is this man? What is his link to Humby?
'Of course I can sell you a hat.' Mannion laughs exaggeratedly to distract from the surprise of hearing this stranger mention Humby. He swings the door wide to welcome in the new customer, at the same time giving her a gentle shove towards the hotel.

CHAPTER FIVE
'Well it's certainly an impressive array of hats you have here.' Logan stands looking at the displays of hats at the front of Mannion's store. He is surprised that the store keeper hasn't attempted to sell him anything yet and is instead concentrating on putting a fresh box around a sale he's already made.
'Thank you sir. Are there any that take your fancy?' Mannion calls to him from the desk at the back where he's fussing with the box and ribbon.
It's as though he doesn't want to sell anything. Logan considers simply leaving without buying, after all he can see clearly enough that he isn't wanted. Curiosity gets the better of him, that and the fact that he badly needs a new hat.
'I hope I didn't interrupt anything between you and the lady.' Logan tries to tease some reaction from the store keeper.
'I beg your pardon.' Mannion sounds alarmed. 'She's just a customer, that's all.'
He laughs a little to reassure Mannion that he means no harm. 'I wasn't suggesting... and even if I was, it's hardly a criticism, is it? A pretty girl like that I shouldn't think there's a man in the town that would be embarrassed to be...'
'No sir, it's not like that.' Mannion said firmly, leaving the desk at last.
'Oh no,' he laughs again, 'I've put my foot in it haven't I? She's married isn't she?'
'No sir. Not yet. I'm surprised you aren't aware.'
'Aware?'
'Well you did say you worked for Humby didn't you?'
So that's it. That's why the cold shoulder. It makes sense now. He could see it in the shop keeper's face now that he was closer: the same threatened look, the fear of the name that he saw in the barber's face when he tried to get him to talk about the Mayor.
'No, it seems we have a misunderstanding. I don't work for him. I met him for the first time a few minutes ago as I was leaving the barbers. He suggested you'd be the man to sell me a hat and said I should say he'd sent me.'
'Well you can tell your Mr. Humby that I'm getting tired of all his fake customers trying keep an eye on me. I don't threaten that easily. Why don't you just say your piece and get out of my store?'
'Hey, look here, I'm new to this town and I don't know a damn thing about your local politics. If I was just pretending to be a customer, why would I start out by saying that Mr. Humby sent me when that's clearly exactly the sort of thing to get on your nerves? I honestly don't know the man, and clearly his "tell him I sent you" was intended to create exactly this situation. I don't know what Mr. Humby has done to you, but it really isn't any of my business.'
Logan picks a hat at random and puts it on.
'I'll buy this one. And thank you for the lesson. Everyone in Walkers Creek has been happy and welcoming. Unless, it seems, you say "Mr. Humby" and then the smiles vanish like blowing out a candle.'
'Would you like a box for that?' Mannion asks uncertainly.
Logan ignores him for the moment.
'So the barber tells me Humby owns the town, but he clearly doesn't own you. Good for you.' He tries a disarming smile.
'Humby is a bully. A wealthy bully, but a bully all the same. He doesn't own so much of Walkers Creek by paying a lot for it, he owns it because he forced the owners to sell to him. I'm too old to be bullied like that. I don't have so much life left that I get that troubled by someone threatening to take it away from me.'
'There's no call for a box.' He puts the new hat on his head. 'I'll wear it, but perhaps you could find somewhere to get rid of this old one?'
'If you're sure. Are you staying in the town?'
'I was planning to. For a few days at least. I thought I'd try the hotel, and avoid mentioning Mr. Humby's name.'
'That's a good choice. I'd say to tell them I'd sent you...' Mannion smiles, a generous smile, it seems to show that he wants to put the misunderstanding behind them.
Logan turns to leave.
'Hold on a moment, sir.' Mannion stops him with the door half open. 'I don't suppose I could press a small errand on you could I? You see, I have this dress for Miss Nixon. She'll be waiting for it in the hotel. Since you're going over there, perhaps you could take it to her for me?'
He understands the gesture for what it is. The shop keeper isn't giving him an errand to run, he's telling him that he trusts him. Refusing would be throwing that olive branch back in his face.
'Of course.'

Logan checks on the horses on his way across the street. They've been stood there long enough now. He will see about getting stabling for them when he takes a room in the hotel.
Looking at the hotel again with the little extra knowledge he has gained about the town, he wonders whether or not Humby owns this place too. The hotel looks prosperous and busy. There is a bustle about the place, but the conversations at the tables are quiet. It isn't that these well-dressed people aren't enjoying themselves, but their laughter is restrained as though they are trying hard to present the impression of being refined.
The lobby is an unwelcoming mass of polished wood and brass. Walking in, he is immediately accosted by a man in a slightly ridiculous looking green velvet jacket.
'Welcome sir.' The man says obsequiously. One hand seems to be trying to draw attention to his red cravat as he does a little bow. 'Welcome to La Rosa.'
'I was thinking of taking a room.' He says brusquely, not liking the man's manner. 'Who do I speak to about that?'
'That'll be me.' He smiles. A gold tooth glints. 'I'm the owner. My name is Renault. Marcel Renault.' He pronounces the name with an ostentatiously French accent.
Logan suspects that he is no more French than the dust on his boots.
'Let me go and have a look for you to see if we have anything suitable. How long were you planning to stay?' Renault looks him up and down, probably assessing his ability to pay.
It is as well that his clothes are a little dirty. This odious little man would probably be charging him a lot more for the room otherwise.
'I'm only planning on a couple of days to start with. But who knows, I might like it here.'
Renault flashed his gold tooth again.
'While you're checking,' he calls him back, 'can you tell me if Miss Nixon is here? I have something for her.' He brandishes the ribbon-wrapped box.
'Of course, she's at her customary table over there by the stairs.'

'Miss Nixon? Mr. Mannion asked me to bring you this.'
He holds out the dress box. She doesn't take it but looks up at him suspiciously.
'Sorry.' He takes off his hat. 'I don't mean to be rude.'
'No, no.' she laughs, 'I didn't recognize you with the new hat. It's a great improvement.'
'Thank you.' She still hasn't taken the box from him.
'White? An interesting choice. It says a lot about a man the color that he chooses for his hat.'
'It's white for the moment, but I don't put too much store in your color theory. They all end up the same color in the end.'
She raises an eyebrow at that remark.
'Please, sit down won't you?'
For the first time he realizes that she is the only person here who is sat alone. There are groups of three or four sat round several tables and a pair of old ladies sat at a table by the window passing comment on the goings on in the street. But Miss Nixon is sat drinking coffee on her own. He pulls up a chair.
'Aren't you worried that people will talk, seeing you sat drinking coffee with a strange man.'
'But you're not a strange man are you? You work for Mr. Humby. And even if you didn't,' she ignores his attempt to interrupt, 'I owe you something for helping me with that dog.' She smiles. The smile distracts him. He was about to tell her that he didn't work for Humby, that it was all a misunderstanding. But she smiles and he is lost for a moment in the way she looks. It takes him by surprise, he is used to being in control of his emotions, so he ends up saying nothing.
'Perhaps we should order you some coffee.' she says, 'Otherwise people really will think that this is odd.'
'I wondered,' she says as they wait for the coffee, 'how you came to be so good with animals.'
'You mean with the dog earlier? I was brought up on a farm. I was an orphan and I was basically brought up by the dogs.'
'Really? So you're basically a dog?'
'No, not exactly, but my mother was ill most of the time and we were five brothers so what little energy she had was spread so thin that I ended up spending more time with the dogs.'
'Your mother was ill? I thought you said you were an orphan?'
'Did I say orphan?' he asks with a chuckle. 'You see through my tall tales so quickly. I've just been spinning tall tales to the barber and his friend and they didn't seem to cotton on at all.'
'Don't spoil it, let me pretend it's true. Tell me about your farm.' She sits forward in her seat.
Should he try to correct her misunderstanding about him working for Humby or or should he go on with the fanciful story? She looks so interested, the moment will be lost if he mentions Humby again.
He spins the tale on further. The fanciful farm is described in detail. He tries all the while not to remember his real home and his real family. He isn't lying completely when he says that he spent his childhood with horses and dogs.
'So you see, I could ride before I could walk.'
'And learned how to get what you want from a woman with the sparkle in your eye?' she teases.
'Exactly!' They laugh. He notices her touch his arm briefly as she laughs and he feels comfortable and happy.
'It sounds like you'd be ideal for working on my ranch.'
'Your ranch? You own it?'
'Why not?' she sits back and crosses her arms. 'Why shouldn't I run a ranch?'
'Okay. You believed my tale, I'll believe yours. So how did you come to be running a ranch? You have to admit that's a rather unusual occupation for a lady of your youth?'
'Well, if we're telling tall tales, mine is as much about a troubled family as yours. I have a brother you see, and it was always expected that he would take over the ranch when our father got too old. My brother always took the love his father for granted and I always strained to please my father more and rarely succeeded. But my brother took things too far and he upset my father, upset him so much that he disowned my brother. He never acknowledged him ever again and when my father died he left the ranch to me.'
'Did you disown your brother as well?'
'If my father wouldn't recognize his own son and I loved my father then I would have to disown my brother too wouldn't I?'
'So once your father died you'd be able to speak to your brother again, or do you not want to do that in case he wants his share of the ranch?'
'Hey, stop trying to pick holes in my story.' She laughs.
'I think your brother must have done something really terrible to have been completely cut off like that. I wouldn't be surprised if he'd been hanged for it.'
As they talk he notices Mr. Humby's mustache make an entrance, accompanied by the sheriff. Renault fawns over them, attempting to brush the dust from their jackets but they ignore him and seat themselves at a table near the door.
'I think you might have it all back to front, don't you think it's possible that my father was the bad man and that my brother was too good? Don't you think? You're not listening to me now are you Mr. Tanner?'
She has him there. He is completely distracted by the arrival of a grimy cowhand who drunkenly staggers over to the table where the mayor and the sheriff are sat. They wave away Renault. After a brief conversation the man heads towards the bar and Logan can see that, rather than being drunk, the man simply has a pronounced limp.
'I'm sorry.' He says. 'I can see why you come here, there are so many interesting customers to watch.'
The limping man intercepts the barman carrying their coffee and takes the tray from him. This man stands out as one of the few that Logan has seen in town wearing a gun. He senses trouble and tenses up, gently moving his chair so that he can get clear of the table more easily. It alarms him that this appears to be one of Humby's men. Why have they sent him over? This town that seemed so charming and naively welcoming is showing itself to have a nasty underside.
The coffee tray crashes onto the table.
'Is this man bothering you Miss?' the man says, spraying spit with last word.
Logan stands, brushing spilled coffee from his pants.
'Go away Frank.' she says quietly.
'You're interrupting, take a hike.' says Logan calmly. It's an old game, picking on the new guy in town, finding out if he can handle himself. The man who backs down in this sort of situation is going to find himself robbed and bullied at every turn. He knows he has to make a good first impression. He doesn't need to look to know that Humby and half the room are watching.
'I ain't talkin' to you.' says Frank. 'I was talkin' to the woman.'
'I don't care who you were talking at mister. You spilled my coffee. Now you're crowding me when I want to drink it. Perhaps you came over here with something to say? Spit it out and go or I'll make you leave.' He needs to put on a show, which isn't going to work if he gives Frank a chance to get away with his pride intact. An idle threat should be enough to sucker in a man like this.
'You're gonna make me, huh?'
'Go away Frank.' she says again.
'And you can shut up. I ain't working for you no more so you can't tell me what to do.'
Logan tires of the exchange and steps forward, treading deliberately and maliciously on the foot that causes Frank to limp.
Frank yells and hops away unbalanced. Logan swings a punch that lands squarely on Frank's jaw and sends him sprawling in a heap on the floor. Logan finds himself feeling sorry for the man, sent on such a foolish errand. He pulls the punch a little, after all Frank is already off balance and it wouldn't take much to knock him down. It is just a show, he reminds himself.
Frank, lying on the floor, touches his fingers to his bleeding lip. Logan is surprised to see that he has drawn blood when he hadn't hit the man that hard.
'Is that the best you've got?' he says, reaching for his gun.
'I really wouldn't do that in here.' Logan warns him. 'Not with everyone watching you.'
'You're as bad as she is.' Frank says, moving his hand back away from his gun. He starts to try to get to his feet. 'But don't you think you'll get by working for her. Oh no, she'll shoot you like a coyote. Why, she's got that little gun pointing at you right now.'
'Thanks for the warning.' He doesn't look at Miss Nixon. She might be pointing a gun at him, she might not, but turning to look at her is going to give Frank an opportunity to fight back. 'Now don't make me hurt you again. Get yourself out of here.' Logan steps towards Frank again in a way that he hopes looks menacing.
Frank glares first at Logan and then at Miss Nixon, and then turns to go. 'This isn't over.' he says under his breath. He drags himself to his feet and limps away, clutching the rail of the bar for support.
'And perhaps you could ask them to send me some fresh coffee on your way out since you spilled so much of this one.'
Frank doesn't look back, but he does exchange a glance with the sheriff and the mayor on his way past them and out of the door.
'Thanks,' she says, putting a tiny pistol back into the folds of her skirt, 'but I don't need you to fight all my battles for me'
'Your battle?' he says, confused. It seems clear to him that Frank had been sent limping over to bother him, to test him out as the new man in town. In what way could that have been her battle?
'He has that limp because I shot him. He used to work for me.'
'I see.' He says. But he doesn't see. It makes so little sense. Someone is playing games with him here. He wonders if the pretty girl is everything she seems or she is another of the mayor's puppets. 'So was the gun pointed at me or him?'
She shrugs and takes a sip of her coffee.
'When I arrived I thought this looked like a strangely peaceful town. Hardly anyone wore guns and everyone seemed to be smiling. And now I see you tucking that little gun into your skirts and I find myself wondering how many guns there were that I didn't see.'
'You weren't wrong. Most of the people in this town are very happy here. It is normally a pretty peaceful place, but if you live out of town like I do and travel alone then you'd be a fool not to protect yourself somehow.'
Renault sidles up to the table carrying a fresh tray of coffee.
'I'm very sorry about that problem with your coffee.' He exchanges the spilled cup for a fresh one.
'I'm sorry that we had to ask him to leave.'
'That's quite alright sir, although we do prefer it if you could avoid violence inside the hotel itself. We really don't want to get a reputation for fist fights, not in a quiet town like Walkers Creek.'
The muffled sound of three gunshots in the street contradict Renault.
'My horses...?' Logan starts up, concerned.
'Don't worry, we've got them stabled out at the back for you, and I've had your saddles and packs sent to your room.'
Renault departs with the same oily movement that he arrived with.
'So you're staying here? Will you be in Walkers Creek for long?' she asks.
'A couple of days. Maybe longer. It depends how welcoming the locals are.'
'Well,' she says, standing to go, 'I have some urgent things to attend to, but I hope I can be a welcoming local for you again sometime Mr. Tanner.' She offers her hand.
Logan stands.
'Stay there.' she says, playfully pushing him back into his seat. 'I can look after myself you know.' She smiles and laughs. That smile. He forgets for a moment his confusion over who works for whom and where all the violence was hiding in plain sight. He resolves to see that smile again soon.
He notices that Humby's eyes follow her as she leaves the room. He wonders if she says anything to him as she passes.

CHAPTER SIX
She feels as though the trip to Walkers Creek has been successful. The medical supplies that Laura asked for are the most important thing. It seemed surreal sitting calmly drinking coffee in the hotel knowing that Billy was so desperately unwell back at the ranch but it was better than getting in the way trying to help at the ranch. Laura had sent for supplies but they probably weren't needed, it was a ruse to get her out from under their feet. At least she is doing something to help this way.
Meeting Logan Tanner gave her a brief respite from her own dark thoughts. It is unusual for a man in the town to take an interest in her. Frank Lake bothers her quite regularly but that is just crude leers. All the others Humby normally scares off. But this man was charming and just a little over-protective. She talked a steady flow of half-truths at him just to try to keep him there in La Rosa because it was so nice having his company. Her heart leapt to see him fight with Frank. She shouldn't be attracted by violence but there was something thrilling about having two men fight over her. Perhaps she seemed ungrateful afterwards as she tried to conceal how much she had enjoyed it. She hopes that one day he should visit the ranch. Will her vague offers turn out to be interpreted as an invite? She realizes she'll be watching the road for the next week hoping the next rider to round the bend is him.
When she wasn't flirting with Logan she kept her ears open in the town as she went on her errands. If there was anything known about what happened at the McLaren house and at the dam then she hoped that it would come out. Nobody mentioned anything about a deputy. That's a big relief to her. Billy will be in the clear once he gets better. Provided, that is, that Sanchez dealt with that problem successfully. He hadn't returned to the house before she'd left for Walkers Creek. She hopes the deputy was already dead and that Sanchez only had to hide the body.
The incident at the McLaren house is certainly exercising the town gossips. The well-dressed folk in La Rosa talk of an illegal whiskey still that exploded. McLaren is not of their class so it seems to please them to think of him suffering as a result of his own foolishness. If everyone believed it was just a whiskey still that exploded then she'd have failed. It wasn't meant to look like an accident, it was meant to look like a warning. The shop-keepers, on the other hand, seemed to know that it was dynamite. They have no reason to look down on McLaren and without their thoughts being clouded by wealth they can see exactly what must have happened. Her friend Mannion isn't the only one that suspects that she might have had a hand in it. It seems McLaren talked a lot about his dispute with her when he was drunk in the saloon.
Of course there is no harm in people thinking that she had a hand in blowing up the house so long as nobody can prove anything. It will be useful to have people a little fearful of her. It is the best way to stay strong and independent.
The trap bounces along the rutted road out of the town. She hates it, it is so much more uncomfortable than riding a horse but fine dresses and saddles just don't go together. She could have ridden into the town in her ranch clothes but it is important to give the impression that nothing unusual is happening. Buying bandages and medicines can be laughed off as being paranoid and over-prepared when she doesn't seem in too much of a rush, but buying those things when she hasn't even got time to put her best clothes on would make tongues wag about who was hurt back at the ranch.
Clear of the town, she is racing the trap along faster than she ought to. The horse is sweating at a brisk trot but she is keen to be back to see how Billy is getting on and to hear how Sanchez fared at the dam. She has forgotten, for the moment, about her sentinel from the morning, the deputy who had followed her.
As she follows a slight bend in the road, she glimpses him out of the corner of her eye. Mannion had said his name was Wilson. Dressed in black, he is riding along a distance behind her. Not quite far enough back to be out of sight. Perhaps he wants her to know that he's there, that he's watching her. What does he know? Perhaps he knows nothing and just wants to scare her into thinking he knows something. If he knows something, surely he'd do more than just follow?
Up ahead she sees another rider stopped in the road. He is waiting for her, she is certain of that. He has stopped just at the point where the road to the ranch forks off to the left. Damn this wagon. If she'd been on horseback she could have left the road, ridden through the stream and got away from these men. The trap will turn over if she turns off the road at this speed. She slows the horse to a walk as she approaches the stationary rider and slips one hand into her skirts to find the derringer she has concealed in there.
'Miss Nixon.' He doffs his hat. He's not a young man, his face is weatherworn and craggy. His hair is stuck to his forehead by sweat. He is chewing lazily. She notices the little star pinned on his chest. Another deputy.
'Is there a problem?' she says brusquely.
'I believe there is ma'am. I believe there is.'
She sits silently waiting for him to explain himself. Her horse fidgets, keen to get moving as it senses how close it is to home.
'You see there's someone in these parts that seems to think it's a good idea to go about dynamiting people's houses. You might have heard about that?'
She nods. She is aware that Wilson hasn't stopped and will soon ride up behind her.
'Well it seems the sheriff thought we should be keeping an eye on you. Do you think he's troubled that someone might put some dynamite down your chimney?'
'I'm sure my men can take good care of the ranch and that you boys can look after the other people hereabouts.'
'In'eresting you should say that ma'am. Most in'erestin'.' He spits.
She waits. Wilson is now standing his horse only a few yards behind her.
'You see.' He goes on eventually after spitting some more. 'You see the sheriff tells me he's been speaking to one of your men who says that it was him that put the dynamite in Mr. McLaren's cabin. Now why do you think he would be saying that?'
She is startled but does her best to conceal it. Her grip tightens on the little gun despite the knowledge that it is no match for two deputies.
'It seems to me that your man is trying to get leniency by stating to the court that it was you that put him up to it. That would make some sense now, wouldn't it?'
'I'm afraid what you're saying makes no sense to me at all.' There is a little waver in her voice.
'Well in that case ma'am, you think on it. Perhaps it will come to you which of your men it might be that's been talking to the sheriff and whether or not a judge might be inclined to believe him. The sheriff himself seemed mighty convinced by him.' He spits again, a long foul-looking stream. A smile breaks onto his craggy face. 'It's been a long time since we dragged a woman through the streets by her heels. You think on it.'
With that he pulls his horse to the side of the road. She doesn't need to be told to go on and neither does the horse who senses the slightest shift in the reins and sets off immediately up the fork to the ranch.
She looks back to see the two deputies still standing at the junction.
Was he telling the truth? It's always hard to tell with the sheriff's men. They're not beyond inventing things for their own ends. It's not as if she wasn't courting suspicion about the McLaren house. So it could be true. After all, Sanchez had his cunning idea of hiring a stranger from out of town to do the dirty work. It sounds as though this stranger, having no ties of loyalty to her or Sanchez has been caught and is going to drag her down with him.
The plan had seemed so clever, so foolproof. The stranger would be gone as soon as he came and there would be no evidence that she was linked to the death of McLaren. Now it is all unraveling. McLaren survives the blast, and the mercenary has been caught and will talk. What a disaster. This morning she was simply worried about whether Billy would hang. Now she worries that they all will. The only solution is to find this mercenary, whoever he might be, and stop the sheriff ever talking to him again.
Sanchez is sat on the steps to the porch idly flicking stones at a tin can while he waits for her to return. He doesn't look up as she rides up and climbs down from hurriedly from the trap.
'Is everything alright?' She is troubled by his lack of welcome. 'Is it Billy? Is he alright?'
'Billy is doing well.' he says, looking up. 'He sat up earlier. Laura is a good nurse.'
'At the dam?' she says cryptically, not knowing who else can hear their conversation.
'It was a big mess. Billy got him alright.' He shakes his head. 'I did what I could. It won't take an Indian tracker to work out what went on there. Too much mess.'
'That's terrible. They suspect, you know.'
'Is that not what you want?'
'Yes, I guess. I don't know.' She can feel tears welling up in her anger and confusion. She sits down on the step next to Sanchez disregarding the dust on her fine dress.
'Do they know about the deputy?' He still hasn't looked up.
'No. I don't think so. Nobody in town talked about him. The deputies didn't mention him.'
'The deputies?'
She explains to him about the hold-up on the road and how they'd claimed that his mercenary was offering to tell the sheriff everything.
'That is not right. The man I hired, he was...'
'I don't want to know who he is.' She interrupts.
'That is best, the less you know of him is better. But I do not believe the deputy. This man, he did not seem a dishonest man.'
'An honest man puts dynamite in another man's house for money?'
He nods slowly conceding that she has a good point.
'Have you paid him yet?'
'Half. The rest was to be paid when the job was done.' He looks at her. 'I hope you are not suggesting we fail to pay him the rest of the money. That will not go well for us.'
'Just suppose that the deputies are telling the truth and that this man is talking to the sheriff about us. If that's true then we're both going to find ourselves on the end of a rope.' She sniffs back a tear of angry indignation. 'I don't want that. You don't want that. This man is a liability, a danger to us. He needs to be in the same hole you put that deputy in last night.'
Sanchez shakes his head.
'If you won't do it to save your own neck, then tell me who he is and I'll do it myself.'
'I'll deal with him.' He says sadly. 'I must arrange with him a time to pay him the last of the money. I will deal with him then.'

CHAPTER SEVEN
Breakfast at the hotel is a quiet affair. There are few guests staying at the hotel, the bustle in the daytime is almost entirely townspeople for whom it is a place to be seen.
A man stands up from his table, spurs jangling, and calls out loudly for Renault. They have a loud conversation about fetching his horse for him.
Logan sips his coffee and watches. This should be his last day in this town. That is the plan. He should have been paid the rest of the money by now. That is all that is keeping him here. It makes no sense to stay around any longer while the town gossips and speculates about what happened up at the cabin. One rumor suggests that it was a whiskey still that exploded. Another that the dynamite was a trap for the sheriff and his deputies and that one of them was ambushed when they went to investigate. Such outlandish stories, it won't take them long to get round to pinning the blame on the recent visitors to the town. As the man clinks his spurs to the front door of the hotel, Logan wonders if there was a way of making it look as though that stranger was to blame.
'Huevos, se�or.'
He looks up as a plate of eggs is put down in front of him. He is surprised to hear the girl speaking Spanish. Nobody has spoken Spanish to him since the Mexican arranged the McLaren explosion with him back at the mining camp. He tries to get a good look at her to see if he recognizes her, but she darts back into the kitchen as quickly and quietly as she arrived.
The eggs are good. Satisfied, he pushes the plate away and as he does so he spots a piece of paper underneath. Checking that nobody else in the room is watching him, he teases the paper out without lifting the plate and sees that it is the message that he has been waiting for. In a careful hand, written in Spanish it says:
- The chimney still stands at the broken house. Arrive at sunset. Your money will be there.
So that is the plan then, to collect the money from the ruins of the McLaren house. Sunset is a damned inconvenient time. He won't be able to get far with the money he has collected. This smells like a double-cross. Perhaps the Mexican plans to get his money back as soon as he has handed it over.
The kitchen door opens and he turns round hoping to see the Mexican girl who delivered his food so he can ask her about the message, but it is a fat woman with lank brown hair who waddles out carrying breakfast.
'You've had yours?' She says, standing over his table. The food on the plate she's carrying doesn't look or smell as good as what he's just eaten.
'Yes. A girl brought it out.'
'Ain't no girls working here, just me.' She giggles at the idea of being called a girl. Her chins wobble as she giggles.
'No, I'm quite sure. A girl, about this tall,' he demonstrates, 'Mexican looking. I'd quite like to speak to her if I can.'
'Nope. No girls, just little me.' She giggles again and waddles back to the kitchen shaking her head as she goes.
He is confused. He isn't imagining that a Mexican girl has brought him breakfast, there is certainly no way he could have been mistaken with that woman. Had the girl come into the kitchen just to deliver him that note? Perhaps she works elsewhere in the hotel, or maybe the kitchen woman is a few cards short of a full deck?
He leaves the table, pocketing the note, and goes to ask Renault.
'A Mexican girl you say?'
'Yes. She brought my breakfast.'
'I can assure you sir that there is no such thing in this establishment.'
'What do you mean?'
'I mean, sir, that there are no Mexican girls here. We aren't that sort of place. I mean that if you want that sort of thing you should go to the saloon. They have all sorts of girls there. Perhaps they'll have one to your liking.'
He shakes his head in disbelief. Renault in his green velvet jacket and red cravat seems to be enjoying sneering at his customer.
'And if you'd be so good as to not bring her back here when you do pick one out.' Renault adds as Logan turns to go.
He is sure he sees the girl riding up a side street opposite the hotel. He might be able to overtake her if he can get after her quickly. He grabs his horse from the stables and swings up onto it bareback and rides out trying to spot where she has gone.
The narrow street he saw her ride down is empty and there is no sign of her or her horse. A few people pass by on foot. Perhaps she has put the horse in one of these stables? Why would she do that? It would make no sense to mount up a horse for such a short distance. It seems she has only come to send him a message so if she rode away then she must have come from further away than this.
He rides on to the end of the street and sees that it fizzles out into a narrow trail that winds its way up the hill, a trail just wide enough for a horse. Did he see her cresting the ridge or was that his imagination playing tricks? He kicks the horse on a little faster, finding the lack of saddle a real challenge on the uneven ground.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Emily rode out early hoping to catch her sentinels unaware, but they were awake before her. The black shirted deputy that Mannion said was called Wilson seems to have been replaced by another man, a tall man who sits with his back bent as though trying to keep his head down.
She watches him from the corner of her eye as she does the rounds of the ranch. He keeps his distance but never lets her get out of sight. He doesn't seem to care whether or not he has been seen.
Gradually she works her way round to the corner of the ranch closest to the town. This is the land that Humby most wants. The town will expand in years to come. He will want to build new houses here.
She stops by the creek and dismounts, enjoying the sound of the water and the little flowers on the banks. Her sentinel is still watching from the hill behind her. She sees another rider coming quickly over the trail from the town. Is it another deputy? She stands by the head of her horse allowing him to drink. She is delighted to see that the rider isn't a deputy at all.
'Good Morning Miss Nixon,' says Logan touching the brim of his new white hat. 'Did you see a Mexican girl ride this way?' he asks her.
A Mexican girl? She can't help making the connection with the cheap whores she has seen with the miners.
'Has Humby sent you out looking for girls for him? Tell him he should try the saloon.'
He stops his horse beside the creek.
'I should have put you right yesterday,' he says, 'I don't work for Humby.'
'You don't?'
'No, that was just a misunderstanding. I don't work for anyone but me.'
She is a little confused to hear he doesn't work for Humby, but delighted. It didn't really fit, now that she thought about it, that she should find someone so nice working for the mayor.
'So you're out looking for a Mexican girl for yourself? Now I didn't take you for that kind of man.' She teases him.
'What sort of a man would that be?'
'Well, I'd say the sort of man who--' she laughs. 'I hadn't taken you to be the sort of man who'd need that explaining to you.'
'Would it help if I protested that it isn't what you think?' He is smiling too, enjoying the banter.
'But you still chased her this far from town. Was she not willing or were you not paying?'
'Like I said, it wasn't like that, and if it was don't you think I'd be a little more wary of telling you about it?'
'Oh come now, let me have my fun.'
He laughs. 'Fair enough. It doesn't seem to matter now, I was just intrigued. Nobody at the hotel seems to know who she is, but she served me breakfast.'
'Perhaps you imagined her?'
'Imagined?'
'Or made her up so you'd have something to talk to me about?'
'Yes, that must be it, I've been tracking you all morning but I needed to think of an excuse to be out here so I invented someone who sounds remarkably like a whore.' He shakes his head at her. 'You must be careful not to let your horse drink too much in this heat.'
'I run a ranch Mr. Tanner. I know how to take care of a horse.' She pulls smartly on the reins to get the horse to raise its head. 'I just got distracted is all.'
He slides off his horse beside her.
'You really shouldn't ride a horse without a saddle you know.'
'I was brought up on a farm by dogs remember. I know how to ride a horse.'
'So you were riding bareback for fun, or because you really were in that much of a hurry to find your girl? Was she really that pretty?'
She finds herself feeling a little jealous of the girl, even though she doesn't know who she is or what is going on with Logan and her.
'It's not like that. I was in a hurry--' he trails off.
'That's it? You chased her all the way out here. What did you want her for?'
He picks up a stone and tosses it into the creek.
'It's a bit more complicated than just chasing a pretty girl. I wish it wasn't but there it is.'
'You're not going to tell me another tall tale are you?'
'No. I'm guessing you didn't see her come by so I lost her trail somewhere.'
She is suspicious. What is he thinking about that he doesn't want to tell her? He looks distracted and unhappy.
'It might help if you told me,' she offers.
He shakes his head.
'You're worried about telling me? Who am I going to tell?'
'I didn't get to be as old as this without being a bit more cautious than that Miss Nixon. Why shouldn't I think she led me here to you deliberately?'
If only she really had thought of that. She makes a mental note to consider something like that in the future.
'You can call me Emily,' she says, to lighten the mood.
He swings back up onto his horse.
'You're going so soon?' she says.
'You know, when we were talking yesterday I said I wasn't planning on staying in Walkers Creek. I still don't plan on sticking around, but every minute I'm spending with you makes me want to stay a bit longer.'
He turns the horse and splashes across the creek. She determines to try to make him stay in town. They get on too well to let this go.
'You could try the saloon,' she calls after him.
'What?' he stops and twists awkwardly on the horse's back to hear her.
'To find the girl. They might know who she is in the saloon.'
She watches Logan ride off, knowing that the deputy has watched the whole exchange from his vantage point behind her.



CHAPTER NINE
So far he has avoided the saloon. There was trouble enough waiting for him at the hotel with that charade that Humby and the Sheriff concocted with the limping man. Visiting the saloon seemed like asking for trouble. But now he has reason to go there. This girl must be known by someone and everyone is pointing in the this direction even if it is for the wrong reasons.
It is getting towards noon as Logan strolls warily up the street. The cheerful smiles of the people that pass by and the fact that he's the only one wearing a gun no longer fool him into thinking of Walkers Creek as a perfect town. The na�ve lack of concern is just a fa�ade. Underneath it is just as crooked and dangerous as anywhere else.
Flies buzz round something spilled on the porch of the saloon. Raised voices inside tell him that the place at least isn't empty. He pushes through the doors and heads for the bar, half-expecting the noise to stop as he walks in. Nobody reacts, not even the barman.
In the corner four men are sat around a table playing cards. Four more are stood watching, occasionally remarking in loud voices about the action in the game.
'They've been playing all night.' says the barman, finally putting down the glass he's been polishing.
'A big money game then?' says Logan.
'I doubt it. Doesn't stop them thinking they're playing a game that'll go down in legend as one of the great poker games of all time.'
'Those sort of games usually end with someone getting shot.'
'So long as it isn't in here they can do what they like. Anyway, what can I get you?'
He orders a beer. He tastes it but it isn't good. He decides to get to the issue as quickly as possible so he doesn't have to drink too much of this stuff.
'I came in to ask about a girl.'
The barman raises an eyebrow.
'It's early, but it shouldn't be a problem. Take a seat.' And the barman departs quickly through a door behind the bar before Logan can say anything more.
He sits down at a table a little apart from the rowdy card game. The people in this nice town seem remarkably quick to assume that you're looking for a prostitute. He begins to wonder if it is something about his appearance that gives that impression. He takes off his new white hat to look at it. Does it make him look like a man who buys women?
'Hi there, you can buy me a drink.' she says in a tired voice, too tired to try to be alluring. She's wearing a blur of red silk and black lace but it looks bunched and tucked in odd places as though it has been pulled on in a hurry. She probably has a pretty face under all the make-up. Her lipstick is a little smeared. She pulls up a chair and sits very close beside him. She is wearing a powerful flowery perfume that makes him gag a little with the foul tasting beer. He tries not to think about what smells the perfume is meant to mask.
'Good morning. Who might you be?' He says. He finds the thought of this woman in bed quite distasteful, especially so early in the day, but he realizes that she'll be a good opportunity to find out about who delivered his note with his breakfast.
'I'm Brandy. Your wife kick you out of bed early or have you not been home yet?' She tries a smile. A couple of teeth are missing.
'Up all night? Not me, but those boys seem to be managing it alright.' He points at the card game which has gone quiet for a moment.
'Them?' she laughs. It's a mean laugh that ends in a sneer. 'They can't hold their liquor and they ain't no better at going without sleep than I am. Their heads are so empty it's taking them an hour to play a hand.'
'Who are they? Miners?'
'You don't know?'
'I'm from out of town.'
'That one sat down on the left, Jake Capstan, he's the foreman of the mine. The others work for him. Oh, except for the one with his back to you. That's Frank Lake.' The limping man again.
'Shot himself in the foot?' he says.
'I thought you said you didn't know them.'
'I had the pleasure of Frank's company yesterday. I'm not keen to repeat the experience.'
'Do you want to go upstairs?'
He looks at the stairs. Even if he wanted to go up the stairs, there was no way he was going to make it to them without attracting Frank's attention.
'Oh wait, you from out of town? Are you the man that punched down Frank Lake in the hotel yesterday?'
Logan nods hesitantly, wondering where this is leading. She reaches over and kisses him hard on the lips. She tastes of aniseed.
'Well done. I wish I'd seen it. I've been wanting to knock that fool down since the first day I set eyes on him.'
She calls over the barman and whispers something in his ear.
Just then a man emerges from one of the rooms and starts heading down the stairs adjusting his pants. Logan recognizes him immediately. It is McLaren.
'Now this man has a story.'
'Is he a miner too?' he tries to feign ignorance.
'I guess he might be now. He used to have a little cabin up the valley. He pretended to do some farming but I reckon he's a cattle rustler. Anyway, he must have stolen the wrong man's cattle because someone stuck some dynamite down his chimney and blew up that little cabin.'
'Lucky for him they didn't hang him for stealing cattle.'
'Oh nobody can prove nothing about that. And even if they could his friend Mr. Humby would look after him. Seems to me like he's being looked after okay right now if he can afford to spend the night here every night. Working his way through the girls one by one.'
McLaren has wandered over to watch the card game and is greeted noisily by the others.
'So how many girls are there?' Logan sees his opportunity to get some information.
'Only eight at the moment. You want someone else?' she seems hopeful that he'll say yes to that question.
'I'm just interested. You know, for another day. Obviously I'd ask for you first.' She smiles at the simple compliment. 'I'm sure I saw a Mexican girl.'
'There are a couple. I think McLaren's just spent the night with one of them.'
'McLaren?' feigning ignorance again.
'The cattle rustler.'
'Oh right. But it wouldn't have been her I saw in the street just now if she was with him.'
'Just now? Well that wouldn't have been Luisa either, she got knocked around a bit by a drunken miner last week and is hiding away until her face comes back into shape.'
He winces at the thought.
'Don't feel too sorry for her. He's paying for it. She'll make a tidy sum out of that. You can say what you like about the law enforcement in this town, but when somebody steps out of line you can be certain they'll pay for it.'
So he is no clearer about who the mysterious girl was who brought him breakfast. It doesn't sound as though she's one of the working girls at the saloon anyway.
A new commotion attracts their attention across to the card game. One of the players has slumped asleep and fallen from his chair onto the floor. Brandy laughs her sneering nasty laugh.
'I told you they couldn't hold their liquor,' she says.
The spectators are finding it mightily amusing and are laughing so hard they can barely stand, but the other three players, Frank Lake and Jake Capstan included, just stay sat concentrating on the game. Or perhaps they're asleep too. It seems the player who passed out was so exhausted that even hitting the floor didn't wake him. Still laughing hard, the spectators each grab a limb and carry him bodily out of the saloon.
'You go boys!' Brandy yells after them. 'You go wake him up.' And she laughs again.
They hear a splash and whooping holler from outside as the sleeping card player is dumped into the water trough in the street.
'Don't you go trailing all that water in here,' the barman says sternly on his way back in from somewhere. Logan hadn't noticed him go out. He has the look of a man who has seen this too many times before.
McLaren seems to pause a little as he sees Logan as if unsure where he has seen him before, but then continues on to the card table, brushing the splashed water from his clothes. Logan is reasonably sure McLaren could never have seen him. He was careful when watching the cabin to stay well out of sight. He remembers that he now has a new hat too. It seems impossible that he should have been recognized. Maybe he is being mistaken for someone else. Then from the corner of his eye he notices that Brandy is trying to surreptitiously signal something.
'Is something wrong?'
'Wrong? Why would anything be wrong?'
'You were waving.'
'No, that's just...' she flounders trying to think of an explanation. Then she resorts to her more normal approach and grabs his thigh and leans in for a kiss.
Logan pulls back.
'I think I should leave. This hasn't been quite as much fun as I'd hoped.' He stands to go. Brandy still has a firm grip on his thigh.
'No, don't go yet.'
He reaches down to unlatch her hand from his leg. She notices something at the door and suddenly relaxes her grip.
'I'm sorry.' She says quietly. The tone of her voice has changed. It is as though it is the first thing she has said that she actually means.
At the door stand two men. They both wear holstered pistols and one has a Winchester tucked under his arm that is pointing carelessly in Logan's direction. They are both wearing little shiny badges proclaiming that they are deputies. The card game falls silent but then gradually a murmur starts as they realize that the deputies don't seem interested in them. The two men stride straight across to Brandy and Logan. She shrinks away from him.
'Would you come with us please.'
Logan looks at Brandy as she creeps slowly backwards. She mouths 'I'm sorry' again.
'I think there must be some mistake.' He starts considering where his exits might be and how he might unstick himself from the end of this rifle barrel.
'No mistake mister. The sheriff just wants a word is all.'
'Just a friendly word.' His partner adds.
'Sure.' says Logan. Perhaps the street will provide more opportunities for escape. Or maybe there is nothing to worry about. That's it, there's nothing to worry about. You always send two men with guns to fetch someone that you thought you might like to make friends with. This is all wrong. This town is all wrong. The mysterious Mexican girl delivering his breakfast and a note, the suspiciously late time for the handover of the money, all of this together is ringing alarm bells so loud in Logan's head that he can hardly think. The only answer must be to get clear out of town. What about Emily? What about the money he's owed? Right now, he just wants to leave it all behind. He must just shake these two goons and then make a run for it. There's nothing for him here in Walkers Creek.
The rifle barrel nudges him and he obediently begins walking towards the door. Frank Lake stands up from the card game and watches Logan leave with a big smile.
Out in the sunshine he blinks a few times getting accustomed to the brightness. The street is uncharacteristically quiet. He was hoping for some traffic, a wagon or two and some horses to create an opportunity for something. But there is nothing. The barber waves a greeting from the porch outside his shop. Logan waves back hoping to make it look less like he's being arrested. The deputies stay stony faced and follow him to the sheriff's office.
The deputies leave him at the door. One of them gives him a firm shove in the back so that he stumbles in.
'Ah, Mr. Tanner.' The sheriff is sat at his desk cleaning a large pearl-handled revolver. 'I've been looking forward to this.'
'Thank you.' He is taking in his surroundings. Trying to work out where the exits are and where the weapons are. There isn't going to be much chance to get out except through the door he came in and there'll be two deputies waiting on the other side of that. There are bars on the windows.
'Don't worry, you're not under arrest. Take a seat. Take off your hat.'
There is a wooden chair that has seen better days. Dents and scratches and worrying stains suggest the chair as seen a good deal of violence. It looks as though it will hardly hold his weight but he pulls it up and sits down gingerly. It creaks but it holds.
He takes off his hat. Keeping it in his lap might mean he could use it to hide a reach for his gun. Would that work? Of course not. There'll be no gunplay in here. And if he's not hiding a draw behind his hat then he'll feel pretty stupid with it on his lap, as though he needs it to protect himself. He reaches out and places it on the sheriff's desk instead, carelessly knocking over one of the neat line of six bullets that are stood on their ends.
The sheriff ignores the bullet as it rolls along the desk and peers at Logan down the barrel of the gun he is cleaning.
'That was an interesting altercation you had yesterday in La Rosa.'
He knew it was a set up. Is the sheriff going to show his hand and reveal why he had Lake come and pick that fight?
'I hope I'm not in any trouble over that?'
'No, no, I already told you, you're not in any trouble. But you are new here in town and I wouldn't be doing my job if I wasn't taking an interest in what you're up to now, would I?'
Logan shrugs. He is still trying to work out what the sheriff is up to.
'As we're on the subject, I was quite impressed with the way you handled Mr. Lake.' He pauses, still tinkering with the gun, reassembling it. Logan says nothing. Without looking up the sheriff adds, 'The Mayor was also interested to see you taking such care to protect his lady friend.'
The Mayor's lady friend? He doesn't respond to the sheriff straight away. He needs to think about what he's just been told. So Emily is Humby's girl. Of all the people in this town he could have picked to strike up a conversation with, he chooses the Mayor's girl. That's the Mayor that makes everyone look uncomfortable every time someone mentions his name. The sheriff must have been given the task of warning him off her. Part of him said that Emily might be worth the risk of staying in town, but this revelation changes that.
'Did I step out of line there? I really wasn't aware that Miss Nixon was already spoken for.'
The sheriff laughs. His eyes still have a disconcerting empty look, even when he laughs.
'Not a problem Tanner, not a problem.' He finds the repeated use of his name disconcerting as he realizes that he's never introduced himself and has no idea what the sheriff is called. 'Like I said, it was a difficult situation, and you dealt with it well. I saw that and I thought to myself, I could do with a man like that working for me. That's what I thought.'
This guy is good. One surprise after another. Keep them off balance. And he certainly felt off balance. Why would the sheriff want him to work for him? Should he say that he plans to leave town immediately. No, that's a trump card he'll save to play later.
'You want me to work for you?'
'Exactly. Or rather, to work for the town, for me and the Mayor.'
He tries to get some sense of what is going on in the sheriff's head, but the eyes are blank and empty. The sheriff spins the cylinder of the reassembled but unloaded revolver and pulls the trigger on an empty chamber with the gun pointed at Logan's heart.
'There was an incident a couple of days ago. You might have heard about it. A man who lives a little out of the town had his house blown up. It seems someone chucked some dynamite in there. Luckily nobody was hurt in the explosion, the man in question was here in the town at the time. Some deputies and me, we rode out to take a look. One of those deputies didn't come back.'
There is another pause. A wait for some sort of reaction perhaps. More clever little surprises. He is convinced he heard that tale whispered in La Rosa but assumed it was exaggerated gossip. After all, he knows that although he'd trained his rifle on the deputies from a distance he didn't fire on any of them. The story can't be true. So why is he telling it?
'So as you can see,' the sheriff continues, 'I have a vacancy for a deputy.'
He is certain it's a ruse. He just can't work out what's really going on.
'You're a little reluctant I can see, but that's a good thing. I'd be a bit troubled if you were to snatch at the offer of a job that's opened up because the last man doing it got killed on the job. That's why I wanted a man like you that can handle himself.'
Logan nods but still can't see where this is going. The sheriff is still not looking up through most of the conversation, slowly and carefully reloading the newly cleaned gun.
'Let me explain to you how the job works, it might help.
'I have a team of deputies. There are a dozen. Well, eleven right now I guess. You might think that sounds like quite a few and that you haven't seen that many around. There's a reason for it though. Walkers Creek is a peaceful town. I take it as a personal duty to make sure that it stays that way. People aren't comfortable seeing trouble taking place in their own streets. It makes them nervous. Nervous people carry guns and shoot before they think.
'You won't see any of that here because I make sure that any trouble is kept well out of town. Mostly my deputies aren't hereabouts, they're in the hills and valleys around keeping watch on the roads and on the comings and goings of strangers, of people like you. Nobody gets into Walkers Creek without our knowing their every movement on their way here.'
He pauses and puts the now loaded gun down on the table, barrel still pointing at Logan.
'So you see, I know exactly what happened to my missing deputy. My eyes and ears are everywhere.'
Logan is feeling very uncomfortable. He took a great deal of care in placing the dynamite to be certain that he wasn't seen. He didn't take so much care once he'd blown the little cabin though. Had he been seen riding away? Why is the sheriff telling him but then not arresting him?
'I know what happened to McLaren's house too. I know you'd be interested in finding out who was responsible for it. That's why I want you to work for me.'
A job offer instead of a jail cell. He starts to shake his head.
'What I mean to say is that I know,' the sheriff looks up and stares into Logan's eyes, 'I know that you'd be interested, not so much in who actually did these things, but interested in who was responsible for them. Do you follow me?'
A sprat to catch a mackerel. Nice ploy. He will play along, promise to help find out what he can and then vanish from the town before they realize.
'Here's your badge.' The sheriff tosses a small shiny star across to him. 'To start with I expect you'll need some help so I've asked Wilson here to work with you for a bit.'
One of the deputies that had collected him from the saloon steps into the room. He is dressed head to toe in black, his spurs clinking, a long barreled revolver slapping against his leg. Clearly he was listening at the door the whole time.
'He'll be your shadow for now. Keep you out of mischief.'
Keep me in Walkers Creek, he thinks. So that makes things a lot more complicated. If he wants to get out of town he'll need to give this Wilson the slip. And the only reason he might want to stay in town, collecting the money, is also going to be out of the question unless he finds some other way to detain the deputy.

CHAPTER TEN
Emily sets her feet and takes careful aim with the little derringer. She pulls the trigger and the gun roars and spews a cloud of smoke. The bottle stays intact. Again.
She doesn't like the idea of being watched by the sheriff's deputies. She senses they are there all the while but that could just be her imagination. She hadn't sensed their presence before the encounter on the road. Now she continually feels there is someone watching her.
She reloads the gun.
'Are you okay Miss?' The gunfire has attracted the attention of one of her cowboys who was tending to the horses in the corral.
'I'm fine thanks Louis. Just a little bit of target practice.'
'Do you want me to help? To set the targets back up for you when you hit them?'
She laughs emptily. 'That's very kind of you, but I don't think that will be necessary.' Not necessary because she can't hit the targets, even from this embarrassingly short distance.
The lad turns to leave and she fires again, knocking down a tin from the low wall where she has arrayed tins and bottles as targets. Louis applauds her success as he heads back to the corral. Nice shot. What a shame she was aiming for a bottle at the other end of the wall. This little gun is next to useless. Unless she has it pressed up against someone's guts she's more likely to miss than to hit.
She tucks the derringer into its holster and pulls out her father's old pistol instead. It is a prettier gun, but also a much heavier gun with a longer barrel. It should be much more accurate.
'Be careful with that.' Her father would have said.
'It's okay father, I know what I'm doing.'
'Really? You seem to have forgotten everything I taught you. Didn't I show you how to hold it in two hands so you could steady the weight better?'
She pulls the trigger and a puff of dust kicks up in front of the wall.
'You're jerking at the trigger. Squeeze it.'
'Yes father, I remember.'
'If you can't even hit a bottle with it from this distance then you shouldn't really be carrying it at all. Maybe I should have given both of them to your brother. You won't live long shooting at people and missing. You'll do better not to shoot at all.'
She fires again. The bullet ricochets off the top of the wall.
'Your brother would have hit that bottle by now.'
That was it wasn't it. She knew her father always wanted her to have been a boy. So here she was, doing her best to be a boy. Running the family ranch, shooting guns, riding horses, using everything at her disposal to protect what he had left her.
'You should come clean about the McLaren house. They know it was you. They have a witness, you heard that. If it was me -- well I wouldn't have messed it up in the first place, but if it was me --'
'No, father you wouldn't have messed it up would you. You'd have got your infallible sidekick Sanchez to do it for you. Just like I did.'
'I wouldn't have messed it up because I wouldn't have done it in the first place kid. Stop pretending to yourself that you're doing things the way I would have. You're just lashing out like a frightened animal.'
'You wouldn't have let people tell you what to do on your own ranch.'
'True, but then nobody dared to. It's because you're a girl on your own. Your brother --'
She fires the remaining bullets in the pistol wildly and angrily trying to drown out the voice in her head. When the smoke clears the bottles and tins all still stand where she placed them. The big pistol might look impressive but to her it is no more use than the inaccurate little derringer. She stomps back to the house. The pistols might be no use, but she has a rifle.
As she passes through the ranch house to fetch the rifle she pauses by the door where Billy is recuperating. Laura is tending to him again. Neither of them notice her watching from the door.
Billy coughs and winces at the pain.
'Any blood?' Laura asks, kneeling beside the bed.
Billy shakes his head, still grimacing at the discomfort.
'That's getting better then. If you can sit up you won't cough as much.'
'Okay.' He says through gritted teeth. He pushes futilely at the sheets but hasn't the strength to raise himself.
'Let me help you.' Laura reaches behind him to adjust the pillows then, wrapping her arms round him, raises him to a sitting position. Emily, is impressed with her strength, and with the tenderness that she uses to care for the injured boy. She continues to watch, transfixed by the little scene and not a little jealous of the intimacy that the two of them seem to share.
It is going to be long time before Billy will be out riding the ranch again. He does seem to be recovering, she has that consolation. She was convinced that night she had brought him home that he was dying. That danger has passed. Now, of course, there is the new danger that someone will find out that it was Billy that killed the deputy and he'll hang for it. She is determined she won't allow it, but maybe her determination counts for nothing when she can't hit a barn door with a bullet.
Billy coughs again. Laura wipes the spittle from his chin but he takes the cloth from her. He dabs at her nose with it playfully. She laughs.
'Do you want me to make you some soup.'
'I think I've had about as much soup as I can take without springing another leak.'
'You know I can't stay in here with you all day. I have other jobs to do too.'
'Miss Nixon won't mind if you stay a little longer.'
'She won't mind if I stay in here all day, but she'll still expect that other stuff to get done. You wouldn't want to get me in trouble would you?'
'Has she said anything, any news about the deputy? She won't tell me anything.'
'Miss Emily doesn't say much about anything at the moment, I think she's got a lot on her mind. But don't you worry about no deputy. You're safe all the while you're here. Ain't no deputy going to get you in here.'
Emily winces at the thought that there are deputies watching the house right now, and all the time. Any sense of safety here is just an illusion.
'Ain't no deputy ever going to get me. I plan to get well clear of this place when I'm better. Maybe you'll come with me.'
'Maybe I will.' She reaches over and kisses him tenderly on the cheek.
Emily slips away from the doorway before she is noticed and fetches the rifle.
She wishes Billy didn't feel that he needs to escape the ranch and Walkers Creek, but she understands. The little blossoming romance between him and his nurse brings a smile to her face. She longs for that sort of closeness with someone. Ever since Humby expressed his intention to marry her in order to get control of the ranch she has been treated with cold mistrust by every possible suitor in town. Logan Tanner is different, which is odd when he seems to be working for Humby already. Perhaps she just likes him because he is one of the few who seem genuinely oblivious to Humby's money and influence.
It's foolish to think too much about him, she chides herself and returns to her target practice. Leveling the rifle at the targets on the wall she feels much more comfortable and confident. When she squeezes the trigger the rifle bucks reassuringly against her shoulder and the bottle on the wall disappears. So much more satisfying than the ineffectual noise and fury of the pistols. The rifle is the weapon for her.
Something causes her to turn around and she notices a little puff of dust in the distance on the road to the ranch. Someone is riding in from Walkers Creek. Her heart skips a little imagining that it might be Logan. Then she remembers that it is more likely Sanchez returning from his grisly errand.
As the rider approaches she sees that it is neither. She reloads the rifle.
'You're not welcome here Frank. Go home.' She calls out as soon as he is in earshot.
He ignores her and rides up, stopping his horse only a few feet away.
'Howdy Miss.'
'Go home Frank. You've already made a fool of yourself once this week.'
'Oh yes, but thanks to your new friend I never got to say my piece. Well, he ain't going to stop me saying nothing now. I saw them taking him to the jailhouse myself this morning. What d'you think of that?'
'I think you talk a lot of nonsense. I've no time for your remarks. I thought I'd made that clear enough.'
'Oh yes, your bullet went clear enough through my foot, it did. Don't you think for a minute that's a rum way to treat someone who works for you?'
'You spoke enough words out of turn to make it clear you wouldn't understand any other answer than a bullet.'
'I didn't say nothing that nobody else wasn't already thinking. And I still think it. That's a mighty fine behind you have young lady and I wouldn't mind you using it to help me forget my troubles for a few minutes.'
Her eyes narrow and she raises the rifle up to point at him. 'Don't make me put a hole in the other foot you disgusting piece of dirt. Why, you look like you haven't washed in a month.'
'You're going to put me in the bath now are you?' He licks his dirty cracked lips provocatively.
The rifle's safety catch snicks off. He hears it.
'Now look here, you goaded me into saying them things. That's not why I came here. I ain't got no money you see. I can't work with this foot, how am I supposed to get money? I reckon you owe me.'
'Get off my land.' She says calmly.
'I haven't got anything. I lost my last dime this morning. I mean, I spent it, on breakfast. When am I going to eat next?'
'Get off my land, or I'll put a hole in the other foot.'
'You wouldn't dare, and anyway what difference would it make?'
'Don't try your luck.' A voice came from the shadow of a tree by the corral. It was Louis. 'I've been watching her practising with that thing. If she aims for your foot she'll probably hit you in the head. And if she even thinks of firing a warning shot you'll most likely fetch up with lead in your stomach. Have you ever seen someone die from a gut-shot? It's not nice and it takes a long, long time.'
Frank is taken aback, clearly he hadn't seen Louis watching their exchange. He sits up and takes the reins.
'If you're not going to give me no money then I sure as hell still need some. I'll take it if I have to. You'll see me again. Maybe then you won't have all your guns and people looking after you and then we'll see. We'll see alright.' With that he gives the horse a kick and turns it round and gallops hard away back up the road he'd come on.
Louis puts his gun back in its holster.
'Thanks Louis.' She says.
'No problem. I remember the incident with his foot. I always wondered if you'd intended to miss.'
'I don't regret it.'
'I know, it's tough asserting your authority when you don't have the muscle to take them on in a brawl, but we do think Frank has a point.'
'We?'
'The team. We talk about it and such. Frank's a boor and a gambler but he's in trouble if he can't earn money in an honest way. You have to see that. If you could do something to help him I think it would go down well.'
'It's a tough world out there Louis and I'm not going to nursemaid anyone, least of all someone who insulted me the way he did. If you feel so strongly, why did you come out to chase him away?'
'I was saving him from himself, and from another bullet from you. I don't want him coming round here shooting his mouth off any more than you do. We shouldn't have to put up with that, but there has to be a way to see him right without hurting your pride, or his. Have a think on it Miss.'
With that, Louis turns and walks back towards the corral.
Emily fires another shot from the rifle at her targets, not caring that Louis is nearby. A tin somersaults off the wall. Louis doesn't flinch.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
'So now we're partners.' He says cheerfully.
Wilson grunts and hands him the reins of the horse. It isn't Logan's horse. The sheriff has provided him with one 'for the purpose of being a deputy.' He presumes the idea of giving him an unfamiliar horse is to make it harder for him to get away. It comes with a particularly uncomfortable saddle.
He has decided to make the best of things for the moment. He came to Walkers Creek to make money and the McLaren job seemed like the quick and easy way to do that. That mostly worked out. He has half the money and if he can get hold of the rest of the money he's going to have enough to get clear to San Francisco. Of course, now that Wilson is tethered to him, getting the money is going to be almost impossible, but the sheriff has sweetened the pill a little by actually paying him for this little charade. It's not like him to seek out a regular paying job, but maybe this will all work out after all.
'Don't just stand around there, we've got work to do.'
'Okay pardner.'
'Don't call me that.' He spits a stream of tobacco juice at Logan's boots. 'The name's Wilson.'
'Okay pardner.' He says stubbornly. No harm in annoying the gaoler. Ultimately he's going to need to give Wilson the slip. If Wilson finds him irritating he might give him enough space to escape.
'You're going to be spending a lot of the day on your own with me, Tanner. There are lot of narrow ravines out there where you'd never be found. It's best you don't plant the idea in my head of killing you and leaving you in one of them.'
Maybe he's overplaying the irritation. He smiles, trying to look a bit more agreeable.
'Mr. Humby will be waiting. Get on with it.'
'Humby?' he asks, trying to get comfortable on the saddle.
'We're riding escort for him today.'
'To the mine?'
'To his girl.'
The mayor's girl? That's bringing mixed feelings. He likes the idea of seeing her again. Actually he's even excited by the idea of seeing her again. He enjoyed seeing her earlier by the creek, but back then he'd told her that she was mistaken and that he didn't work for Humby after all. Back then he didn't know she was sweet on Humby. Now he'll be arriving as Humby's escort. That could prove rather uncomfortable.
Humby is waiting for them at the stable, his huge horse saddled up ready. He probably chose the horse because of its size, thinking it conveyed more status. He looks down on the two deputies when he finally climbs into the saddle but the horse doesn't look likely to be quick.
'Tanner, you stick with the Mayor. I'm going to ride a little way behind and keep a lookout.' Wilson says once they are out on the road.
Humby looks him up and down.
'You're the one who fought Frank Lake aren't you?'
'Not sure you'd actually call it a fight. The punches were a bit one-sided.'
'I see. Well, nice to know my escort can handle himself.'
He is baffled. He'd just assumed that the sheriff and the Mayor had concocted this between them, that they both knew that he had bombed the McLaren house and were trying to get him to give something away, but somehow Humby seems to be acting as though he was just another new deputy.
'What do you think of Miss Nixon?' Humby asks.
He isn't sure how to answer that.
'I hadn't realized that you and her...' He says eventually.
'Really, I thought everyone knew. I hope that doesn't mean you're my competition. You should know that no good comes to men who stand in my way.' Humby laughs to indicate that he meant it as a joke, but the laugh has some venom in it.
'I'll keep out of your way today,' he says. Does he really mean it? Probably not, if the opportunity arises to win her from the mustachioed mayor then he'll almost certainly take it.
Wilson kicks his horse into a gallop and catches them up again as they take the fork off toward the ranch.
'I'll check on ahead and make sure there's no trouble at the ranch,' he says quickly, before galloping on up the road.
Humby's horse doesn't look capable of a gallop and it continues to plod along the road at a steady pace.
'Anyone would think he was expecting trouble,' Logan says.
Humby says nothing.
Trouble wouldn't be completely unwelcome. If there's trouble he'll be perfectly justified in running away. Turning his horse and riding for the hills. It might create the very chance of escape he hopes for. Of course he'd miss the chance to see Emily, but he was always planning on leaving town without her.

The ranch is calm as they ride up. Wilson has dismounted and is tying his horse to the hitching post. Emily Nixon is stood in the road to greet them with a rifle tucked under her arm.
'Hello my darling,' says Humby.
She ignores Humby's greeting and stands her ground watching them ride up. Logan realizes that she's looking at him rather than at Humby.
'You disappoint me Mr. Tanner. I thought you were an honest man,' She says.
She looks disappointed. Hardly surprising after their conversation this morning. It would have been so much simpler if he hadn't said anything. He can't think of a good way to explain so decides to feign confusion.
'I don't understand,' he says, staying in his uncomfortable saddle while Humby dismounts.
'Do you want me to spell it out for you? You lied to me this morning and then you have the cheek to come here with him,' she points at Humby, 'and rub my face in it.'
'This morning?' Humby asks, looking at Logan with a raised eyebrow.
'Shut up, I'm not talking to you,' she says.
She looks attractive when she's angry. This might not be going as well as he'd hoped but he does seem to be doing slightly better than Humby.
'Well?' she says, turning back to him, 'Do you have nothing to say for yourself?'
'It's a little more complicated --'
'Complicated? My life is complicated enough without needing to worry about your complications. You're just as bad as all the others. All of this has just been an elaborate ruse to spy on me hasn't it?'
What can he say? He wants to explain all the details, the business with the dynamite in the cabin and the veiled threats from the sheriff but with Humby and Wilson standing there he can't go into all that. She's probably not in the mood to believe him anyway.
'You misjudge me, Miss Nixon,' he says, floundering to find the words to placate her, 'the sheriff asked me --'
'Don't bring him into this. You've gone too far now. I don't want to have anything more to do with you.'
She turns on her heel and stomps back to the house. Humby follows meekly behind her.
That stings. They'd got on so well before. More than a little of his reluctance to leave Walkers Creek sooner was the thought of not seeing her again. He thought he was finished with her when he heard that she was Humby's girl but now he knows he still thought he had a chance. To be greeted like this, well, it does kind of put a lid on it. He has to forget about her. Perhaps he should just turn his horse and ride away. It would take the others time to remount and give chase. But they would give chase. He could do with a bigger headstart than that. He ties his horse to the end of the hitching rail closest to the road out with the thought of making a quick exit if necessary.
Wilson signals to him that they should follow Humby and Miss Nixon into the house.
'I said I don't wish to discuss it Mr. Tanner. Stop following me about,' she says angrily.
'Never mind him, he's a nobody, a guard, a trained animal. You should be more cheerful that the Mayor has come to make love to you.'
'Oh, be quiet you pompous fool. I'm not impressed with your money or your status, and pretending to want to marry me isn't going to make me more likely to sell my ranch to you. Take a good look at it all, you'll never own it, not while I'm alive.'
'I know you don't mean that. Why don't we sit down and take a drink together and talk it over.' With that Humby turns and ushers Wilson and Logan from the room.
Wilson heads through one door. Seizing the opportunity to separate, Logan takes a different door.

He hoped to choose a door that led outside, but his sense of direction has failed him and he finds himself in a corridor. So this isn't the escape from Wilson he was hoping for. If anything he's more trapped than ever.
A girl steps out of one of the rooms carrying a basket with crumpled linen in it. She has backed out of the room and is carefully closing the door. She turns and notices Logan standing there in the corridor and lets out a little shriek, dropping the basket.
'Sorry Miss, I didn't mean to startle you. Let me help you with that.'
She scrabbles quickly at the basket, gathering back its contents. He notices that the linen is stained with blood.
'What are you doing here.' She hisses. 'She said there would be no deputies in the house.'
'You mean this?' he points at the little badge the Sheriff gave him. 'That's not what it looks like. I mean, I'm not a real deputy, or rather, I'm am a deputy but I'm not...'
'I don't care. Just leave him alone. He hasn't done nothing that you can pin on him. Take me instead. Take me.' Tears stream down her cheeks.
'Leave who alone?'
He can make no sense of her replies. She's definitely frightened of something, and his deputy badge seems to have a lot to do with it.
'You're not making any sense. You should take care where you go with those sheets. Humby is back there with Miss Nixon and there's a real deputy wandering about somewhere who might be a bit more interested in your story than I am.'
She doesn't move from her crouch on the floor but continues to plead incoherently with him.
'What's through there?' he asks, pointing at the door she has just closed.
She sobs. He pushes past her and throws the door open.
A figure lies sleeping in a bed tucked against the wall. A window opens onto the area behind the house where a handful of horses stand idly in a corral. He heads to the window, one hand resting on the holstered gun at his side. The sleeping figure groans but doesn't move.
Logan stands by the side of the window looking out, keeping the bed in front of him. This feels like a trap. A man feigning sleep under a blanket with a gun concealed under there, he's seen that before. Is he really asleep? Why was the girl outside so anxious that he shouldn't see this? Does she know that this is a trap?
The sleeping man coughs. Nervous, Logan draws his gun. There is a gasp from the doorway. The girl has followed him into the room and is standing there gaping at the weapon.
'Don't shoot him, please.' She whispers.
He points the gun at the floor but keeps it in his hand. He glances out of the window. It all looks so tranquil, the horses moving lazily in the hot sun.
A fly buzzes slowly across the room. The girl is still watching him intently. Or rather, watching the gun.
'Is he asleep?' He asks her. The answer seems obvious but he hopes to see from her reaction a clue, to see if this really is a trap.
She nods. It's a slight movement, nothing more. A tear drips unnoticed from her cheek. She is still watching the gun.
'Is he badly hurt?'
She nods again, then a look of puzzlement comes across her face.
'It's obvious.' He says, in answer to her unspoken question. 'He's asleep in the middle of the day, his sheets have blood on them.'
She looks at the sheets in the basket still clutched to her.
'Don't wake him.' She says.
'I hope not to.'
He glances out of the window again. Wilson! He throws himself back against the wall and out of sight. Cautiously he peers round and sees Wilson patrolling round the house. Gun drawn, he is pacing steadily round. That's a man who takes his job far too seriously. Or maybe he knows what happened to the missing deputy and that's why he's so nervous.
'Who is he?' The girl asks, having moved slowly closer to the window to see what had caused Logan so much alarm.
'A deputy.'
'But you're a deputy too. Why are you hiding from him?'
'I'm not really a deputy. And I could ask you the same question. You didn't seem too pleased to see my badge earlier.'
'I thought you'd come to get him.'
'He got hurt in some trouble that would interest a deputy did he? Never mind. It's not important. I've not come to get anyone. Nor has Wilson as far as I know. We're supposed to be protecting Humby.'
'Not him again.' She says.
'Again? Doesn't he normally bring deputies with him when he visits?'
'He always used to come alone. But he hasn't been here for a long while.'
Perhaps the missing deputy is making everyone nervous, Humby included. That would explain the unusual escort. Either that or the escort is a ruse to get him to give something away about the McLaren house. But then why bring him here? Does this injured man have anything to do with it?
'Maybe you do need to tell me how he got hurt after all.'
There's a groan from the bed and some movement.
'He's waking up. Please, take your badge off before he sees it.'
Her hands fidget, pulling at each other like fighting cats. In her eyes is the crazy anxiety he saw in the hallway. He steps away from her, worried by how unpredictable she seems. Keeping the gun aimed at the floor between them, he unhooks the badge with his other hand and tucks it in his shirt.
He takes a glance out of the window. Wilson has rounded the corner and is out of sight.
'Who are you?' asks the man in the bed. He coughs painfully.
'I'm a friend of Miss Nixon's' he says, hoping it isn't too much of a lie.
'Why are you here?' he gasps, his eyes streaming from the effort of the coughing.
'Calm down Billy, it's going to be alright.' She rushes to kneel at his bedside and mops his brow. 'He don't mean us any harm. You don't do you, Mister?' she says, turning to Logan.
'No Billy. I'm hoping I might even be able to help.' Weasel words. Lies to make him talk. He's not thinking of anyone's welfare but his own. Why should he care about this kid, and he does seem just a kid, suffering here in his bed, when only moments ago he was convinced the kid was going to shoot him from under his blanket.
'I don't need no help.' Billy says, pushing his nurse to one side. 'And I certainly don't need no help from you, whoever you are.'
Wilson appears again around the corner of the house. He seems to be walking circles round the building. Logan steps back from the window.
'Right now there's a deputy patrolling round the outside of this house.' He pauses a moment to let the information sink in. 'Now why do you think he might be doing that?'
'Dammit.' Billy struggles to wrestle free of the blankets. 'He won't get me, he mustn't get me. Where's my gun?'
'He won't get you Billy,' Logan says calmly, 'because he doesn't seem to know that you're in here. So let's stay calm and quiet and try to keep it that way because I can see that you haven't got the strength to get as far as the door. Relax.'
'Where's my gun? If any deputy comes in here I'll shoot him, I will.'
'You've no need for a gun. There's no surer way of shortening your life than shooting at a deputy. Even if you kill him all sorts of hell will be raining down on you.'
The look they both gave him made the bottom of his stomach drop out.
'You damned fool kid.' He mutters shaking his head.
'He shot me first.' Billy insists.
'Don't make it any more right. Any judge is gonna think that he had reason to be shooting at you.' So that's why they were so scared. They both know that Billy has something to do with the missing deputy and they're terrified that another deputy is going to come along and dangle him from the end of a rope. He has a feeling that a judge wouldn't look too favorably on her either.
Did the sheriff and Humby know that Billy was here and know about what happened to the other deputy? It would make some sense of why they had come here. Humby's romance as a smokescreen while they sought out the deputy's killer. But why not tell him what was going on? If that was the plan then they were clearly hoping in some way to link him and Billy and get their hangings advertised on the same bill posters.
'You two need to keep quiet, and you need to think of some story that explains his wounds so that a doctor would believe you. Tell people he was gored by a bull, or fell onto a fence nail or something. Anything but a bullet.'
They nod in unison, looking grateful for the advice. They're little more than children, both of them. No wonder they're so scared. If he can protect them maybe it'll keep his own head out of the noose. Maybe not, but at least if they ever try to pin the missing deputy on him, he knows where to find the real culprit.
'Did you kill him? Will he be able to identify you?'
'I think I got him.' Billy says quietly, sounding a little ashamed now, the pride and confidence evaporated.
'Well, lets hope you did.'
Wilson is making another circuit.
It's taking him a while to get round the house. There's a stand of trees and bushes just beyond the corral. He could probably run that far before Wilson got back round again. Hell, he could probably walk that far. Would Humby or Emily see him go? He hopes they're too preoccupied to be looking. He pauses for a moment with distaste at the thought of her with another man but puts it out of his head.
'That's the deputy making his patrol again. I don't want him to find me with you. You don't need to be attracting his attention like that.' More self-serving lies. 'I'm going to jump out of this window once he's out of sight and make a run for it. I want you,' he turns to the girl, 'to shut the window behind me as quietly as you can and then both of you keep out of sight until Humby and the deputy have gone. Do you understand me?'
The kids both nod.
He holsters the gun and raises the sash as smoothly as he can. It's big drop to the ground but he tries not to think about it and throws himself from the windowsill. He lands heavily and feels a sharp pain in his ankle.
Tentatively he tries to walk on. It hurts, but his ankle still works. He sets off at a limping run towards the trees. Looking back he sees the girl closing the window sash and waving some sort of signal to him. Wilson is nowhere to be seen.

CHAPTER TWELVE
'I still don't understand why you came here.' Emily says.
'What more do you want me to say? Isn't it enough that I want you to marry me?' Humby persists in the same argument that has made him no progress for half an hour.
'I know you don't really mean that. Let's cut the pretense. I have a ranch, a successful ranch, and you can't bear to see anyone other than you in Walkers Creek being successful. So you want the ranch. I'm not going to sell it to you and I'm not going to marry you. You're not going to get it.'
She still has the rifle across her lap. She realizes that she wouldn't be able to use it if he rushed at her in that small room, but having it there as a barrier between them gives her some comfort. He gets up from his chair and starts striding about the room.
'Your father was going to sell me the ranch.' He says.
'Don't bring my father into this.'
'No? Perhaps you've forgotten that he agreed that you and I should wed?'
'That's nonsense and you know it. I loved my father and I won't have his memory sullied by your lies.' She is close to tears but determined that he shouldn't have the satisfaction of having made her cry.
'Maybe we should ask your brother. I'm quite sure he remembers it.'
'Leave him out of this too.'
'No, really I think we should go and ask him. What do think he'd say? I've always got the impression he quite liked me, haven't you?'
'You fooled yourself into thinking that I liked you. I wouldn't put too much store in your ability to judge people.'
'I'm getting tired of this, Emily. I'm going to ask you once more to come with me.'
'And then what? You'll get your henchmen to carry me into town. I don't see them here any more.'
'They'll come when I call them.'
'Really?' She has seen Logan making off through the trees. She chooses not to mention it.
'You want me to call them now?' Humby heads over to the window to call out to the deputies.
'So why now?' she tries to change the subject, hoping to deflect him. 'What makes you come here demanding my hand today when you haven't been near me for months?'
'You want to know? Oh, I'm sure you know.' Humby has an angry fire in his eyes now. His hand is toying with the hem of his jacket.
She knows he has a pistol under there. She shifts the rifle on her lap.
'I'll tell you,' he says. 'You know I had a prospector looking at that valley. You know he found something. You flooded it anyway.'
So that's it. The mining man is fired up by the idea of losing a possible money making opportunity.
'What prospector? McLaren? He was working for you? Well that makes sense.'
'Yes, inconvenient that someone should drop some dynamite down his chimney don't you think?'
'Why do you care? It's on my land. You can't mine there. You shouldn't even have been poking about there.'
'You really are a damned fool girl aren't you? The judge will happily sign your land over to me if I can prove there's gold there. He's done it before. It's about jobs and prosperity. There's no space for sentiment. Walkers Creek hasn't become the success that it is with sentiment.'
'You really do think you're above the law don't you? I'm surprised you even bother asking me to marry you. I'd have thought your friend the judge would just declare us married whether I wanted it or not.'
'Don't think I haven't thought of that.'
She swallows hard. She wants to take back those words she said. Why did she have to plant that idea in his head?
'You know, the simplest solution,' he says, 'would be to get your brother to swear that your father consented to the marriage. You'd be bound by your father's promise then. You wouldn't want to break that now, would you?'
She has the rifle pointing at him now.
'Just get out of my house will you? I've heard enough of this. I've tried to be civil and all you can do is make insulting remarks about my father. Just get out.'
He makes a move towards the door. She stands up and follows him with the rifle still pointing at him.
'And don't think you can call on your friends to help. There are a lot more men here on my side than there are on yours.'
Humby walks meekly towards the door.
Now in a quick movement he's facing her, one hand on her throat and the rifle pointing stupidly at the wall. She tries to struggle but his grip tightens. She gasps for breath.
'Now,' he says calmly, 'you're going to do as I say or I'll hurt you.'
'You wouldn't dare,' she whispers, still defiant. He can't get away with this. Someone will help her.
'Don't try me,' he hisses, grabbing the barrel of the rifle and jamming the butt hard into her ribs. The pain stiffens her up and she tries to cry out but the grip around her throat turns it into a gargle. She starts to find it hard to focus as she struggles for air and it all suddenly feels so hopeless. She cannot fight him, not like this. She has no weapon and he is so much stronger than her. She sags, defeated.
'I want you to remember this moment,' he says, relaxing his grip a little. 'Remember how much in control I am, how much I control you. I could do anything I want to you now. Remember that. Anything. So when you get it into your damned fool head about how evil I am, just remember this moment.'
He kicks open the door and shoves her hard through it. She stumbles at the top of the steps, unbalances and falls down them, landing heavily at the bottom. The stones and dirt have cut her hands. Everything hurts and flashes of color confuse her vision as she gulps down the dusty air.
The horses shuffle uncomfortably. Their feet feel quite close to her. It's probably better not to move until she can see more clearly in case she gets trampled.
Her arm is grabbed. She is dragged to her feet. One of her cowboys coming to her assistance.
'Thank you,' she says.
'That's better. Be grateful I'm treating you as well as this.' It is Humby who has her arm. She is confused.
'Help me!' she screams with all the air she has in her chest. It hurts. It hurts her bruised throat. It hurts her ribs where the rifle butt hit her. It hurts her pride to have to ask for help.
She hears running footsteps and looks up hopefully, squinting to make out who it is.
'It's okay Wilson. Miss Nixon here has taken a bit of a turn and wants us to take her into town to see a doctor.'
'No, he's lying. Somebody help me. Please.'
Then she makes out the shapes against the fence. There are five, no, six men stood there. She thinks she can see Louis amongst them. They are just standing there watching.
'Please?' she begs the blurry shapes.
They do not move.
'Where's Tanner?' Humby asks Wilson.
'Still in the house I think. I'd better find him.'
Wilson. That name rings a bell. A moment of clarity breaks through the pain. The deputies that came with Humby. Logan and this Wilson man. That was why she had played along in the first place, to keep them from finding out about Billy. If he goes back there looking for Logan then he's going to find Billy and it will all have been for nothing.
'You won't find him in the house.' She says through gritted teeth. 'He ran off that way.' She points in the direction of the corral. 'Quite some time ago too.'
Humby and Wilson look at each other as though unsure whether or not to believe her.
'I'll check for a trail.' Wilson says, 'I'll find him. You take her back to town and I'll meet you there.'
Humby drags her toward the horses, then pauses. He turns to the men standing by the fence.
'I think Miss Nixon will be more comfortable on her trap. Perhaps you boys could do me a favor and hitch it up for me?'
She wants to shout and tell them not to. Stand still. Don't you see what this man is doing to me? But she stays silent and watches as her own men, people who she thought were friends, step forward and prepare her own little trap while Humby ties her hands and feet. She doesn't fight against the bonds. She is outnumbered and defeated.

Each bump in the road hurts. The ride into town has been painful and humiliating. Humby isn't rushing, letting the horse make a steady pace, dragging out her discomfort. What will people say when they see her being driven down the streets with her ankles tied together? Will anyone dare defy Humby to help her? When she watched her own men step up to help Humby a little piece of her died. Did they not understand that such a large part of the reason she wouldn't sell the ranch was to protect them and their jobs?
The trap rattles along the bridge over the creek. A man tips his hat to the Mayor. Nobody seems to remark on the rope round her legs. They pass Mannion's shop. Her good friend is stood in the window watching them go past. Has he seen her? Has he seen that she is tied up? Will he understand what is going on? Will the old man be able to do anything to help her?
She sighs at the helplessness of it all. If she had the derringer right now she'd probably shoot herself. Except of course that she'd miss.
Humby pulls the horse up outside the Mining Company office and steps down.
'Now if I cut you loose, are you going to behave? I don't think either of us wants to create a scene here in the street now, do we?'
'Go ahead. Do whatever you want. You're going to do it anyway.' She no longer cares what happens. She stares into the distance as he cuts free the ropes from her ankles and her wrists. A grey-haired man in a suit stands with a newspaper under his arm, watching them from the front of the barber shop.
She climbs dumbly down from the trap with Humby holding her hand to steady her. It stings where the stones cut the skin when she fell. She makes no complaint. Nobody will help her even if she screams. She sees that now. If her own men won't help then there is no hope for these people, each and every one of them owned by the Mayor.
A child sprinting along the street collides with Humby and falls sprawling onto the floor in the street. Humby turns and shouts at the boy for not watching where he was going.
'Don't you know who I am?' he demands.
The boy mutters an apology. She is concerned for the boy but can't seem to move to help him. Then she feels a little tug on her hand. She looks down and sees a small piece of paper has been tucked in her palm. A little girl is running away up the street. The boy leaps to his feet and darts off as Humby readies himself to beat the him for his insolence.
She doesn't dare look at the note, but continues to play dumb and follows Humby into the office, tucking the piece of paper into the pocket in her skirts where the derringer normally sits. Such a little token, but her spirits are lifting already. There is someone here who noticed her. She doesn't care what the note says for now. It might even be an insult. It doesn't matter. Someone noticed. It's not over yet.
The Mining Company office has a 'Closed' sign hung in the door and the big room full of files and desks and cabinets is uncomfortably empty. A balding man in spectacles pops out from an office at the back.
'Welcome back Mr. Humby. Did your trip go well? Oh, I see it did go well.' He says, noticing Emily following quietly behind.
'Thank you Haskins. We'll be in my office.'
Emily follows past the little man and through the door into the rear office that has 'Jeremiah Humby, Mayor' painted on it.
'Haskins?' Humby calls out. 'Can you run an errand for me? Can you fetch me McLaren? I think you should find him at the saloon.'
'At this time of day sir?'
'He's at saloon most times of day, Haskins.'
Emily sits down in the leather chair behind the desk and watches Humby moving about the room. She is desperate for an opportunity to read what the note says but doesn't want him to know that she has it.
McLaren smells of whiskey when he arrives.
'Miss Nixon is here as my guest.' Humby says.
'Guest?' says McLaren stupidly.
'The sort of guest that had better not leave without my permission.'
McLaren smiles a leering, drunken sort of smile.
'We're going to be married just as soon as the judge gets here. I have some things to do before he arrives and I need someone to keep an eye on my fianc�e.'
'I can do that.' McLaren grins.
'And you can wipe that grin off your face. Don't you think I'm leaving her here for your entertainment. She's mine and I'm marrying her. Nobody harms a hair on her head but me, do you understand? You're to keep watch, nothing more.'
McLaren frowns.
'Don't you trust me?'
'I trust you enough for this. She's going to be staying in here for now. I'm going to lock this door. You can keep watch at Haskins's desk out there.' He points at the large office.
Humby ushers McLaren out and directs him to the desk by the door. Without saying a word to her, he pulls the door shut. She hears the key turn in the lock.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
He takes a familiar route to the cabin, through the trees away from the main track. He is early. The note said 'at sunset'. He still suspects a trap, but he hopes to be early enough to turn the tables. If he can get the money then he can still leave Walkers Creek with a healthy profit.
The stolen horse labors over the steep, broken ground. His own horses and his equipment are all still back at the hotel. He will have to leave them behind if he is to escape the attentions of the sheriff and Humby. He can live without his things. He'll be able to buy new clothes and anything else he needs provided he has some money to take with him. If this money drop goes off the way it is supposed to then it'll be worth more than the value of all the stuff he is leaving behind.
Logan ties up the horse to the same tree that he'd tied his own horses to on the day he dynamited the house. The horse fidgets and shuffles noisily. He talks softly to it trying to calm it down. He misses his own horses, they are so much better for this sort of sneaking around. At least he hasn't had to walk here from the ranch, that would have really tested the ankle he hurt jumping from the window. The horse is a bonus. It has got him here nice and early and got him quickly away from Wilson and Humby. Of course, now that he is a horse thief, it could also get him shot.
He edges through the trees to get a look at the McLaren house. He sits quietly, watching for movement. There is no breeze in the airless heat of the day. Nothing moves, just a gentle shimmer in the air from the sun's heat on the ruins.
He wishes he had his rifle. If he could have just one of the things he has left behind, his rifle would be his choice. More than his own horse, his rifle. A pistol is no use at this distance. If someone were moving around at the house he'd have no chance of hitting them from here. With this gun, he's going to have to get closer.
He keeps looking down at the ground for clues, to see if the Mexican is here already. Each time he looks he curses at the abundance of tracks. Boots and horses. Tracks over tracks. The ground is so well trodden it could be a town's main street. The sheriff and his men have certainly been thorough. There could be a dozen men hiding around the cabin's ruin and they'd have left no different tracks to these.
He creeps as close as he dares in the shade of the trees. He can still hear the stolen horse shuffling and snuffling. If the Mexican is here then he can probably hear the horse too. There is no wind to take the sound away. Should he wait? Maybe he should start to circle the house and check the trees on the other side?
The sun is still high in the sky. It will be some hours before sunset. Perhaps the Mexican isn't here yet. He starts to think about the best spot for an ambush. The trees are too far from the house here. He needs to be closer. Damn that rifle.
An eagle soars high overhead in the silence.
He feels he has sat here a long while and seen nothing that suggests that he isn't alone. If there is anyone else here they are a lot more patient than he is. Slowly he starts to move along the tree line. Pausing from time to time to listen. Nothing. He reaches the point where the trees are closest to the house and peers out along the main track that leads back to Walkers Creek. Surely the Mexican wouldn't just come straight up that track? But maybe he has no reason to suspect that there'd be anyone here before him?
Was that a noise? Logan turns, scanning the trees behind him.
'You are early,' says the Mexican. Logan cannot see him but the voice is clear enough and from somewhere in the trees.
'So are you,' Logan says, after a pause.
'You creep about in the trees, Mr. Tanner. Why do you not go fetch the money?'
He doesn't remember telling the Mexican his name. This isn't happening the way it was supposed to. It is barely after noon and yet they are both already here for a meeting at sunset. An anonymous exchange and yet this Mexican is calling to him by name. Damn, why didn't he bring that rifle? He squints into the trees trying to make out where the Mexican is hiding.
'Go on, go take the money. It is in the chimney like the note said. I place it there already.'
'Why are you hiding?' Logan calls out. If he can't see the Mexican then it won't be wise to move at all. He needs to get this out into the open.
'I see you sneaking about, why would I not hide?'
'It seemed like we had a good arrangement when you hired me. There was plenty of trust between us then. Why not trust me now? Don't you think that if I'd come here to double-cross you I'd have brought a rifle?'
'Okay, I come out.'
There is a rustling in the trees and Logan hunts for the source of the noise, pistol raised at the ready. The flash of movement is much closer than he expects and he fires. The bullet hits a tree and sprays splinters. The sound of the shot echoes around the valley.
'That was not the way to win trust Mr. Tanner.' The Mexican's voice seems to come from somewhere else.
Is he shooting at shadows? Is that thing over there just a bit of cloth on a stick or a man with a gun? Logan's heart pounds. He transfers his gun to his left hand to wipe the sweat from the grip. He mustn't panic. Stay calm and in control, that's the only way to win a game like this. Except he's never played a game like this before.
A crack of a stick breaking underfoot sounds as though it comes from the back of the house. Logan raises the gun again, but there is nothing to shoot at.
He is looking in the right direction to see the muzzle flash. The bullet misses, ricocheting off the rock he was resting his gun hand on. That was too close. The echoing shot sounded like a rifle too. He is at a big disadvantage. What was he thinking? Why did he think that he could just ride up and take the money? The money doesn't matter now. He isn't going to be getting away from here.
No, don't give up, that way is certain death. Stay calm and in control. Find somewhere better to hide, somewhere that's easier to defend. There are too many trees here.
Looking back up the track towards the town he sees that the ground becomes more broken and the trees less thick. There is no need to stay near the house now, any idea of an ambush is gone. If he can get away from the trees and get some open ground between him and the Mexican's rifle then maybe he has a chance.
He starts to shuffle backwards, keeping his head down and watching the spot where he'd seen the Mexican fire from. Crouched behind a tree he takes a deep breath and adjusts his hat. He wipes the sweat from his hand again. The sweat seems sticky and looking down he sees that his hand is bleeding where a shard of rock must have cut him. He has left a trail of little drips of blood as he moved. He wipes it roughly, it seems to be just a scratch. He peers back round the tree in time to see the Mexican moving. He fires, twice, all noise and smoke. He doubts that he has hit the Mexican, he is too far away, but it might be enough to scare him into staying still.
'Shooting at shadows Tanner?'
He turns to the voice and his throat tightens. Frank Lake, the man he punched to the ground in the hotel is standing over him, gun in one hand, horse�s reins in the other. Somehow he has managed to lead his horse up the track without Logan noticing. He shakes his head in disbelief.
'Now, I thought the sheriff had you arrested. Just imagine my surprise when I saw you riding by. So you know, I said to myself, I bet that man is a fugitive and I could make me some money by capturing him. I lost your trail back aways but then with all your gunplay you did kind of signal your location.'
The calm way that he stands there, so proud of his tracking skills, he seems oblivious to the presence of the Mexican. Does he really think Logan was shooting at shadows?
'You have it wrong Lake. I'm not a fugitive.'
'You're not?' Frank shakes his head. 'I could swear I saw you taken out of the saloon by the deputies.'
'That wasn't an arrest.'
'Okay.' Frank is thinking hard.
Logan shuffles a little, slowly turning the gun in his hand so that it is pointing towards Frank.
'Don't move!' he barks.
Logan makes a show of freezing. His gun hand is starting to sting now. He can feel the blood running along his trigger finger.
'Damn it, stand up Tanner.' Frank says suddenly, coming to a decision. 'If you ain't a fugitive then I ain't going to make no money from catching you. So I might as well just shoot you right here, and I intend to shoot you standing up. So stand up, or God help me I'll shoot you where you sit like a scared old woman.'
Logan adjusts his hat, but stays crouched.
'Surely you're not going to kid yourself that you killed me in a fair fight now are you?'
The barrel of the gun still points at him, the dark circle of the muzzle as dark as death itself.
'You know I'm pretty sure the sheriff would be pleased with you if you brought me in.' Keep him talking, don't give him a reason to shoot.
'I ain't bringing you in if there's no money in it.'
'If you want money Frank, I know where there's a whole stash of money hidden.'
'How much? Where?'
'If I told you that, then there'd be no incentive for you to keep me alive now would there?'
'Tell me where it is or I'll shoot bits off you until you do.' The gun waves around as though Frank is trying to work out which bit to shoot off first.
Logan glances over his shoulder at the ruins of the house, and then instantly regrets it.
'So the money's in McLaren's house is it?'
Logan thinks for a moment before nodding, slowly. He doesn't want to give away the information that might keep him alive, but if he can persuade Lake to walk out into the ruins to look for the money, there's always the Mexican's rifle to consider.
'Why would there be money in McLaren's house? He ain't got no money. Nothing but what Humby gives him and he spends that every day. No, he has nothing. So if there's money there, then either you put it there, or someone else put it there for you.'
Logan remembers the gun in his hand. If he can turn it so it points at Lake then he can cut him down. Can he do it before Lake pulls the trigger?
'Damn, it was you with the dynamite wasn't it? Why didn't I realize? Of course the sheriff would be pleased I'd killed you. You blew up the house and now your payoff is in the ruins. Well, you ain't gonna be collecting today!'
Logan stands suddenly, fear and panic turning everything into slow motion clarity. He has to kill Frank Lake before he tells anyone else the truth about the dynamite in the cabin. He pulls himself to his feet, the gun raises and he plans to fire as soon as the bullet might hit any part of Frank. The legs would be fine, knock him over, just get the first shot away. He raises the gun and feels his grip slipping. The blood on his hand. The gun slips too far, he can't fire it, he can't even hold it. He watches in horror as the gun loops gently forwards in the air away from him.
Lake, surprised, fires.
Logan's right leg, strained from crouching for so long and sprained from jumping from Billy's window, doesn't respond when he plants his foot to stand up straight. As he drops the gun, his leg folds and he collapses to his right. The bullet hits high on his left arm near the shoulder and spins him round. He lands heavily on his back.
He knows he has been shot but feels no pain. Not yet. He looks up expecting the next shot to be the last thing he sees.
There is another bang, and then another, but curiously no smoke from Frank Lake's gun, just a red haze in the air. A sort of warm rain that seems out of place on such a hot bright day and then Frank Lake slowly folds up into the ground.
Wilson stands, gun in hand, a wisp of smoke drifting from the end of the barrel like the soul leaving Frank Lake's body.
First the Mexican tries to kill him, then Lake, and now Wilson. Logan closes his eyes and lets his head fall back, he has no fight left in him now, Wilson can shoot him if he wants, he doesn't care.
'The sheriff isn't going to like this. No he ain't. You damn fool Tanner. You wake up, d'you hear?'
Wilson is talking to him but it doesn't make sense. Why isn't he just killing him and leaving him in a ditch like he threatened to? His shoulder starts to throb and he remembers that he has been shot. The pain wakes him and he opens his eyes to see Wilson standing over him.
'Let go, that hurts,' Logan says, realizing that Wilson is the cause of the pain in his arm.
'Be quiet. I'm stopping the bleeding.'
'What? Who? Why?'
'That Lake character was about to stick a bullet in your head. A simple "Thank You" wouldn't be out of place.'
Logan looks over at where Lake stood. Now there is just a crumpled corpse and some blood. Lake's horse has wandered away and is grazing quietly in the open on the other side of the track.
'You killed him,' Logan says.
'Well that's not quite the kind of gratitude I had in mind but it'll have to do. You can't stay here. I'm going to have to move you.'
'The Mexican,' Logan says, tugging at Wilson's sleeve to get him to understand the importance. 'Keep down or he'll shoot us.'
'No, he ain't shooting. He ain't doing much of anything any more. You hit him with that last couple of shots you fired.'
'Who was he?'
'No idea, I didn't chase you here to go poking at dead Mexicans.'
At least the Mexican is dead. One less problem to worry about. Wilson has chased him down and saved his life. That makes no sense. No, it must just be the pain in his shoulder that's making it seem so muddled. Wilson is trying to catch him. Wilson is trying to keep him alive.
'Why don't you just kill me?'
'Hey, come on Tanner, I'm sure it doesn't hurt that much that you need me to put you out of your misery. If we can get someone to take a look at this wound I reckon you'll survive this one.'
He shakes his head to try to get the confusion out of it. This deputy is trying to look after him and to get him back to town. Why? To get him back to the sheriff? Why does the sheriff want him alive? He thought they wanted him free so they could follow him to find out who had paid him to dynamite the house. If that were true then surely Wilson would be more interested in the Mexican wouldn't he?
'Can you move?' Wilson asks.
'Of course I can move,' Logan says, grumpy with confusion, 'If you let go of my arm I can move just fine.'
He sits up and picks up his hat where it has fallen. He tries to knock some of the dust off it and notices that it is now smeared and spattered with spots of blood.
'They all end up the same color in the end.' He mutters to himself.
'What?'
He came here to get the money. Why not go and get the money? Nobody is defending the money now. Maybe the Mexican never put the money there in the first place, but it wouldn't hurt to look. He just needs to get rid of Wilson.
Logan drags himself to his feet. It hurts. Not as much as he expected, but it does hurt. He staggers a bit as his weakened ankle protests. Wilson grabs the back of his shirt to steady him.
'That's good. Do you think you could handle a horse.'
Logan tries to shrug and regrets it.
'Okay, we'll try it. Let's get you back to town and get someone to take a look at that shoulder.'
'Wait,' Logan says, 'shouldn't you go and see who that is over there?' He thinks if he can get Wilson to take a closer look at the Mexican then he might be able to sneak over to see if the money is there.
Wilson doesn't answer but glares at him and wafts the barrel of the gun in Logan's direction.
'That's a relief, for a moment there I thought you were going to be nice to me.'
'Pick up your gun and get yourself on that horse.'
Logan looks at the horse. It's Lake's horse. He considers pointing out that it isn't his horse, but that will just lead to him having to explain where the horse came from. He's killed a man and seems to be getting away with it, he thinks it's best not to get hung for stealing a horse instead.
He struggles into the saddle with only one arm. His eyes are watering from the pain in his shoulder that is getting steadily worse.
'Let's go.' Wilson swings himself easily up into his saddle. He still has his gun in his hand.
Logan looks at the two dead men spread out in the sun. He hears the horse he stole shuffling in the trees where he tied it up. Will anyone come back here to find that horse? Even if they find the bodies, would they realize there was a horse back there? He can't bear the thought of the horse dying of thirst in the sun because he left it tied up.
'My horse,' he says. 'We can't leave it.'

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Behind the locked door everything seems very quiet. She can hear muffled conversation outside but can't make out the words clearly. The office appears only to have a small high window as though it was designed to be used a gaol cell.
She pulls the note from her skirt and unfolds it hurriedly, worried in case Humby should come back suddenly.
'Your friends will help you. M.' reads the note.
She still doubts a little that she has friends, but one of them saw fit to send her this note. Perhaps one of them will help her get away from Humby.
She sits still, listening for the muffled sounds from outside, but there are none. Humby must have gone. Is McLaren still there? With any luck he'll fall into a drunken sleep and she can sneak away. Apart from, of course, the small matter of the locked door.
She is wondering idly what her friends might be able to do to help her and staring at the desk in front of her when she realizes that Humby may have made a mistake. He has locked her up, but not just anywhere, in his own office. All this paperwork is his. There might be something here that she can use against him.
She starts to rummage around the pieces of paper on the desk. They are reports from the mine. Nothing interesting at all. A hand-written report describing something to do with a collapse. Nothing really in that either. Perhaps he keeps the juicy stuff in the drawers.
She starts to open drawers of the desk. One has a bottle of whiskey and some glasses. Another contains more pages and pages of numbers from the mine. The next drawer just contains money. Quite a lot of money. She takes some and tucks it in the pocket in her skirt. Then she takes a bit more. And then she sees that, at the bottom of the drawer, where the money had been, there is a key. Surely that can't be the key for the door?
Too excited to shut the drawer, she rushes over to the door to try the key in the lock.
Careful now. Don't alert McLaren. If he's asleep, he certainly seemed drunk enough to be ready to sleep, then she might be able to get out without waking him. She slips the key in and turns it. It stops. Is it the wrong key? Damn, it must be the key for a different door. In frustration she jerks at the key and it turns noisily. The door is open.
'Hey, how did you...?' McLaren turns round with a start as he hears the door open behind him. He has been sat with his boots on Haskins's desk, the mud clear to see on the fastidious little man's blotter.
'I turned the handle of course.' She will talk at him, confuse him, if she can muddle him for long enough perhaps her friends will help her. She hides the key in her pocket. 'You don't think Mr. Humby actually locked me in there do you?'
'I saw him do it, he...with the key...I saw.' McLaren frowns and stares at the open door accusingly.
'He pretended of course. It wouldn't do for him to be locking up a woman he was trying to marry now would it.'
'He said the judge would force you to do it.'
'And you believe that? What do you think the judge would say if you told him you wanted to marry one of the girls from the saloon whether she wanted to or not? Do you think he'd force her?'
'That's different,' he insisted, but his face betrayed that he was struggling to put together why it would be different. The alcohol was making his thinking rather foggy. 'And that's not the point. He said you should stay in there and that I was to make sure you stayed in there. So you get back in there and stay in there.' He swung an arm expansively to indicate that she should go back into the office.
'You always do what he says don't you?'
'He's the boss.' He smiles. On safer ground now. No thinking required. Mr. Humby is the boss.
'That surprises me. I mean, the way he treats you and all.' She has come up with a plan to take advantage of McLaren's whiskey-slowed mind. 'That business with the dam.' She shakes her head theatrically.
'There was gold there. You built the dam anyway. And you dynamited my house.'
'You're not the only who thinks that's what happened. That's what everyone was supposed to think had happened. That's what Mr. Humby wanted everyone to think.' She pauses to let the idea sink in.
'Get back in there.' McLaren says suddenly, realizing that he's being confused.
'No, wait just a minute. There's a document in there that I think you'll find makes really interesting reading. Mr. Humby has written down the whole thing, right down to the bit where he hired someone to put dynamite in your house to make it look like it was me.'
'I don't want to read no document.' The panic in his eyes was there only briefly but it betrayed him. It can only mean one thing. He cannot read.
'I'll fetch it for you,' she continues, ignoring him, knowing that she can now safely claim that the hand-written report says anything at all.
She puts it down in front of him and is startled for a moment when he does a very good job of theatrically reading it. Her instincts are right though, and when he puts it back down he is clearly still unaware that the paper is just a report of a mine cave-in.
'He hired someone to dynamite my house?' he says.
'He was trying to make me look bad. He didn't care about you. Didn't you read there the bit where he says not to worry if you get blown up or not. He even says it might be better if you were killed.'
'I can't believe it. This must be some sort of trick. Did you write this?'
'Don't you recognize Mr. Humby's handwriting?'
He shakes his head slowly. The whiskey isn't helping. She is getting through though.
'Why don't you ask him?'
'He's here?'
'No, he went to fetch the Judge, but you could go after him.'
McLaren stands up. He sways a little and catches himself on the desk.
'You've got to stay here though. He'll kill me if you aren't still in there when he gets back.'
She tosses her head back laughing.
'You fool, he'll kill you anyway, can't you see that? Read the document,' she adds, knowing how the words hurt him, 'read the document again and you'll see, you don't owe him anything.'
McLaren is still shaking his head. It seems too much to take in.
'After all I've done for him,' he says, mostly to himself.
She stands, arms folded, waiting while the revelation seeps through the whiskey. Perhaps she should say more? No, he seems riled enough. Let him think. Stop talking and let him think.
'I just don't understand. He put the dynamite in my house?'
'He paid someone to do it.' She taps the paper as confirmation.
'That's so low. Why, cheating at cards would be more forgivable than that! You don't ruin a man's house like that. And then to pretend that it was someone else. I've a good mind to put a bullet in him.'
That is exactly the sentiment she was hoping to induce.
He starts to walk towards the door, muttering to himself under his breath.
'You!' he says suddenly, turning round. 'I never liked you.'
She gasps. Can he really be thinking so clearly that he realizes he's been duped?
'I never liked you,' he says again. 'You've helped me by showing me this paper.' He snatches it off the desk. 'And I'm going to show it to Mr. Humby and make him explain himself. But I never liked you and you've helped me here. You didn't need to do that. I'll thank you for it.'
With that he strides out, wrestling clumsily with the door.
He is gone. She realizes she has been holding her breath. Now is the time for action. She needs to get out of there. It won't take long for McLaren to find someone to show that piece of paper to, someone who can read who will tell him what a fool she has made of him. He'll come looking for her then and he won't be in the mood to be thanking her.
She rushes to the door and peers out through the glass. What if someone sees her in the street? How does she know who is a friend and who is Humby's man? She knows that hesitating will be her undoing but she stands frozen, watching people coming and going in the street, oblivious to her.
'Come away from the window or they'll see you.' A man's voice behind her.
She whirls round, wanting to grab for some sort of weapon but flailing at thin air.
'Come away from there. Back here.' He steps out of the shadows. It is Mannion, the shop keeper, her friend, she recognized the voice but in her panic couldn't place it. It seems obvious now. 'There is a door at the back that will be safer.'
The little shop keeper has a shotgun resting awkwardly under his arm. She wonders what it must have taken for him to leave his shop with that weapon in his hand.
'There's a back door?' she says stupidly.
'All these places have back doors.'
She hurries over to him, all the while glancing over her shoulder, frightened that McLaren or Humby will be back.
'I saw that McLaren man leave out the front,' says Mannion, 'and I figured you'd be tied up in here, or worse. I'm so pleased to see that you're not.'
'Nowhere near as pleased as I am to see you. I need to get out of here.'
'I have a horse saddled up behind my store. Have you thought about where you will go.'
'Back to the ranch, I guess.'
'Is that safe?'
'I need to see that Billy is okay.'

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
'The good news is that the bullet went straight through,' the barber says.
Logan is gritting his teeth trying not to yell as the wound on his arm is prodded at. The dose of whisky they've given him to dull the pain is having no effect at all.
'It does seem to have pulled your shoulder out of its socket though. I'll need to pop that back in if you're ever going to regain the use of that arm.'
He isn't really listening to the barber, more to the whooshing noise his own blood makes in his ears and tries to dissociate himself from the pain. It catches him by surprise when Wilson pins him to the chair and the barber braces himself with a foot in Logan's armpit.
He yells. He yells at the surprise. He yells at the pain. He yells at the slurping, crunching noise that his shoulder makes as it goes back into place. And then the pain subsides.
It aches and throbs, but he can live with that. He can feel a tingling sensation in his fingers and wonders if he'd been able to feel his fingers at all before.
'You're lucky. If Wilson had taken much longer getting you here, we wouldn't have been able to put that back. I'll bet it feels better now.'
Logan mumbled his thanks, still marveling at being able to move his hand.
'I'll sew up this hole in your arm and then you'll be good as new.'
He watches the barber thread a needle and start to sew the flesh of his arm. The tugging of the needle and thread feels like it ought to hurt but it is as though he has used up all his hurt and he feels nothing.
'Where did you learn to do this?' he asks.
'My father was a surgeon. I did the training myself but in the end I decided I didn't like spending all my time looking after sick people.'
'So you shave people instead?'
'Why not? It's a way of making money from my skill with a razor without needing to have people like you bleeding all over me.' He cuts the thread as he finishes the last stitch. 'This might sting a bit.' He says quickly before splashing alcohol over it.
Logan gasps. He was right, that stings.
'Take care with that arm. You won't be able to use it much and if you're not careful you'll pull the wound apart and it'll hurt like hell.'
He mutters his thanks again. The arm seems stiff but he can move it a little without it being too agonizing.
'Maybe you should have robbed the bank after all. It might have been a safer pursuit.'
Logan is confused. What is he talking about?
The barber laughs. 'You don't remember your first visit here do you? You speculated about raiding the bank because there didn't seem to be anyone defending the town.'
He realizes what the barber is referring to and manages a weak smile.
'I don't think any of this has turned out quite how I planned it. I certainly didn't think I'd have to thank a deputy for saving my life.'
Wilson signals urgently that he should say no more.
'Well,' Logan says quickly, 'he saved my arm at least.'
He still doesn't quite know what to make of Wilson. He seemed like a gaoler to start with. But then Wilson tracked him all the way from the ranch to the cabin to save him from Frank Lake's gun. He's ridden all the way back to town with him and brought him here to save his arm and to get his wound treated and yet he still hasn't explained why. Is he trying to save Logan for the gallows or is there something else they have planned for him? He still doesn't trust the man, not after the way the sheriff seemed to threaten him.
He gets up from the chair carefully and feels a little shaky on his feet. He tries to hide it and look confident but it's probably not much more successful than a drunk man trying to look sober.
'How much do I owe you?' he asks the barber.
He pays willingly and adds a little extra to show his thanks. And he doesn't forget to pay for the shave he'd had when he first came to town.
'You'll come back in a couple of weeks so I can take the stitches out?'
He doesn't want to say that he has no intention of staying in Walkers Creek more than a day or two. He just nods.
He heads out into the street with Wilson, all the while feeling a little stronger. He keeps flexing and testing the arm to see how much use he can get from it.
'Where are we headed now?' Logan asks as they stand beside the horses.
'We need to find Mr Humby again.' Wilson says. 'And let's hope for your sake that he didn't come into any trouble while you were running around getting shot.'
He really doesn't care what may or may not have befallen Humby. He wonders about Emily, but she was quite certain that she didn't want to have anything to do with him any more so he tells himself that there's little point in caring about her wellbeing.
'She escaped?' Logan pauses as he overhears a voice. His horse is between him and the speaker.
'She didn't just escape. She made me look a fool.'
That second voice is unmistakably McLaren.
Wilson steps forward to untie the horses but Logan nudges him and signals to be quiet and listen.
'I'm going to get a posse together,' McLaren says, 'we can teach her a lesson.'
'Won't Humby have something to say about that? I mean, it's his girl we're talking about here.'
'He tied her up and threw her in his office and locked the door. He's not going to have much to say about what I do to her.'
Logan is startled by this revelation. Judging by the look on his face, so is Wilson.
'Come on,' says McLaren, 'we can get some more guns from the saloon.'
Their spurs click as they walk away toward the saloon.
'What do you think they're planning?' Logan asks Wilson.
'I don't know, but I don't like it. We need to get to the ranch before them.'
'You think Humby is in trouble there?'
Wilson shakes his head. 'I doubt Mr Humby is there. Maybe nobody is there. You're too full of questions,' he says exasperated, 'Just do as I tell you. Get on your horse and let's get out of here before McLaren comes back out.'
Logan wriggles up into his saddle with the help of his good arm and gritting his teeth against the discomfort in his arm he kicks his horse back towards the ranch.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
She pats the nose of Mannion's horse as it stands tied up outside the deserted ranch house. Laura and Billy are still cowering in his room, but everyone else has gone. Someone has opened the gate to the corral and the horses are gone too. Mannion's horse that carried her from the town is the only creature to be seen.
She blinks back a tear as she thinks about how things have turned out. She strived so hard to keep the ranch as the prosperous, thriving success that she inherited, and yet it refused to do what she willed for it. Her men seem not to have respected her. After all, maybe Frank Lake is no worse than any of them. She resolves to do something to help him, if only to spite the others who mutinied against her so completely.
Humby will come again, of that she can be sure. It unsettles her, but she knows of nowhere that feels safer than the home she was born in.
The loneliness brings to mind the feeling she had that night when she sat on this porch waiting for her father to come home. Sanchez pleaded with her to come inside, to go to bed, that he'd be back in the morning, but she knew, somehow she knew, that he wasn't ever coming back again. That emptiness inside. This emptiness inside. Back then she stayed out waiting, not wanting to admit that it was over, not wanting to give up hope. But there is no hope. The ranch is empty and all that made it feel safe and homely has gone. She knows she should saddle up her horse and run away. Run away from Humby and his threats, from McLaren and his inevitable revenge. She should run, but where to? She has nowhere to go. She wishes Sanchez were here, she would take his advice, he would make everything alright.
There is a noise inside the house, but it is just Laura and Billy. She finds herself thinking of them like children, disregarding them. They have no solution to offer for her plight.
She watches the road, not really knowing what she is watching for. Her father returning? Sanchez? Humby? She aches to see something coming up the road. Anything. Anyone. Just something that will break the spell, the feeling of emptiness.
The cloud of dust makes her heart leap. Someone is coming. Who it is suddenly matters. The spell is broken and her instinct for self-defense takes over. She snatches up the rifle and steps out to meet whoever is coming. She cannot make out who they are or even how many, but she already has the safety catch off and a cartridge in the breech.
As it gets closer the dust cloud becomes two and she sees two horses and their riders. The first looks to be dressed in black. It's that deputy who has been following her. She raises the rifle.
He's too far away to shoot, but he's riding quickly. Why has he come back? Is that Humby behind him? She screws up her eyes trying to make him out but she cannot see who the second rider is. He seems to be riding awkwardly. Is it Humby, trying to hide his identity from her? He would be too proud to do that. If Humby was riding up to the ranch he'd have his stupid arrogant head held high. No, whoever it might be, it won't be Humby. She lowers the rifle a little and waits.
Now they are in range. Shouting distance. They make no attempt to hail her though and just keep riding. Impatient, she raises the rifle again and squeezes the trigger.
Dirt kicks up in front of Wilson's horse and it rears in surprise. The riders stop.
'Miss Nixon,' Wilson yells, 'please don't shoot.'
'Why the hell not?' she yells back, readying herself for a second shot.
'We've come to help,' he calls, and then the wind takes the rest of his words.
'I don't need your help.'
'I can't hear you,' he calls back.
'Okay. Come slowly.' The rifle is still at her shoulder.
Wilson and the other rider come steadily closer and she watches them intently over the sights of the rifle. The second rider is clearer now. He has a white hat. A white hat? Can it be Logan? Why is he riding so awkwardly? Has he been injured?
Why should she care if Logan has been injured? He lied to her, he brought Humby here to kidnap her. She has no reason to be interested in his wellbeing. She still hopes he is alright. After all, he got that injury running away from her house rather than getting involved in Humby's tricks. She wants him to be okay. Did Wilson say they were coming to offer help or because they needed help? She feels again how frightened she was bringing Billy back to the ranch with his wounds and how it felt to be desperate for someone to help.
'Laura! Come quickly.' She shouts. Laura will know what to do.
Logan tries to brush her away as he struggles down from the saddle insisting that it is only a scratch and is already taken care of, but his eyes look a little unfocussed and he wobbles a little as she helps him to the porch.
'What happened?' She asks quietly. 'Who did this?'
Logan shakes his head. He doesn't seem to want to say.
'Was it him?' she asks, pointing at Wilson. 'Did he do this to you?'
Logan shakes his head.
Laura takes a cursory glance at his arm. 'He's been well bandaged already. You don't need my help. I'll fetch him something to drink.
'What happened with Humby?' he asks.
It's her turn to shake her head. She doesn't want to tell that tale just yet. It wasn't very pleasant to live through and she doesn't want to go over it again.
'I thought he took you to town?' Wilson asks. He has been standing a little way off, watching the distance as usual, but he has been listening.
'I came back,' she says. Please don't ask for more detail than that. Don't make me relive it.
'Just like that. You came back.' Wilson says quietly, still watching the road and the hill tops. 'Isn't that Mannion's horse over there?' He still isn't making eye contact.
He isn't going to leave it alone is he? Does she tell them that she escaped? That she duped McLaren? Maybe she should lie and say that he let her go, that he sent her home.
'I'm thinking Miss Nixon,' Wilson goes on, 'that you're a very clever and resourceful woman and you've picked your moment and slipped away and that Mr. Humby isn't going to be right pleased about that. And when he finds out you ain't there he's going to come right out here looking for you.' He turns to look at her. 'Am I right?'
She nods, only slightly and involuntarily but it is enough.
'He won't come alone. You shouldn't stay here. Do you have someplace you could go for a couple of days while we try to talk some sense into him?'
That baffles her. Wilson is Humby's man, his servant. He does as he's asked, watches the man's back. What does he mean about talking sense in Humby? Why isn't he just tying her up and waiting for his boss to arrive?
'I'm on your side Miss Nixon. I know you don't believe me right now, but I am looking out for you. Now is there someplace you can go? You don't have to tell me where it is if that's what's troubling you.'
She shakes her head. A tear escapes, unbidden, and rolls down her cheek.
'This is my home.'
Wilson thinks for a moment. Logan thanks Laura for the cup of cold water that she has brought out for him.
'Who else is here?' Wilson asks eventually.
'Nobody.' Laura says quickly.
'Nobody?'
'All the ranch hands had left by the time I got back from town. The house is deserted apart from us,' Emily says.
Logan and Laura exchange a look and Emily sees that Logan knows about Billy. Nobody wants to mention him to Wilson. Wilson is a deputy.
'There aren't enough of us to defend a place this big.' Wilson says, looking at the house and taking in how many windows and doors it has.
'Defend it? This is a home, not a fortress. You come in here dragging a wounded man and start talking as though you're expecting a pitched gun battle. Do you mind telling me what's going on?'
'It's in my nature to be cautious and to expect the worst Miss. I hope I'm wrong and that nobody comes, but my experience of Mr. Humby suggests he doesn't much like people saying "No" to him.'
'Why not just saddle up the horses.' Logan says, looking a little recovered. 'At the first sign of trouble we can ride off. It's not ideal, and we'll be chased, but it beats running away from nothing.'
'Horses? Aren't you forgetting something?' Laura gestures into the house.
'Oh, yes. I see. We'll need to hitch up a wagon for the ladies too.'
'A wagon for the ladies? Miss Nixon can ride a horse better than you Tanner.' Wilson looks puzzled.
'The trap is still in town. Everyone would need to ride a horse.' Emily says, ignoring him.
'That's probably better, we can travel rougher ground that way. Come on.' Logan struggles to his feet, 'we'll need to pack food and water and blankets.'
Laura and Emily watch him standing as though they expect him to fall over like a drunkard.
'I'm fine. I just needed some water to drink. We should get to work. Leave him.' He points at Wilson, 'Leave him doing what he does best and keeping a lookout. We'll get packed. It'll be okay, he's overreacting, nothing will happen, but if we're packing up it'll give us something to take our minds off the possibility that he might be right.'
They head inside the house, leaving Wilson patrolling outside.
'What's going on?' Laura hisses. 'He's a deputy. What's he doing here? He's acting as though he's protecting us rather than spying on us. I don't like it.'
'It sort of took me my surprise too.' Logan says. 'But he did save my life back there so I feel kind of obliged to take him at his word.'
'Yes, what did happen back there. Who shot you?' Emily says.
Logan shakes his head again as though he doesn't want to tell the story.
'It doesn't matter now.' He says.
'But you expect us to trust that the man who was my shadow is now my protector? How do I know that he isn't waiting for his friends to attack the house so that he can join in? I've only got your word for that. Come to think of it, how do I know that you're not one of them either? After all, you rode in here with Humby and--'
Logan stops her by grabbing her round the waist with his good arm and planting a kiss firmly on her lips. She struggles with surprise and indignation. How dare he? Who does he think he is? He's Logan, the man you've been wanting to kiss like this since you met him. She submits to the kiss and savors the feel and the smell and the taste of him.
He lets her go.
She can feel herself grinning stupidly and makes an effort to stop.
'I don't think anyone is going to attack us here.' He says, almost as though the kiss hadn't happened, 'But I don't know enough about the strange ways of Walkers Creek to be certain. Wilson out there seems to have a sixth sense for these things and I'd be inclined to take his misgivings seriously. We should get packed up as though we intend to camp out in the hills for a week. Blankets, water, some food, whatever you've got. And guns, we'll need guns too.'
'We're going to have to tell him about Billy.' Emily says.
'More to the point, you're going to have to tell Billy about him. He's not going to like it that there's a deputy in the house.' Laura says.
'Billy might be safer if we leave him behind.' Logan says. Laura looks horrified. 'If we're running away, the chances are they'll ignore the house and follow us. They may never find him. I can't imagine it'll do his healing much good trying to ride a horse.'
'Who's going to look after him? I can't run away and leave him here.'
'Okay I guess you could stay behind too and Miss Nixon and Wilson and I would--'He starts shaking his head. 'No that's not going to work. Three of us won't be enough to act as a decoy.'
'What do you mean?'
'I mean you're going to have to go and talk to Billy.'
She finds herself watching the preparations with an odd detachment. That kiss sticks in her mind. She can still taste him on her lips and each time she does it brings it back to her. Does he feel the same way about her? He seems so detached and busy as he moves quickly about the house gathering up the things they will need. He has recovered from his wound, apart from not being able to use that arm. Laura has put it in a sling for him to keep it out of the way.
When she isn't thinking about Logan she is worrying about Sanchez. What if he comes back now? Will Wilson not recognize him and start shooting? What if Sanchez arrives back after they have gone? What will he find in the house? How will he react when he sees that all the ranch hands have left? She doesn't want to think about it. The ranch is worthless with nobody to work it.
Wilson comes in from outside.
'There are riders on the road now. I can see their dust. They're moving quite fast,' he says.
'McLaren?' Logan asks.
'Wait,' she says, 'you didn't say anything about McLaren before. You said you weren't sure anything was going to happen but that Humby might come back. Now it sounds like you knew all along that McLaren was coming for me. Tell me what's going on. I'm a big girl, you don't need to hide stuff from me.'
'We overheard McLaren trying to get up a posse in town. This could be them,' he explains.
'I can't tell who it is,' Wilson interrupts. 'Grab a couple of rifles. We can get a clear shot from the windows at the far end.'
Logan grabs a rifle and passes it to Wilson. He reaches for Emily's rifle but she snatches it back.
'No.' She says, 'I may not be brilliant with a rifle Mr. Tanner, but I'm pretty sure I can hit a target better than a man with one arm.'
Wilson nods and turns to lead the way to the windows he has in mind. She follows him. She looks at the sweat that is sticking his black shirt to his back and watches the way he strides purposefully through her house without once looking back to see if she is following him. Why is she following him? She still isn't sure what is happening, it all seems somehow unreal, like a bad dream. Maybe Humby gave her a drug when he kidnapped her and she is really unconscious and dreaming all this. Maybe she dreamed the kidnap too and will wake up on her porch.
Wilson crouches down by the window. The riders are clearer now. There are five of them. They have slowed their horses to a walk. Wilson carefully knocks out a small piece of glass with the barrel of the rifle. She wants to complain, as the glass tinkles out onto the stones outside. This is her house. He shouldn't be damaging her property like this.
He turns to her and gestures impatiently that she should go to the next window. She crouches down and reluctantly breaks the window glass the same way that he did. Maybe it isn't McLaren after all and it's just the ranch hands come back to apologize? She will regret the windows if that is the case.
Wilson fires.
The riders are barely in range but the shot scatters them off the road and behind trees and boulders.
'Should you have done that?' She asks. 'We don't even know who they are yet.'
'The man at the front was McLaren.'
So he has worked out that she duped him and has brought men to help him. She wriggles out of the frying pan and into the fire.
'Who were the others?'
'Various low-lifes that spend their time in the saloon. I'd be surprised if any of them is sober enough to pose a serious threat. I thought I'd take the chance that a couple of well-placed rifle rounds would make them think twice and head back to the safety of their whisky bottle. I imagine that's what they're thinking about right now.'
'Or we've warned them that we're watching for them and they'll try to sneak up on us instead.'
'Yes, that is also a possibility.'
They wait.
A man runs from one side of the road to the other. Wilson fires another shot. The man dives for cover.
'They're not going back to the saloon are they?' She says.
Wilson grunts and continues watching the twitching of tree branches.
'McLaren works for Humby. Did you know that?' she asks.
It's as though he can't hear her. Has the rifle damaged his ears?
'I told McLaren that Humby had double-crossed him.' She says a bit louder, hoping for some reaction. 'I told him that Humby had paid someone to blow up his house. McLaren believed me and that's why he let me escape.'
Still Wilson reacts rather less than the windowsill she's leaning on.
'You should have told me that sooner,' he says suddenly, just as she was about to start talking again, leaving her gaping in surprise. 'That does explain why they ain't goin' anywhere.'
'Why?'
'You told him Humby dynamited his house? A man like him is going to confront Humby about that and probably wave a gun in his face too. When he finds out that it wasn't Humby and that you tricked him, he isn't going to leave until we put a bullet in him. Damn. If you'd said that earlier I'd have put the first shot between his ears instead of between his feet.' Wilson banged his fist on the windowsill in frustration and the rifle rattled against the broken glass, tinkling some more shards onto the stones below.
'I'm not sorry I fooled him. Humby was going to force me to marry him.'
'But are you sorry that you blew up McLaren's house?'
She splutters unable to think of a suitable response. Too late she realizes that he doesn't know that she was involved and is just fishing to see her reaction. She should be being more careful around deputies.
'That's a ridiculous remark.' She says carefully, trying to conceal her alarm.
'Is it really? Everybody knows it was you. I'm surprised McLaren was too stupid to realize it.' He laughs.
She can feel anger rising at his laughter. At a time like this, and he's laughing? Whose side is he on?
'Wait,' he says, stopping laughing abruptly, 'I can see movement closer to the house. They're trying to sneak up on us. Go back there and warn the others, we're going to have to be ready to make a run for it.'
She starts to question him but is cut off by firing from Wilson's rifle. She sees a man fall to the ground alarmingly close to the house and a flash of return fire from behind a nearby tree. There's a rattle of splinters hitting the wall. She looks at Wilson's determined concentration as he tries to get in another shot and decides to do as he says and heads back to find Laura and Logan.
'Where's Laura?'
'She's with Billy.' Logan says. 'They're both pretty scared. I really don't see how we're going to get Billy up onto a horse but he seems willing to try.'
'Poor kids.' She says. She feels so guilty for being the cause of their troubles.
'Laura seems mostly scared of the gunfight. Billy seems scared you'll tell Wilson what he did.'
'He told you?'
'I figured it out. I'd like to say I could predict how Wilson will react when he finds out, but I'm not so sure I know who he is or what he's doing here.'
'I think I'm glad he's here though.'
'Me too.'
'There's a bunch of lowlifes, including McLaren, who are trying to sneak up on the house. Wilson is trying to pick them off but they're getting closer. He said we should be ready to make a run for it.'
'There are five horses saddled up and ready to go and tied up right outside. Just say the word.'
With a crash, the door flies open and the room fills with smoke and noise.
Logan and Emily dive under a table as bullets ricochet round the small space. Shards of wood and glass and broken crockery seem to make no noise as they bounce on the floor round them, their sounds drowned out by the hammering noise of the guns at the door.
She grabs Logan's hand as if to steady herself and forgets that she was ever mad at him.
Then the gunfire stops. A trickle of paraffin dribbles onto the floor where a lamp has been hit by a stray bullet. Logan wrestles his big colt from its holster with his good hand. She peers out from under the table, trying to work out where the invader has gone. Is he coming for them? Does he even know where they are?
'I'd shoot you right where you're hidin' Miss Nixon if we didn't have something more unpleasant in mind for you. Besides,' He stands over her, pointing the revolver at her as he reloads it, chewing on a smoldering cigar, 'besides, McLaren wanted to kill you hisself.'
'Who are you?' she says, almost to herself.
Logan squeezes her hand. The man hasn't noticed Logan hiding behind her. And Logan has a gun.
'Come on out now Miss Nixon, or I'll shoot you someplace painful.'
A door rattles.
The man turns to see where the noise is coming from. He fires.
Her ears are ringing from the gunshots but she still hears him make a strange sighing noise as he crumples slowly onto the floor. His gun skitters away and his cigar rolls out of his contorted mouth. She wipes something wet off her cheek.
'Who is it?' She calls out, not knowing who has killed the invader. Not hearing a response she adds 'Are you alright?'
There is still no response so she scrambles out from under the table. Logan pushes himself up to a seated position with his good arm. His gun lies unused on the floor. When she looks at him he says 'Wilson' but he says it so quietly that she can't hear his voice over the whooshing in her ears and has to guess what he has said from the movement of his lips.
She peers cautiously over to the door but can't make out who is there. Then she can make out a boot. A boot with the toes pointing in the air. A man lying on his back. Is he dead? Wilson, the man she didn't trust, the man she'd feared, her most dogged protector. Is he dead?
'Wilson!' she cries 'No!'

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
'We need to leave right now,' he says.
'He's hurt badly,' Emily says, crouching over Wilson who lies on the floor in a patch of slippery glistening blood.
'Even so, we really do need to leave right now.' Logan directs her attention to the other side of the room and she freezes in terror at the sight.
The whole wall is yellow with flame. Half of the table they had hidden behind is blackened and smoking. The burning cigar has rolled into the spilled lamp oil and created a fast spreading blaze that is already too big to be smothered.
'We can't leave him here,' he says.
She keeps staring at the spreading fire, tears rolling openly down her cheeks.
'Emily.' He says.
The surprise of hearing him call her that breaks the spell.
'I need you to help me move him. If he's hurt then he needs our help to get him away from the fire.'
'Where?' she says, still bewildered by seeing her childhood home burning.
'We'll take him to Billy's room, and stop up this door to buy us some time.'
'You think it will all burn?'
He nods, pitying her. This, she said, was her only haven. She wasn't able to think of anywhere else to run to, nowhere else to escape the attentions of Humby and McLaren. And now it was going up in flames. A slower destruction than the one he'd wreaked on McLaren's house, but just as certain.
They drag the unconscious deputy, boots skidding on the spilled blood, down the corridor and into Billy's room.
'Is he dead?'
'I don't think so.'
'Where was he shot?'
'I don't know. There's a lot of blood and he's out cold.'
'Why did you bring him in here?'
'The house is on fire.'
'What?'
Logan takes a deep breath and explains to Laura and Billy about the fire and how quickly it is spreading.
'We're going to have to get on those horses we saddled and ride away from here.' He says.
'Where will we go.'
'We can work that out later. We'll burn if we stay here, or choke on the smoke.'
'How are we going to get the horses?' Emily has stopped crying. 'The fire is cutting off our exit.'
'We'll use the window,' he says. 'I've done it before.' He remembers how the drop hurt his ankle. 'It's a long way down though. I suggest one person goes to get the horses and then the others can jump down onto the horses� backs instead of all the way to the ground.'
'I don't mean to be any trouble Mister, but I don't think I'm in much of a shape for jumping onto anything,' Billy says.
'Oh, you'll jump Billy. And if you don't I'll throw you. And jumping is going to be nothing to riding your own horse at a full gallop so you'd better think again about what you can and can't do.'
Laura gasps at Logan's outburst.
'I'm having to battle a wound too you know.' He points at his injured shoulder. He's already pulled the arm clear of the sling to use it to steady himself while dragging Wilson. It throbs but he's doing his best to ignore it.
He crosses the room and pulls the window open, producing a sharp pain as his shoulder objects to him raising his arm. There doesn't appear to be any of McLaren's gang round this side of the house. Thin trails of smoke are wafting across the corral.
Wilson coughs.
'He's awake!' Emily shouts.
'What happened?' Wilson shakes his head as though trying to clear it.
'You got shot.'
'Damn, my leg.'
'Your leg? Are you sure? We thought you were dead.'
'It feels like I hit my head when I fell. My leg. It's a flesh wound I think. Damn, that hurts. Help me get my belt round it to stop the bleeding.'
Laura rushes to help him, bringing some bandages from by Billy's bed.
'I'm going to fetch the horses.' Logan says.
'Good idea.' Wilson nods his approval, immediately alert. How can he be so clear headed after getting shot and knocked out? 'Go through the window and run round through the smoke, it'll give you some cover. You might need to be shooting fast once you get near the horses though, those men will be watching for you. Of course they might have untied the horses themselves and driven them off already.'
Logan's been worrying about that. It seems like the obvious thing to do if you've got some people trapped in a house, to take away their horses. Maybe McLaren will be too drunk to have thought of it but he doesn't want to count on it. And even if the horses haven't been untied, the fire might spook them enough to pull free and run off on their own anyway.
'Laura, make sure Billy's bandages are good and tight, he's going to be on a horse in a couple of minutes whether he likes it or not.'
With that, he swings his leg out through the window and drops as carefully as he can onto the ground below. He manages not to hurt his ankle this time but his arm feels worse than ever.
The smoke is thickening and fire seems to be spreading fast. There is no time to lose. He drags the sling from round his neck and wraps it over his mouth and nose and then plunges into the smoke cloud.
When he returns he is leading five horses that follow uncomfortably behind him.
'What took you so long?' Emily says, coughing. There is smoke in the room now.
'Never mind that. Get Wilson and Billy out here first. I'll hold a horse under the window and you get them to climb out.'
'Wilson has gone.'
'What?'
'He went off to the other side of the house to give you some cover when you fetched the horses. He hasn't come back.'
'And you let him do that? Didn't anyone go with him? Or go to look for him? The house is on fire and you let a man with one good leg go off on his own?' He is angry because he knows he owes Wilson his life.
'Don't be mad at me,' Emily says. 'I couldn't stop him any more than you could. Don't think I didn't try, I owe him just as much as you do.' He can see that either the smoke is making her eyes water, or she is crying. 'He told us to go without him.'
'And leave him behind?'
'I guess he knew what he was doing. I don't want to leave without him either but he stands a better chance than anyone of getting out of this mess.'
They clamber out of the window clumsily and struggle onto the horses. Billy howls with pain as he lands on his horse and sits sobbing while the others get themselves into their saddles.
There is still gunfire to be heard on the other side of the house. Wilson must still be alive.
'We should get round to the other side of the house and get Wilson out,' Logan says, turning his horse and grabbing the reins of the fifth horse.
'No,' Emily says. 'He told us to go without him.'
'I can't ride off and leave him to burn.'
'Stop thinking about yourself for a minute will you.' Laura says angrily. 'How many more of us need to stop a bullet? Take a look at your army that you're about to use to protect your wonderful deputy. You've only got one arm, Billy is in agony and we haven't even started riding yet. I don't have a gun and Miss Nixon can't shoot straight.'
'Hey!' Emily says indignantly.
'I'm just saying it how it is Miss. We ain't no match for them, even if they are just a couple of drunks. We can't save Wilson if he can't save himself.'
He knows she is talking sense, but it makes him uncomfortable and deeply unhappy to ride away from Wilson and leave him to almost certain death. If McLaren's gang doesn't get him then the fire certainly will. But how will he feel to see Laura or Emily shot because he decided to take them back into a gunfight? And even if they do take that risk, there's no guarantee that they'd be able to get Wilson out anyway. Or that he'd want to go.
Without saying another word, he starts to walk the horses away from the burning building.
They ride in the smoke as much as they can bear, to stay out of sight. They�re unable to go much faster than a walk when Billy suffers with every movement of the horse. As they reach the trees, Logan shoos the loose horse away and the four of them pick their way through the branches and rocks and head uphill.
Logan stops to listen from time to time. He thinks he still hears gunshots from beyond the smoke, he wants to hear them. His arm is stiff and painful and there is fresh blood seeping into the bandage. They must push on. Sooner or later they will be followed and they'll need all the head start they can get.

'I don't think we can go on much longer.' Laura says.
Logan doesn't acknowledge her. He knows they have ridden for hours and that Billy may be dying because of it. Their trail will be easy to follow though and there is still some daylight left.
Later they are sat round a tiny fire. They are all cold and tired, wrapped in the blankets that they packed. Billy is lying down on his back, trying to find a way to get more comfortable where his wounds will be less painful.
Logan wonders about the wound on his arm. He pokes at the dressing in the feeble firelight. Some blood has seeped through but not much. Maybe the stitches the barber put in are still intact. Maybe it will be alright. If he can't rest it then he'll need to find a doctor. How many days will it be before they find a town?
'Do you think we got away? Did they follow us?' Laura asks, wiping Billy's brow with a cloth soaked in water from her canteen.
'I don't know. I watched our back trail all day and didn't see any sign of them but that doesn't mean they won't start following later on and catch us up. We're going pretty slowly and the four of us will be making a pretty easy trail to follow. Someone needs to keep watch in the night and we all need to have guns close by our beds just in case.'
'Will we ever be free from them?'
'I don't even really know who they all are. It's your town. Maybe you know them better than I do? For all I know they could be back at the bottom of a bottle of whisky in the saloon, forgetting it ever happened.'
'Where will we go? We can hardly go back to town.'
'You're right, we should maybe talk about where we want to go.'
Nobody speaks for some time, each lost in their own thoughts. He is thinking about San Francisco and if he will ever get there. He doesn't have the money, his belongings are still back in Walkers Creek, and his most lucrative means of employment will be closed to him if he has these three for company.
He looks at Emily and watches the light from the flames flicker across her face. She has a grim determined look. It wouldn't be so bad if it was only her. She does at least seem to have forgotten their argument about him working for Humby. She could be a good partner. She'd have the nerve to pull the kind of job he did on the McLaren house. And having a woman to travel with would be such a good disguise. No harm in having someone around to watch your back either, he thinks, remembering how the bullet through his shoulder was so nearly his end.
'What about the sheriff?' Billy says suddenly.
'The sheriff?'
'The smoke from the ranch must've been visible from Walkers Creek. Surely the sheriff and some deputies would have turned up there sooner or later. Wouldn't they be able to make it safe for us to get back into town?'
'You seem to have changed your tune on deputies.' Emily says sharply.
'I ain't such a fool not to realize that Mr. Wilson has saved our lives and all. And without us asking for him to do it neither. Oh, I know I swapped bullets with a deputy and all, and maybe he was a bad egg. But Laura tells me Mr. Tanner here was wearing a deputy badge when she first saw him and he's been pretty good for us too.'
'Aren't you worried what they'll say when they find out who you shot?'
'I see what you're saying, but right now death by hanging sounds more attractive than the pain of riding a horse 'til it kills me.'
They each look into the fire, not willing to meet Billy's eyes. None of them like to hear him talk about death.
'I'm scared of dying,' Billy says quietly, after a pause.
Still they stare into the fire.
'You know it's funny,' Billy says, 'when I was sick in bed and Laura was taking care of me, we agreed we was going to leave the ranch and run away someplace together. It's funny because here we are, running away. Sometimes that thing you wished for ain't nothing like you imagined it when you finally get it.'
Laura reaches over and kisses him on the forehead.
'I wanted that Ranch,' Emily says, a sad note in her voice. 'I wanted that Ranch so badly and then look what a mess I made of it. Now there's nothing left there, nobody else to help me run it, no house to live in. Nothing.'
'You could build a new house,' Laura says.
'No, I can't build anything without help and all my help has deserted me.'
'What about Sanchez?'
'Sanchez? I haven't seen him since the rest of them left the ranch. For all I know he could have gone with them.'
'So does anyone have someplace they'd like us to be heading for?' He asks impatiently, not being interested in who Sanchez is or where he might be.
Nobody answers. How long is he going to be able to put up with this bunch of self-absorbed depressives? Perhaps he should offer to take the first watch and then just slip off and leave them behind.
'Where do you want to go?' Emily says. 'You've had a lot of time since we left the house to think about it. I reckon you're the kind of man who always has a plan. What's your plan?'
'I'm thinking I'm going to need a doctor to see about this wound. I don't reckon that Walkers Creek will be pleased to see me back, so I'm thinking of the little mining camp I passed through on the way here. We should be able to get there in a day or so, even keeping off the road.'
The fire crackles.
'You don't think we could go back into Walkers Creek?' Laura asks.
'No, I said I didn't think I'd be much welcome. You'd probably do just fine. And I reckon Miss Nixon could probably still marry the mayor if she was that way inclined.'
Emily snorts with disgust.
'I don't have anything left, I've no reason to care where we end up. If you can think of a thing worse than ending up married to Jeremiah Humby then I think I'd be willing to try that just out of curiosity 'cos I don't reckon there is a thing worse.'
'Maybe we could get to Mr Tanner's mining camp and send word to Walkers Creek to find out the lay of the land?' Billy suggests.
Logan thinks that's a dumb idea and nearly says so. Any message they get back from the town is likely to be delivered by the bullets of a posse if their experience so far is anything to go by. But he bites his tongue and says nothing, realizing that they're agreeing to do what he suggests. He can lead them to the mining camp and leave them there. That will be good enough.
Emily yawns.
'We should get some sleep. Someone will need to keep watch in case we've been followed. We should take it in turns so we all get some sleep. I'm happy to do the first couple of hours, then I'll wake one of you to do the next couple.'
They murmur assent and fidget with the blankets for a few minutes trying to get something close to a comfortable bed to sleep on. None of them look like they're used to sleeping in the outdoors.
He gets up to walk around their little camp. He checks on the horses, still hobbled where they'd left them, and listens in the dark for anything that sounds like people on their trail. It is eerily quiet. Even the normal rustling sounds of wind and nocturnal nightlife seem to be absent in that sheltered gully.
He climbs up the bank to see if there is anything to see. Perhaps the campfire of someone on their trail. There is no moon and the starlight is feeble. He can make out a red glint in the distance that might be the smoldering embers of the ranch house. He can't tell.
He goes back to the fire, adds another small branch to keep it going a little longer and sits down and listens to the snores of his sleeping companions.
He wakes with a start and makes an involuntary yelp at the bright light in his face. It takes a moment to realize that the bright light is daylight and he has slept past dawn. Emily stirs from under her blanket.
'What?' she says, groggily. 'You didn't wake me for my turn on watch.'
He doesn't say anything. There isn't anything to say. He is looking at the empty space where Billy and Laura had slept.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
'You fell asleep?'
He doesn't look up and continues fussing with the fire, trying to get it lit again.
'I can't believe you just slept and left them to--' Her anger is getting the better of her. She takes a deep breath. 'Where have they gone? They can't have got far.'
Still he doesn't acknowledge her and carries on about the little camp as though they were the only ones who had ever been there. He reminds her of Sanchez, and in a way her father too. They were stubbornly unwilling to acknowledge their faults too.
She wants him to say something to give her an excuse or an explanation even though she knows she'll shout at him for it. His silence is exasperating.
'You don't care about them at all do you? You're glad they're gone. Did you tell them to go? Is that what you did? Whisper in their ear that they're not welcome and that they should just do us all a favor and go and die in a ravine somewhere on their own?'
'They've chosen to be on their own. You can't blame them for that. Don't forget McLaren is after you, not them. I don't think Billy can have been in such a bad way after all if they managed to get away without waking either of us. They should be safe enough if they can get themselves back to town.'
'That's it?' Finally she gets him to say something and all he can do is say that they wanted it so they must be alright? What about her? Doesn't he care about how she feels? Doesn't he realize she feels responsible for the state that Billy is in?
'You want me to chase after them?' He stands and looks at her.
'I want you to... I don't know...' The incoherence of anger.
'Let me tell you how it is. Last night I thought I might take the first watch and wait until you were all asleep and ride off on my own. Yes, that's right, I was going to do what they've done.'
So that's it. He hates her too. He wants to leave her behind and right now he's just annoyed that she didn't disappear into the night with the others. Maybe he didn't like her all that much in first place? Suddenly she hates him. All this time he has been stringing her along? She won't stand for it any more. She stands up abruptly and aims a slap across his face.
'Don't be so hasty.' He says, catching her wrist with his good arm. 'You see, I'd meant to go, but I didn't. Don't you want to know why I didn't?'
She wrestles to get her arm free from his grip. She hates him for wanting to run away but she wants to hear him say that he stayed to be with her. She wants to pull her arm away but she likes the feel of his strong hand and the sensation of their physical contact.
'I didn't go because I thought about you. I thought it would be kind of nice to still have you with me. Not just anybody. You. I thought you and me could really be something, and while I thought about that I fell asleep. I'm not proud of being a failure as a sentry, but I'm not going to cry because of how things worked out.'
She likes that he wanted to stay with her. She is so angry with him for letting them down and falling asleep but still likes to hear him say he likes how things have worked out. The two of them. She stops fighting and lets him pull her close. She looks up into his eyes but still can't shake the feeling of responsibility for Billy and Laura.
'I owed that boy,' she says, sad now rather than angry. 'He nearly died for me. Can't you see that?'
'I see it, Emily, and the best way you can pay him back right now is to let him go.'
It gives her a shiver when he doesn't call her "Miss Nixon".
'They've been wanting to run off together for a while,' he says, holding her. 'They said as much last night. And I know you feel like you owe him, but you have to see that you've brought him nothing but trouble so far.'
'They're just kids,' she says.
'I know. But they're good kids.'
She kisses him, savoring the warmth of his touch. She thrills to be so close to him and to be alone with him. It's a thrill, like a gallop on wild horse, exciting and scary all at once. Or is she just scared?
She pulls away.
'What's wrong?' he asks.
'I don't know. It's like they're watching us. I don't feel safe here.'
He turns back to the fire and tries to coax some more flames from the embers.
'I don't think they followed us from the ranch. They'd have killed us in our sleep if they had.'
'That's reassuring.'
They sit close together and watch the little fire recover. The darting flames and rising smoke bring to mind the fire at the ranch and she thinks of her childhood home and all her belongings. For some reason she thinks of the dress she bought from Mannion on the day she met Logan. She never wore it.
She has nowhere to go now. The ranch was everything to her. It was her work and her play all rolled into one. It was her link to her dead father, her one chance to feel she was doing something he'd be proud of. If he saw it now? She tries not to think about what he'd have to say to her.
Somehow it doesn't feel like she thought it would. She feels a sense of loss but at the same time a burden has been lifted. She has no home, but she has nothing to protect or defend any more either. She has nothing to prove, she can't fail any more than she has already. She doesn't need to fight to stop people stealing or trying to buy the ranch. The ranch is as good as gone. There is no more need for blowing up houses or shooting deputies. It is a relief.
Logan has no home. That thought occurs to her too. He has nowhere in particular to go. They are both wanderers now. Somehow that's reassuring.
She sits with her head on his shoulder, saying nothing, waiting together for the coffee to boil.
'We should set off for the mining camp soon,' he says as he gets up. She notices that he isn't using his bad arm at all.
She thinks about the mining camp and how unattractive it sounds as a place to go. She pictures a place full of dirty unshaven men with Humby's attitude to women.
She really disliked the experience of being kidnapped by Humby. She thought she had coped with it well, but now she finds it's left an empty space where her self confidence used to be. She has sat here waiting for Logan to tell them where they are going next. She wouldn't have done that when they first met.
She determines to take some control back. She isn't going to let men run her life, to tell her what she can and cannot do. She's not going to stand for that any more. She'll say where they are going and he'll do what she says. If he thinks he can dictate the way things are going to be then he's no better than Humby.
'We're not going to the mining camp,' she says.
'We're not?'
'We're going back into Walkers Creek.'
She waits for a reaction. He hands her some coffee and sits back down. He sits facing the fire and she wants to try to read the reaction on his face. Is he mad at her? Is he just thinking of a way to make her do what he wants after all? If he wants to fight about this, she'll fight him. This is her life and she's not going to give up the reins to anyone.
'Okay.'
'Okay?'
'Sure. I mean, you've thought this through? You know the town better than I do.'
Now she's angry with him for not making her angry with him. Of course she hasn't thought it through. She was expecting him to fight with her, to argue, to justify where he was going and to make it sound better than a sleazy cesspit.
'You seemed pretty sure just now that they haven't been following us.'
He nods, but looks puzzled.
'So,' she's making this up as she goes along, 'we don't have anything to fear from them.'
He doesn't say anything. It's as though he's waiting for her to say something stupid so he can overrule her idea and end up back with the mining camp option by default.
'And anyway, I don't plan to spend the rest of my life being scared of my shadow and watching out for McLaren or whoever. I'd sooner face up to them and stick a bullet in them if I have to.'
'Sounds like you're in the mood for a fight,' he says, laughing.
'I'm serious.' She isn't laughing.
He stands up and throws the dregs of his coffee at the fire.
'You're right,' he says, 'we should stand up for ourselves and running away isn't the answer. We'll go back into town and act like nothing happened. Just breeze in and say hello to folks.'
'Exactly.' That wasn't quite what she had in mind, but then she's not quite sure what she did have in mind.
'I'm joking,' he says, 'you really think we can act like nothing happened?'
'Why not? I can't think of anything that'll annoy them more than to see that we're not troubled by them or what they've done.'
He shakes his head.
'You're crazy. You'll get us killed.'
So she has said the stupid thing that he will use against her and they will end up running away to a miserable life of fear and poverty. She is disappointed that she couldn't think of a better idea than going back to Walkers Creek. She's disappointed that she couldn't think of a decent reason to go back, or a way to do it safely. Why couldn't she just think before opening her mouth?
'No,' he says abruptly, 'you're crazy, but I love that you're crazy. Let's do it.'

They discussed using the trail over the hill to come into the town the back way, but in the end decided that if they were going to hold their heads high in Walkers Creek then they should do it by riding up the main street. They ride their horses noisily over the wooden bridge over the creek.
'I think we should see Mannion first,' she says. 'I need to thank him.'
'He's one of the good guys isn't he? Are you sure we won't be bringing him more trouble than he can handle?'
'You could be right, but I want to know what's been said about me, about the ranch and about you. Mannion is the biggest gossip in town. We need to know what we're up against.'
They tie up the horses outside the shop. The street is busy with people but nobody pays them any mind. They are right, there is no need for sneaking about. That only attracts attention and suspicion. They belong here, they just need to look as though they do.
Looking up the street she tries to pick out faces that she recognizes, to spot the glint of a gun barrel in the sunlight. She feels off-balance with fear and excitement. Anything could happen now. She checks the rifle but leaves it in its scabbard on the saddle. She checks the tiny useless derringer that she's tucked in her belt. It's as though she's standing on a rocky outcrop high above the valley and is trying to see how close to the edge she dares to stand.
They go in.
'I'll be with you in a moment,' Mannion calls from the back of the shop as the front door slams shut.
She looks at Logan, unsure of what to do next. Are they in a hurry? Do they need to get him out front straight away? Should one of them be keeping watch at the front of the store to see what's going on in the street?
Logan is examining the stains on his hat. Then she notices that he's spending more time looking at the street in the mirror than at the hat. He's keeping watch, but pretending not to. She heads to the back of the store.
'It's just a social visit,' she calls out.
'Miss Nixon?' Mannion rushes out from his cupboard and gives her a big hug. 'I've been so worried about you.'
'I'm okay. I can't say the same for the ranch. That's your horse out front. I wanted to return it. I don't know how to thank you for what you did for me.'
'I got away with it.'
She sees the bandage around his hand for the first time. She hurts all the people closest to her.
'Why did they...?' She feels sick at the thought of what they have done to him. 'Who did this?'
'This?' He holds up the bandaged hand. 'This is the work of your homeless friend McLaren.'
The word "homeless" cuts deep and she's sure he meant it to. He knows, even though she never told him, that the explosion at McLaren's house is her fault. That all this is her fault. They both can see that everyone who tries to help her gets hurt and that is her fault too.
'He burned the ranch house,' she says.
Mannion nods.
'Have you seen him since?'
He shakes his head.
'He hasn't come back. The sheriff went after him with some deputies when he heard what was going on.'
'That's her!' Logan shouts out suddenly and he heads for the door.
'Who?' She runs to see what has bothered him so much.
'The Mexican girl, the one I told you about, that's her.'
'I thought you were making it up, just an excuse to come and find me, like your tall tales about the farm and the dogs.'
Logan laughs. Neither of them has laughed for a while.
'Se�orita!' he calls out as he rushes into the street. The girl either doesn't hear him or chooses to ignore him.
'Maria!' Emily shouts. She recognizes the girl. It is Sanchez's daughter.
The girl halts a little at the sound of her name.
Emily calls again. The girl comes over, looking nervously at Logan who has stopped by the door of Mannion's shop, still trying to understand how Emily knows the girl.
'�D�nde est� tu padre?'
The girl shrugs.
Emily's limited Spanish skills are defeated. She doesn't know how to ask for any more information but she is desperate to see Sanchez again. She needs his help. He will be able to make everything alright again. He will know what to do about Humby.
'I need him.' Emily pleads in quiet English.
The girl shrugs again, never taking her frightened eyes from Logan who still stands behind Emily at the door. The girl turns on her heel and runs away clutching her skirt. Emily makes a grab for her arm to stop her running away and misses, landing inelegantly on the floor.
Logan comes over and offers her his good arm to help her up.
'How do you know her?' he asks.
'Her father works for me. Or rather he works with me, he was a friend of my father's. I really wish I'd listened more when he tried to teach us Spanish when we were little.'
She pulls herself to her feet and dusts herself down.
'So, her father, he's Mexican?'
'Of course,' she laughs.
'And he worked for you?'
'Well with me, rather than for me.' She can't quite see where these questions are going and is suddenly aware that they are standing out in the street where anyone could see them and she feels vulnerable. She starts to head back towards the shop but Logan is standing in the way.
'Why did he try to kill me?'
Her mouth goes dry.
'Sanchez? He wouldn't be trying to kill you. You must be mistaken. Are you sure it was him?'
'So he has killed people before? Have you asked him to kill people?'
She says nothing. She looks up and down the street. Where is Mannion? Why can't Sanchez be here? She isn't standing on the precipice now, the ground is crumbling beneath her feet and she's struggling for balance. She doesn't want to believe where this conversation is going.
'Did you ask Sanchez to pay someone to blow up McLaren's house?'
'You? It was you?'
Logan stands, hands on his hips, staring back at her.
'You?' She still can't believe it. 'You're just a web of lies and deceit aren't you? Just some sort of mercenary.'
She strides past him, brushing his arm out of the way and climbs back up the steps to Mannion's store. She isn't thinking now, there is no space for thoughts, only vague impressions. She is frightened and feeling exposed on the street and the one man that she thought would shield her from the trouble she is in turns out to be the trouble she is in.
'If I'm just some sort of mercenary, what does that make the woman who hired me? You don't think you owe me an explanation of why you tried to have me killed?'
She doesn't want to face up to the answer to that question. Why did she want to have him killed? He was a danger to her. He was going to betray her. She knows she can't trust him, he lied to her about Humby. And there he is, with a deputy badge in his pocket. Has he already betrayed her? Why is he still with her?
'I don't understand,' she says, pausing at the top of the steps.
'Neither do I. You and I aren't so very different are we?'
Still she can't think. She just knows that she can't bear to look at him any more. She steps through the door of the store and the bell on the door protests as she slams it.
'Is everything alright?' Mannion looks concerned.
'That was Sanchez's daughter. I thought she might know where he is. Do you know where he is?'
Mannion shakes his head.
'This is just a disaster. Sanchez is all I have left.'
Logan pushes the door open.
'I'm going to the hotel to get my things, then I'm getting out of here. That horse out front is yours. Keep it.' He turns to go.
'Wait,' she says 'was it Sanchez that put that hole in your arm.'
Logan looks at the blood-stained bandage as though he'd forgotten it was there.
'No,' he says.
'Do you know where he is?'
There is a long pause. He looks her hard in the eyes.
'No.'
She watches him walk across the street to the hotel and tries to take in what has just happened. So the new man in town was the man she hired to dynamite the cabin. Why hadn't she realized that sooner? It seems so obvious now that she knows it.
She remembers how she felt when she was around him, before she knew that he was her hired gun. He was confident and calm and he genuinely seemed to like her. He didn't know he was working for her. He didn't just like her because she was paying him. And he didn't seem like the sort to betray her secrets and get her hanged. They got on too well for that. Hadn't he said that he thought they'd make a good partnership?
It all seems wrong. Wrong that he would have told the sheriff about her, because he didn't know that it was her. Whatever he told the sheriff can't have been that detailed, he didn't even know Sanchez's name. Had she tried to get him killed on the basis of a lie that an old deputy told just to scare her? Is she really angry with him again because he didn't die when she sent Sanchez to kill him?
It isn't a logical thread. It's a sudden realization that strikes her from nothing. She knows that Sanchez is dead. She doesn't know why but it is there and she can't shake it. Sanchez is dead and Logan killed him. He had to kill him to survive and even now, after all that he has been through and what she has done to him, even now he wants to protect her from that.
She runs across to the hotel. She has to find him. She doesn't care if he wants to go without her. She still has unfinished business in this town anyway. No, she doesn't care if he goes, but she doesn't want him to go without her getting a chance to apologize.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
He walks across the street turning over the events of the last few days in his mind. He is struggling to believe that she paid to have McLaren's house blown up. Maybe it makes some sense. Maybe he should have realized sooner.
He remembers the figure silhouetted on the ridge, watching the sheriff and his men inspecting the remains of the cabin. That must have been Emily. Checking to see that her orders had been completed to her satisfaction.
There are moments that he can see that she can be so brutal, and moments of tenderness when she would seem incapable of such behavior. He can't decide which he was drawn to most. Perhaps it is the combination of the two that makes her so attractive.
He passes through the hotel in a daze, not really paying attention to anything, lost in a world of thoughts. He walked out on Emily and is immediately regretting it. He liked the idea of the two of them together. Now he is facing riding back into the country on his own, no better off and no worse than when he arrived. No, he may not have less money but he is definitely worse off. His arm will never be the same again. Knowing that Emily tried to cheat him, tried to have him killed, hurts worse than the physical pain from the wound. This town has not been good for him. He plans to leave as soon as he can.
The door of his room is ajar. He stops in the corridor and looks at it.
He has just walked through the hotel lobby and up the stairs and has no idea how many people are downstairs and who they are. There could be a man stood behind him with a gun pointing at his back and he'd be completely unaware of it. He chides himself for being so sloppy. Falling asleep on sentry duty and then walking love-sick into danger. He smiles at the thought that he is 'love-sick'. He hasn't thought of himself as in love. That thought surprises him. He wants to see Emily again before he leaves.
He unholsters his gun and cocks it. Creeping forward toward the door, he keeps close to the wall and checks behind him.
There is a murmuring noise in the room. Someone talking?
No, that's not talking, that's someone singing. A man, singing quietly to himself. Not loud enough to hear the words and not tuneful enough to make out the song, but definitely singing.
Curious, he pushes open the door with the barrel of the gun.
Renault, the hotel owner, is rummaging through his bags. Happily singing to himself as he is going through Logan's personal belongings. What does this ridiculous little man think he is doing?
Logan coughs loudly to attract his attention.
'Ah, Mr. Tanner! So good to see you sir. We hadn't seen you for a few days and thought perhaps you weren't coming back.'
'So you thought you'd go through my things?'
'Well, sir, you see, now, I'm sure you'll understand, but there's the small matter of the room fee you see, and we'd need to recoup that somehow if you weren't coming back.'
'You were going to sell my stuff?'
Renault nods, looking embarrassed.
'Well, there's no need for that now.' He puts the gun back in the holster. 'If you can help me pack away these things and get my horses then I'll settle up right now.'
'Help you?' Renault seems keen to get out of the room and edges toward the door.
'I have a problem with my arm.'
'Perhaps you should see a doctor?'
'I need your help to pack my bags. I have an injury that makes it difficult to do it myself. I don't know how to make it any clearer for you. Would it help if I said I have a problem with my arm that will make it difficult for me to get my money out? You do want paying don't you?'
'Your money?'
Logan is losing patience. Repacking the bags and getting the horses saddled is far more than he can manage with only one arm. He draws the gun again.
'Now, sir, there's no need for that, I was, well, only I'm not perhaps the best to, you know, the bags, perhaps I can get a porter for you.'
'You didn't seem to think you needed a porter to help you steal from my bags, so you can pack them and carry them for me or so help me I'll stick a bullet in your butt to hurry you along.'
Renault returns to the bags and fiddles with the things laid out on the bed without making any progress at packing them, stealing a glance from time to time at the gun pointing at him.
'I really think, sir,' he summons up the courage to say, 'that you really shouldn't treat me like this. The sheriff is a regular customer here and he wouldn't be very happy at all, no sir, not one bit, if he knew you were pointing that there gun at me like this.'
Logan holsters the gun and thrusts his hand into his pocket.
'You won't need to bother waiting for the sheriff,' he says, showing the deputy badge to the hotelier, 'You already have a deputy in the room with you and he seems to think that your stealing from customer's luggage is the biggest crime that's happened here. Should I be telling the sheriff about that?'
The little man shakes his head and starts stuffing things into the saddlebags with speed.
When Renault leads the way down the back stairs to the stable the horses nuzzle Logan, pleased to see him. He is pleased not to have left them behind. It would have been tough to find a pair of horses as good as these.
He checks all his unused mining equipment is stowed securely on the pack horse and then checks the girth after Renault has fitted his saddle.
'What I don't understand,' Renault speaks for the first time since they were in the hotel room, 'is why you're in such a hurry to leave. If you're a deputy, and you say you are and who am I to doubt that, I don't mean to suggest that you're not, but well, being a deputy and all, shouldn't you be staying?'
'It's no business of yours where I go.' Logan says stepping over to the pack horse so suddenly that Renault takes a frightened step backwards. 'And I might not be leaving town. I'm just not staying in a hotel that's run by a thief. I'm sure that's easy for you to understand.'
Renault nods and helps to untie the horses.
Logan has no intention of staying in Walkers Creek. He wants to see Emily again, maybe even to persuade her to leave with him, but even she won't be able to persuade him to stay.



CHAPTER TWENTY
She runs in through the door of the hotel, hoping to find Logan still there in the lobby but there is nobody at all near the door. Even the obsequious little man who normally greets the customers is missing. She steps into the lounge and all the polished wood and brass makes her acutely aware of her dirtiness. She would never normally come here in her working clothes, always in a nice dress and certainly never having slept outside by a fire.
'Miss Nixon!'
She turns to the voice and sees Humby rising from his seat at his usual table. He has been sat alone. The table has an almost empty bottle of whiskey on it. She doesn't respond to him but stands her ground.
'It's so good to see you. I'd heard that something terrible had happened to you.'
'You heard wrong. The only terrible thing that has happened to me was you. Have you been sat here telling yourself you should have taken more care to keep me locked away? Maybe I'd have been okay if you'd just managed to keep me safe?'
'You really don't understand me at all do you?'
'Oh, I understand you. You want to buy the whole town, everything in it, and my ranch was just too tempting for you. Well, you know what, you can buy it now. I'll sell it to you. Why don't we make our way over to the bank and you can pay me for it now?'
Humby shakes his head, swaying a little on his feet.
'You really don't understand me,' he says again.
'What is there to understand? You wanted the ranch so badly you kidnapped me. Are you going to tell me now that you didn't want the ranch after all? Oh, I get it, it isn't that you don't want the ranch, it's that you don't want to pay for it? Is that it?'
Humby takes a step forward and supports himself by leaning against the table. All his aggression and boldness seems to have been dissolved by the whiskey. He still looks her in the eye as he speaks but his tone of voice is pleading.
'Just think back will you? I didn't want to hurt you. I regret what I did, it was bold and stupid but you need to understand me. I love you Emily.'
She laughs. What a ridiculous thing for him to be coming out with. He has no idea what love can feel like.
'Don't laugh at me. I know I don't have the best way of showing it, but I really do love you. I don't care about the ranch. Keep the ranch, just don't take away the possibility of you and me.'
She stops laughing. It seems cruel to laugh at this man exposing his heart. She would normally doubt him and his motives but in his drunken state he seems vulnerable and maybe even honest.
All the same, she can't help thinking of Logan every time that Humby mentions love. She is frustrated at being held up. She has run across the street to try to catch Logan and every moment she spends now talking to Humby seems like a moment when Logan gets further away.
'I'm not staying here,' she says, 'I'm going to sell the ranch and you can be the one to buy it if you want, but don't think you'll get any more of me than that. Who knows, maybe if you'd said those things to me a few months ago when you were sober you might have stood a chance with them, but not now, not after what you've done to me.
'You know, I think I want you to buy the ranch. I want you to have it to remind you of what you could have had. Then maybe you might realize that you can't always get what you want by force.'
'Where will you go?'
'I'm not going to tell you that. But I'm leaving right now. You can put the money for the ranch into the bank for me. We can agree the price of your most recent offer.'
'Whatever you want Emily. I'd give you everything I have if you'd stay here and marry me.'
She pauses for a moment doubting that she has heard him correctly. He's offering her the whole of Walkers Creek. But this is Humby, a man you wouldn't trust to keep his word when he was sober. He could easily claim not to have remembered this conversation at all in the morning. What would she do then? Does she really find the idea of owning so much of the town that attractive?
It occurs to her that even if she convinces him to buy the ranch that he might still feign forgetfulness once he sobered up.
'I'll bet you already have the paperwork drawn up for purchasing the ranch from me.'
'I wouldn't presume to be so forward or to take so much for granted.'
'You really think I'm a fool don't you? You took it so much for granted you kidnapped me. I'm right though aren't I? You've got those papers ready?'
He nods, swaying a little.
'Fine, well maybe we go and get your signature on those papers and pay a visit to the bank.'
'And then you'll marry me?'
'One step at a time. You buy the ranch first. I want to see you keep your word just once.'
Of course she won't marry him but if it helps to motivate him then she'll happily dangle that carrot in front of him for a bit longer.
A sound behind her makes her turn hoping to see Logan coming down the stairs. It is only the barman coming back. She steps over to him and asks him quietly if he has seen Logan.
'Yes, he was just leaving the back way with his saddlebags and everything. If you ask me, he looked to be leaving town right away. I guess if you're quick you might catch him.'
She doesn't want to miss the chance to speak to Logan.
'Come on,' she says to Humby, 'let's go and take a walk. You could use the fresh air.'
He steps forward, lurches and catches himself. Then he steadies and walks out of the hotel with her beside him but not touching him.
On the steps of the hotel she looks across at Mannion's store and her heart sinks. There is only one horse tied up there now. Logan has already gone.
She looks up and down the street looking for him, straining to see the road beyond the creek but she cannot see him. He has gone and what is she left with? She has no home any more, her house and her belongings are all burned. She has lost her best friend, killed on an errand that she sent him on. All the loyal men that worked for her have shown her they have no loyalty at all. Logan or no Logan, she cannot stay in Walkers Creek. She will leave the town, even if it means riding out on her own. Even a lonely, dangerous journey will be better than staying here and marrying Humby.
Missing Logan makes her feel bitter and spiteful and she hurries the drunk Humby up the street, hoping that everyone sees what a fool he looks as he staggers. In his office, his assistant, Haskins, quickly produces the paper and Humby signs without complaint. Haskins looks uncomfortable with the fact that Humby is so clearly drunk, but he doesn't dare comment on it.
Haskins accompanies them to the bank where the manager greets them cordially and then cautiously when he smells what Humby has drunk.
He asks him several times if he is sure this is what he wants to do, but Humby insists and the transaction is complete.
She walks out into the street. She has money now, enough to last on a trip. Can she really face heading out alone? Who would ride with her? All her friends are gone. All but Mannion and he won't ride anywhere. She knows that she must go. She doesn't admit it to herself but she hopes to overtake Logan on the road, even though she doesn't know where he is headed. If she's going to do this, she must do it alone.
She squares her shoulders and puts a hand on the reassuring handle of the little derringer. She has a chance for a new life now, a chance to repent from the sins of her past. It is time to start anew.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Logan leads the horses up the narrow alley alongside the hotel. It seems too good to be true that he will get out of this town without any more trouble so he is still being cautious.
His arm throbs constantly from the exertion of loading up his horses. Being unable to use the arm makes him feel vulnerable, his gun hand is constantly needing to be occupied with other things like holding the reins of his horse.
'Deputy Tanner. I do hope this doesn't mean that you're leaving us.'
Logan whirls round to see the Sheriff stood behind him with the pearl-handled revolver held casually in his hand.
'Ah, I was just on my way to see you,' he lies.
'Really? And did you lose your badge?'
'No, I have it here.' He flicks the reins over the pommel of the saddle and reaches into his pocket to retrieve the badge.
'Why don't you wear it? Don't you want to be a deputy?' There is a bite of sarcasm in the Sheriff's voice.
'I don't think I'm cut out for it.'
The Sheriff takes the badge that Logan offers to him, all the while keeping the gun pointed at Logan's guts.
'That's really quite disappointing you know. I had hoped that making you a deputy would keep you out of trouble. I guess it hasn't worked out like that. Come with me.' He waves the gun 'I've got something to show you. It turns out there was more to McLaren's house than a bit of dynamite.'
Logan considers making a swipe for the gun or making a run for it but one-handed he'd have no chance. It was all going wrong again. His hopes of escaping the town are receding again. The Sheriff is going to lock him away for the dynamite and for killing the Mexican. He wonders if they'll try to pin Lake's death on him too.
The Sheriff ushers him to the end of the alley where they stop. A distant rumble from the bridge over the creek signals the arrival of several horses. Logan is confused, unable to fathom what the Sheriff wants to show him. Why aren't they just going straight to the jail? He wants to escape and ride away but there is still the problem of the gun pointed at him.
Rather than watching the riders coming up the street, Logan is looking at the front of Mannion's store. There is only one horse tied there now. Emily's horse has gone. She hasn't waited for him. He has missed his chance. She must have gone already. She has left without him. He tries to tell himself that he understands that she finds it difficult to forgive him for killing her friend, but it still hurts him. It hurts him more than his wounded arm. More than ever he wants to get away from Walkers Creek, if only for the chance of overtaking Emily on the road.
The riders come closer and Logan realizes that it is a posse of deputies. His last remaining chances of getting out of town are slipping away by the minute. Then he starts at the realization that there is a prisoner on a horse amongst this group. Could that be Emily? Have the deputies caught her? His emotions are torn between upset that she has been caught and delight at the chance to speak to her again.
This is all replaced with disappointment at seeing that the prisoner is not Emily at all. The deputies pull their horses to a halt alongside the Sheriff. Logan can see clearly that it is McLaren who sits bare headed on the horse with his hands tied firmly to the pommel.
'You see,' the sheriff says to Logan, 'if you'd taken being a deputy a bit more seriously you could have had the pleasure of bringing Mr. McLaren in to be hanged.'
'Hanged?'
'He killed two men. Of course we'll hang him.'
'Two?'
'Frank Lake, the man you fought with in the hotel and a man called Sanchez who used to be a friend of my father's.'
Logan takes a moment to take this in. McLaren is going to be hanged for killing the men that Logan has killed.
'How do you know he did it?'
The Sheriff bursts out laughing.
'You see,' he says, still chuckling, 'you'd really would have made a good deputy. Listen to yourself worrying about justice and fairness.'
'There are plenty of reasons to punish that man, but those murders aren't anything to do with him.'
'You really are quite slow and stupid aren't you.' The Sheriff is suddenly angry and pulls Logan away from the deputies so he can speak to him without them hearing.
Logan complains at the pain from being dragged along by his wounded arm.
'You have no right to complain to me Tanner. You just don't get it do you? Do I need to spell it out to you? Of course I know he didn't kill those men. I'm not a blind fool. You and I both know who did it.'
'Then why kill him? Your whole town is twisted.' Logan is no longer worried about what the Sheriff thinks of him. There is nothing left in the town for him, and the only person he felt any desire to protect has left. He will tell the Sheriff what he thinks of him and he doesn't care if that leaves his head in the same noose as McLaren's. 'What sort of a Sheriff are you that hangs a man you know to be innocent and makes a deputy of a man that you know is guilty? Is this all Humby's influence? Does he own you too?'
'For a man that's been protected, you're pretty ungrateful.'
'You call this protection?' he points at his bandaged arm.
'Shouldn't you be asking why anyone would want to protect you? This town has no space for traveling mercenaries and outlaws. Oh, don't look surprised, I know your background well enough. No, protecting you isn't doing the town a favor but I'm not just looking out for the town, I'm looking out for my sister too.'
Logan wonders why the Sheriff's sister has any relevance. He doubts he has even met her.
'My sister, you'll have noticed, doesn't think too highly of me and takes great care to avoid me but that doesn't stop me looking out for her. I could see she was falling for you.'
'You make as much sense as a man delirious with fever,' Logan says, interrupting, 'Who is this woman you're talking about? There's only one woman in this town that I care about--' he trails off as the pieces fall into place. The brother who offended the family so much that he was ostracized. That was no tall tale, it was the true story of her brother, the Sheriff. Emily had been trying to warn him.
'Sheriff?' one of the deputies calls out, 'We're going to put this man in the jailhouse before the townsfolk make themselves a lynching party.'
The Sheriff nods and the group moves off up the street.
Logan watches them go. The last rider is dressed in black and salutes them as he passes. It is Wilson.
'She didn't tell you did she?'
Logan cannot find the words to answer. All his ideas of the town were shifting around like colors in a kaleidoscope. Wilson is alive and well. That pleases him more than he expected. But Emily is gone and he is talking to the brother that she won't acknowledge.
'Now I see why you were finding it so hard to understand what was going on. Emily Nixon is my sister. I'm disappointed she didn't tell you that herself but I suppose I'm not surprised. I keep an eye out for her. I don't assign my deputies to watch over her because of the crimes she commits, I do it to keep her out of trouble as much as I can. I sent them to scare her into behaving herself and being a bit more careful. I didn't send you and Wilson to accompany Humby because I was worried about Humby's safety. I was worried about her. I know you care about her, even if you won't admit it.'
'If it helps, I do care about her, but she isn't here any more to be cared for. She has left us both behind.'
'Are you sure?'
'Her horse has gone. She told me she planned to leave the town for good. She knew that Sanchez was dead. She said that there was nothing here for her any more.'
'When?'
'Not long ago. If you let me go now I might be able to chase her down.'
'Let you go? I'm not stopping you going anywhere.'
Logan gestures at the gun in the Sheriff's hand.
The Sheriff shrugs and holsters the gun.
'Perhaps, if you can delay a few minutes you'd permit me to ride with you?'
'To "protect" me?'
'To get a chance to say goodbye to my sister.'
'You really do care about her don't you?' Now that the gun isn't pointing at him any more, Logan sees behind the facade of the Sheriff's badge for the first time and sees the man. A tired man, saddened by the loss of his family. 'What on earth did you do to make her treat you like this?'
'What did I do? I became a deputy, a lawman.'
'That's it?'
'It was enough to estrange my father. He had little respect for the law and broke it frequently and flagrantly. It was probably best for both of us that he wouldn't have me at the ranch any more. I would have had to arrest him sooner or later. He was far more deserving of the noose than McLaren. Emily has always done her best to please her father and to do as he would do. I don't doubt that hiring you to blow up McLaren's house was an example of that. My only surprise is that she didn't ask you to kill him.'
'I'm pretty sure she meant me to. With what's happened since, I wish I had.'
Both men walk out into the main street, Logan leading his horses. Logan repeats his plans to leave and catch Emily on the road.
'You're not going to make much speed with that packhorse in tow.'
'I know, that's why I want to leave now.'
'Fine, you go, but when you find her will you do me the favor of getting her to wait? You don't need to tell her that it's me that's coming. I have a fast horse, I might be able to overtake you anyway.'
Logan steadies himself for the agony of hauling himself into the saddle but as he does so he sees something that makes him pause.
He isn't sure to start with but it looks so much like her. Who else would it be? But would she really, after all she has been through? No, it is definitely Emily, and she has her arm around the odious Humby.
The Sheriff turns to see what he is looking at and he too is taken aback at the sight.
Logan wants to call out to her. What will he say? What can he say? He thought she felt the same way about him as he does about her, but if she is so quick to fall into the arms of a man such as Humby then maybe he was wrong.
'Help me up,' he says to the Sheriff, determined not to stay to watch her, to see her flaunt this at him.
'No, wait here.' The sheriff walks up the street to meet Emily and Humby as they approach.
Logan watches the him walk toward his sister and considers turning away, dragging himself into the saddle and riding off but, without meaning to, he follows a few paces behind the Sheriff.
'Emily, what are you doing?' her brother asks.
'I've sold the ranch,' she says.
'I don't care about the ranch.'
'You never did, did you? Well, it's gone now and your friend has bought it.'
'And has he bought you too?'
She laughs at her brother's concern. 'Oh no, this is him being too drunk to walk without something to lean on. Here,' she untangles his arm from around her and shoves Humby toward him, 'you take him.'
The Sheriff steps aside and Humby tumbles onto the floor.
'That's no way to treat your friend,' she says, mocking.
He looks at his sister with his hands on his hips. He has not spared a glance for the Mayor as he scrabbles about on the floor trying to get to his feet.
'Does this mean you're still planning to leave town?' he asks her.
'Yes. There is nothing for me here now.'
'Not even me? No, I didn't think so,' he doesn't give her the chance to answer, 'but I'm surprised you didn't want to travel with Mr Tanner.'
She looks down at her feet as though suddenly interested in the state of her boots.
'He left without me,' she murmurs.
'No he didn't.' Logan says as he walks up to them.
She looks up and smiles, taking a step toward him and then seems to stop herself.
'Were you going to leave without me? I thought you'd already gone,' she says. 'Your horse had gone from outside Mannion's.'
'I thought that was your horse that had gone. I guess Mannion fooled us both by moving his own horse.'
'I'm glad you're here. Perhaps we could ride together a little? I think we have some things to discuss.' She says it with a twinkle in her eye and Logan is reassured that all will be well again.
'You can't go with him.' Humby lurches to his feet.
'I'll do what I want.'
'You,' he wags a finger at Logan, 'this is all your fault.'
Logan is caught off guard by the speed of the man, despite his drunkenness, he manages to swing a punch that Logan can't quite dodge and, unable to use his arm to deflect the blow staggers back as Humby's fist connects with his cheek.
Emily is quick too. The derringer is out of her pocket and Logan fears she will shoot the Mayor but instead she whips the barrel and the weight of the little gun into the middle of Humby's face, knocking him back onto the ground.
'I think now would be a good time to leave.' Logan says, tasting blood where his cheek has been cut by his own teeth.
Emily steps round Humby and throws her arms around Logan, knocking his hat off.
Logan laughs with relief that things might just work out okay.
'There is just one thing, before we go.'
She lets go and allows him to pick up his hat.
'Your brother. He's been looking out for you. For both of us. He knows what's been going on, all of it, and he's still prepared to stand here and let us ride away. Don't leave without saying something.'
He dusts off his hat. Emily looks from him to her brother and back.
'Our father would have--' she starts.
'Our father wasn't a good man, Emily. He didn't have a thought for our happiness or our wellbeing, he only cared about that ranch. I'm not sad to see it burned.'
'I really thought I would be sad,' she says, 'but I'm not. I've tried really hard to keep the ranch successful, tried to do what would have pleased father. I can see now that I was no better at pleasing him that you were.' She shakes her head. 'It isn't as simple as that though.'
'What isn't simple?'
'This. Us. We've spoken more words in the last five minutes that we have in five years. It isn't just going to change overnight. I'm not a good girl. You're a sheriff. We're oil and water.'
'You may be right, and it'll take a while before you can show your face in Walkers Creek again after knocking out the Mayor in the middle of the street.' His voice is stern but he has a big smile on his face.
She leans in and gives her brother a hug.
'You want to take care with him,' he says, indicating Logan. 'He's not the legendary gunslinger he likes to think he is.'
'That's okay. I've seen him in action and you're right, but I don't need a man to protect me or to fight my battles for me. I'm quite nasty enough to do that for myself.'
Her brother just laughs and nods.
'Perhaps I should give you the partner to that gun,' she says, pointing at the revolver in her brother's holster, 'and reunite father's guns.'
'No,' he says after a moment, 'keep yours. There'll be another chance to pair them up.'
They walk back to Mannion's store trying not to notice that everyone seems to be watching them. Whispers pass along, Logan presumes they must be commenting on the Mayor and his broken nose.
Logan swings up onto his horse, unable to stifle a grunt at the discomfort. Emily mounts up alongside him.
'I see you two are back together.' Mannion says from the door of the shop.
'For the moment,' she replies.
'Well then, goodbye for now, but I hope I'll see you again.'
'I'll bring you something fashionable from San Francisco.'
As they ride over the box bridge over the creek Logan turns to her.
'Did you mean that back there.'
'What?'
'About going to San Francisco?'
'Why not?' she says, 'We have to go somewhere. Why not there?'
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