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    Chapter 1


    Jeremiah rose early. Today he and Alma were to be wed. Alma gave him a list of things to pick up at the store. He kissed her and told her he loved her, then saddled up and rode into town. He wanted to be the first one in the barber’s chair so he would look his best for their noon wedding. He tied his horse in front of the general store and gave Alma’s list to Mrs. Kirby. “Would you mind bringing this when you and Bill come out for the wedding? It’s too much to carry on my horse.”


    Mrs. Kirby smiled. “You’re a real lucky man, Jeremiah. Alma is a real fine lady.” He thanked her and was crossing the street when he heard a familiar voice.


    “Jeremiah Tucker, I’ve been waiting a long time for this day. It’s time we settled our business.”


    Jeremiah froze. He knew the voice, but he couldn’t put a face with it.


    “I spent two years in prison because of you.”


    Jeremiah turned to look at his accuser. He had aged more than his years. Prison does that to most.


    “Hi, Jeremiah,” said a woman’s voice behind him. “You remember me?”


    Jeremiah turned to see Lilly, the gunman’s sister.


    “What business is that? You were convicted of trying to rob a stagecoach. I had no part in that other than stopping you from killing me and getting yourself and your sister killed in the process. My suggestion to you would be to let it alone, Jack, and go on your way or you can die right here and now.”


    “Get his gun, Lilly,” Jack said. “I brought my kin with me this time.”


    Jeremiah already had his gun in his hand when Lilly went to his left side and raised his coat. Jeremiah pushed her away and, at the same time, Jack drew his pistol. Jeremiah fired, hitting him in the shoulder, knocking him to the ground, his pistol flying through the air.


    “You’re lucky I‘m getting married today. Wouldn’t want to kill someone on my wedding day.” There was already a crowd gathered in the street. Most of them knew Jeremiah and were invited to the wedding. “You just won’t learn, will you?” He took Lilly by the hand and pulled her up. “It’s the right hand, Lilly. My gun hand’s the right hand. You went for my left back on the stage. I’m right handed.” He held up his left hand. “This is my left and this one with the pistol is my right.” He pulled her over to her brother who was laying in the street in a puddle of his own piss. “I told you before I should have killed you. No one as stupid as you two should be allowed to live.” He pushed Lilly down beside her brother as the sheriff ran up.


    “Watch yourself,” he said to the sheriff, “don’t slip down. The last time I saw these two she had a derringer under her dress and he hasn’t changed either.” He looked down at the gunman crying and holding his shoulder. “You pissed yourself on the stage as I recall.” The sheriff and his deputies took Lilly and her brother away. “When you get out of prison, don’t come looking for me again. Next time, I won’t be getting married. And learn to control your bladder.” He reloaded his gun and put it away as he walked over to the barber shop. A newspaper reporter and a couple of dime novelists were already there waiting on him.


    “Are you going back to being a gunfighter, Mr. Tucker?” the reporter asked as Jeremiah took his seat in the barber chair.


    “I never was a gunfighter by choice. I’ve just always tried to stay alive. Those two characters I just met on the street were the same couple who tried to rob me on the stage when I left here to go to Alaska. I should have shot the two of them back then and put them out of their misery.”


    “I remember you telling about them,” said the reporter. “Why didn’t you kill him today? You know he’ll come looking for you again once they turn him loose.”


    “Today’s my wedding day. Alma and I are getting married.”


    “We were hoping that, while you were here, you’d tell us some more of your adventures. There’s not many gunslingers left these days.”


    The barber laid him back in the chair and Jeremiah crossed his feet on the foot rest.


    “Well, there was this time down on the Mississippi.” The reporter and novelists sat there listening, writing down his every word.


    “I had just taken up gambling as a means to support my mother. She stayed here at the ranch while I traveled around from one poker game to another. I wasn’t a gunfighter and had no plans of ever being one, but I wasn’t stupid either.”


    The barber shook the hair out of a sheet and covered Jeremiah up to his neck.


    “All poker players, if they’ve spent any time at the game, have been at a table when someone got shot. There’s always some drunk that thinks he’s been cheated and pulls his gun. It makes no difference if you had anything to do with it or not. You could wind up dead. I always watched a game from a distance before I ever sat in and learned as much about each player as I could. I knew the ones who were dangerous and those who were cheaters. That’s when I got the idea of cutting the bottoms out of my coat pockets. I was very seldom seen with both hands on the table at the same time. I almost always had my pistol drawn under the cover of my coat and ready to fire. Sure it was cheating, but I was young and just learning and it kept me alive.


    “So I had just gotten to Mississippi. I’d been there about a week, watching the games, when I finally decided to sit in on one. Now you all know that, by riverboat rules, you only play with tens or higher, so everyone at the table usually has a good hand. It’s not uncommon for there to be at least three flushes on a table with six players. If you have a straight, which is normally a good hand by regular rules, your best bet is to fold. Somebody’s going to have a full house or a straight flush.


    “This particular round I had nothing but two aces. There was this fellow across from me who had been losing all night with straights and flushes and he was drunk and really pissed. Screaming and hollering at every hand he was dealt, accusing the dealer of cheating. Anyway, this hand was different. He only had two kings and he bet everything that he had, which wasn’t much, so I matched his bet. The other players folded. They were afraid he was about to lose it and start shooting. He threw down his two kings and started reaching for the pot when I threw down my two aces.


    “‘Well, you son of a bitch,’ he says. He drew his pistol and I fired under the table hitting him right between the legs. I blew his nuts right out his asshole.” Everybody laughed. “Then I put a couple in his chest just to make sure.”


    “What happened then?” asked the reporter.


    “Well, all the other players were so afraid they were going to get shot by this crazy bastard that they never took their eyes off him. They never knew I fired the first shot from under the table, which they would have thought cowardly. So did I, but I was still alive. The riverboat crew came over and picked the guy up and threw him overboard. From that night on, I was known as a gunfighter. It took me years of practice before I was good enough to live up to my reputation and then the Civil War came along.”


    “We’d better let this man go for now,” said the barber. “You don’t wanna be late for your wedding.” He pulled the sheet off and shook it. “This one’s on me, Jeremiah. I hope you and your Alma have a wonderful life.”


    


    


    Chapter 2

    Jeremiah went to the sheriffs office and gave him all the information he could about the two who had tried to kill him, then headed back to the ranch. They were to be married under the same shade tree where his parents were buried. He decided not to tell Alma about the mishap in town until later. He didn’t want to ruin the wedding for her.


    Alma was everything he had ever wanted: She was small and sweet just like his mother and, most of all, she loved him. She had been married before, but had no children. Her husband was killed in the war not long after they were married. Now, with the money from the gold he found in Alaska, Jeremiah could give her the kind of life she deserved. She bought his old ranch from the government for the back taxes owed as a surprise for him when he came home. He loved her and knew she felt the same.


    It was almost eleven when he got to the top of the hill overlooking the ranch. Someone was riding hard coming toward him. It was Zeb, Luke Johnson’s son. He rode up beside Jeremiah and slowed, but didn’t stop. “You better get on home, Jeremiah,” he yelled as he rode past. When Jeremiah got to the ranch, there were horses and buggies all around the house. He could see men standing on his porch and women rushing about. The guests must be arriving early. He stepped down from his horse and, before he could walk to the porch, one of his neighbors, James, came to him. He had a solemn look about him.


    “Don’t go in there just yet, Jeremiah.” He reached out and took Jeremiah’s arm. “I’ll do whatever I can to help you.”


    “Help me with what? What’s going on here?” Nobody was laughing, no one was happy. It was his wedding day. “Where’s Alma?” He tried to pull away, but James held him fast.


    “There were four of them, Jeremiah. They hurt Alma real bad. Some of the men have already left to track them down before the trail gets cold. The Doc’s in there with her now.” Jeremiah broke loose and ran into the house. Alma was laying on the bed. Her clothes had been ripped off and were scattered in pieces on the floor. The women had covered her with a sheet while the doctor tended to her wounds. The sheet was soaked with blood. Her face was covered with bandages, but Jeremiah could see the bruises and the swelling of her face. “They cut her open,” whispered the doctor. “I had to stitch her up. I did the best I could.” He shook his head sadly as he looked at Jeremiah.


    Alma saw Jeremiah and started to cry. She held out her hand and Jeremiah took it and knelt down beside the bed. “Don’t you worry none, baby,” he said with tears in his eyes. “I’ll find every one of them no good sons of bitches and they’ll regret the day they were born. Did you recognize any of them?” She pulled him close to her and whispered something in his ear. “Is the preacher here? We want to get married right now.”


    Their wedding guests gathered around while Jeremiah knelt beside the bed and the preacher married them. Alma smiled and sighed then closed her eyes. Jeremiah looked up at the doctor and the doctor knelt down beside her. He put his ear to her mouth and smiled. “She’s sleeping. She’s a strong and determined little lady. I hope she can pull through this.”


    “Don’t you worry about a thing,” said Maggie, James’ wife. “We’ll all be here to help you with her every day. Me and James came over early so I could help her get ready and found her on the bed. The men who did this were still here and were out back laughing and talking. I saw your shotgun and fired both barrels at them while they were riding away. I think I hit one of them pretty good cause it almost knocked him off his horse. James was still out front and came running when he heard the shots. He wasn’t carrying a gun being we were going to a wedding and all. He took off for the Doc’s house right away. I would have shot them all, but they were gone by the time I found the shells. James saw Luke Johnson on the way and Luke and his men rode out after them. Luke sent his boy, Zeb, to find you and get the Sheriff. It all happened less than an hour ago.” She brought Jeremiah a chair so he could sit by the bed. Alma slept and never let go of his hand. Sometime during the night, Jeremiah heard her say, “I love you,” and then she died.


    


    


    Chapter 3

    Jeremiah buried her under the shade tree next to his parents. Everyone I ever loved is buried under this tree.


    ‘I brought my kin with me this time,’ he remembered the gunman saying.


    He strapped on his guns, saddled his horse and went back to town to the sheriff’s office. Sheriff Hunter saw him coming. “Be careful now, Jeremiah, you don’t wanna go breaking the law. I’ve got Jack and his sister behind bars. They’ll be tried in court for what they’ve done.”


    “I just buried Alma this morning. That piece of shit you have behind bars knows who did all those vile things to her. Open the door and let me in there with him now.” He pulled out both of his pistols.


    “I understand how you feel Jeremiah, but I can’t let you in there.”


    “You don’t understand shit,” and he hit the sheriff in the back of his neck with the butt of one of his pistols.


    “Help,” screamed Jack. “Somebody help me. He’s going to kill me.” Lilly was in the cell across the room. She cowered down and curled up in a corner keeping very quiet trying to disappear.


    Jeremiah unlocked the cell and went inside. He pulled Jack off his bunk by the arm and pushed his boot into his wounded shoulder. He twisted his arm until he was screaming. “You tell me who killed my wife or I’ll rip your arm off right here.”


    “I’ll tell you what you want to know, just don’t kill me.” He told Jeremiah that the four men were his brothers.


    Jeremiah sat on Jack’s chest with his knees on his shoulders. He gripped Jack’s lower lip and pulled it out then, with his knife, he started cutting it off slowly. Jack was screaming with blood gushing out of his mouth. Jeremiah smiled as he saw the terror in his eyes. When he finished, he held the lip up so Jack could see it. “I’ll be taking this with me.” He stuck it in his shirt pocket and jammed his pistol into Jack’s mouth. He could feel Jack’s broken teeth chattering against the barrel just like they had on the stagecoach years before. “We’ve done this before,” only this time he pulled the trigger, blowing Jack’s brain out the back of his head.


    He walked over to Lilly’s cell and opened it. Lilly was so afraid she was whining and covering her head with her arms. He grabbed her by her hair and dragged her out of the cell, then tied her hands behind her and dragged her outside. He took his lariat and tied it around her neck, then saddled up and rode off down the street with Lilly running along behind him. He headed back to his ranch. Lilly fell down a few times and he dragged her by her neck until he was afraid he might kill her, then he stopped and put her in the saddle and got up behind her. “I want you alive so you can identify those bastard brothers of yours who killed my wife. If you give me any shit, I’ll split your gut open and string your insides out so the critters can eat them while you watch.”


    Lilly was hysterical. “I didn’t have anything to do with your wife!” she screamed. “Please don’t hurt me.”


    “You best keep your mouth shut. It’s all I can do not to cut you in half right now.”


    When they got to the ranch, Jeremiah pulled her off of his horse and dragged her into the house. He pushed her into the bedroom and, holding her by her hair, forced her face down on the blood soaked bed. “This is where your brothers raped and killed my wife.” He wanted to kill her right there and she knew it, but he held himself back. He dragged her outside and tied her to the tree where Alma was buried.


    “Your brothers beat her until her face was unrecognizable then they raped her and took a knife to her. It was our wedding day. We were married just before she died ’cause that’s the way she wanted it. All I’ll promise you is that if you help me, I’ll let you live. If you don’t, you’ll die the most painful death you can imagine and you won’t have any face left.”


    “Please don’t hurt me. I’ll help you find them.” He untied her, but left the rope around her neck. He pulled the rope tight almost lifting her off the ground. “I want to kill you so bad I can hardly control myself.” Lilly’s legs gave way and she fell to the ground begging him not to kill her. He dragged her to his cattle tank and threw her in. “Wash my wife’s blood off your face and clean yourself up. You smell like an old whore.”


    He hitched up the team to his wagon and tied Lilly to the seat. He loaded the wagon with plenty of food and water for them both. The wagon was slower than horseback, but he had to take Lilly and he had to have control over her. “You just remember one thing: When we find them, if you warn them in any way, you’ll be the first one to get shot and it won’t be the way that kills you. After I’m finished with your brothers, which may take a week or so, then I’ll start in on you and believe me when I tell you you’re not gonna like it.”


    Lilly started to cry. She was shaking so bad that Jeremiah tightened the ropes on her so she wouldn’t fall out of the wagon. “I’ll help you, I promise. I didn’t know they were going to hurt her. They told me they were just going to scare her.”


    “Well, they scared her all right and killed her to boot.”


    Lilly saw the anger in his face starting to rise again, she knew he wanted to tear her apart. “I promise I’ll help you. Please don’t hurt me.”


    Jeremiah tied two horses to the tail of the wagon, then climbed up and sat beside her. “I’ve never killed a woman before. I reckon it’s just like killing a man only easier. Maybe I’ll just skin you alive like the Indians do. I’ve heard that’s about the most painful way to die there is.”


    They left the ranch and went out the back, the way Lilly’s brothers had gone. Jeremiah hoped the men who were tracking would either have them or know where they were headed. About a mile or so from the ranch, he saw one of them laying on the prairie trail.


    “That’s Billy Bob,” said Lilly. She started crying again. “He’s the oldest.”


    Jeremiah climbed down and looked him over. “This is the one Maggie shot, part of his back is missing.”


    “Oh Billy,” Lilly cried, “you’ve gone and got all of us kilt.”


    Jeremiah reached down and with his thumb plucked out one of Billy Bob’s eyes. He gripped it in his hand and ripped it, tearing away the nerves. Lilly screamed and looked away. He climbed back on the wagon and pitched the eye in a bucket. “I promised myself I‘d bring back a piece of each one of them for Alma.”


    “Aren’t you going to bury him?” Lilly said, crying.


    “Fuck him. Let the buzzards and coyotes take care of him.”


    “But he’s my brother.”


    “And Alma was my wife. They raped her and cut her up so bad it killed her. I warned you before and, if you don’t shut up, I’ll cut out your tongue.”


    Lilly fainted and fell into Jeremiah’s lap. He sat her back up straight on the seat. When he was lifting her, he saw how fragile she really was. His anger had got the best of him and he knew it. Hurting this little girl won‘t bring Alma back.“I didn’t really mean that. I could never hurt you like that.”


    


    


    Chapter 4

    Lilly’s family name was Jones. She was the only daughter of six children. Her brothers were Jack, Charlie, Dick, Ben, and Billy Bob. When Jack got out of prison, he vowed to get Jeremiah if it was the last thing he did and his brothers and sister agreed to help him.


    Jeremiah had already killed Jack, and Maggie had killed Billy Bob without really knowing about it. Jeremiah had Lilly, and Charlie, Dick and Ben were running for their lives. Luke Johnson and his men were hard on their trail.


    They were all supposed to meet up just south of the ranch, but when Billy Bob was shot and Jack and Lilly didn’t show, they knew it had gone wrong. Now, there was a whole gang of men relentlessly chasing them, not giving them a chance to rest. Even worse, down deep they knew Jeremiah Tucker was still alive and was coming for them.


    The brothers pulled up on top of a hill. In the distance, they could see the dust flying from the hooves of the horses as Luke and his men pursued them.


    “That must be a posse following us,” said Ben. “They won’t stop until we’re all dead. The best chance we have is to split up. At least, one or two of us might make it.”


    “I knew we shouldn’t have done that,” said Dick. “We were just supposed to scare her. Those men are hell bent for leather to see us hang or kill us and leave us for the buzzards. I oughta go down there and give myself up. I didn’t have anything to do with that woman.”


    “You go down there and I’ll shoot you myself,” said Ben. “I didn’t know you were such a chicken shit. I shoulda known when you wouldn’t take your turn with that woman. We can’t split up now cause our little chicken shit brother will go turn us all in.”


    ***


    Alma had gone to the door because they had been expecting guests for their wedding. The men had been clean shaven and looked decent enough. She thought they were friends of Jeremiah's and invited them in. “Have you known Jeremiah long?” she said.


    “Oh, we’ve known him so long that we share everything, especially our women.” Charlie moved toward her.


    Alma realized she’d made a horrible mistake and tried to run to the kitchen where there was a shotgun, but the men circled her, grabbed her and dragged her kicking and screaming into the bedroom. They had torn off her clothes and two of them held her down while another one raped her.


    “We were just supposed to scare her,” Dick said. “I don’t want nothing to do with this.”


    “You just stand out there and keep watch,” Ben said. Alma broke one hand loose and scratched Charlie’s face. He grabbed her hand and shoved it back down. “Goddammit, hold her down, Billy Bob.” Then he started in on pounding her in the face. After they had each taken a turn with her, Charlie pulled out his knife and slit her open. He stuck the knife between her legs and slit her all the way to her belly button.


    “You won’t ever scar my face again, you bitch.”


    They left her there to die and went out back to their horses. Charlie was moaning about how much the scratch hurt and the others were laughing. They didn’t hear Maggie and James come in the front. As they were riding off, Maggie opened fire on them with the double barreled shotgun she found in the kitchen. They rode as fast as they could to get away not knowing that she had hit Billy Bob in the back. After they were a mile or so away from the house, he died and fell from his horse. They stopped and Ben got down and checked to see if he was still alive. “Billy’s dead. We can‘t stay and look after him. They’ll be coming after us now. Jack and Lilly will have to fend for themselves.” He mounted his horse and they hightailed it.


    


    


    Chapter 5

    Jeremiah took the rope from Lilly’s neck and untied the ropes holding her to the wagon seat. Her neck had rope burns from being dragged and her wrists were red and blue, almost bleeding. Lilly watched in shock as Jeremiah rubbed her wrists, trying to get some life back into them.


    “I’m sorry I did this to you, Lilly. You didn’t have anything to do with Alma getting raped and killed. I’m no better than your brothers. I just wanted to get even. You’re free to go if you want. I can hunt down your brothers without you.”


    Lilly put her shaking hand on his and started to cry again. “I’m so sorry all of this happened to you. To me, it still seems like a nightmare that I can’t wake up from. I hate my brothers for doing this to you.” She laid her head against his chest and really bawled. Her whole body was shaking. Jeremiah sat there holding her, realizing this was no act. She really meant it. His shirt was getting wet from her tears. He just sat there holding her, letting her cry it out.


    It was getting late and the stars were starting to come out. He held her until she went to sleep and for a long time afterwards. She’s just a little girl. I shouldn’t never have treated her like that. He unhitched the horses and led them out to the grass, then he tied their legs together and left them to eat. He climbed back onto the wagon and lifted Lilly up and put her head in his lap. He sat there all night under the stars with him holding her while they slept. When morning came, he opened his eyes and she was still there, only awake and with his two pistols aimed at his head.


    “Holy shit!” He sat up straight on the seat. “What are you gonna do?”


    Lilly twirled his guns around and handed them to him. “I just wanted you to know I meant what I said last night. I really do hate my brothers for what they did. They were worse than animals. I want to help you catch them.” She was still crying a little and her eyes were red.


    “What a way to wake up,” Jeremiah said.


    He hitched up the horses and climbed up beside her. She sat beside Jeremiah and took the reins in her hands. “Giddyup,” she said and whipped their backs with the reins. “We better get a move on if we’re ever gonna catch them.” Jeremiah was shaking a little himself. No one had ever gotten the drop on him before. She could’ve killed me.


    They rode along in silence for a while then Jeremiah asked her, “What happened to you after the stagecoach?”


    “Well, they tried us in court. Jack got two years in prison, but even though I was with him and had the derringer, they only gave me six months in jail. I didn’t go to no prison. It was mainly ’cause I was a woman, I reckon. I didn’t have it as bad as my brother, but it wasn’t no easy ride neither. There wasn’t a night went by I didn’t have to fight off the sheriff and his deputies. Even the judge who sentenced me came to my cell one night. I started screaming his name out my cell window and he got out of there fast.”


    “What about when they let you go?”


    “I went back home to mother’s in Arkansas. We all just stayed there and waited for Jack to get out. When he came home, he was really mad. He didn’t like prison one bit. They held him down and used him for a woman, I heard him tell the others. That’s when they decided to come after you. I didn’t want to come, but they talked me into it saying we was family and all. They didn’t know about your woman until we got to Coffeyville.” She started to cry again. Jeremiah took the reins and she laid her head against his shoulder and held on to his arm. “I don’t know why they did that to her. I’m so sorry. I should’ve stayed in Arkansas, but I let them talk me into coming.”


    


    



    Chapter 6


    Luke and his men had chased the Jones brothers all the way to Independence, Kansas, a two day ride from Jeremiah’s ranch, but once they got there, they had no way of identifying them. Luke left his men there just in case the Jones brothers might show themselves in town or in a saloon. He had no idea what their names were or that they were brothers. He hoped that maybe, while drinking, they might brag about what they’d done. He headed back to Coffeyville where he met up with Jeremiah and Lilly.


    “My God, Jeremiah, if you’re here, Alma must have...” He stopped. He couldn‘t utter the word.


    “Alma died in the night, Luke. I appreciate what you and your men did. I don‘t know how I‘ll ever repay you.”


    “I know you’d have done the same for me, Jeremiah. We tracked them to Independence, but then we lost them in the town. I left my hands there on the off chance they might show themselves. They were all tuckered out and needed some food and rest. I was coming back in hopes of finding you. He stopped talking and looked at Lilly. He took his hat off. “Excuse me, ma’am. I was so intent on finding Jeremiah I didn’t see you there.”


    “This is Miss Lilly. I brought her along cause she knows these men and can identify them.” Jeremiah gave Luke some biscuits and water and thanked him for tracking them down. “You go on back home now, Luke. If I see your men, I’ll send them home. This is something I have to do myself.”


    “How does she know those men?” Luke whispered.


    “They’re her brothers.”


    “Her brothers? And she’s gonna help you find them?”


    “That’s right, Luke, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone you saw us. I killed one of them in the jail and broke Lilly out. The sheriff will be looking for me. He probably wants to hang me for what I did. He doesn’t understand.”


    “You killed her brother and broke her out of jail? He’ll not hear nothin’ from me. Thanks for the water and biscuits and good day to you, Miss Lilly.” He left them and headed back to Coffeyville. Jeremiah climbed back onto the wagon and sat down beside her. “Are you sure you’re up to this, Lilly?”


    She took his arm and moved closer to him. “After what they did, they’re not my brothers anymore. I’ll not only help you find them, I’ll shoot them myself if you don’t.”


    Jeremiah picked up the reins and the horses started off. “I heard what you told that man about breaking me out of jail and killing Jack. You’ll be wanted by the law just like me. If we make it out alive, I’ll take you back to the mountains of Arkansas with me. We can live there for the rest of our lives and nobody will ever know what we did.”


    Jeremiah looked at her in surprise.


    “What? You think I’m a little girl? I may be little, but under this dress, there’s a full growed woman. I’ll be twenty-seven my next birthday.” Jeremiah didn’t know what to say. “I know you just lost your wife and I’ve lost two of my brothers, and it won’t be long before the others are dead. We’ve got to stick together and help each other stay alive. You may not take to me right away, but in time, I’ll show you I’m a good woman.”


    Jeremiah was afraid to say no. If he did, he‘d lose his only chance of finding Alma’s killers. His opinion of Lilly had changed from what he had first thought of her, but now he thought she was completely crazy. She had gone from one extreme to another. Her tears were real enough and she could’ve shot me back there, but then she wouldn’t have me to help her find her brothers. Maybe this has been too much for her to cope with or maybe she’s laying a trap.


    She was right about one thing: They were both wanted by the law. They drove into Independence and Jeremiah rented a room at the hotel. Lilly undressed and got into bed as soon as they closed the door. Jeremiah sat in a chair and took his boots off. Lilly lay there watching him and then she sat up in the bed. She was right about another thing: There is a full growed woman under that dress. He looked at her sitting there in bed with only her legs covered. She was small, but there was no mistake, she was all woman. Her blue eyes and black hair set off her face, but Jeremiah couldn’t keep his eyes off all the other things she had.


    “You don’t have to make love to me. I do want you, but I’m not completely heartless. You could come and lay beside me and just hold me.” She laughed. “If you’ve got the guts.”


    Jeremiah got up and turned out the light. She heard him drop his clothes on the floor. “You can forget about that. You may not be completely heartless, but if you think I’m going to sleep with you, you’re completely crazy.” He sat in the chair and tried to go to sleep, but he couldn’t get his mind off Lilly. There was just enough moonlight coming through the window that he could see Lilly tossing and turning completely uncovered. It was hard, very hard, but finally, he managed to fall asleep.


    


    


    Chapter 7

    Lilly’s brothers got to Independence and blended into the crowd. There were over four hundred people and it wasn’t hard to disappear. They stayed away from the hotel and the saloons or anywhere they might be expected to go. They planned to rest and eat and then get back to Arkansas.


    In the morning, Jeremiah and Lilly went down to the lobby and asked the hotel owner about breakfast. “We have an agreement with the boarding house down the street. Mrs. Miller serves all of our guests three meals a day for only ten cents a meal. You can take a bath for a nickel. It’s right down the street.” He walked Jeremiah to the door and pointed to the boarding house.


    “Did you get any sleep last night, Jeremiah?” Lilly asked.


    “I slept like a baby,” he said.


    “You don’t have to lie to me,” she laughed. “I saw you looking.” After breakfast, they went to separate bath houses for a bath. There were three tubs in each bath house and only one was empty. Jeremiah laid back in the tub and closed his eyes, remembering Alma and their kiss before he went to town.


    “Which one of you assholes is Jeremiah Tucker?” someone said. Jeremiah opened his eyes. He could see a slight resemblance in the man to Jack and knew it was one of the brothers.


    “Well, that would be me. And who might you be?”


    The man saw Jeremiah’s clothes and a holstered pistol hanging off the back of a chair. He reached down in his boot and pulled out a skinning knife. The other two men in the tubs jumped out and grabbed their clothes, running outside trying to pull their pants on while they ran.


    “I’m Ben, the brother of Jack Jones. The man you had arrested and sent to prison.”


    “Oh, you must mean that little chicken shit I killed in the Coffeyville jail. And you’d be one of the lowlife bastards that raped and killed my wife.”


    “We didn’t start out to fuck her, but she wanted it so bad. She couldn’t get enough. You shoulda heard her begging us not to stop. We had to cut her open to shut her up.” He started walking toward the tub and Jeremiah raised his pistol and fired. He saw the startled look on Ben’s face as he grabbed what was left of his balls and fell to the floor vomiting.


    “You Joneses must be the stupidest family in Arkansas.” He climbed out of the tub and dried off. He reached down and picked up Ben’s knife and, while he screamed, Jeremiah cut off one of his ears. “I promised myself I’d bring back a piece of each one of you for my wife.” Ben tried to go for his gun, but Jeremiah shoved the knife in his nose and then kicked it all the way in with his knee. “That makes three of you.”


    He heard a woman screaming and knew it was Lilly. He threw the ear in the chair and stepped outside with only a towel wrapped around him. He saw Lilly being dragged away by some man. He fired a shot trying not to hit Lilly and the man let go and ran away. Jeremiah ran to her as she fell to the ground. He picked her up and carried her into the boarding house. Her mouth was bleeding. She put up a fight.


    He went back to the bath house and dressed, then went back in to Lilly.“They saw us go into the boarding house, Jeremiah. I didn’t tell them nothin’.”


    


    


    Chapter 8

    Sheriff Hunter had known Jeremiah from when they were boys. He knew what Jeremiah was going through and felt sorry for him, but he had vowed to uphold the law and even though Jeremiah was doing the same as he would do, he had to bring him in. After all, Jeremiah was a gunfighter even though he had never been convicted of any crime. The sheriff had a knot on the back of his head and a dead prisoner in his jail who was missing a lip and another prisoner had disappeared. Jeremiah was the last person he saw in the jail so it had to be him, but the sheriff had no witness and couldn’t prove that Jeremiah was responsible.


    “I’ve got to go after him,” he told his deputy. “As much as I know he was right to kill those bastards, I’ve still got to go get him.”


    “Luke Johnson just came back to town,” said the deputy. “He was the one who chased after those men who killed Alma. If anybody knows where Jeremiah is, it would be Luke.”


    ***


    “You go after Jeremiah for killing those sorry bastards,” Luke told the sheriff, “and I’ll see to it that you never hold an office in this town again. Didn’t you see poor Alma after those fuckers got through with her. You should be after them, not Jeremiah. I’m not sure you should be a sheriff. You don’t know who the real killers are here. You get a little bump on the back of your head and you start thinking all crazy.”


    “You’re right,” said Sheriff Hunter. “For all I know, those bastards came in and hit me over the head and killed that lipless fucker, then took Jeremiah and the girl. At least, that’s the story I’m sticking to. I sure hope Jeremiah gets them all. He’s probably out of my jurisdiction anyway.” He looked at Luke for an acknowledgment. Luke didn’t respond.


    “You should deputize Jeremiah right now, even though he ain’t here, and put out a wire to all the sheriffs around that he’s your deputy and they should give him all the help he needs in bringing those fuckers to justice. The way I see it, he did us all a favor by killing Jack and saving us the trouble and the expense of doing it ourselves.”


    ***


    The sheriff and his deputies rushed into the boarding house. Mrs. Kirby pointed to Jeremiah and Lilly. They drew their guns and took Jeremiah’s pistols, then took them to jail. “What’s your name, mister?” asked the sheriff. He had a handful of Wanted posters he was going through.


    “My name’s Jeremiah Tucker.”


    The sheriff dropped the posters and looked up at him. “You the Jeremiah Tucker from Coffeyville?”


    “I am.”


    “Turn them loose, boys. This man’s a deputy of Sheriff Hunter in Coffeyville.”


    Jeremiah was startled. He fully expected Hunter to be coming after him.


    “And who are you, young lady?”


    “She’s with me,” said Jeremiah. “She’s the only one who can identify the men we’re tracking. One of them’s in the bath house now.”


    “That would be Ben,” said Lilly. “Dick and Charlie were holding on to me until they heard the shot, then Charlie ran away. Dick was the one you shot at when you came out of the bath house.”


    “How can we help you, Deputy Tucker?”


    “You can bury that man in the bath house and, as far as anything else, we don’t need any help other than just staying out of our way.”


    The sheriff handed Jeremiah his pistols.


    “We’d better be leaving now before their trail gets cold.” He took Lilly by the hand and they got out of there before the sheriff changed his mind.


    “What the hell just happened?” said Lilly.


    “Damned if I know, but somebody in Coffeyville is sure helping us. I don’t see it being the sheriff after I knocked him out, but I could be wrong.” They went back to the hotel and gathered up their belongings.


    “Where do you think they’re heading, Lilly?”


    “Arkansas. Dick told me they were going home after Ben killed you. What part did you take from Ben?”


    “His ear.” Lilly shuddered and then laughed. “I hated him the most.”


    “About last night. I told you I wouldn’t hurt you, but if you turn me over to your brothers, everything I said before still goes.”


    “I never told them a thing. They saw us together, that’s all. If I have to, I’ll kill the next one myself just to prove it to you.” They hurried and loaded the wagon and got out of town, headed for Arkansas.


    


    


    Chapter 9

    It was a long way from Independence, Kansas, to the Ozarks of Arkansas. It took them four days to make it to Joplin and four more until they hit the Arkansas Ozarks. They talked and got to know each other a little better along the way. Lilly did most of the talking. “I like to cook. My favorite is chicken and dumplings with tomatoes and bread afterwards as a dessert.”


    Jeremiah smiled. “My mother used to make tomatoes and bread.”


    “When we get home, I’ll fix you some.”


    Jeremiah looked at her. “We’re not going there on a peaceful visit. Don’t forget why I’m going.”


    “I’m not going to have any family left.” She hung her head and began to cry.


    “Maybe it’d be best if you just told me where to go and I let you out at the next town.”


    “No, I want to be with you when you kill them. I’m not crying about that. It’s just that I hate them all so much for treating me the way they did when I was growing up. I’m glad you’re killing them.”


    Jeremiah didn’t want to ask. He had a pretty good idea of what they did to her when she was just a child.


    “I was the youngest and Jack was next to me. He always tried to stop them, but he was just a kid, too. We always played together, but in the end, we all turned out bad. I think you would have liked Jack if you’d known him back then.” Jeremiah just nodded once in a while and let her talk and cry without interrupting her.


    “Dick was a couple of years older that Jack. The others were so much older they seemed more like fathers than brothers. My pop was killed in the war at Pea Ridge.” She stopped and dried her eyes. “I bet you had a good childhood growing up.”


    “I killed my first man when I was six years old for killing my father and raping my mother.”


    Lilly sat there looking at him. “Are you telling me for sure or just making it up?”


    “It’s for sure all right. I stuck a pitchfork through his neck while he was raping my mother. That’s why I became a gambler; I had to support my mother.”


    “You became a gambler when you were six years old?”


    “No,” Jeremiah laughed. “I was a little older than that, but I couldn’t let my mother carry the load all by herself so, when I was old enough, I started playing poker.”


    “When did you become a gunfighter?”


    “Right after I became a gambler. One just goes with the other. I shot a guy from under the table in my first game on the Mississippi. Back then, I only carried one gun. When you and Jack tried to rob me on the stagecoach, it made me realize I should be carrying two guns instead of one. Then I could use either hand. I owe you for that. If I hadn’t had two guns, your brother, Ben, would have had me back there. Being known as a gunfighter has taught me to never be without a gun, even when I’m in the tub.”


    “What did you do when the war came along?”


    “I dug a deep hole and got in the bottom of it.” He laughed. “My intention was to come out of the war in one piece, not to be a hero. I didn’t join up of my own accord. The law helped me make that decision. I didn’t join until late in ’63. Most of my time was spent as a guard at Camp Sumter at the Andersonville, Georgia, prison. Until then, I didn’t know what cruelty was.”


    “I’ve heard of Andersonville. Was it really as bad as they say?”


    “They built the prison in ’64 to hold about thirteen thousand prisoners. With four hundred arriving each day, it wasn’t long before there were twenty-six thousand and the camp had to be enlarged. Then, before we knew it, there were more. Over forty-five thousand went through Andersonville. There wasn’t enough food and medical treatment. The only water they had came from a little stream that ran through the camp called Stockade Branch. All the prisoners were starving. Some officer wrote that it took seven men to make a shadow.”


    “How did you guard all those prisoners?” She looked at Jeremiah’s stocky build. “You don’t look like you starved. You look like you got plenty to eat.”


    “I was a guard in one of the stockade towers called a ‘pigeon roost.’ We had a line drawn around the inside of the stockade walls. It was called the ‘dead line.’ If a prisoner crossed it, he got shot. When I first got there, I wouldn’t shoot any of them, but after I saw them starve to death and eat each other’s shit to stay alive, I’d call down to them and tell them to cross the line so I could put an end to it. Over thirteen thousand men died there in only fourteen months. I saw so much cruelty that I lost what little pride I had in being a Confederate soldier. I was a private when I went in and a private when I came out. As for having plenty to eat, I never lost any weight, but I gave most of it to the prisoners. Some of the soldiers would sit outside so the prisoners could see them eat, just to torture them. I hated the Civil War.”


    “How long were you at Andersonville?”


    “I was there from the very beginning in ’64 till May of ’65 when they shut it down. You could smell the death.”


    Lilly could see the expression on Jeremiah’s face change.


    “Let’s talk about something else for a while. I’m tired and the horses need to rest.” They had crossed the border into Arkansas. Jeremiah found a creek with shade trees and grass and they pulled in and stopped. He unhitched the horses from the wagon and led them down to the creek. He let them drink, then turned them onto the grass. “We might as well stay here for the night. Give us all a chance to rest up.”


    Lilly helped him unsaddle the two riding horses and turned them loose with the others.


    “How’d you stop Ben from killing you?”


    “I shot him. I shot him right between the legs.” Lilly laughed. “If you wanna stop a man without killing him, there’s no better way than to blow his balls off. That’ll stop ’em every time.”


    “How’d you kill him? I only heard one shot.”


    “With his own knife.” He didn’t go into the details, but let it drop right there. He knew Lilly had been raped by her brothers. She got a kick out of hearing about Ben, but he didn’t want to stir up those thoughts in her. He never enjoyed killing. He knew what he was doing was probably wrong, but he couldn’t let Alma’s murderers go without being punished and, to his way of thinking, death was letting them off easy. He had learned more ways to kill a man slowly in Andersonville than most men knew how to die.


    


    


    Chapter 10

    Charlie and Dick were on horseback and were running for their lives. They could move a lot faster and take shortcuts through the mountains where a wagon couldn’t go. They knew Jeremiah was coming after them and that Lilly was with him. By the time Jeremiah and Lilly were crossing the border, they had already made it home.


    “Where are the rest of my boys?” asked their mother, “and where’s my Lilly?”


    “They got killed, Ma,” said Dick. “All except for Lilly and she’s helpin’ the man who killed ’em. It’s just me and Charlie now and Lilly’s bringin’ him here.”


    She sat in her rocking chair with her hand on her chest crying. “What did you boys do that made him start killin’ you?”


    “We didn’t do nothin’, Ma,” said Charlie. “He’s a gunfighter and he started in on us. Lilly took a likin’ to him and is helpin’ him run us down.”


    “Billy was always a bit fiery, but you’ens let him kill little Jack and Ben?”


    “We didn’t have nothin’ to do with it, Ma. He came after us one at a time and Lilly was helpin’ him.”


    Charlie went outside to take care of the horses, leaving Dick alone with their mother. “Charlie’s always been a liar. He never could fool me, but you’ens never lied to me, Dick. Tell your ma what really happened.”


    “They hurt this man’s wife and she died, Ma. I swear I had nothin’ to do with it. I tried to stop ’em, but they wouldn’t listen. Her husband is a gunfighter and he’s goin’ to kill us all.” He knelt down and put his head in her lap.


    “The good Lord makes us pay for our sins. Lord knows what all I did to bring this on to my family. I knew what your pa and your brothers was doin’ to that little girl, and sat and did nothin’, pretendin’ that it weren’t happenin’. Now, it’s all comin’ back on me.” She sat there and cried, holding Dick’s head in her lap. She was sixty-five years old, but the hard life she’d lived had taken its toll.


    “When he comes, you go out there and stand up to him like a man. I know Charlie will try to ambush him, but I want you to take what you got comin’. If you’re tellin’ the truth, the good Lord will protect you.”


    “I ain’t so sure as you about that, Ma. This man’s bound and determined to see us all dead. Lilly told me he takes a piece of each one he kills so’s he can take it back to his dead wife and show her what he’s done.”


    “I never heared of such a thing. He must be part Injun.”


    “When I die, Ma, I want all my parts to be buried with me. I don’t want a piece of me here and a piece of me somewhere else. Charlie said he was probably takin’ the pieces back and nailin’ them to his barn door. That scares the hell outta me just thinkin’ about it.”


    Charlie had put up the horses and was in the barn planning his ambush just like his mother said he would. He had a spot picked out in the loft where he could lay down with his rifle and shoot Jeremiah in the back when he came for them. “He’ll not be takin’ a piece of me. I’ll skin him and nail his hide to the barn door.”


    


    



    Chapter 11


    The sun shining down through the trees woke Jeremiah and he sat up in the back of the wagon where he and Lilly had slept. Lilly was already up and in the creek bathing. She pretended she didn’t know Jeremiah was watching her although she knew he was and made no attempt to cover herself. Jeremiah laid back down in the wagon for a little more sleep. He had just dozed off when he was startled awake.


    “Get away from me, you son of a bitch!” Lilly screamed. “Jeremiah, help me!”


    Jeremiah jumped up and grabbed one of his pistols. He ran toward the creek. Lilly was still in the water, but fighting with all her might as some bearded man was dragging her toward the bank. She saw Jeremiah run up to the edge of the creek.


    “Well, shoot this son of a bitch, Jeremiah! Don’t just stand there.” The man let go of Lilly and reached for his gun. Lilly fell backwards into the water and all she heard were two gun shots. She was afraid to look up for what she might see, but when she did, she saw the hillbilly floating face down in the water. She sat there in the water shaking until Jeremiah waded out and picked her up. “Everbody wants me except the one that counts.” She put her arms around Jeremiah’s neck and kissed him on the cheek as he carried her to the wagon. Jeremiah put her down, threw a blanket around her and left her at the wagon while he went back to the creek and gathered up her clothes. She stood there not dressing, looking at Jeremiah.


    “What’s the matter, Jeremiah?” she said with her hands on her hips. “You think I’m ugly or something?”


    “I never thought about it. I don’t think you’re ugly, I suppose. Not real ugly anyway.”


    Lilly covered her smile. “You know I’d make someone a good wife. We’ve been together a while now. Don’t you ever think about me that way?”


    “What way’s that?”


    “I saw you looking at me. Just before you killed that hillbilly I saw that look on your face. You have feelings for me and I know it. You know what I’m talking about.”


    “The sun was in my eyes, I didn’t see nothin’. Besides, you’re too skinny for me anyway. I like my women with a little meat on their bones.”


    “I got meat where it counts. I saw you watching and the sun wasn’t in your eyes neither.”


    “I’ve got to catch the horses so we can get outta here before some more of those hillbillies show up. Can you help me?”


    “I’ll help you, even though I’m so skinny and frail, but you got to promise not to watch. I don’t want you falling down and hurting yourself.”


    “Why would I do that?’


    “I got eyes, too, Jeremiah. After looking at me in the hotel the other night, you could hardly stand up straight.”


    Jeremiah laughed. “You’re imagining things.”


    “It’s okay, I like my men with a little meat on their bone, too.”


    “It’ll never happen, Lilly, so just quit thinking about it. Just help me catch the horses.”


    They hitched up the horses and saddled the trace horses. When they were ready to go, Lilly laid her hand on Jeremiah’s. “We’ve all had something bad happen to us in our lives. We can’t go on blaming it on others or ourselves forever. If we ever want to be happy again, we have to quit lying to ourselves and move on.”


    “It just takes time, Lilly. Sometimes, it just takes time. I didn’t really know Alma that well. We met on the same stage that you and Jack tried to rob me on. She got on when you and Jack were taken away by the sheriff. I went on to Alaska and didn’t see her for over two years. We wrote each other now and then. Her more than me, but in her last letter she said she loved me. Nobody had ever said that to me before. Then, when I came home, she’d bought my ranch from the government as a surprise for me. All and all, I’ve known you longer than her, if you count our meeting on the stagecoach. If you count the time we’ve been together tracking your brothers, we’ve almost been together longer, but that doesn’t matter. I’m not lying to myself. It just takes time. I’ve got a job to do and I can’t let my mind be distracted.”


    In the back of his mind, he couldn’t help but think Lilly was just trying to distract him to save her brothers’ lives. He knew he couldn’t stop until he had avenged Alma’s death.


    


    


    Chapter 12

    The farther they went, the more beautiful Arkansas became. There were mountains, trees, rivers and waterfalls. Jeremiah had only passed through northwest Arkansas on his way to Andersonville. He’d never stopped and really took in its beauty. “Why did you ever leave this place? It’s as beautiful as Alaska only not as cold.”


    “There’s no money here. If you don’t work in a coal mine or cut off your trees for timber, then farming is the only thing left. And there’s nothing to do. Young people need things to do other than work. My pa raised corn and tomatoes for a living. After he was killed, the boys lost all interest in farming and started robbing people. Here in Arkansas, everyone they robbed was as poor as us, so we left and went to Kansas. They killed buffalo until all the Injuns was rounded up and put on reservations and then went back to robbing. You said you went through Arkansas during the war. Why didn’t you come back?”


    “My mother was killed by the Yankees while I was at Andersonville. She died trying to defend our place from the new Yankee government. I came back and had nothing, so I went to Alaska to find gold and buy our place back. I was raised there and both of my parents died and are buried there. I buried Alma right beside them under the shade tree where I tied you.” Lilly started to cry again. “I’m sorry I did that to you. I was crazy with anger, I wanted to kill everyone.”


    “I’m not crying because you were mean to me, but for what we did to you. We never gave a thought to the trouble the people we robbed had been through. We just took everything they had. We’re all in the same family and we all agreed on what we did. We deserve anything we get. All except Dick. He didn’t want to hurt your wife. He told me in Independence he tried to stop them. Please don’t kill him, Jeremiah.”


    ***


    It took them two more days of winding through the mountains when they finally broke through the trees and Jeremiah got his first look at their farm. It was down in a valley with the White River running through it. The house and barn were in the middle of the fields which were grown up with cedar and locust trees. A trail used to drag the logs out was the only path down to the valley. There was no one in sight.


    “If you just follow this old logging road, it’ll take you down to the valley. You’re right about the beauty of this place. From up here, it’s so beautiful. But you can’t see all the misery I went through down there. That’s what I was trying to get away from, not the farm, but instead of leaving it behind, I took it right along with me.”


    It took the rest of the day to get down to the river.


    “There’s a low water bridge where we can cross, but we’d better stay on this side until daybreak. We don’t want to try crossing the river in the dark.”


    Jeremiah looked around. “Do you think they know we’re here?”


    “Of course, they do. They’ve known we were here since we left the top of the mountain.”Jeremiah pulled one of his pistols and laid it in his lap.


    “Don’t worry about them coming after you tonight. They’re more afraid of you than you are of them. Besides, they know I’m with you. They wouldn’t risk killing me to get the jump on you.”


    “We can stay over here tonight and go in at daybreak.”


    “Just keep an eye on the barn, Jeremiah. Charlie will try to ambush you.”


    In the morning, they made their way across the river and drove up to the side of the barn. Still, there was no one in sight. Jeremiah stepped down off the wagon.


    “Be careful.” Lilly jumped down and ran toward the house. When she got to the porch, the door flew open and Dick walked out. He was unarmed.


    “You can kill me if you want to, but I had nothing to do with hurting your wife.” He held his hands up as he walked toward Jeremiah.


    “Where’s your brother?” said Jeremiah just as he heard the blast of a shotgun. He drew his pistols and swung around to the barn. Lilly stood there for a second, then ran to the barn. Jeremiah stood there looking at Dick and then back to the barn, not knowing what to do.


    “It’s okay, Jeremiah, we’re coming out.” Lilly walked out of the barn holding her crying mother.


    “I didn’t raise my boys to be back shooters,” said Lilly’s mother.


    “Charlie’s dead. Ma shot him to save your life.”


    Jeremiah walked out to the barn and found Charlie’s dead body. His rifle and his mother’s shotgun were laying on the ground. He took out his knife, but then put it away and walked back out to the others.


    “My job’s done here. I’ll help you bury your son and then I’ll leave.”


    “No need for you to stay,” said Dick. “We can take care of our own.”


    Lilly walked with her mother up to the porch and sat her in her rocker. Jeremiah turned and walked to the wagon. As he turned it around and started to drive away, Lilly started to cry. ‘What’s the matter, child?” said her mother. She reached out and held Lilly’s hand.


    “I don’t know, momma. I never felt like this before. I feel like my whole life is driving away in that wagon.”


    They watched from the porch as Jeremiah drove down to the river and then he stopped, turned around and drove back to the house. He sat there looking at Lilly wiping the tears from her eyes and then he climbed down and walked up on the porch.


    
      “I forgot something,” he said as he reached down and picked Lilly up in his arms. He carried her to his wagon and sat her on the seat, then climbed up beside her. “I can’t wait to try some of your tomatoes and bread.” Lilly stopped crying long enough for him to kiss her and then they drove away.
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