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  With ADVENTURES OF CASH LARAMIE AND GIDEON MILES, Edward A. Grainger has given fans of traditional Westerns something new and exciting to sink their choppers into. Not a fan of Westerns? Been a while since you've tucked into one? Prefer crime stories? No worries, these stories are as much crime, action, and adventure tale as they are Western. But all that genre affiliation aside, these are damn fine stories.


  


  -- Matthew P. Mayo
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  I confess, until I read Grainger's Cash and Miles stories, I always thought of Westerns as dusty, dated affairs. But Grainger proved me wrong. His blend of Westerns and crime fiction is pitch-perfect, bringing out the best in both genres.


  


  -- Chris F. Holm
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  The writing is spare and impactful, the stories are imaginative. Even if you don't think you're a fan of "Westerns", do yourself a favor and check out this collection --- it just might prove to be the best 99 cents you ever spent.


  


  -- Wayne D. Dundee
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  If you're a Western fan and haven't yet made the acquaintance of Cash and Gideon, you definitely should, and this volume is a perfect introduction.


  


  -- James Reasoner


  


  
    *
  


  


  


  Plain and simple, Edward A. Grainger's, ADVENTURES OF CASH LARAMIE AND GIDEON MILES, proves that there's not only life in the Western genre, but it's kicking butt and taking names. This is one of the most entertaining Westerns of the year.


  


  -- Larry D. Sweazy
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  The Adventures of Cash Laramie and Gideon Miles don't just provide good old fashioned Western adventure, but also give the Western genre a modern noir twist. A perfect example of pushing the boundaries of a genre while still providing solid entertainment. I'm there for the long ride.


  


  -- Paul Bishop
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  These aren't just great Westerns; they're great stories. Mr. Grainger has put together one heck of a collection, featuring characters so full they call out for their own novels. Great work. And I look forward to what these characters do next.


  


  -- Steve Weddle
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  There is humor and pathos and history and a reverence for the land and times. What a nice collection.


  


  -- Patricia Abbott
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  FOREWORD


  The Western is one of those things. Like rock and roll. Like theater. Jackasses in coffee houses everywhere are always pronouncing it dead. There's seductive evidence to suggest that diagnosis correct—Hollywood has a hard time prying its big fat wallet open to finance a Western (never mind that the God damn town was practically built on the genre). The only way television could get a Western going in this day and age was by shuffling it off to the "naughty" corner of cable and filling its character's mouths with nonstop profanity. Stroll into most book stores (the ones that still exist, speaking of a dying species) and you'll probably find one shelf of Westerns with the safe, traditional names on the spines. Here's the problem, though, here's why there's no authoritative signature on that particular death certificate: The Western is not dead. People read them, people watch them, and people like Edward A. Grainger, aka David Cranmer, are fueling the genre with fresh stories and characters that satisfy both old and new conventions.


  Adventures of Cash Laramie and Gideon Miles has been out for a short time and garnered enough attention to demonstrate that there is not only sustained interest in the Western, but new blood ducking in to take a peek and, if we are to believe the avalanche of praise Grainger's first collection has received, liking what they see. And why not? Without the self-conscious posturing of postmodernism, Grainger has, in fact, crafted a postmodern west that takes into account the conspicuous absence of non-white, non-protestant members of the American family. Grainger is not one, I suspect, to bellow about "political correctness" and "inclusion" and "diversity" and all the other buzz words that college campuses and public service announcements like to drill into our heads in effort to keep the masses civilized. Like that old adage about faith, them that shout the loudest, we should assume, believe the least. No, Grainger very quietly sits wherever it is he writes and creates stories about the old west that fill in a lot of spaces left by previous generations of writers and filmmakers.


  I compared Volume I to John Ford's The Searchers and I stand by that comparison. Like The Searchers, Grainger's stories address America's racial and ethnic realities in a straightforward manner so refreshingly free of self-consciousness that one is able to read the stories purely for entertainment or as the subtle political statements that they are. Grainger has, in short, achieved that great balance between form and function. In my opinion, this should be the goal of any serious artist.


  On the surface, these are entertaining tales. Cash Laramie is part Dirty Harry, part Billy Jack. Of course, he walks the Earth a hundred years before those great vigilante characters of the 1970s. He benefits from a more relaxed attitude towards rogue justice. The result is a character who punishes bad guys the way all of us, deep down, would prefer. Thus, men who abuse children are dispatched without all the pesky paperwork and legal acrobats criminals benefit from today. Bigots who hang people simply because they don't like the color of their skin are brutally tortured and left for dead. In Volume II, Cash continues his brand of "outlaw" justice, repositioning that tricky line between "right" and "wrong." We are also treated to the story of Cash's origin. Gideon Miles does not play as significant a role as he did in the first collection of stories, but his appearance here reinforces my belief that Edward Grainger is telling tales of the west in a much more honest manner than any writer or filmmaker has attempted before and he is doing so without begging for an "atta' boy!" from the coffee house crowd.


  There are some who would argue that Cash Laramie's "outlaw" justice is just that—beyond the borders of the law and therefore suspect. I think they are missing the point. American mythology is twisted in contradictions that brutal lawmen like Cash Laramie and Gideon Miles untangle with gut decisions we all wish we could execute every time we watch in horror as the justice system fails to discipline someone who is obviously guilty. These stories nurture a basic human desire to create a world that makes sense emotionally. In that way, they are a kind of medicine, don't you think?


  


  Alec Cizak


  


  August, 2011
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  ORIGIN OF WHITE DEER


  with Chuck Tyrell


  


  


  
    1

  


  He followed Crazy Ed Holland down the Outlaw Trail from Hole in the Wall in Wyoming through Unitah Flats and down the Colorado River to Moab and Mexican Hat. He caught the outlaw in the waterless waste called Painted Desert where they shot at each other from dunes and sandstone ledges.


  His bullet hit Crazy Ed just beneath his collarbone and tumbled through his left lung to exit under his scapula, leaving a hole big enough for three fingers. Pink foam frothed front and back, and the wounded man would soon drown in his own blood.


  The man gave Crazy Ed a drink from his two-quart canteen. His three-color paint stood patiently in the shade thrown by a tabletop knoll that started out red and went through pink and yellow and brown to sickly gray at its foot.


  Crazy Ed gulped for air but his punctured lungs couldn't hold it. He swallowed hard and reached for a handful of the man's shirt. "Goldam you Cash Laramie," he said, struggling with the words. "Goldam you." He swallowed twice. Foam bubbled from his wounds. "Just who the Hell are you, anyway?"


  Crazy Ed died before Cash Laramie could answer. Who the Hell am I, anyway?


  


  After the Sun Dance celebrating his coming of age, his Arapaho father, Lightning Cloud, gave the boy a new name. "You are twelve years old," he said. "You know the forest, the trees, the birds, the small animals, the elk and the cougar, the wolf and bighorn, the bear and the antelope. Once in a lifetime, the creator sends a white deer, which is sacred above all animals in the forest. I name you White Deer. So simple a name, yet one that carries honor and pride. One blessed of the Creator. Wear this name proudly, my son. Remember. You are chosen, White Deer, you are chosen."


  In the year following his coming of age ceremony, White Deer grew from a smooth-faced stripling into a tall youth who had to shave each day to keep his visage clean in the Arapaho manner.


  He hunted that day. He passed up two deer, a doe and a young two-point buck. He knew the village needed the meat, but a good rack of antlers would yield tools for flaking flint and handles for knives, and mature hooves made the best glue. Silent as a shadow, he now tracked a big six-pointer.


  White Deer watched the buck, which browsed near the edge of a small clearing. He selected an arrow from the quiver at his left hip, moving ever so slowly, as a quick movement would alert the buck instantly.


  The deer raised its head, still chewing the rich grass it had cropped from the meadow. Its ears flapped, seeking any sound of danger.


  White Deer nocked the arrow and slowly drew it back to his right ear. "Do not aim," he heard Lightning Cloud say. "Think. In your mind, see exactly how your arrow will fly. Both eyes open. See what the arrow will hit. Think what it will hit. Release the arrow, and let your heart guide it to the target."


  Without conscious thought, the fingers of his right hand flexed to send the arrow on its way, but at the instant of release, a twig cracked and the buck bounded. White Deer's arrow thunked into the bole of an old oak. A flash of anger seared his chest, but he maintained an outward calm. Two warriors walked toward him, taking no precautions about the sounds they made.


  White Deer's blue eyes were chips of ice. He stood spraddle-legged, an arrow nocked and held in place with the index finger of his left hand. The Dog Soldiers walked across the clearing as if they were strolling about Lightning Cloud's village.


  "I see you Broken Nose. I see you Redtail," White Deer said. He didn't release the hold on his arrow.


  Broken Nose spoke. "It was unfortunate that we warned the buck you hunted, but there is no time to butcher the kill. Lighting Cloud would talk with you in your mother's tipi. We bring his message."


  Lightning Cloud was not a king, or even a warlord. He presided over the council of elders and proclaimed the decisions that were made. But to young warriors like White Deer, his wish was law.


  "I hear you," White Deer said. He unstrung his bow and put it in a sheath to hang over his shoulder. Taking his small pack of provisions, he walked to the oak, pulled his arrow out, and placed it in the quiver at his side. He followed the Dog Soldiers along Fall Creek toward Lightning Cloud's small village.


  Fall Creek. Years ago, the Cheyenne and the Arapaho fought a company of cavalry at Fall Creek, and the fight inadvertently swirled around a small group of three wagons. White Deer's birth parents died in that fight, along with two other couples and three teenagers. White Deer was the only survivor from the wagons. He remembered little about his parents, nothing of his father, and only a memory of softness of his mother, and her terrible scream. But the scream may have been from his dreams.


  He was still upset when he reached the village. His jerk at the bearskin that covered the entrance to the tipi was too violent, and his stiff posture betrayed his anger. Still, he breathed deeply of the aroma of good tobacco and knew that his Arapaho father had important matters to discuss.


  Lightning Cloud spoke. "Sit," he said.


  White Deer took his time arranging himself cross-legged across from the chief. "I am here," he said.


  Lightning Cloud's deeply lined face looked like a piece of carved granite. A hint of green in his eyes betrayed a fur trapper in his lineage somewhere. An old man nearing his fiftieth year, his once-proud mane of long dark hair was now shot with strands of gray. A single eagle feather drooped from a braid at his temple. He puffed at a ceremonial pipe, blew the smoke upward toward the Great Spirit, Creator of all things, then held the pipe out to White Deer, bluestone bowl on his left and stem to his right.


  White Deer's eyes opened wide in surprise. Never had his Arapaho father offered the ceremonial pipe to him. He searched his father's face for a reason, but found none.


  Lightning Cloud gestured with the pipe again.


  Hesitant, White Deer reached for the sacred bluestone bowl. Holding it at arm's length and bringing the stem to his mouth, he drew in the acrid smoke, then blew it upward as Lightning Cloud had done.


  He handed the pipe back to the chief, who puffed on it twice and gave it to White Deer again.


  Another puff, and another. White Deer held the pipe for a long moment, then handed it back, his eyebrows raised in question.


  Lightning Cloud stared at the bluestone bowl. When he spoke, he used the white man's tongue. Only he and his wife, Elina—White Deer's Arapaho mother—and Twisted Root, the medicine man, understood and spoke the white man's language. They had made certain that White Deer did not forget it.


  "Your mother Elina lies sick," he said.


  White Deer started, then scrambled to his feet. "I must go to her," he exclaimed.


  "Sit!" It was a command.


  His back to the chief, White Deer's shoulders stiffened.


  Lightning Cloud's voice softened. "Please, my son. Sit. She will be there for you when we are finished."


  Slowly, White Deer sat again.


  Lightning Cloud puffed once more at the medicine pipe, as if to gain courage to speak to his son. "It has been too many moons, my son. While it is important to learn to care for yourself, it is also important to allow those who love you to see your face. I could command you. I wanted to command you, because of the pain your absence caused your mother ... and your father."


  The chief raised his face to his son. Suddenly he seemed old and weary. The lines on his face deepened and the silver in his hair caught the firelight. "I was going to command you," he said again, "but your mother said no. She reminded me that you were more than a year past twelve. A man. Someone with the right to choose his paths for himself."


  He stretched out his left leg. An old wound pained him. Without looking at White Deer, he said, "The time has come for our ways to part. The white man is pushing, always pushing. And now the Indian Agent says the Arapaho must move further north. Our southern brothers have no more neneecee buffalo, and hunters with long guns now kill in our land, too. Our small village will go north into the land called Canada. Word says the red coats do not tell us how to live."


  "What of my mother?"


  Sadness filled the chief's eyes. "She is not strong enough to go."


  "Then take her to Fort Laramie. The bluecoats have doctors. Medicines."


  Lightning Cloud shook his head. He slashed his hand in front of him as though killing an enemy. "No filthy unfeeling white man doctor who has no respect for our people will touch the mate of my heart. I will not have it. I have spoken."


  White Deer bowed his head so his father could not see the tears that threatened to leak from his eyes. "Without my mother, this village is not my home," he said. He clenched his teeth. His jaw muscles rippled. He raised his cold blue eyes to meet the green ones of the man who had been his father, if only because he was the husband of Elina, the woman who saved White Deer, who nursed him through the days after his birth mother was gone, who was always there with a soft word, a loving touch, a tidbit to eat. Always there. But soon she would be gone ... Lightning Cloud had spoken.


  The chief studied the young white man who was his son. He met the ice of White Deer's blue eyes with compassion. "My son," he said, "you fight so hard. Someday I believe you will come to see that the one you fight against most of all is yourself."


  


  The medicine hut stood at the outer edge of Lightning Cloud's village, a domed structure of box alder woven with willow withes and covered with buffalo hides. White Deer bent low to enter. The scent of herbs tossed on the smoldering fire mixed with the scent of death.


  "I would have come sooner," he said to Elina. "I didn't know."


  The women watching over Elina smiled at White Deer, but gave him tiny shakes of their heads. Elina, his beloved Arapaho mother, was on her final journey. He lifted a hand to her dear face, now etched with pain. Even so, she gave him a tender smile. The women left the hut.


  "A few days ago, or maybe more, I was fine," she said. "But now ..."


  White Deer's chest constricted so he had to fight for breath. His mother lay dying. "I'm so sorry, mother. I would do something, anything, to ease your pain."


  Elina raised a feeble hand to his strong, square-jawed face. "You are here. It is enough. You are so strong, my son. But it is time. You must now make your way alone."


  "I cannot," he said. His grief brought tears to his eyes. They streamed down his cheeks. Dripped from his chin. He didn't notice. Gently he lowered his forehead to touch his mother's breast. How frail. How bird-like. Her breath fluttered in and out.


  "My son." Her voice was hardly a whisper. "My son. It is time to open the chest."


  "Chest?"


  "The wooden one that has been here since you came. Over there." She cast her jaundiced eyes toward the far side of the hut.


  White Deer had often seen the locked steamer trunk, but had thought little of it. Now he found it unlocked.


  "Look inside, my son."


  He raised the lid. A flat tray fit into the top of the trunk. Only a few items: a locket, a roll of bills, some coins, a knife, a shawl, a Colt 3rd Model Dragoon revolver, a box of paper cartridges, some caps, a handful of conical lead balls. He touched each item in turn, and at last, picked up the locket.


  "Our people got these from the site of the Fall River battle," Elina said.


  Your mother was alive, though mortally wounded. She lived three days. She was so beautiful, with long dark hair, and strong face. So very beautiful, as you can see if you open the locket."


  Elina coughed, wet and hacking. She shifted positions, seeking one more comfortable.


  White Deer pried the locket open. Inside, a photo of a man standing beside a woman who held a small child. "My father? Mother? Who is the child?"


  "You mother wore the locket. The images must be you and your mother and father," Elina said. "Is she not beautiful?"


  "Why did they have to die?"


  "Why do we all die? They were unfortunate, caught between Cheyenne and Arapaho on one side, bluecoat cavalry on the other. Your father killed by bullets from the white soldiers. Your mother was hit in the back by a Cheyenne arrow as she rushed to his side, Lightning Cloud said."


  Elina coughed her wet hacking cough again. Blood flecked her lips. She wiped it away with a scrap of cloth. "Lightning Cloud carried her and you to the safety of our village. Away from Fall River, as you know."


  White Deer examined his dead father. Bowler hat. Dark coat and trousers. A scarf tied at his neck. He smiled and looked happy. His dead mother was indeed beautiful. Strong cheekbones. Hair piled on her head. A slight smile. White Deer himself on his mothers lap. "Did she name me?"


  "We do not know, my son. She never was strong enough to speak to us. She never spoke your name. You are White Deer, whatever other name the white man may give you," she said.


  "I wonder," White Deer said. "Is there some reason why these things were kept secret?"


  Elina's face reflected her pain. Pain of body and pain of soul. "My son, rearing a child, any child, is a great test of its parents. You, one so young yet one who saw things that even adults shrink from." She shifted her body to a new position, unable to find comfort. The words sapped her strength, but she continued. "Your father and I did not always agree on what was best for you. Lightning Cloud is good. He is a man of honor. He is a man of passion. And he loves you dearly, as if you were his own flesh and blood."


  White Deer shook his head. "It cannot be so. Always he reprimands. Never am I good enough to please him."


  "He is pleased. He also believes you can do much more, and if pushed, you can become a great man, a man of justice."


  White Deer's disbelief showed plainly on his face.


  Elina tried to smile, but her strength was almost gone. "My son," she whispered. "The little leather pouch. The one in the corner of the tray. Give it to me. Please."


  He scooped the little pouch from the wooden tray and offered it tenderly to his mother.


  It took almost more strength that she had to open the pouch. From it she took three arrowheads chipped from blackest obsidian. Each hung from a thick thong of buffalo leather. "Come close," she whispered.


  White Deer bent close and his mother put one arrowhead over his head to hang by its thong from his neck. "The hearts of your Arapaho mother, your Arapaho father, and every member of our village live within the flawless obsidian of this arrowhead. Keep it always, that we may be with you. But remember this wisdom—the arrowhead is only as good as the shaft that bears it, the feathers that make it fly true, and the heart of the hunter who uses it. Use this arrowhead well, my son. The Creator be with you."


  She went limp, and for a moment, White Deer panicked. "Little Dove," he called, summoning one of the women who attended his mother.


  Elina opened her eyes. "Call my husband," she said. The woman hurried out. She closed her eyes as if very tired. "One more thing, my son. Beneath the tray you will find white man's clothes and a letter. Twisted Root says it is addressed to someone named Eh Van Jay Hick Kerry. No one has read the letter and I know not what message it bears. Members of our village say there is one called Hick Kerry in the white man's village of Cheyenne. When you are ready, seek this man. Find what your parents wanted of him."


  The long conversation sapped the remainder of Elina's strength and she lapsed into unconsciousness, but she managed to revive and open her eyes when Lightning Cloud arrived. He knelt by her side, tears on his cheeks.


  "Do not be sorrowful, my love, my mate. Soon the pain will be gone and I will await you in the world of spirits beyond the horizon." She struggled to hold up a hand.


  "My son."


  White Deer clasped her warm, dry husk of a hand in his.


  Elina pulled at Lightning Cloud's and White Deer's hands until she brought them together. "You two," she said. "All that I love in this world. Be at peace with each other wherever you may be. Promise?"


  "I promise," Lightning Cloud said.


  "I promise," White Deer said.


  "Good," Elina said, and closed her eyes for the last time.


  


  
    2

  


  The tipis came down. The hides were rolled up and placed at the bottom of travois. Lightning Cloud's people filled in the fire pits and scattered the rocks that lined them. A season after they left, no one would know a village had been there.


  White Deer watched until the last travois-burdened horse was out of sight. He sighed. His people went to freedom in Canada. He elected to be alone, to work out his own fate, to become whoever and whatever he could become. To find out who he really was.


  The winter came late, but when it hit, it struck with a vengeance. White Deer made a small shelter hardly bigger than a sweat lodge. Nearby a small stream chuckled under its sheath of ice. He weathered three storms that piled snow over the shelter, helping keep the warmth in. White Deer sometimes broke the ice on the stream and caught fish to supplement his pemmican. Still, his supplies would soon be gone, and he now had no mother to run home to, no village to seek shelter in, and no father to clap him on the shoulder when he returned with a deer, saying "Well done, son." He was alone.


  The fact of his aloneness made the scars left by the Sun Dance of his puberty burn. He was alone. Yet not alone. He had the skills taught him by all of his uncles in Lightning Cloud's village, and he had the power and determination instilled during the Sun Dance. Today. Today he would hunt. Today he would feast on venison.


  He prepared carefully, checking the condition of every dogwood arrow, inspecting his bow of hickory backed with buffalo sinew, and placing pemmican in a carry bag of tanned deer hide. He added the pouch containing the two leather thong-strung arrowheads that matched the one he wore around his neck. He needed his mother's help on this hunt. He donned the poncho-like cape his mother had made from the hide of the first buffalo he killed.


  The white man's clothes he left in the old wooden chest, along with the Colt revolver and its powder and ball. A deer hunt was no place for a noise firearm. He paused a moment, then hung the locket on its gold chain around his neck. Perhaps his white mother would help with the hunt as well.


  White Deer followed a game trail through stands of lodgepole pine and quaking aspen. The snow piled up against obstructions to depths of ten feet or more, and walking across any expanse with no trail was tempting fate, as the snow often hid sink holes that could break a hunter's leg. "Always walk the same paths as the animals," Lightning Cloud said. "The deer and the wapiti always take the easiest path. We should do the same."


  At dusk, White Deer found the watering place. The stream curved sharply and the swiftly rushing waters kept it from freezing. Many deer, some antelope, and several wapiti used the watering hole, and left their hoof prints behind to tell their story.


  "More than half a hunter's success can be found in his patience," Lightning Cloud taught him. White Deer set about making a blind from which to watch the watering hole. Behind it, he prepared a shelter, cunningly contrived so the heat of his fire flowed beneath his sleeping place and up out of the back of the shelter to be dispersed by the limbs and needles of a bristle-cone pine. He built a fire, stacked alternating sticks of oak and pine so they dropped into the fire as the stick ahead burned away, rolled into the poncho-like buffalo cape his mother Elina made, and slept until just before dawn. Something inside him said it was time to get into the blind as the animals would come to drink in the half-light of early morning.


  He strung the hickory bow with care. He inspected five arrows and put them into his quiver. He checked the edge of his knife to make sure it was sharp. Then he went to the blind.


  The blind was built so White Deer could take a step to his right and have an open shot at whatever drank at the stream. He put his sparse belongings in the blind and settled in to wait.


  Two porcupines waddled down to the water when there was just enough light to see. They drank and disappeared into the underbrush. Nocturnal animals, they probably climbed one of the nearby ponderosas to spend the day.


  A red fox came. Then a young doe, heavy with fawn.


  The light increased.


  A bull wapiti and two cows came. Too big for White Deer's needs. Then a young two-point mule deer that still had his antlers. The buck stopped short of the water and held his head high, sampling the air for a whiff of danger. His big ears switched back and forth, searching for sounds that did not belong.


  So slowly that he hardly seemed to move, White Deer lifted his best dogwood arrow and laid it across his bow, nocked it, and held it in place with his index finger. Slowly, slowly, he stood.


  The buck took another step forward and stretched its neck toward the rippling water. The moment his muzzle touched the stream, White Deer stepped from his blind and sent his arrow whizzing across the thirty-pace distance to plunge into the buck's side, just behind his shoulder. The arrow slid between the buck's ribs and through its lung tissue to lodge in its heart. The buck reacted with a high bound, then half a dozen leaps out into the meadow across the stream. Then it dropped, skidding across the frozen snow.


  "Hééteenew," White Deer said. "I respect you. I am now going to share this feast with you, Man Above." He snatched up his belongings and ran to the dead buck.


  He rolled the dead deer on its side and cut its jugular vein so it would bleed out. Hungry for meat, anything other than fish and pemmican, he cut the deer's belly open with his knife. He reached into the steaming intestines to find the liver. He pulled it out and cut it free. Liver. Hot, succulent liver. He cut off a thin slice and stuffed it into his mouth. The warmth flooded his body. The ironish taste made him smile. He cut off another slice. So intent was he on the food that he didn't hear the footsteps sneaking up behind him. All he registered was a blinding pain in the back of his head and blackness.


  
    ***

  


  Cold. Cold. So very very cold. White Deer came to when the sun was well past the meridian. All he could feel was the terrible cold, and the throbbing pain in his head. He lay spread-eagled in the snow. He wore no buffalo cape. He wore no red flannel trade shirt. He wore no leather leggings. His hand went automatically to his throat. No obsidian arrowhead on its leather thong, or oblong locket on a golden chain. He struggled to his hands and knees. So cold.


  He stared at the blood in the snow, all that remained of the little buck his arrow had felled. Arrow. He looked about, his near-freezing condition narrowing his field of vision. His hickory bow lay in the snow, broken in two, the fletched half of the arrow beside it. The buck was gone, along with his meager possessions. He took a deep breath and looked inside himself. He was White Deer. He was one of the people of this land. "Great Spirit," he said aloud. "My life is in your hands, but I would live to find those who desecrate my mothers. The ones who stole their talismans. I would find them and take my revenge."


  A fire started deep in his heart. A fire of rage such as one so young as White Deer rarely found. A rage that helped him struggle to his feet to live. His eyes swept the scene, looking for clues. Boot tracks. The print of a rifle butt. Traces of the buck's carcass dragged between two lines of boot prints, across the little stream to where horses waited. Shod hoof prints showed they left at a walk. The robbers were in no hurry.


  White Deer went to his blind. The robbers had found it. The rest of his arrows lay broken on the snow. The quiver was gone. They'd not found the possibles bag he'd left in the fork of a tree, above normal line of sight. Now he had some pemmican and his fire-making tools. He ate a mouthful of pemmican.


  The robbers had not bothered to backtrack him to the little shelter where he'd spend the night. He took the broken arrow with the best point, because he had no knife. The arrow point with its sharp-edged flint must suffice. He built a small fire and warmed himself in the shelter. When he stopped shivering, he started planning.


  Dressed only in breechclout and ankle-high moccasins, White Deer struck out for his base, the sweat lodge-sized hut he'd built to weather the winter storms. He ran, and the movement helped warm his body further. When he reached the hut, it was undisturbed. He plunged through the entrance. The chest stood against the wall. He opened the lid and removed the tray. He dug in the clothes and found a union suit, which he put on because he knew white men wore one under their shirts and trousers. The union suit was too big, but would do. A faded wool shirt hung loosely on his shoulders, and the old canvas pants were too long and too big around. He folded up the trouser legs and tied two bandanas together for a belt. There was even a floppy felt hat.


  The clothing warmed him. He glanced at the wooden tray and noticed the old letter. He could not read the writing, but knew Elina had told him the truth.


  Now is the time.


  White Deer didn't touch the letter. He picked up the Colt revolver, checked its loads and caps, and laid it on the floppy hat, out of the way of any moisture. Cartridges and caps and bullets could stay in the chest. He decided to travel by day as he had no cape to ward off the cold, so he built a fire in the center of the hut, stacked wood so it would burn all night. Tomorrow he would start for Cheyenne. Tomorrow he would find Evan J. Hickey. Tomorrow.


  He slept.
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  White Deer saw Cheyenne's smoke long before he saw the town. Raw as a two-year-old colt, Cheyenne consisted mostly of canvas tents and tarpaper shacks. Yet the makings of a city had already begun. The Union Pacific railroad ran east and west along the southern boundary. Corrals lined the rails on the southwest, waiting for the cattle driven up the Goodnight-Loving Trail from Texas. White Deer approached from the northeast. No one said anything to the boy in worn clothes, although some watched him drag the battered wooden trunk along the side of the street that fronted the railroad tracks.


  Lightning Cloud said the buffalo liked this flat plain north of Crow Creek. Each season they came, he said, and the Arapaho killed them, not by the hundreds and thousands as the white hunters do with their long guns, but ten or twenty, one buffalo for each tipi in the village. But now, Cheyenne and the railroad and the white hunters meant no more herds of countless buffalo. White Deer wondered if Lightning Cloud's village found buffalo in Canada.


  White Deer came upon a large barn with several corrals. It had a sign over the doors, but he could not read the letters. In the dim interior he could see a man mucking out the stalls. He decided to hide his chest behind an old wagon at the side of the barn. Lack of tracks said the wagon had not been moved recently. Its weathered sideboards were bleached a uniform gray and the iron wheel rims were red with rust. White Deer shoved the chest up against the barn behind the old wagon. He left most everything he had in the old chest, taking only the old letter, some of the bills, and three coins. The Colt revolver stayed there with its extra cartridges and bullets, but he took the arrowhead on its six-inch shaft.


  He walked up the street along the railroad tracks until he came to an intersection where everyone seemed to be turning in or coming out. The new brick building on the corner lacked only a roof, and a boardwalk stretched up the block, inviting people to get up out of the dust of the street. White Deer turned onto the busy road and joined the throngs on the boardwalk. He'd never seen so many people and couldn't help wondering why they were in such a hurry.


  A stagecoach thundered down the street, dust rising in a manure-fragrant cloud, and the driver shouting and hollering and cracking a long whip near the ears of the lead team. The rig flew by and White Deer caught a glimpse of the passengers grimly hanging on as the driver made his entrance. The teams and the stage plunged through the main intersection. "Hold up you motherless beasts," the driver yelled. "Stop when I yank on them leathers, you basties." He sawed on the long reins, bringing the teams around so the stagecoach came to a stop exactly in front of the train station. He said something to the passengers, but White Deer could not hear what.


  He continued up the boardwalk. As he passed a frame building, he heard the tinkling of a piano, then the batwing doors flew open and a chunky man staggered out at a half run, windmilling his arms to catch his balance. He wasn't successful, and fell flat on his face in the dust of the road.


  A big man with his hair parted in the middle and slicked down held the swinging doors open. "If I told you once, I told you a dozen times, Shorty. You're not welcome in the Bucket of Blood. Stay. Out."


  Two women in low-cut dresses with lots of lace joined the big man.


  The man called Shorty staggered to his feet. Squinting, he aimed a finger at the slick man. "Why, you, I just oughta ..." Shorty's eyes rolled up and he crumpled, smashing his head against a hitching post as he went down. He lay sprawled in the dust, unconscious.


  The women laughed. One of them looked at White Deer. He snatched his floppy hat from his head. "Hey cute boy," she said, simpering. "You comin' in? I'm getting tired of old duffers. Seems like everybody's over twenty-five. Coming?"


  White Deer shook his head. He couldn't take his eyes off the twin bulges of her bosom.


  "'S okay," she called. "Looks like you could use a haircut and a shave anyway." She disappeared into the Bucket of Blood.


  White Deer watched. He wondered what people did in the Bucket of Blood. Shorty lay where he fell. Everyone in the street and on the boardwalk ignored him. White Deer decided to do the same. He started up the boardwalk again.


  Halfway to the end of the block, he noticed a small building on the other side of the street. A star was painted on its only window with two words above it. A star meant a sheriff or at least a lawman. Lawmen knew what went on, who was who, and all.


  He crossed the street, dodging men on horseback, farm wagons, and buggies, but he almost fell over a sleepy old dog. As he got closer, he could see a bald-headed man with mutton-chop sideburns sitting in a high-back chair leaned against the wall. He looked like he was asleep, his fingers clasped and his hands resting on an ample belly.


  White Deer knocked.


  The man jerked. "Huh? Wha?" The chair came down. He stood up. "Now you see, Sheriff ..." His mouth snapped closed. He smiled, relief written on his face. "Thought for a minute you was Sheriff Adams." The man had a star on his vest. "How can I help you, son. I'm Rafe."


  White Deer had not said a word aloud since Lightning Cloud's people went to Canada. "Um." His voice sounded rusty. "Um. I look for one man. One man name of Hickey."


  Rafe looked at him for a long time. "Just who are you, boy? You got a name?"


  "My father named me White Deer," he said. "I come here from beyond Fall Creek."


  "Ain't never seen a blue-eyed Injun," Rafe said. "You a vagrant?"


  White Deer frowned. "What is this ... vay grunt? I am not one of those."


  "Who'd you say you wanted to see?"


  "Man's name, Evan Hickey. Evan J. Hickey."


  "Judge Hickey? Why?"


  "I have a letter for him." White Deer pulled the yellowed old letter from his trousers pocket, taking care not to tear the paper. He held it out to Rafe.


  "Eighteen and sixty, it says. Boston." Rafe turned the letter over in his hand, but didn't open it. "Where'd you get this here letter?"


  "My mother and my father were killed when the bluecoats and Arapaho and Cheyenne warriors fought at Fall Creek. This letter is almost the only thing I have from them."


  Rafe studied White Deer's face. Finally he nodded. "I know Judge Hickey. His place ain't far from mine. I'll tell him you're looking for him when I go home in a couple of hours. That do?" He handed the letter back.


  White Deer took a deep breath and nodded. He put the letter back in his pocket. "You have my thanks," he said.


  "Got any money?"


  "Money?" White Deer said, surprise in his voice.


  "Yeah, money, moola, dinero. Whatever you want to call it."


  "Yes."


  "Show me."


  White Deer dug the coins from his pocket and showed them to Rafe.


  "Two-bit pieces. So you've got seventy-five cents. That's good."


  "What about these?" White Deer showed Rafe a bill.


  "Jayzus. A treasury bill. Fifty bucks. I'll be damned."


  "But the paper and the coins, they are money, yes?"


  "Ye-es, they are, but ..."


  "But?"


  "Son, there's been a war, North against South, something you wouldn't know about. Now money's a bit different. So. Do you trust me?"


  White Deer nodded. "You wear a star," he said.


  "Son, don't you go trusting every man who wears a star. Some are crooked as a dog's hind leg." Rafe cackled at his own joke. White Deer didn't.


  "Give me all your paper money," Rafe said.


  White Deer hesitated. He wondered if he should tell Rafe about the other bills in the trunk.


  "I'll take them over to Wells Fargo," Rafe said. "Get Elmer to change them for eagles or something." White Deer gave him all four bills.


  "You wait right here. Fargo's just up the street and around the corner." Rafe clapped on a short-brimmed hat and left the sheriff's office at a brisk walk. White Deer could not help but notice how his belly jiggled. No Arapaho had such a belly. Maybe Rafe was like a grizzly, fat in the fall so the winter can be passed slipping in a cave in the high country. White Deer smiled. Rafe didn't look like a grizzly.


  He studied the room. Square, with one window in front and one in back. One desk. Four wooden chairs lined the wall across from the desk. Some kind of yellow pot on the floor, made of brass. A squat metal box in one corner with a round dial and a lever handle. A rack with guns. White Deer stepped over to take a good look at the weapons. A long gun like the ones buffalo hunters used. A rifle with a yellow metal body, one that could shoot many times just by working the lever behind the trigger. Another gun with two large barrels.


  He was still examining the guns when Rafe returned. "You sure as hell ain't no vagrant, kid," he said. "Four fifty-dollar treasury bills means you've got two hundred dollars. I got Elmer to break it up some. Here." Rafe sat down at the desk. He put a handful of coins on it. "Eight double eagles worth twenty bucks each. Three eagles worth ten each. Eight silver dollars and eight two-bit pieces. That's two hundred, kid. Can you handle that much money?"


  White Deer wasn't sure, but he said, "Yes I can."


  "Sure you don't want to leave some of it here? We've got that strong box." He pointed at the squat metal box. "Some of the people out there would slit your throat for a dime, much less two hundred dollars."


  White Deer stood for a moment, thinking. Then he pushed all of the gold coins to Rafe's side of the desk. "I can get this when I want it?"


  "Sure." Rafe put the money in the safe, then wrote on a slip of paper. "Here. This is a receipt. Bring it in anytime and I'll give you the coins."


  "Thank you."


  "Think nothing of it. Now. It'll be a while before I can get out to the Hickey place. You've got money, so here's what I think you should do." Rafe leaned toward White Deer like he was going to tell him a secret. "Goldaker's got a barber and bath joint over on Eddy."


  "Eddy?"


  Rafe stopped. "Sure. You just got here." He pointed out the window. "This street is Ransom. You just go down to the corner, turn left." Rafe gestured. "Keep on going west for four blocks. The fourth street over is Eddy. Turn south on Eddy and you'll see a sign with red, white, and blue stripes. That's Goldaker's."


  White Deer gave a tentative nod. "Go to Gold Acre?"


  "Yeah. Go get a shave and a haircut. Two bits. Then you won't look like no vagrant. Understand?"


  "Yes, Rafe."


  "Good. I'll go make my rounds. Oh, if you're hungry, go to the Bucket of Blood and order a nickel beer. They've got free lunch. You can eat all you want."


  White Deer's ears pricked. Food. He'd not eaten for two days.


  Rafe strapped a gun rig around his hips below the overhanging belly. See ya later," he said. "Just leave the door open."


  Shave and haircut. White Deer reviewed Rafe's instructions in his mind. He left the sheriff's office to face the traffic on Ransom Street. He dodged a pale roan horse and its rider, slipped between two Murphy freight wagons, darted across in front of a rickety farm wagon with a bearded man and a stern-faced woman on the high seat, and leaped up on the boardwalk.


  A roar from the Bucket of Blood stopped him. Rafe said it has free food. A nickel beer, he said. White Deer's stomach rumbled. Eat, then go to Eddy Street. White Deer pushed his way through the double swinging doors of the big saloon.
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  The batwings of the Bucket of Blood opened on bedlam. Miners, drummers, teamsters, conmen, railroaders, and a knot of soldiers in blue uniforms—perhaps a hundred men crowed the saloon, and they all seemed to be talking or laughing or shouting or banging their tables with cups or glasses or bottles. White Deer could hardly hear the piano, its notes a tiny tinkle in the cacophony.


  No one paid any attention to White Deer when he entered. No one minded as he wormed his way to the bar. And no one remarked about his long hair and unshaven face. But the young dove who'd invited him in before saw him, and he saw her. When their eyes met, she raised her hand and waggled her fingers at him.


  He bellied up to the bar when a small space opened between two drinkers. Three barmen served the crowd, hopping about like grasshoppers on hot skillets. The men looked everywhere but at White Deer. He raised a hand. No one noticed but the big burly man to his right.


  "Hey Drafty," the man hollered. "Order here."


  The barman called Drafty trotted over. "This kid? Order? Tell me, kid. Whatcha gonna pay with? Good intentions ain't enough. Show me some money."


  White Deer plonked a quarter on the bar. "Got money," he said, his voice hard.


  Drafty did a second take. "'K. Waddaya want?"


  "Nickel beer."


  Drafty drew the beer and slid it over to White Deer. He dragged the quarter to him and pushed back two dimes.


  White Deer nodded his thanks and sipped at the beer. He wondered where the food was.


  The burly man talked to the drinker next to him, and White Deer could just hear what he said over the bedlam.


  "I tell you, and I'll say it straight. Ol' Evan Jay's got to be taught a lesson. A permanent one. Him sending my big brother up and all. I say we ride on over there tonight and give that uppity bastard what for."


  White Deer turned his back to the bar as so many did, and his eyes just naturally sought out the young dove who'd first invited him in. She and a heavy one with the too-blond hair carried drinks from the bar to the tables. They deftly avoided grasping hands and laughed away lecherous comments. Then, as the heavy blond went by a table quite close to White Deer, a man dressed in well-worn range clothes took a handful of her generous bottom. She slapped his face like she'd done it a million times. "You can't afford any time with me, sonny, and handling the merchandise comes with a price. You pay, you get to tough and feel."


  "Shee-it," the young puncher said. "All fucking high and mighty, ain'cha?" He turned as he spoke to the blond and his shirt front opened. White Deer went stone still. His eyes fastened on the obsidian arrowhead that hung on a thong from the cowboy's neck. One of those Elina had given him.


  A scream half grizzly and half wild man tore from White Deer's throat. "You have stolen from me!" he cried. Drinkers backed away from White Deer, who strode toward the cowboy's table with his arm straight out, index finger pointing. "That is mine. Mine." He came to a stop, spraddle-legged, his finger nearly touching the arrowhead.


  A flash of recognition showed on the cowpoke's face. Then arrogance. "Who the hell're you calling thief, Injun?" He swaggered to his feet like he was high and mighty, too good for a long-haired "Injun" boy.


  "You got it right, Morlan. That un's plum Injun, you ask me."


  White Deer turned his ice blue eyes on the speaker. He had White Deer's red flannel shirt on. "You," White Deer said, "you wear the shirt that was on my back."


  Morlan cackled. "Hey Slim. Looks like he's calling you thief, too. What say we teach him a lesson or two in manners, how a Injun oughta speak to a white man."


  Slim stood, chest puffed out, hands clenched into fists. He stepped over beside Morlan.


  "Two of us're gonna kick the shit out of you, Injun boy. Thief my ass."


  White Deer didn't wait for an invitation. He'd grown up in Lightning Cloud's village. Everything a boy did was meant to make him a warrior. Hardly a day went by without a fight, real or in contest. When a warrior fights, there is no such thing as fair play. Only winning. He leaped at the one called Morlan, slipping his arm around the cowboy's throat and throwing him in a classic flying mare. Morlan landed flat on his back, cracking his head on the hard floor of the Bucket of Blood. White Deer dropped on Morlan's belly with both knees. Morlan curled up and retched. Beer foamed from his mouth.


  Casually taking the arrowhead from around Morlan's neck, White Deer stood to face Slim. "That's my shirt," he said, his voice cold as the ice in his eyes.


  The Bucket of Blood went quiet as a church. All eyes were on the stripling Morlan and Slim called Injun.


  Slim's eyes were wide with fright. He called for his tablemates. "Rush. Toad. Come on. We can get him. He's gotta pay for hurting Morlan."


  Morlan retched. Bile came, flecked with blood.


  The others joined Slim, but didn't look anxious to take on White Deer.


  "Come on. We gotta surround him," Slim said, waving for Rush and Toad to go around in back of White Deer. They sidled sideways.


  White Deer made no move. He looked at Slim, but his eyes were not focused. He concentrated on his peripheral vision. He stepped back and to the right, putting the table at his right hip. No one could attack him from there.


  "You snuck up on me. I killed a deer and you took it. You took my buffalo cape. You took the arrowheads my mother made to keep me safe. You are not people. You are dogs."


  Movement showed in the corner of White Deer's eye as Toad attacked. He stepped back, grabbed Toad behind the neck and used the cowboy's momentum to smash his head into the edge of the table.


  "Ooooh," said the drinkers in the Bucket of Blood.


  Toad's scalp split and blood splattered across the tabletop. He dropped face down on the floor and blood leaked from his head. He didn't move. White Deer ignored him. He faced Slim and Toad.


  "Shee-it," a man said. "Four against one and that kid's beating the shit out of them cowpokes. My money's on the Injun, two to one."


  "I'll take that. Ten dollars on the cowboys."


  Bucket of Blood patrons formed a ring around White Deer and the cowboys. They shouted encouragement to the fighters and made bets. White Deer shut the noise out.


  Slim and Rush stood separated by three or four steps. They put their fists up like pugilists. "Fucking Englishmen," someone said.


  "Injun'll eat'm alive," another shouted.


  White Deer didn't hear. He only saw Slim and Rush.


  Drafty hollered from behind the bar. "You all pay for anything you break."


  A man in a three-piece suit and bowler hat called out. "The Indian's half is on me."


  Rush shuffled forward, his shoulders hunched to protect his neck. He jabbed with his left, nowhere near White Deer, who stood still with his right hand in his back pocket.


  The would-be pugilist shuffled closer. A step away, he threw a roundhouse right that White Deer blocked with his left forearm. His right came from the rear pocket with a six-inch segment of dogwood arrow clenched in it. He plunged the arrow's head into the muscle of Rush's left shoulder, burying it past the barbs.


  Rush shrieked and fell to his knees. He clutched at the arrow in his shoulder.


  Slim, now desperate, lunged at White Deer, his arms stretched like he was going for a bear hug. White Deer took the half-full whiskey bottle on the table by its neck and smashed it into the side of Slim's head. The cowboy in the red shirt slumped to the floor.


  Morlan retched bloody bile. Rush whimpered. Slim and Toad lay silent.


  "I think that will be enough." The speaker stood slightly taller than White Deer, but he was heavier. Strands of gray showed in dark hair and his features were weathered and bronzed.


  White Deer turned to face him.


  The man held his hands up, palms out. "I have no quarrel with you, young man," he said.


  "These are thiefs," White Deer said, waving a hand at the four cowboys. He pulled the arrowhead and thong from his pocket and slipped the thong over his own head. "My mother, Elina, made this for me. Now she is dead." He pointed at Slim. "That one wears my shirt, and someone has my buffalo cape. Two more arrowheads like this—" He tugged at the one around his neck. "- and a gold locket, too."


  White Deer noticed Rafe standing slightly behind the man. "Rafe. These are thiefs. Take them. Make them give back what is mine."


  Rafe looked at the man. "Whaddaya say, judge?"


  The man smiled. "I'd say lock them up, deputy."


  Slim groaned and sat up. His hand went to his head, exploring for damage. It came away tinged with red. "Sumbitch clobbered me with a bottle. Ain't fair. Damn Injun."


  "Young man," the judge said.


  Slim squinted. "Me?"


  "Yes, you. May I ask where you obtained that bright red shirt?"


  "Shirt? Oh. Yeah. Shirt. Um. Hanging on a tree limb? Maybe?"


  White Deer's hard voice interrupted. "You lie," he said.


  Slim held up his hands to ward off the blow he thought was coming.


  "Deputy. Off to jail with them. Find out where the rest of this young man's possessions are and get them returned to him."


  "Will do, judge."


  The man faced White Deer. "Now. I understand you want to see me."


  White Deer stared.


  The man with the bowler put an eagle on the bar. "Not much damage," he said. "This should cover the broke bottle." He stepped over by the judge. "You carry yourself well, young man. And you know right from wrong. My name is Gillicuddy, and I own the livery. If you want to work, come see me."


  "Yes ... sir." White Deer nodded his thanks, but his attention was on the man people called judge.


  "Come with me," the man said.


  "I do not know you," White Deer said.


  "Of course. I am Evan Hickey."


  "Hickey?"


  "That is correct. The deputy said you wished to see me."


  White Deer tugged the old letter from his trouser pocket. "My dead father wrote this, I think," he said, giving the letter to the judge.


  "Do you know the contents?"


  "No ... sir. I don't read white man writing."


  Judge Hickey took the letter. "Hmm. Yes. It is addressed to me, but at my Boston address. Goodness." He opened the letter and extracted a single sheet. He read. "My God," he said in a quiet voice. "My dear God."


  After reading the letter, Judge Hickey stared out the window of the Bucket of Blood for a long moment. "John said he was going west," he said. "He and Emily lost almost everything in the panic of '47." He looked up, seemed to see White Deer for the first time. He smiled, but his face seemed sad. "So John and Emily are gone these many years, then?"


  "My father and mother were killed in the fighting between bluecoat soldiers and Arapaho and Cheyenne warriors at Fall Creek," White Deer said. "Lightning Cloud and Elina made me their son."


  "Well. Come along. A shave and a haircut, then some good food. That will make a new man of you."


  "Free food here," White Deer said. "Rafe say to buy nickel beer and eat free food. I buy the beer. Not eat the food yet."


  The judge tipped his head back and laughed. "No. No. Let's leave the smell of beer and old tobacco, shall we. Once you're cleaned up, we'll go to Bescher's on Fifteenth Street. Best steak in Cheyenne. You need some red meat. I can tell."


  "But. But. Why would you do that?"


  "Son. John and Emily Laramie fed me many times when I studied in Boston, long before you were born, and that even though I was older than most students. You are John Laramie's son. I can do no less for you than they did for me."


  "Laramie?"


  "Yes, you are a Laramie."


  "What is my white name?"


  "I don't know, son. But maybe we can find out."
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  White Deer ate a man-sized steak, two baked potatoes, a side order of beans, four slices of sourdough bread with butter, and two slices of apple pie. His stomach felt stuffed to the base of his throat. "I can't swallow any more," he said.


  "I reckon you'll sing a different song by the time we get home. Supper will be ready then, and you probably will be, too," Judge Hickey said. "Growing boys are like that. Shall we?"


  "Shall we?"


  "Yes. That means we should go."


  "Yes. I have money."


  "No. I will pay. You are my guest."


  From Beschell's Restaurant, they walked east on Fifteenth Street to the livery. Gillicuddy came from the little office at the side of the barn as they approached. "That job's waiting, you know," he said to White Deer. "Your bay is in the third stall, Judge."


  "Thank you, Bowler. Do you have something the boy could ride?"


  "Maybe he'd like to take a pick." Gillicuddy led them through the livery barn to a corral at the back. He waved at a bunch of horses on the far side. "You can ride any horse you want," he said.


  White Deer went back into the barn and stopped at the second stall on the right. "This one?" he asked.


  The stall held a small pinto of no more than fifteen hands. Its arched neck and small nose spoke of Arabian or maybe appaloosa ancestry.


  Bowler Gillicuddy grinned. "No fooling you, eh, boy? That paint's as good a pony as you'll find between here and Texas. Sure. You can ride him. Just tell me you'll come to work here and he's yours as long as you're here."


  White Deer said, "When should I come to work?"


  Gillicuddy laughed out loud. "By God, boy, you'll do. Be here by sunup tomorrow. The pinto's yours to ride until you don't want to work here any more."


  White Deer sheepishly got his chest from behind the old wagon and received permission to leave it against the tackroom wall. He retrieved the Colt revolver and its loads, and the rest of his money.


  They turned north on Russell. "My place is about six miles out," Judge Hickey said. "Close enough to get to town easily, far enough for me to wind down on the way home so Martha doesn't have to deal with a cranky old man when I get there."


  "Martha?"


  "Oh, yes, Martha is my wife. Married nearly twenty years now. Happily, I might add."


  White Deer considered this news. "Where are your children?" he asked.


  Judge Hickey's face went sober. "Martha is unable to bear children," he said. "It was hard at first, but now we go to church and she teaches the children in Sunday school. That helps."


  They came to a creek and rode along its western bank. "Crow Creek," the judge said, "but I've seen no more of those birds here than elsewhere."


  "The Crows are tough warriors," White Deer said. "It is good to stay away from Crows."


  "You know, your father was a policeman," Judge Hickey said suddenly. "He was a good one, too, an excellent officer. Emily operated a boarding house where I stayed. I knew them well. In fact, she was pregnant with you when I had to leave."


  "Policeman?"


  "Yes. A lawman. And a good one," the judge repeated.


  White Deer felt warmth begin deep in his chest. His father was a lawman. Someone who caught those who did wrong and punished them. That was good.


  "So John and Emily were lost at Fall Creek. Sad, that. They were moving on, rebuilding their lives. That fight was not a happy occurrence here in Dakota Territory. I hadn't thought about it, but our county carries the name of your parents, Laramie. Coincidental, I'm sure, but it is a fitting commendation." Judge Hickey seemed to be ruminating as much as carrying on a conversation with White Deer. "Arapahos raised you, you say."


  "I was one of Lightning Cloud's village."


  "What happened? What brings you to Cheyenne?"


  "My mother died. My father took his village to Canada. He says the redcoats there allow Arapaho to live in their own way, not the white man's way." White Deer made no attempt to wipe away the tears that escaped his eyes. He held his head high.


  "I'm going to get a scolding when we get home. Martha will say, 'Evan J. there you go bringing company home again without telling me.' How she expects me to tell her, I'll never know." Judge Hickey chuckled. "It's not like we have our own private telegraph."


  "Evan Jay?"


  "Yes. Evan J. That's my given name."


  White Deer reined the pinto to a stop. "Judge," he called.


  Judge Hickey stopped the bay and turned in his saddle. "What's wrong, son?"


  "There was a big tough-looking man standing by me in the Bucket of Blood," White Deer said. "He talked with someone beside him. 'Got to teach old Evan Jay a lesson.' That's what he said.


  "What did those men look like?"


  White Deer told him, and Judge Hickey knew who they were. "Burt and Joe Everett," he said.


  "Who?"


  "Brothers. Our county was just created last year, and the governor appointed me judge here. One of the first things I did was send Ed Everett to jail."


  "This Ed. He did something wrong?"


  "He did. He rustled cattle from the Valentine outfit. A man does not steal cattle in this county. He was lucky not to be hanged."


  "But why these brothers? Why get even?"


  "Ed Everett died in prison. That and the two brothers were drunk and disorderly at the Little House in Cheyenne—that's a brothel. Rafe brought them in and I fined them each thirty-five dollars. They've got reason, in their own minds, at least."


  "It was whiskey talk?"


  "We can hope."


  The night turned cold and White Deer wished Rafe had found his buffalo cape.


  The judge reined up when they reached the rise that overlooked his property. "Too dark to see well," he said. "Light in the window. Still ..." He turned to White Deer. "Just in case, you wait here." Judge Hickey pulled a Colt Roots from a holster inside his coat, checked its loads, and put it back. "I'll ride down," he said. "If all is well, I'll fire a shot. Then you come in. If you don't hear a shot, ride for Cheyenne. Ride fast. Kill the horse if you have to, but ride hard and fast. Fetch Sheriff Adams and Rafe. Do you understand me?"


  "May be those men wait for you."


  "Maybe. But Martha's down there. I will ride in." The judge pulled his hat down tight. "Do what I say."


  "Yes, sir."


  Judge Hickey gigged the bay and sent it galloping down the hill toward his home. The one with a single light burning in its window.


  The rising moon shed some light, but White Deer could not see well. He decided to disobey the judge's instructions. He walked the pinto to the bottom of the rise and took cover behind a copse of lodgepole pines.


  Judge Hickey stood for a long moment after he dismounted the bay. White Deer was hidden in the copse before the judge got to the door. Just as he reached for the knob, the door opened and Joe Everett stepped out. He said something to the judge that made him take an involuntary step away. Joe backhanded Judge Hickey across the face.


  No shot.


  But White Deer was too close now. Besides, what would happen while he was riding those miles back to Cheyenne? Big Joe Everett didn't look like the type that sat around waiting for lawmen to show up.


  As White Deer watched, Burt, the other Everett brother, came to join in the beating. They laughed as their fists punished the judge, a man who had done no wrong. But he made no move to protect himself. Strange. White Deer didn't see Judge Hickey as a man who placidly stood still as two big men slowly beat him to a pulp.


  White Deer thought for a fleeting moment about going for the sheriff. What would my father do? What would Lightning Cloud do?


  Both of his fathers offered the same answer. Those men were wrong. Those men must be stopped and punished. White Deer tethered the pinto to a pine sapling and started for the house.


  He heard fists striking flesh. They sounded like village women pounding rawhide to make it soft and pliable. He used every shadow. He forgot the cold. He concentrated on the men beating Judge Hickey. Their attention was on the object of their rage.


  A warrior does not hurry. Haste can only alert the enemy. Still, White Deer winced as hammer-like fists beat the man who had befriended him, the man who was a friend of his father. Judge Hickey now made little whimpers when the fists crashed into him. His legs could no longer support him, so Burt held him up while Joe punched.


  "How's it feel, Judge?" Joe used a big foot, swinging it around and into Judge Hickey's belly. The judge could only groan. Blood-flecked spittle drooled from his battered lips. White Deer felt a white-hot coal of anger burn in his belly, but his anger did not affect his judgement. He used every wile he learned as an Arapaho warrior in training. He was in plain sight, but the two men beating Judge Hickey did not see him. He only moved when their attention focused on the target of their own anger. He reached the edge of the house and disappeared.


  For some reason, the pinto neighed. Perhaps he wanted the company of the judge's bay mare.


  "What's that?"


  "A horse, stupid." Splat.


  "Ain't in the corral."


  Splat. "So have a look, asshole."


  White Deer continued around the house, peering into each window he passed. At the very back, a window looked in on a bedroom. A candle flickered on the dresser. A woman sat tied to a chair with something that looked like a dishrag stuffed into her mouth. He pulled the old Colt Army from his waistband to use its butt to break the window. The woman saw him. She shook her head. Then lifted her chin. She lifted it again. White Deer pushed up on the window and the bottom half slid up. He climbed through. The woman looked frightened. He shushed her with a finger to his lips. She nodded.


  He had no idea of the old Colt would fire, but he noticed a Henry rifle on pegs. He took it down carefully and jacked the lever. Empty. He catfooted to Martha and took the dishrag from her mouth. She gasped as if the rag had cut off her breathing.


  White Deer put his mouth close to ear. "Bullets?"


  "Top drawer," she whispered. She cleared her throat. "Please help Evan J. Please."


  White Deer patted her on the shoulder and nodded. He turned to the dresser and opened the top drawer. A box of .44 rimfire nestled in the front corner. He grabbed it, dumped the cartridges out on the bed, and loaded the Henry.


  Rifle loaded, White Deer snuck into the front room. He crouched by the door. Carefully, he eared back the hammer.


  "Don't like this, Burt," a voice said. "Damn pinto horse tied in that bunch of pines, but they ain't no one around. Time to light a shuck, I'd say."


  "Yeah. But these here assholes ain't dead yet. Only take a minute. Get the old lady. Let her watch our judgement on Ol' Evan Jay."


  Burt Everett took a step toward the door as White Deer swung it open. "God damn," he shouted, clawing for his gun. Joe Everett drew first. As he raised his gun, White Deer triggered the Henry. Lightning Cloud's words echoed in his mind. Look at what you want to hit. Let your heart guide your arrow. Bullets had to be the same, and the bullet from the Henry smashed into Joe Everett's left shoulder, knocking him back and turning him away. He lost hold of his pistol, which dropped to the ground. Grunting with pain, Joe scrabbled for the fallen weapon.


  Burt's Colt cleared leather and he fanned away three rounds, but White Deer was already moving. Three steps, and he dove headlong from the porch, holding the Henry out in front of him with both hands. He hit, rolled, and came up with the rifle ready. He jacked the lever and fired. A hole appeared like magic in Burt Everett's forehead. The big chunk of .44 caliber lead tumbled through his brain and exited the back of his head in a shower of gray matter, bone bits, and blood. The gunman collapsed like a rag doll.


  Joe found his gun and snapped a shot at White Deer. The bullet tore into his thigh and his leg suddenly would not hold him up any more. He tipped and fell, keeping a firm hold on the rifle. He skittered away, Joe Everett's bullets chasing as he went. He gritted his teeth against the pain and stood. He faced Joe Everett dead on and began to sing his death song. He planted his feet and raised the Henry. Singing. Singing.


  Joe fired and missed. White Deer sang. Joe thumbed the hammer back. White Deer sang. As Joe pulled the trigger, White Deer fired. Joe's bullet took White Deer in the muscle of his shoulder. White Deer's bullet plowed into and through the second button of Joe's shirt. He was dead before he hit the ground.


  White Deer staggered to the porch and sat down on the top step. Sweat drenched him, though the night was cold. He bled.


  Judge Hickey crawled over, his face an unrecognizable mass of lacerations, bruises, and dried blood, and his nose was swollen twice its usual size. He tried to say something, then tried again. All he could do was grunt.


  At last his voice came. "You saved us, son," he said, his voice grating like chains over rock. "Hang on. I'll get Martha. Hang on. Hear me? Hang on. She'll patch you up. Hear?"


  "Yes, sir," White Deer mumbled, then passed out.


  
    ***

  


  Judge Hickey followed Martha into their extra room where White Deer slept. In the week since the exchange of shots with the Everetts, he'd stayed there. Martha stitched his wounds, a through-and-through in his left thigh and a wicked gouge in the muscle of his left shoulder. White Deer was up and around the second day, but Martha insisted on bringing breakfast into his room every morning. Today she had a stoneware bowl full of oatmeal, a pitcher of creamy milk, and a cut-glass bowl of brown sugar.


  "Sure smells good, Mother Martha," White Deer said.


  "If a man doesn't eat, he can't mend, son," she said as she placed the food on a small table by White Deer's bed.


  "Thank you, Mother Martha, but don't you think it's about time I joined you and the judge for breakfast in the kitchen. I'd really like that."


  Martha placed her hand on his brow. "Well. No fever. And you do walk about well. I suppose so. Tomorrow, then."


  White Deer grinned.


  "We're proud of you, son," the judge said. "You did a mighty brave thing the other night."


  "The men did wrong," White Deer said. "Someone who does wrong must face what he does. If he changes his heart and does right things, then okay. But wrongs need to be set right. I just set the men right." White Deer concentrated on the porridge, coating the top with two heaping spoonfuls of brown sugar and pouring milk to the brim of the bowl.


  "I wish we had sheriffs and marshals who thought like you," Judge Hickey said. "Your pa would be right proud of you, son. Your ma, too." A wistful look came over his face.


  "Do you feel up to study?" Martha asked. She'd taken it upon herself to teach White Deer to read.


  He swallowed a spoonful of oatmeal. "Yes. A man must be able to read. I know that now. But first I will eat." He spooned more porridge into his mouth. After he'd swallowed it he said, "Today I will ride Paint into Cheyenne. The man at the barn said he wanted me to work and I took his horse. I must keep my promise."


  The judge nodded. "It's good to keep your promises, son." He paused a moment. "Look at me. Calling you 'son' as if you were a little boy. What was your name in Lightning Cloud's village?"


  "My adult name is White Deer. My father Lightning Cloud said such a deer is very rare."


  "White Deer." Judge Hickey rolled the name on his tongue. His face still wore scabs, and mottled black and green marks from the bruises gave him a wild look. His nose was now out of line, but it seemed to add character. "'Tis a good name. Keep it always. Still, I'd better write Boston for your birth name." He put a hand on White Deer's shoulder. "I'm sure you don't need this advice, but give Bowler Gillicuddy a full day's work."


  White Deer finished the bowl of oatmeal. He looked at Martha, a question on his face.


  "Oh! My! Yes, I forgot to bring the coffee." She bustled out of the room to the sound of her men's laughter.


  
    ***

  


  White Deer now boarded at the livery. Just after he started work, Gillicuddy suggested he stay there, but Martha Hickey still drove up in her buggy every day but Sunday, bringing White Deer a lunch and an hour's worth of education. He looked forward to those lessons, and now read everything he could find, often going to sleep long after the sun went down.


  "Hey, Cash." Gillicuddy called White Deer by that name ever since he'd overheard him insisting a customer pay "cash" for the livery's services. "Hey, Cash!"


  "Be right there," White Deer hollered from the rear stall where he was rasping down a piebald sorrel's hooves. He put away the rasp and walked to the front of the livery, wiping his hands on his short canvas apron.


  Judge Hickey stood with Gillicuddy just outside the barn door, where the sunshine warmed the day somewhat. The judge held a letter.


  "Is that from the birth record place," White Deer asked.


  "I'm afraid it's bad news, son. The building where the records were stored burned down. Nothing could be saved. I will keep looking, but for now, we just don't know what your parents named you. I'm sorry."


  Bowler Gillicuddy squinted one eye and looked up at the sun. "Judge, around here we call him 'Cash.'"


  "Cash?"


  "Yep. He's strict with all the customers. Always gives them the best job he can do, but always insists on cash. Everyone wants Cash to care for their stock now. Talk about a man being an asset, that's Cash."


  "If he's an asset, I'm sure you've adjusted his remuneration to reflect that value," the judge said with a stern voice.


  "When he earns it," Gillicuddy said, "he's paid in cash."


  "Cash Laramie." The judge looked at White Deer for a reaction and was met with a wide smile. "First big smile I've seen on your face for some time," he said.


  "I have a name," White Deer said. "A man should have a name."


  "That he should," the judge said. "Cash Laramie."


  


  
    ***

  


  Cash buried the outlaw under enough rocks to keep the scavengers from gnawing on the flesh and bones, but he didn't waste time to make a cross. Crazy Ed wasn't Saint Peter bound.


  His thoughts shot back to how quickly he had given up his White Deer name and sadness washed over him. He reached for the arrowhead around his neck. A long time had passed since he said his final goodbye to Elina and departed ways with Lightning Cloud. A tear welled in his eye as he touched the buffalo leather and ran his fingers down to the rough edges of obsidian, ending at the sharp point.


  "I am sorry, Mother. I am sorry, Father. But know that I have not forgotten all that you did for me." His eyes traveled across the colorful dunes of El Desierto Pintado. "I'll never forget."


  


  [image: ]


  MAGGIE'S PROMISE


  


  


  Marshal Cash Laramie dismounted from Paint and tied the pinto's reins to a low branch of an Elm tree. He pulled a cheroot from his pocket and lit the end into a robust, glowing red ember, then adjusted the black Stetson on his head.


  "Are you sure this is where Maggie is?" Jacob Whitney asked, fastening his Morgan to the same tree while he surveyed the rocky mountainside of the remote north country.


  Cash rubbed his square jaw, blue orbs studying the well-heeled banker. "Yeah, 'bout halfway up this cliff is a cave that drops down a hundred feet. That's where she's been staying."


  Whitney raised his doughy face as slitted eyes scaled the incline, the rays of sun highlighting the silver in his hair. "Why couldn't you just bring her to me?"


  "You'll see."


  "Well, how do you know she hasn't up and run off again?"


  Cash rolled the cigar to the corner of his mouth and clamped down. "She hasn't. Let's go."


  The marshal began the slow climb with Whitney in tow. Between huffs of breath, the banker talked at length about his daughter and the trouble she'd gotten into. "When she was young, we made a promise to each other: no secrets. This sort of thing didn't happen before she met him. My little girl falling for that red devil." He coughed as if choking on the thought. "I'm glad he was found dead."


  Cash grew tired of such palaver until he no longer heard the man droning on. Only the sound of Whitney's feet scrambling up the rock-strewn landscape echoed in his ears.


  When they reached the cavern, Cash grabbed an unlit torch lying just inside the cave's mouth. The old rags tied on the end of a hickory stick felt dry enough to burn.


  Whitney wobbled up behind him, struggling for breath. He leaned forward, placing his head in the crook of his arm, and stood against the cool rocks. Sweat dripped off the tip of his nose.


  Cash looked at the man with repugnance. "C'mon."


  "Yes, of course. Thank God you found her. I can just imagine what those savages have done."


  Cash removed the cigar from his mouth and ignited the frayed threads of the rags. "Don't forget, you asked Chief Penn for me—a savage—to find her. Didn't you say it takes one to know one? Aren't those the words you said to my boss?"


  "Marshal Laramie, no offense was ever meant. I thought it was a rumor about you being reared by Indians." His gaze dropped to the Arapaho arrowhead around Cash's neck, and then he looked past into the murky depth. "Either way, present company excepted."


  Cash turned into the shadows, torch in hand lighting the passage ahead. The ground sloped gradually downward and his wide shoulders brushed the cave walls as the corridor narrowed.


  "Watch your head," Cash growled, ducking low, his Stetson scraping the ceiling.


  The tight confines opened up into a large chamber. Cash stepped to the right and propped the torch against the wall. The flames dimly lit the area, casting thin shadowy fingers from the stalactites hanging from the ceiling.


  "I can't see much of anything." Whitney squinted for a better look around. A rumpled sleeping mat and two little pots next to some charred pieces of wood were at his feet, and a small wooden footstool tipped on its side lay marooned in the center of the lair.


  "I tracked Maggie here after receiving a tip from the tribe stationed a little farther south. Those 'savages,' as you call them, took pity on your daughter. They brought her food, water, and clothing. Their medicine man even came by many times to care for her and kept an eye on her. They did their best to help."


  "Well then, where is she?"


  Cash hard-eyed the business man. "Behind you."


  Whitney turned and took a couple of steps. Cold feet tapped him on the shoulder. He yelled and stumbled back, but Cash shoved the banker forward.


  "No, God damn it. You look and fucking look hard." Cash picked up the torch and thrust it closer for Whitney to see the expressionless, blue face of his daughter as she dangled from the end of a rope suspended from a jagged stalactite. Her tongue hung down, wide-open glazed eyes drilled into her father's ravaged features, arms draped to the side of her swollen belly.


  "Maggie's journal says it all. A young woman terrified of her father's harsh opinion. She gave her heart to a good man, and he loved her. But she was devastated that you—her ever-loving father—couldn't accept his skin and threatened to disown her. So, instead of disappointing you further with the news she was with child, she did this. She stood by her promise ... she couldn't keep this secret from you forever. Look at your fucking handiwork, pa."


  Cash brushed passed the distraught father who reached out and grabbed the lawman's arm.


  "You're not leaving me here, are you?" Whitney's voice trembled.


  Cash shook free of the banker's grasp. "I'm going to wait for you to bring your daughter topside. This is your weight to carry."


  The lawman took down an unused torch fixed to the cave wall, lit it, and then ascended to the outside world. He looked down to Paint at the bottom of the cliff. The pinto neighed, swatting his tail at Whitney's Morgan.


  "I know the feeling, fella."


  Cash sat in the cool air at the cavern entrance, waiting. After some time had passed and Whitney still hadn't appeared, Cash went back to the chamber. There he found Whitney collapsed on his back, face twisted in pain, and Maggie's body lying across him as if he'd fallen while getting her down and tried to keep her off the ground.


  "Bad ... heart," Whitney gasped. "I'm ... sorry." His eyes rolled back and his body relaxed still holding his daughter in his arms.


  Cash bent down and closed the eyes of both. "Now you can tell her yourself."


  


  MILES IN BETWEEN


  


  


  The high-noon sun beat down on Marshal Gideon Miles and his prisoner Jarvis Kincaid. Beads of sweat rolled off their brows but a cool breeze from the north tempered the heat. The marshal kept pace on his grullo three strides back, flanking Kincaid's palomino as they ambled down the dusty road to Gavelin, Wyoming.


  Miles studied the accused killer from the side. The clenched jaw, the frozen eyes. Allegedly murdered a woman. He wondered if the only thing they had in common was the color of their skin. He sighed as he turned, scanning the mountain range in the distance. In another five miles or so, they'd be crossing the town line in the foothills.


  "Seems a shame you'd take me back, let them white folks string me up like they're gonna."


  "You'll see a judge."


  "Judge?" Kincaid cackled. "You must be outta your head. My ass is gonna be swinging from a tree limb five minutes after you leave."


  "Gavelin's not known for lawlessness."


  "Mrs. Peterson was the town's most prominent resident. You can bet they're gonna dangle me from a rope."


  "If the rope fits—"


  "Bullshit it fits," Jarvis said, spit flying down onto his handcuffed hands in front of him. He recomposed himself, cast a glance back at Miles, then resumed his steady tone. "I worked for Mrs. Peterson minding the estate after her husband died. She trusted me with the cattle since there was no one else to look after them. Well, there's Diggs, the other ranch hand, but Mrs. Peterson didn't trust him much. He mended fences and ran errands in town."


  One thing Miles knew about criminals, they were all innocent of the crime. Normally, he wouldn't be particularly interested in his prisoner's account, but, with time to pass, it didn't hurt to listen.


  "I knew something was wrong when Sheriff Haas started sniffing about."


  "How's that?" Miles asked.


  "He was looking to propose to the old lady, take over the land. But she wasn't having any doing." Kincaid spit to the side. "Haas'd been a suitor of hers years earlier, but Mr. Peterson won her over with his east coast schooling and manners."


  Kincaid paused. "Might I have a drop of water?"


  Miles tapped the reins and pulled alongside Kincaid's horse. He removed the canteen hanging from the saddle horn and handed it over.


  "You were found over the body."


  "I was trying to save her. Should be mighty suspicious to any fair-minded person that Haas just happened to arrive with two deputies not a minute after I found her."


  Kincaid let the canteen's string thread between his fingers until he had about a foot of slack and then swung it at the marshal's head. Miles blocked the assault with a forearm while Kincaid leaped out of his saddle, dove sideways, and grasped the lawman's right arm, taking Miles to the ground.


  Kincaid landed a blow to Miles' chin using the force of his bound hands. The lawman thwarted another punch with his left forearm and then pounded the owlhoot in the face with his right. With his hands cuffed, Kincaid was no match for the flurry of left and rights from Miles. The captive man howled, then collapsed sideways into a patch of dirt.


  "C'mon, get up," Miles seethed. "Get up!"


  Kincaid scooped up some earth as he bolted up and lobbed it at Miles who side-stepped the flying dirt, then slammed another right in the ambusher's face knocking him back down. Miles freed his Colt from its holster and aimed at the prisoner.


  "Any more shit like that and you ain't going to have to worry about what the white folks of Gavelin are going to do to you."


  Kincaid looked at Miles as he wiped the blood from his mouth. "Is it as easy as it looks selling out your own?"


  
    ***

  


  The population sign leading into town had the number 131 newly carved on it above a crossed out 132. Miles and Kincaid entered from the east, guiding their mounts through town, catching plenty of stares and shouts: "They caught him! Lynch 'em."


  Kincaid cast a sideways "I told you so" look at Miles.


  They brought their horses to a halt in front of the jail. A short, stout man sat in a well-worn chair balanced on the two back legs while deftly twirling a walking stick in his left hand. A badge in need of shining was pinned to his vest.


  "So, Jarvis Kincaid returns. A whole lotta people're gonna be glad of that."


  He stood, shaking his wide backend without a hint of humiliation to free himself from the chair, then tugged his trousers up. He stretched an arm forward, grabbing for Kincaid while spewing out to Miles, "Hey, son, I'm sheriff for these parts. Sheriff Haas. I can take it from here."


  Miles glared at the sheriff who offered no handshake, no proper introductions. He stepped in front of the Haas to help Kincaid off his palomino. Then he reached into his saddlebags for a green folder, pulled out a series of papers, and passed them to Haas.


  "Sign on the lines marked with an X." Miles paused, "If you need help, let me know."


  "Humph!" Haas snapped up the release forms. He took Kincaid by the collar and led him into the one-room jail. Miles followed Haas and glanced about. A desk, a couple of chairs, and rifle rack filled the cramped space.


  Haas plopped in the chair behind the desk, slapped the paperwork down, and began leafing through, signing each sheet. Finished, he pushed the papers across the desktop, knocking over a white elephant paperweight that spiraled to the edge of the desk and over. Miles snapped it up before it hit the floor. He held on the expensive piece, turning it around as he studied it.


  "Mighty fast, aren't we?"


  Miles ignored the sheriff's comment, placed the elephant back on the desk, and then returned the paperwork in the folder.


  "How soon until the judge arrives?"


  Haas stood, pulling up his sagging trousers again, pretending not to hear. "Good day, Marshal."


  Miles gave a stern eyeball-to-eyeball stare until Haas shifted uncomfortably, then he started toward the door.


  "Marshal!" Kincaid shouted.


  Miles turned to the prisoner.


  "Look, Marshal, I'm real sorry for what happened back there, but I don't wanna die. Not like this. Check with Diggs. He must be watching her place. He has no love for me but he'll tell you the truth."


  Miles scrutinized the anxious expression before him—a look of complete defeat. He'd seen the look many times with both the innocent and the guilty. He tipped the corner of his Stetson and exited the jail. He would have taken the time to grab a meal but he had enough doughboys and jerky. He wanted to get away from Gavelin—it stunk of hypocrisy and narrow-mindedness corrupting its clean-cut image.


  He stopped on the outskirts and dug into his saddlebags. Miles pulled out a small leather pouch containing a wooden pipe and a tin of tobacco. He pressed a pinch of fresh tobacco in the pipe and stoked the sweetly scented leaves to a cherry red. He took a couple puffs and then clasped the bowl in his palm. His horse whinnied. Miles stroked the side of the animal's head. "Yeah, let's find a man named Diggs."


  
    ***

  


  Miles guided his steed over a wooden bridge and down a tree-lined carriage path to the front door of the Peterson ranch house. In the barn to the left of the two-story home stood a silver-haired man with a full, bushy mustache wearing faded dungarees. He yanked the bright red bandana tied around his neck off and wiped his brow, glaring at Miles who stopped a few feet in front of him.


  Miles leaned forward in his saddle. "Mr. Diggs?"


  "What's it to you?" Deep lines scrunched on his high forehead.


  "Mr. Diggs," Miles said as he slid off his mount. "I brought Jarvis Kincaid into Gavelin an hour ago."


  Diggs pushed the bandana in the pocket of his dungarees and stiffened his back. "So, what?" He walked toward the house past Miles who followed behind.


  "Kincaid said you're a fair man who'd alibi him. He says you know he couldn't have murdered Mrs. Peterson." He stopped short of the three steps leading up to the porch. "A man could hang, and if he's innocent—"


  Diggs paused at the door, keeping his back to Miles. "I don't stick my neck out for nobody. And you need to get off this property." He sailed inside and slammed the door.


  Miles rubbed the bridge of his nose and turned to look at his horse chewing on some tall grass near the fence. He reached in his vest pocket, pulling out a pipe already packed with tobacco. He scratched a lucifer to life and puffed on the pipe until the tobacco burned bright.


  Miles caught movement in the distance. He shook the match dead while watching a rider stop behind a willow tree on the other side of the bridge. Miles wandered to the end of the porch, sat down in a rocker, and crossed one leg over the other. The figure in the distance was temporarily checkmated and stayed behind the tree. Miles broke into a loud rendition of "The Fountain in the Park," warbling between puffs:


  "While strolling in the park one day—"


  The house door opened and Diggs lumbered out with a rifle in hand. "What in Sam Hill are you doing?"


  "Enjoying some Virginia Tobacco I bought yesterday."


  "No, I'm talking 'bout you still being here on private property."


  "Well, Mr. Diggs, it's like this. Your friend out there behind that willow is gunning for me." Miles scanned the area. "And just as I thought, there's a second chap poking his head up over the stream bank near the bridge."


  Diggs squinted, scrunching his nose and revealing all five teeth in his mouth. "What're you nattering on about? There ain't no one out there. I can't even see clear down that far. Now, get outta here!"


  Miles laid his pipe on the porch rail as bluish wisps of smoke bellowed up and away.


  "Those hard cases coming across the stream are intent on killing me, and possibly you, figuring you know the truth about Mrs. Peterson's death." Miles canted his Stetson to the side. "I could use your help."


  The man looked down, then right, then left, and kicked at a pebble on the porch. He lowered the rifle to his side. "I don't want no trouble." His eyes followed the owlhoots as they now boldly walked into the carriage road, heading straight for the house. Diggs stumbled back and retreated inside.


  "Doesn't surprise me," Miles mumbled. He strode off the porch, got his grullo and walked it around the house. He pulled his Colt out of its holster and checked the chambers. All loaded. His eyes danced across the landscape, finding an overgrown garden and little else. Then, he spotted a root cellar.


  He patted the horse. "Let's try something my old pa taught me."


  Miles walked over and pulled the cellar door open. He then nudged the grullo to the center of the backyard several feet from the house. "Well, boy, you're not gonna like my plan, but I'll make you a promise. That livery boy's been asking why I haven't named you yet. If we come out of this, it's about time, don't you think?"


  
    ***

  


  It seemed a long wait but Miles guessed no more than five minutes had passed when he heard:


  "Where'd he go, Jonesy?"


  "Don't know, Cedar, but he can't be far from his horse over there."


  "Fellas, I didn't leave that door open," Diggs said, pointing at the root cellar in the other direction.


  "He'd be loco to trap himself in there. But that'll make our job a helluva lot easier," Jonesy said as he cocked his gun.


  "Sure will," Cedar laughed.


  Miles' slate-gray stallion snorted and stomped a front hoof on the ground, then began making a wide arc back toward the house, his left side facing the trio.


  Cedar said, "Hey, where's that horse—"


  The grullo turned, heading straight for the cowboys, with Miles draped on its right side, right foot in the stirrup and left leg curled over the back of the horse hidden from view with the bedroll. His left hand gripped the saddle horn, the right held his Colt aimed and ready. Miles blasted a shot at Cedar. The slug ripped through the cowboy's neck and threw him down onto Diggs who was about to run.


  Jonesy leveled his Calvary Pistol at Miles and fired, grazing the lawman's left bicep. Miles dropped and rolled away from his horse. He came up on one knee shooting off a round into the man's right thigh. Jonesy stood firm and fired two more shots that rippled in the dirt to the side of Miles. The lawman targeted his opponent's heart, and shot off a bullet that spiraled into the owlhoot's chest. Jonesy jerked, triggering his gun and sending a shot into his right boot. He yowled, collapsing to the ground.


  Miles turned to Diggs struggling under the dead weight of Cedar.


  "Don't shoot, Marshal!"


  Miles bent close to Diggs, ripped the bandana out of the man's pants pocket, and wrapped it around his wounded arm. Then he poked the muzzle of the Colt into the ranch hand's right shoulder. "Such a shame. You could've done the right thing."


  The man's beady eyes danced back and forth. Miles grabbed Diggs by the arm and dragged him out from under Cedar. "Get your sorry ass back in the house, now!"


  Miles kept his Colt pointed between the man's shoulder blades as he followed him in the parlor. He shoved Diggs into a chair then grabbed a bottle of whiskey off the credenza.


  "Don't mind if I do," he said as he took a clean glass and poured himself a drink. Miles admired Mrs. Peterson's home. Neatly kept with high-quality furnishings, ornately embroidered rugs, and numerous pieces of fine art and sculpted figurines.


  "What did the late Mr. Peterson do?"


  "After making enough from the ranch, he got into big game hunting, traveled the world. He did so well selling pelts and ivory that, in truth, he didn't need the cattle no more."


  Miles eyed a particular carved piece on a corner shelf. He turned back to Diggs, catching the ranch hand sneaking out of the chair.


  "I wouldn't budge if I was in your boots. You're slower than wet gunpowder."


  Diggs slumped down again. "What're you gonna do with me?"


  Miles strode over to the yellowbelly, placed his boot on the corner of the chair and thumbed his Stetson higher on his forehead. "Why, I'm going to get some answers, Mr. Diggs."


  
    ***

  


  "What the hell are you doing here?" Haas shouted, his face drawn in shock as Miles surged through the door.


  "Taking my prisoner back," Miles said. He spotted the key to the cage on the wall, snagged it, and walked toward Kincaid who was smiling ear-to-ear.


  "The fuck you are!" Haas jumped up from his chair, unsnapped his holster, and rested a hand on the butt of his pistol. "Get the hell out of my jail, Negro."


  Miles turned, eyes slitted. "Jonesy admitted before he bled out that you sent him and Cedar to kill me. And Diggs will testify that after you murdered Mrs. Peterson, you offered him a cut for his silence, then waited for Kincaid to show up to blame him."


  "Ain't that a bitch." Haas pulled his weapon free but Miles fired off first, the slug tunneling into the sheriff's forehead. Haas flung back against the wanted bulletin, taking several posters down with him.


  "Damn, that was some shooting!" Kincaid said.


  Miles pulled the cuffs from his belt and tossed them to Kincaid. "Put 'em on."


  A frown stretched across the prisoner's face as he clasped the irons closed. "That figures."


  A middle-aged dandy peeked his head around the corner.


  "Go get the mayor or whoever runs this town. You can tell him I'm taking Kincaid back to Cheyenne with me," Miles commanded and the man scooted off.


  He unlocked the jail cage. "Any funny moves and I will kill you."


  "But Diggs cleared me."


  "No, he didn't. I just said that to bait Haas."


  "Why then?"


  Miles strolled over to the desk, picking up the figurine he had caught earlier in the day. "There was a match for this in Mrs. Peterson's house. I couldn't imagine the old lady parting with her husband's collection so I assumed Haas made off with a trophy after he killed her. Maybe I'm wrong. But I thought it was enough of a hunch to see if he would make a move."


  Miles and Kincaid left the jailhouse where a crowd had gathered. A tall, ginger-haired man stepped through the crowd and approached Miles. "I'm Mayor Heavner. I hear you intend to take this prisoner, but I can't let just—"


  Miles pulled out his badge and showed it the mayor. "This should suffice. We'll need Kincaid's horse."


  Heavner nodded his head and dispatched a freckle-faced lad who returned a short time later. Miles and Kincaid mounted their horses and departed Gavelin.


  
    ***

  


  "So, you know I'm innocent, you gonna let me go?" Kincaid asked on the way back.


  Miles looked off in the distance where a hawk soared in the cloudless, blue sky. "You'll be heard in a court of law where I'll testify to the facts."


  "Including that I struck you?"


  "Depends on how much you bug me and my horse, Smoke, along the way." Miles patted the grullo on the neck, then reached down into his saddlebags and pulled out the pouch with his pipe and tobacco. Kincaid watched as the lawman packed the pipe and lit the tobacco, working it up into a pleasing aroma, and then tossed the match aside. He moved the pipe to the corner of his mouth and tilted his Stetson sideways.


  Kincaid eyed the marshal, shaking his head in bewilderment. "You're a different breed, Marshal Gideon Miles. You're a different breed."
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  CASH LARAMIE AND THE PAINTED LADIES


  


  


  Silence fell over the bordello as Cash Laramie burst through the front door. Painted ladies in various states of undress froze in place while the lawman, wiping the trail dust from his clothes with his Stetson, scanned the bed-house clientele. The most mature woman, scarcely past twenty, removed herself from the lap of a dandy and marched toward Cash.


  "Marshal Laramie, unless you are here on official business, you're not welcome," she scolded, pursing her lips. A red dress with black lace clung to her curves, and a strand of tiny pearls plunged down her neckline coming to rest in her ample cleavage.


  "Vanessa Lynn," Cash said, repositioning his hat low on his forehead, "Tobias Sabin is dead. I want to know where Johnny Dice and the ten thousand in bank money are." He brushed a caterpillar that had become attached with the rest of the dust from his elbow.


  "Dead!" Vanessa threw a hand to her mouth. "You killed him!"


  "You were responsible for Tobias Sabin's safety. What happened?" the dandy asked, standing up and smoothing out the creases in his silk shirt while trying to cover over what his form-fitting trousers betrayed—that things still hadn't settled down. His polished, brown leather boots tapped on the wooden floor with authority as he approached the marshal.


  Cash reached into his shirt pocket for a black cheroot. He bit an opening in the end, spitting tobacco out of the corner of his mouth, and scratched a lucifer to life, setting the tobacco alight. He puffed on the end, eyes loaded with contempt, until the tip was fully consumed and he had a strong draw.


  "Well!" The dandy took another step forward, pressing the caterpillar into the floorboard.


  "Mayor Cornelius," Cash said, exhaling, "Johnny Dice had been trailing me and my prisoner, Tobias Sabin. When Tobias went to take a piss in the bushes, his shit-excuse for a cousin Dice made a play on me. But I managed to wound him."


  Cash moved to the staircase leading to the second floor.


  "And kill Tobias?" Cornelius countered.


  "No. One of Dice's wayward slugs managed that all by its lonesome. Tobias ran back to stop the ambush, got caught in the crossfire and died. I followed Dice to the outskirts of town but lost him." Cash cast his eyes upstairs. "Makes sense he would return here."


  "Get him outta here!" Vanessa Lynn snapped at the mayor.


  His face flushed as he spat back, "How do you propose I remove a six-foot U.S. Marshal with a Colt strapped to his side?"


  Cornelius soothed his voice, "Marshal Laramie, ah, I think we better talk to Judge Sparks before we get hasty here. For the time being, Miss Vanessa Lynn would like you to leave."


  Cash yanked his Peacemaker from its holster and pointed it up the stairs. "Nothing doing. See the blood on this railing."


  Cornelius followed Cash's motion to the crimson prints streaking the rail. "I'll get the sheriff."


  "What!" Vanessa Lynn cried out.


  "Miss Vanessa Lynn, I'm not sure what kind of establishment you're running here." He excused himself as he bee lined for the hat rack near the door.


  "You small-dicked coward!"


  Donning his bowler, Mayor Cornelius tossed an impish glance Vanessa Lynn's way and left.


  Cash steely-eyed the harlot. "First one to come up these stairs, I shoot. No questions asked. You or your girls call out to Johnny Dice to warn him," he continued, redirecting the barrel of his Colt at Vanessa's heart, "you die. Get it."


  Taking the cigar from his mouth with his left hand, he dropped it to the floor and extinguished it under his heel.


  For the first time, Vanessa Lynn saw Cash Laramie as a dangerous entity and not just another man she could manipulate. She bobbed her head and withdrew to her girls, who'd huddled together, wrapping her arms around as many shoulders and heads as she could reach.


  Cash crept up the stairs, the soft chime of his spurs clicking on each step. He scanned the hallway at the top. Empty, but not quiet. The air vibrated with the sounds of squeaking beds and over-the-top moans of pleasure. Red snail tracks went to the right and then vanished. No telling which of the three rooms the wounded Dice was in.


  The marshal crouched low, taking a breath, opening the door farthest down.


  Two older teen boys stood in the middle of the room with their drawers around their ankles while a topless redhead alternated between them. Both youths turned to Cash with surprised, sheepish grins.


  Cash shut the door and moved on.


  In the next room, a woman's back blocked the view of the cowpoke she was riding. Cash noticed a partially opened closet. He couldn't see in and he realized his plan wasn't well thought-out. He couldn't enter the room to check, maybe Johnny Dice had an iron trained on the couple. Cash could afford to be reckless with his own life but he couldn't endanger the lives of innocent bystanders.


  He closed the door, turning away to wait for reinforcements, when a shotgun blast tore the middle of the door apart, splinters of wood spraying him. Cash rammed the floor on his stomach, then rolling to his back, he caught a glimpse of Johnny Dice through the wide gash swaying a Winchester rifle back and forth, trying to get a bead on him, and the whore, cowering alongside the bed, screaming.


  Cash scrambled to the side. The Winchester thunder-clapped again, spewing buckshot across the narrow hallway into the lath and plaster and wall-lamp. Bits of glass and metal rained down on the lawman. Cash snaked back, kicked in the remnants of the door with both feet, and fired off a flurry of lead from his Colt. One slug opened a dark hole in Dice's forehead, slamming the would-be assassin back against the bed where he remained draped over the edge.


  "Leave the room," Cash seethed at the hysterical prostitute still crouching on the floor.


  She ran naked down the hall, heading straight for the calico queen with the two boys who had worked up the courage to peer out the door.


  "I didn't even get to finish," one youth grumbled.


  Cash stood and closed in on his fallen target. The fully-clad Dice had been hastily bandaged with some strips of cotton cloth around the same arm Cash had clipped earlier in the day. The lawman figured Vanessa Lynn must have helped Dice with his ambush attempt.


  He searched the room but found no sign of the bank money.


  
    ***

  


  "So we have Tobias Sabin, a science teacher, and Johnny Dice, his cousin, both dead and nothing to show for it. Is that what you're saying, Marshal?" The gray-haired Judge Sparks held his chin low while looking over the top rim of his spectacles at Cash. His white frock coat with stiff wing collar billowed over the sides of the chair he sat in. Mayor Cornelius, Vanessa Lynn, and half a dozen other community members scattered about the brothel's parlor, all stared at the Cheyenne lawman for an answer.


  "I had an arrest warrant for Johnny Dice and Tobias Sabin. Both would be alive if Dice hadn't tried to kill me." Cash folded his arms and leaned against the corner of the bay window that opened out to the backyard.


  "And referring to Sabin as a teacher ain't going to change the fact he robbed the bank in Casper," Cash threw a glance the madam's way, "and left the money here. He admitted as much to me on his deathbed."


  "That's a lie!" Vanessa Lynn shouted.


  "Now, quiet," Judge Sparks said. "This is not the time or place to raise one's bristles." He returned his attention to Cash.


  "Well, that's your word against a dead man's. You may be a great shot peace officer from the city, but, around here, Tobias Sabin and his family are well-respected. You claim a teacher, whose biggest sin had been patronizing a house of ill repute, all of a sudden became Jesse James? Well, that doesn't sit with me. I intend to travel to Cheyenne to clear his family's name and talk to your superior about the way you shot your way into a private residence."


  Cash cringed at the thought of his Chief's reaction.


  Sparks glowered, "What exactly was Tobias Sabin's last words?"


  "He was sorry for the trouble he brought down on his wife and that the money was hidden." Cash gazed out the window. A cluster of butterflies flitted away as two of Vanessa's girls sat down on a bench in the flower garden at the far end of the yard.


  "And?" Sparks said his impatience mounting.


  "He was just about drained out. He mentioned the word 'hidden' and 'painted ladies.' Seeing that I arrested Tobias in this house and Dice's trail also led back to Vanessa Lynn's fine establishment, it doesn't take a genius to figure it out."


  Cash rubbed his chin and continued, "Now, Judge, if there aren't more questions, I have a long ride ahead of me and beating a dead mule is not going to help either of us."


  Judge Sparks conceded the point and excused him with a curt nod. Cash crossed the room and walked out the front door into the welcoming summer breeze.


  His job felt unfinished having not located the money, but he wasn't sure what else could be done—Judge Sparks would never allow him to rip the cathouse apart looking for the stolen loot. His best course of action now was to head back to Cheyenne, write up a report, and hope Sparks didn't have to much sway with the chief. His thoughts switched to Tobias Sabin. Cash knew enough about human character to realize the science teacher was a good man who got caught up in the wild side of life with Vanessa Lynn. She was a whole lot of woman, and just a tiny ounce of charm could turn a bookworm like Tobias. Now he left behind a family.


  Cash stroked his pinto's neck. He untied the reins from the hitching post and climbed on. Something brushed the back of his ear and he instinctively swatted it. A butterfly fell to the dirt. Cash noticed the hitching post was blanketed with the caterpillar's exalted half, wings gently beating up and down. He extended a finger toward the post, scooping up a butterfly. As he thought of something he hadn't before, a smile worked its way across his face.


  He guided the pinto toward the town's saloon where he would wait until nightfall.


  
    ***

  


  The quarter moon was just bright enough for Cash to scour Vanessa Lynn's garden. Before long, he found what he was looking for—a pair of newly planted rose bushes not far from where the two soiled doves had been sitting. Using a small spade he brought along, Cash dug into the soft dirt while bunches of butterflies, annoyed at being awaken, fluttered about. He soon came to the first of three bank satchels.


  "Stop right there, Laramie."


  He turned slowly. Vanessa Lynn stood behind him with a Derringer grasped in both hands, her nightgown blowing lightly in the night breeze.


  "Can't sleep?"


  "Not when I have that much money in my backyard. How'd you figure it out?"


  "Just realized the science teacher was referring to the common name of these butterflies—Painted Ladies." Cash looked the buxom madam once over. "Maybe if you spent more time outdoors instead of on your back, you would know that."


  Vanessa Lynn's face tightened. "Well I guess you'll be the second man to go to your grave with that knowledge." She leveled the Derringer at Cash, the sound of the hammer cranking back echoed.


  Then the sound of a second hammer being pulled back followed the first.


  "Lower the gun, Vanessa."


  The madam whirled around to see Judge Sparks with a Colt trained on her. "I really came to watch Marshal Laramie make a fool of himself."


  She sized up Sparks, biting her lower lip.


  "Drop it, Vanessa!"


  She allowed the Derringer to fall to the grass and crossed her arms.


  "I owe you an apology, Marshal."


  Cash uprooted the bags, one by one and then stood. "Don't mention it, Judge."


  He eyed the pouting madam. "All in a day's work."


  
    ***

  


  Cash followed the directions to the Tobias Sabin homestead he had gotten from a talkative bartender at the saloon. He arrived at four in the morning and left a grand in reward money on the front porch.


  He heard a baby cry and the shuffling of feet as he nudged the pinto back to Cheyenne. The bank was offering a reward for information leading to the return of the money and Cash felt if they were willing to part with that sum then he had found the right place for it. Though, it would be best not to tell the bank. He would say that Tobias Sabin or Johnny Dice must have blown some of the money before it was buried.


  A lie, but one he could live with.


  


  GUN JUSTICE


  with Chuck Tyrell


  


  


  Cash Laramie rode into Macyville with his badge in his pocket and revenge on his mind.


  He'd ridden in ahead of the man he was following, the man who'd shot Cash's friend down in cold blood. Brant Macy. And it was no coincidence the town's name matched the man's.


  Brant Macy. Brash. Bold. Flashy grin. Hell with the ladies. Used to getting everything he wanted. But not this time.


  Cash dismounted in front of Williams Merchantile on Main Street and wrapped Paint's reins around the hitching post. He climbed the steps to the boardwalk and turned to watch Macy ride up the street. Cash leaned back against the front of the general store, pulled a cheroot from his vest pocket, struck a lucifer on his boot, and puffed the smoke alight. His eyes never left Macy.


  "How's it going, Ev." Macy's voice held a chuckle.


  "Making out, Brant, making out," said a man loading a sack of grain into his wagon.


  Cash blew a cloud of smoke upward. Macy noticed him, and put a finger to his hat in greeting and smiled. He reined his horse to the rail.


  Cash Laramie's eyes followed the brazen young man as he sauntered up the boardwalk, then angled across the street. The flat-crowned hat with its carefully curved brim. The checkered shirt and red-and-white calfskin vest. The tooled buscadero gun rig. The striped California pants tucked into calf-high boots. The happy-go-lucky smile and friendly but condescending attitude. Everything about Macy said "rich man's son." Cash pulled on the cheroot, let the blue smoke trickle from between his lips, then started after Brant Macy. The young man didn't act like a killer, but Cash knew he was one.


  People turned to stare after Cash Laramie as he followed Macy. His iron-hard expression, black hat and clothes, and no-nonsense gun rig with its blued .45 Peacemaker made them take a step back. Perhaps they wondered why a gunman walked the streets of a quiet town like Macyville. Cash ignored them, focusing attention on Macy.


  The killer ruffled the hair of a red-headed boy and gave him a penny, as if he were some kind of feudal prince. A blond burst through the batwings of the saloon on the corner. She threw her arms around Macy's neck and kissed him full on the mouth. His laugh echoed off the sides of the buildings lining the street. He whispered in her ear. She giggled. Then her face sobered when she saw Cash Laramie in the middle of Main Street. She said something to Macy, who shrugged and turned on to Mill Street.


  Cash looked at the sign above the saloon. Bucket of Blood, it read. The quirk in the corner of Cash's lips might have been the beginnings of a smile. Get that bucket ready, he thought.


  Macy lengthened his stride, making for the big building at the end of Mill Street. Macy's Grist and Feed Mill, the sign said.


  Just as Macy reached the mill entrance, Cash pulled his Peacemaker and fired a shot in the air.


  The whole town froze.


  "You're a killer, Macy," he said, his sharp-edged voice full of disdain. "I've come to take you back to Cheyenne."


  "Where's your army," Macy said, a sneer on his lips. "Ain't no one taking me out of Macyville, no one."


  Cash thumbed back the hammer of his Peacemaker. "You'll come. Or you'll die," he said.


  Macy tipped his head back and laughed. "Not likely," he said.


  Cash held the Peacemaker on Macy as he walked down the middle of the street. Twenty feet from Macy, Cash stopped, just as two men rushed from the front door of the mill. Their resemblance left no doubt. Relatives of Brant Macy. One had to be his father.


  "I come to get your boy," Cash said. "He's a thief and a killer. He's wanted in Cheyenne."


  One man, an older version of Macy, turned and said, "What is this, son? What have you done?"


  Macy simpered. "Just having some fun up to Cheyenne, Pa. Nothing much."


  The father frowned. "How much trouble, Brant?"


  Macy indicated Cash with a toss of his head. "That guy'll tell you I killed a man. I did. But he was just a sumbitchin' injun. Ain't nothing wrong with killing a redskin. He was one of them who massacred General Custer, I'm sure."


  Cash pulled the badge from his vest pocket with his left hand. The gun in his right remained pointed at Macy's belly. "U.S. Marshal," he said.


  "Shit," Macy said. "I know you. Cash Laramie. Raised by injuns, they say. More injun than white, they say."


  "You'll not get out of this, Macy. Misun, the Sioux you killed, scouted for General Crook. Even saved the general's life. Got a medal. The job he had at that saloon kept his wife and children from starving. And he was my brother. You'll go to Cheyenne. Or you'll die. Your choice."


  "No injun lover's gonna take me outta my own town," Macy roared.


  Cash stood motionless. He knew what the Macys saw. Cold blue eyes staring from under the brim of a black Stetson pulled low. A flint arrowhead hanging from a leather thong around his neck. Square jaw. Thin cheroot that no longer smoked. Colt Peacemaker at the ready.


  Then Cash put the pistol back in its holster. "Even odds, Macy. You and yours against me. What'll it be?"


  "Mr. Laramie, I'm Avery Macy and this here's my brother Mike. Brant's my son, sir. Maybe we can talk this over. What do you say?"


  "He killed my blood brother. No deal."


  "Shit, Avery. The lawman ain't gonna listen to good sense. He's come for a killing." Mike Macy squinted at Cash, who stood in the center of Mill Street, feet spread shoulder-wide, hands hanging naturally at his sides. He looked almost nonchalant, but also seemed like a coiled spring.


  "Spread out," Mike said, holding his voice to a loud whisper.


  Brant took two steps to the right, then moved even farther. Mike went to the left. Soon they made a thirty-foot arc facing Cash.


  Cash spit out the cold cheroot. He turned his face right, then left, using his peripheral vision to check for possible onlookers in the line of fire. There were none.


  Avery spoke, his voice trembling. "C'mon, now. Things don't need to get out of hand. Let's sit down and talk."


  Cash stood stock still, his eyes wide open, unblinking.


  Mike Macy couldn't stand the tension. He went for his gun, but he was slow. Too slow by far.


  Cash drew, took two quick steps to his left, and fired into Mike Macy's chest. Mike's arms flew wide, and he fell over backwards, but Cash wasn't watching. He'd already shifted aim to Brant Macy who'd finally got his gun out. Again Cash sidestepped, this time to the right, and Macy's bullet whipped by his ear. Cash's Peacemaker roared and the bullet took Macy in the center of the forehead, exiting through the back of his head in a cloud of blood and brain matter. Brant dropped like an ear-shot hog.


  "You. Killed. My. Boy!" Avery Macy roared. He pulled the trigger of his Remington Navy revolver as quickly as he could thumb back the hammer, but his anger spoiled his aim. Bullets flew wild as Cash dropped to one knee and put two bullets into Macy's chest. The patriarch of Macyville crumpled to his knees, then fell on his face.


  Cash ejected spent shells from his Peacemaker and pushed new bullets into the cylinder.


  People now lined the sidewalk. Cash made a slow turn, holding his marshal's badge high in the air. "U.S. Marshal's business," he said. They stayed put.


  Pistol in hand, Cash strode over to look down at Brant Macy's dead face. His eyes were open in surprise, and a half sneer curled his dead lips.


  "What's going on here?" The call came from down Main Street, and a pot-bellied town marshal hurried around the corner.


  Cash held up his badge again. "U.S. Marshal," he said. He pointed at Brant Macy. "Killed while resisting arrest."


  "Oh," the town marshal said. "Nothing much for me to do, then, I reckon."


  "You can get those men buried," Cash said.


  "Yeah. Better." The town marshal shuffled away.


  Cash walked back down Mill Street with people keeping pace on both sides. He turned onto Main and stopped in front of the general store. As he reached for Paint's reins, the red-headed boy gave a shout.


  "God damn you, mister. God damn you. I swear. When I grow up I'm gonna hunt you down and kill you like you killed Brant. I swear." Tears ran down the boy's freckled cheeks. A woman in a light blue bonnet put her arms around the boy from behind. He turned to wipe his face on her apron, then once again faced Cash.


  Cash mounted Paint and turned his head toward Cheyenne.


  "I'm gonna kill you, mister. I am."


  Cash rode out of town, and the kid's words followed him all the way to Cheyenne. Could he have handled the situation differently? Could he have taken Macy alive? Maybe. But then, Cash decided it didn't matter.


  Misun was his blood brother. A word from Cash to the saloon owner had gotten Misun the job that killed him. But no man, red or white, black or yellow, deserved to be shot in the back. Cash wondered what Misun's family would do now. He'd find out when he got to Cheyenne.


  Usually he felt empty after killing a man, like taking a life took a little part of his own. This time it felt right.


  Sometimes, Cash thought, justice comes from a gun.
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  CASH LARAMIE AND THE MASKED DEVIL


  


  


  The horses were hitched and two deputies heaved a couple of canvas bags filled with notes and silver into the wagon. Under the corner streetlamp, Marshal Robert Boland glanced at his gold timepiece. Ten-thirty p.m. He'd ride with Deputies Hayes and Reed through the night and deliver the money to the Rawlins bank no later than noon the next day. After that, back to Cheyenne where he'd ask Chief Penn for some well-deserved time off.


  His buoyant thoughts were dashed by the approach of drumming hoof beats. A horned figure with a dark crimson face and glinting cutlass emerged out of the darkness, barreling down on the three lawmen.


  "It's the Masked Devil!" Hayes exclaimed.


  Boland drew his Colt, pulled back the hammer with a ratcheting click, and fired three shots. He pitched to the side, his hat tumbling away, as the legs of the ghostly white horse came crashing down beside him. In an instant, the sword slashed off his left ear. He came up on one knee and clasped a hand over the wound. Blood threaded between his fingers. He shook the warm essence from his hand and squeezed off two more shots while the devil circled around and headed back at a full gallop.


  "Fire, dammit, fire!" Boland snapped at his men.


  Hayes, the chunky deputy closest to Boland, snagged the barrel of his six-gun in its holster. Reed, the thin one, just stood there, wide-eyed and frozen. The devil raised the cutlass high in his right hand, drew a Walker Colt with the other, and fired off wild shots in their direction. Hayes stumbled back, knocking down Reed who slammed his head into a wagon wheel and fell unconscious.


  Blood from the stump of Boland's ear coursed down into the straw-colored hair curling over his mackinaw jacket. As the devil closed in, Boland fumbled reloading his Colt, his fingers slick with blood. He looked up as the devil's sword came slicing down.


  


  A clean sweep through Boland's neck severed the head and sent it somersaulting several feet away.


  The Masked Devil reined his horse to the dismembered head, pierced it with the tip of his sword, and held it aloft, shaking it at the citizens of Pleasance who cowered along the wooden boardwalk. He lobbed it at them and jeered as they gasped and jumped back from the head as if it was a stick of dynamite with the fuse lit.


  The fiend tugged the reins. The white horse whinnied and reared up, then stormed west out of town. A haze of dust settled in wispy layers on Deputy Hayes as he fruitlessly fired after them.


  From the shadows of a narrow alley between the livery and depot, a slouched figure crept out, stepped over the unconscious deputy, snagged the two canvas bags and slithered back into the cover of darkness with the money.


  
    ***

  


  "A masked rider dressed like Beelzebub?" Cash Laramie asked, shrugging his broad shoulders that stuck up well above the Windsor armchair he was sitting in.


  "According to spooked townsfolk, there's no 'like' about it. That rider was the devil in the flesh." Chief Deputy U.S. Marshal Devon Penn interlaced his fingers and planted his hands down firmly on the desk. His bushy brows furrowed on his round face as he continued, "But The Cheyenne Star has a slightly different take. The paper's editorial speculates it may be the spirit of a dead Arapaho leader seeking vengeance."


  Cash rolled his eyes. "Ghosts and goblins live in dime novels."


  "That may be so. Anyway, Marshal Boland was transporting $85,000 from Blue Mountain, California to Rawlins when he encountered trouble near Salt Lake City. Rather than run any more risk, he wired ahead for help, asking that the extra men join him in Pleasance. So I wired the mayor and asked him to hire two deputies to accompany Boland the rest of the trip to Rawlins. Then this happens." Penn pointed to the newspaper on his desk. "The whole motley town of farmers, drifters, Negroes and Indians is terrified."


  Cash snatched up the newspaper. The front page featured a crude sketch of Boland's head tumbling from his body while a satanic figure dressed in Arapaho garments danced in triumph beside him. The headline screeched, "Masked Devil Beheads Marshal."


  "This can't be the first attack if the paper's already come up with a catchy name for the killer," Cash said.


  "That's correct. He's struck half a dozen times before. Always been raids on the white folks' homesteads or businesses in and around Pleasance."


  "Not so strange, if you consider who holds the purse strings." Cash fished a cheroot from his shirt pocket and stoked the end with a lucifer. Exhaling upward, he sent the smoke funneling out through an open window onto the Cheyenne streets. Penn detested cigars and the battle over smoking in the office had been going on for years but, on occasion, when Cash was needed for a new job, Penn looked the other way.


  "What I can't fathom is why a U.S. Marshal was used to transport that $85,000," Cash said. "Unless it's federal money?"


  Penn unlocked his fingers and tapped two together on his desk, as was his custom when the discussion turned to sensitive topics. "There are federal links, as it happens. The Cheyenne Historical Society finally sold that strip of land south of Cumberland ridge to a wealthy railroad entrepreneur from California—with government backing, I might add. The mission was meticulously planned, and the need for the secrecy was paramount. That piece of land is—"


  "Highly controversial," Cash interrupted. He leaned forward, slapped the paper back down on the desk and dropped his cheroot's ash into the ornamental bronze spittoon. "I take it everything was done quietly so as not to further enrage the Arapaho Nation whose land was stolen?"


  "Acquired. Remember, Marshal Laramie, we don't make the laws. We might not always agree but it's our duty to enforce them. I know you have a special bond with the Arapaho people, but you may have to put it aside for this assignment."


  "Still, a Wells Fargo full escort would have been the wiser choice."


  Penn's eyes narrowed.


  "Just stating a fact," Cash said, speaking around the stub in his mouth.


  "Well here's a fact for you. You're on the three o'clock stage to Pleasance. Find out who killed Boland and get the money back." Penn reached into his top drawer and took out an envelope. "Here's your travel money. Marshal Miles will be heading back from Shoshone Indian Territory and will meet you in town."


  Cash nodded and left. He was glad to team up with Gideon Miles again. A fast gun and the most reliable lawman he had worked with since joining the Marshal Service.


  He studied the watch attached by chain to his vest. Just enough time for a whiskey and a poke, if Lenora wasn't already busy with a client. He smiled, withdrawing two dollars from the envelope. It was kindly of his boss to provide for expenses.


  
    ***

  


  "I never saw nuttin' like it. Our lead passed clean through 'im," Milt Hayes said as he pulled a crooked leg inward. "Hell, I protected Davey best I could by pushin' him down and whatnot."


  "Yeah, I don't remember that," Davey Reed added. "But I cain't forget them flaming yellow eyes—"


  "You idiot. He didn't have no flaming eyeballs, but hisself was inpem ... er ... inpener—"


  "Impenetrable," Cash finished the half-wit's sentence. Puffing on his cheroot, he wondered where Boland found these guys.


  "Yup, to bullets," Hayes said.


  As he interviewed the two jaspers in the back room of the general store, Cash looked from one fool to the other. Boland got a nickel's worth of nothing for help.


  "Where'd you meet Boland?" Cash asked, jotting down notes in his notepad as they spoke.


  "At Dodge's Six—"


  "Who's Dodge?"


  "Farley Dodge," Hayes answered. "He's the Mayor. Whenever a posse needs a roundin' up or sumthin' needs gettin' dun or whatnot, he's the one to see about it."


  "And he also owns the bank," Reed chimed in, "and the saloon and pretty much everything else in town."


  Hayes shot Reed an aggravated glance over the interruption then carried on with his story. "So, we meets Marshal Boland at Dodge's Six Gun Saloon and was told about the money an' trip to Rawlins and whatnot. We swore oaths to be all quiet, and then he told us to meet up with 'im later that evenin' at the livery to ride by night. After he was done talkin', me and Reed took our advance and went up to the bar fer a drink of whiskey."


  "And Marshal Boland?" Cash asked.


  "Why, from the moment he walked into the Six Gun, Miss Carlene was all over him."


  "Saloon girl?"


  "Yup and I kin tell ya not just any saloon girl but a top-dollar whore. She beds just the rich fellers that pass through. The rest of us settle fer Molly Ann. She ain't a bad poke if you can get past the one leg and foul breath."


  Reed scrunched his nose and nodded.


  There was a quick succession of raps on the door and then it was opened by a short square man with a graying beard and a dark brown moustache. The newcomer extended a hand to Cash. "Hi—Mayor Dodge."


  "Laramie. Deputy U.S. Marshal Cash Laramie," he said as he shook the mayor's sweaty palm.


  "Well, Marshal, I live a ways out of town but came as soon as I was notified you were here. I see you've met Hayes and Reed. I hope you didn't rake them over the coals too much. It was clearly a savage masquerading as the Devil that killed Marshal Boland. The townsfolk are pretty riled and want to hang the lot of them redskins for what happened."


  Cash reckoned Dodge talked too fast and said too much.


  The mayor spied an Arapaho arrowhead hanging from Cash's neck on a leather thong and shifted uncomfortably.


  Cash didn't like the plump politician, and he savored the mayor's uneasiness for a beat while he blew out smoke. Finally, he broke the awkward silence. "I'd like to see where this 'savage' cut Boland down."


  
    ***

  


  Leaving Hayes and Reed, the mayor led Cash outside and along the dusty street toward the livery stable. As they passed by the general store, Cash eyed a hunched-over black beggar dragging his belongings in a potato sack, humming "Amazing Grace." The only other onlooker was a solemn Indian on the edge of town, about a hundred feet from the livery.


  "This is it." Dodge pointed at faint spots of dried blood. "Yesterday's rain just about washed the signs away," he said.


  "Interesting," Cash mused, his eyes flicking over the wider area.


  "What is?" Dodge asked.


  "The witness report I got said Boland emptied his cylinder and was about to reload when he died. But I don't see any empty shells lying around."


  "Well young'uns have a tendency to pick up such things and keep 'em as souvenirs," Dodge said.


  "I see."


  The beggar had wandered over and started to cackle with dubious glee.


  "Now git!" Dodge rushed at the black man, flailing his arms.


  The beggar stepped back a few feet, and huffed before resuming his stroll down the street with the potato sack.


  "What's his story?" Cash asked.


  "He's just a tumbleweed that blew in a couple of days ago. He's been gathering up the garbage around town, burning it to stay warm at night. He seems harmless."


  "Wouldn't you like to think so," Cash said, dissecting the stray.


  Dodge turned to the marshal and his gaze flicked to the arrowhead. "I didn't mean to offend you back there with talk about savages and all."


  "Sure, no offence taken," Cash replied coldly.


  The mayor changed the subject. "Now, I know Hayes and Reed don't seem like much, but they're honest and fair to accurate with a gun. When I was asked for some help with the money transport, I couldn't think of two better men in Pleasance for the job."


  Cash noticed the Indian had vanished in the dust being kicked up by the wind. Dark rain clouds formed in the distance.


  "I didn't question their integrity." Cash scowled, dropping his spent cigar and mashing it into the ground with the heel of his boot. He turned and walked away, leaving Mayor Dodge to follow after, scratching the bridge of his nose. Cash headed for the hanging shingle marked, Art Bell—Minister / Coffin Maker / Undertaker.


  
    ***

  


  "I cleaned the body best I could but wasn't sure where to send it," said Bell, his words falling flat. His drawn face and angular posture reminded Cash of all the undertakers he had ever met: pallid replicas of their customers.


  Cash examined Boland's head which was crated separately in a square box. He pulled his notepad from his pocket and sketched the grisly sight for his report to Penn. The sword's entry through the soft tissue of the neck and exit point through the mouth had ripped the tongue and left it dangling. The detached ear lay in the box next to the head. Cash had met Robert Boland's wife, Emily, and he knew they had three children with one on the way. He cringed at the ghastly image that awaited them.


  "Sew him back together best you can," Cash commanded, "and fit him with a high collared shirt that will cover the stitching."


  "Pardon?" Bell asked. "I'm an undertaker, not a mortician."


  Cash pulled twenty dollars from his wallet.


  "Mister, I don't have the facilities to embalm or reconstruct like that. Besides, he's been dead near four days."


  Cash pulled out another twenty.


  The undertaker's eyes lit up as his hand moved toward the bills. "Of course. It's not fitting that the family should lay their eyes on such horror."


  Cash let Bell have the two twenties. "Pack him on ice and see he makes the one-twenty to Cheyenne tomorrow."


  
    ***

  


  The Pleasance town hall was under siege by Mrs. Maude Van Ettan's fiery tirade against everything from Reconstruction to whiskey. Mayor Dodge had gathered the group in hopes of quieting fears but the forum had become a free-for-all as anger swelled among the town's privileged. One thing seemed clear to Mrs. Van Ettan and her forum: Indians, Negroes, and phantoms were the cause for every woe since Pleasance's founding.


  Cash sat at a table near the window, listening to the gaggle of the crowd. His investigation took him to all the businesses in town but he garnered little information of any value, except the bank, where some sizable transactions had occurred that needed some deeper digging. He looked through a grimy window streaked with raindrops from a steady afternoon drizzle.


  Across the street, the old Arapaho he'd seen earlier now stood outside the blacksmith shop, watching. Then Maude spotted the Indian and the pitch of her voice went up an octave. "There, a red devil stands in the middle of town and no one lifts a finger. If only we had real men here, they'd take care of these godforsaken savages."


  She lifted her sagging chin in the air and huffed her way from the room. Men hung their heads in her wake.


  Unnoticed by anyone there, Cash nodded to the Indian.


  The Arapaho ambled past Maude. She stood with clenched fists tight against her sides and flung insults at him. The rain turned Pleasance into a mud bowl around her but she brazenly stood her ground like an old water buffalo staking its claim.


  
    ***

  


  It wasn't easy talking in weather like this. They were under a rock that jutted out like a roof, protecting them from the driving rain slamming against the granite. Day was giving way to night. Two warriors stood nearby, holding a small arsenal of Winchester rifles and bow and arrows. Cash learned the old man was Little Wing, chief of a small band of Arapahos forced to relocate whenever the land they inhabited was deemed valuable to white men.


  Cash was at ease among them. Peculiar, some might think, because when he was an infant, his family had died in crossfire between the U.S. Calvary and the Arapahos at the Battle of Fall Creek. Chief Lightning Cloud spared young Cash's life and raised him as one of his own. Cash eventually learned the story of his slain parents, which made him confused and bitter. He fled the only home he knew and lived off the land as his surrogate family had taught him to do. Cash returned the first winter only to run away again. He survived the next winter but not alone. His Arapaho father's protection was never far, always watching from a distance.


  Little Wing was very much like Lightning Cloud. Strong and stoic. Cash still hadn't fully come to terms with his past, but when he did, he knew he would return to the Arapaho. He also knew, even before talking to Little Wing, that the Arapaho had nothing to do with the Masked Devil. The proud Arapahos would never play such games.


  
    ***

  


  The beggar's eyes traced them in the dark. He cursed the rain that soaked his poncho but he remained focused.


  When the marshal and the Arapaho finished their business and parted ways, the beggar followed the lawman.


  
    ***

  


  She stood at the bar. Chestnut curls pinned up high on her head, ruffled black dress cut low and scalloped over her milk-white breasts. Cash wandered over, throwing two bits on the counter. "I'd like to buy the lady a drink."


  The greasy barkeep looked up, glanced at Carlene. She nodded. He poured a pale yellow ale into two spotty glasses.


  "Much obliged," she said.


  Cash carried his drink to the end of the bar and studied her closely. Indeed she was beautiful, maybe a little too beautiful to be turning tricks in a small jerkwater town.


  "I heard you were the place for excitement," Cash said, taking a swallow of his beer.


  She turned her back to the bar's edge, resting her elbows on the rail, and thrust her breasts out. She eyed him sideways. "That's quite a way to frame it."


  "No offense intended."


  She watched the lines in his face break into a warm grin.


  "None taken. For ten dollars, you'll have your answer."


  "Lead the way."


  They passed a lone drunk lying facedown on the table.


  "Another satisfied customer?" Cash cracked.


  "Hardly. He's just a washed-up circus performer."


  The man lifted his bald head and opened one drunken eye to ogle Carlene's swaying hips as she led the marshal upstairs.


  While Cash moved along the landing, he glanced sideways at the reflection in a big mirror at the far side of the saloon: the bartender wiped oily sweat from his forehead and slipped out into the street.


  Carlene's room was sparsely furnished—a four-poster bed, a ladder-back chair, a bureau with a washbasin, and a nightstand with a lamp and two books: The Bible and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.


  "Interesting reading for a painted lady," Cash said.


  "I was once a school teacher in Boston. Married a snake who dumped me here."


  She stepped out of her dress, resplendent in her scarlet bustier and garter, and strolled over to him.


  She kissed him on the cheek, fluttered a hand down his chest and across his lap. She lowered herself before him, unbuckling his belt. "But enough about me, let's see what you're packing."


  He dropped his head back with pleasure as she went to work. Once more, he considered the nightstand. The Bible?


  
    ***

  


  A bright sliver of first light peaked under the emerald curtain. The sound of a galloping horse came from the street. Then gunfire. Cash grabbed his belt and peered outside. "Beelzebub" had returned to Pleasance and delivered a stream of bullets into the dawn sky. Alarmed faces peered from windows and doorways as Cash strapped on his gun belt.


  "You better not leave me here like this, you son of a bitch," Carlene said. Still wearing her bright red undergarments, she was spread-eagled on the mattress with her arms and legs tied to each bedpost.


  "My apologies, ma'am." Cash grabbed a washcloth from the basin and stuffed it in her mouth. "We will continue this conversation."


  A muffled scream escaped her as he headed out the door.


  The horseman waited at street's end, where Robert Boland had fallen.


  "Looks like it's your turn to face old Scratch's redemption," the beggar said. He squatted next to the horse trough, his poncho pulled tight around his neck to deflect the cold morning wind. "Yes-suh, seems it's your time to be pushin' up daisies," he sang and then let out a deep baritone laugh.


  Cash gritted his teeth. "That'll be the day."


  Little Wing and his men were in front of the funeral home cattycorner from the livery. A small crowd emerged from the hotel and bank entrances. Maude Van Ettan shielded a young girl's eyes and hurried her inside, returning a moment later to observe the ensuing mayhem.


  The rider pulled his shining cutlass from its sheath with theatrical flair and began galloping toward Cash.


  Cash Laramie saw firsthand how this menace inflicted fear. Chalky hands gripped taut reins. A black cape flowed over blocky shoulders. Charred black holes peered through a red leather mask. Ebon-tipped horns jutted from the sides of its head. Unreal, as if it the apparition charged straight from the heart of Hades' inferno.


  Cash drew his Colt and stood steadfast, waiting until the rider was fifteen feet away and then tripped the hammer onto a cartridge that sunk a bullet into the Masked Devil's throat.


  The horseman doubled over his saddle horn. Cash grabbed the dangling reins and was dragged a few yards before the white horse came to a halt. He lowered the rider to the ground and removed the mask.


  The ex-circus performer gurgled foamy blood. His head reeled back with a lifeless stare.


  More shots rang out. Cash dove to the ground and rolled. He came up behind the water trough as bullets from Hayes' Remington .44 whistled from the second floor hotel window, splintering the trough's wood. Cash poked his head up.


  Before Cash could get a shot off, Hayes lurched forward, a dark hole opening up his forehead. Hayes plunged through the window, his rifle falling beside him.


  The black beggar straightened up to full height, threw the poncho over his shoulder, the hump disappeared. Spitting the paper wadding from his mouth, he flashed a smile at Cash, his Peacemaker still smoking.


  Hayes lay motionless on the ground.


  Cash started to speak when lead spurted from the Six Gun.


  The bartender screamed an oath and thrust his shotgun over the saloon batwings. His shots sent Cash spinning around. He aimed and blew the left side of the man's skull away. The barkeep collapsed and the batwing doors swung back and forth above his body.


  The marshal surveyed the town for further signs of danger but an eerie silence had settled over Pleasance.


  "What took you so long?" Cash asked the black man.


  "Is that all the thanks I get for saving your life again?"


  "Again? I reckon it's the other way around."


  The citizens who had flattened themselves on the ground alongside the town's buildings slowly rose to their feet. They seemed perplexed at the anti-climatic showdown with the horseman.


  The mayor ran from his office wiping his brow with a handkerchief. "I don't understand," he said, looking at the beggar with the Peacemaker in his hand.


  "Let me introduce you to my partner, Marshal Gideon Miles."


  Miles tipped the corner of his hat.


  Dodge continued to stare at Hayes and the bartender.


  "They ... I don't believe it ... were responsible for—" Dodge stammered.


  "Partly them, partly the lovely Carlene," Cash said, turning to Maude Van Ettan, who had wandered over to listen, "but mostly you."


  She stepped back, startled. Then, as the crowd closed in, she seemed to regain her courage. "What's the meaning of this?" Maude demanded.


  "Marshal Laramie, what do you base your accusation on?" Dodge said. "Why, Mrs. Van Ettan is a leading citizen of this community."


  "Miss Carlene gave you up after a little gentle persuasion," Cash said.


  "What kind of gentle persuasion?" Miles interjected, grinning.


  Cash returned the smile. "No more than required."


  "I'll bet."


  "Ha! That's your evidence?" Maude Van Ettan guffawed, standing dignified and haughty. "Who will believe the ranting of a whore?"


  "You're right. It helps to have some evidence." Cash reached into his pocket and withdrew several empty cartridges. "Next time you ask someone to dispose of evidence, you ought to make sure she does."


  Dread swirled across Maude's face.


  "I couldn't quite figure out how an accomplished gunman like Marshal Boland could miss at such close range," Cash said. He bounced the empty shells in his hand. "Miss Carlene switched his bullets for blanks after she'd serviced him and he dozed off for a spell. While everyone was distracted by the Masked Devil's staged showdown with Boland, the bartender swiped the money."


  "Where'd you find the casings?" Miles asked.


  "Miss Carlene had a hollowed-out book on her shelf where she hid them. It seemed odd that a prostitute would be reading the Good Book so I took a gander at it while she was working."


  Miles smiled. "She kept a little collateral on hand just in case someone tried to double-cross her."


  "Or to siphon off a little more. Whatever the reason, a judge should find it thought-provoking. Also, I inquired at the bank about any large transactions in the past week. There were two: Mrs. Van Ettan here and Carlene. Circumstantial perhaps, but with Carlene's confession and Marshal Boland's bullets switched for blanks, we have the makings of a solid case."


  Cash turned to Maude. "Where's the money?" he demanded.


  She swallowed, then swallowed again. "At my house," she said. "There's a built-in safe behind the family portrait."


  
    ***

  


  "A fire!" Devon Penn interlocked his fingers and placed his hands on his desk.


  "Gutted Mrs. Van Ettan's house," Cash said.


  "None of the money was found?"


  "Except what she'd paid the riffraff in cahoots with her."


  Penn turned to Miles who nodded.


  "Damn. That's not going to sit well with the town council and Historical Society. No sign of foul play?"


  "None," Cash said. "It looked like Maude's chimney caught fire."


  "What the hell are the chances?" Devon Penn leaned back in his chair, unlacing his fingers. "And what caused this Maude Van Ettan to take up a life of crime?"


  "Not so far a stretch when you dig around Pleasance awhile for information," Miles explained. "Maude and her late husband amassed their wealth as carpetbaggers in Alabama before striking out for the great northwest where they lived a so-called pious life in Pleasance while occasionally dipping into fringe criminal activity."


  "I see. Well, our part is done and it's up to the judge now."


  Cash stood up and gathered his hat. "I also checked up on the dead circus performer. He used to be good with a saber. Could ride a horse and slice and dice a watermelon on the run."


  "Sounds like a one-trick pony, to me," said Miles, also rising to his feet.


  "Yeah, so he turned to booze. Then Mrs. Van Ettan stumbled on him and offered him a few encores."


  Penn shook his head and grinned. "Good job, men." He stood and shook their hands. "Both of you get some rest. First thing in the morning, you'll be tracking a couple of owl-hoots that skipped bail. And get that damn cigar out of my office," Penn waved his hands in the air.


  
    ***

  


  Cash and Miles walked into the warm Cheyenne afternoon. Cash snagged a cheroot from his pocket as they meandered along the busy sidewalk. Miles joined Cash with a pipe.


  "Amazing, a fire happening like that."


  Cash blew smoke skyward as he spotted Lenora entering the Cheyenne's Beckett Hotel and Saloon. She looked over her shoulder, smiled and went inside.


  "I didn't even see any evidence of a safe or burnt money." Miles struck a lucifer on his pants leg and puffed at his pipe.


  "Yup. Strange," Cash said rolling his cheroot to the corner of his mouth where it settled.


  "Not to mention Little Wing leaving town with several bulging saddlebags."


  Cash reached for the Arapaho arrowhead on its thong around his neck and rubbed it. He looked across the street, eyes fixed on Lenora's curtains, waiting to see her pull them aside.


  "What are you suggesting, Marshal?" Cash asked.


  "Only that a guardian angel saw fit to right a wrong."


  Cash clasped Miles' shoulder. "Wouldn't you like to think so."
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  REFLECTIONS IN A GLASS OF MARYLAND RYE


  


  


  "Marshal, you want more?" the pockmarked lad asked.


  Through glazed eyes, Cash Laramie tried to remember the waiter's name. Was it Jim—or Jerry? He wasn't going to recollect, and he didn't really care. He settled on nodding then watched the kid pour whiskey in his glass and set the bottle down next to it. Jim, or Jerry, moved to a nearby table where two cowboys sat.


  Cash looked in the jewel-toned liquid and saw distorted burned-out cinders in blue orbs staring vacantly back at him. Startled, he looked up at the mirror behind the bar where he met his likeness: tired eyes, week-old stubble on a square jaw, a dusty black Stetson tilted high on his head, and an Arapaho arrowhead dangling on a leather thong around his neck. He swirled the drink and then took a swig, wondering how long he would continue to recall that man—another name he couldn't remember—and that day.


  He watched the waiter pouring ale into a mug as one cowboy tossed some coins on the table.


  Silver. That was the man's name. How could he have forgotten? Wanted for horse thieving.


  A full year had passed since he tracked Silver to a cabin in Upton, Wyoming. As Cash rode up on Paint, the man stood at the cabin door aiming a Henry rifle at him. "I ain't going back. They mean to hang me, but I'm innocent."


  "You have no choice, Silver."


  Cash slid off his mount on the left, stepped away and pulled a Winchester rifle from the scabbard in one sleek movement.


  Silver raised the barrel, firing lead over Cash's head, and then retreated inside, slamming the wooden door closed. The gun barrel reappeared through a slot centered in the door.


  Cash slapped Paint away with a stern "git" and then, ripping off rifle slugs at the house, he darted behind a wagon next to the well. He flinched as potshots rained down from his right, splintering the wagon inches above his head. A puff of gray smoke drifted from the barn loft about two hundred yards away.


  He targeted the bushwhacker's outline in the shadows and triggered his weapon. The slim figure in over-sized dungarees dropped in an ungainly heap to the ground.


  A shout rang out from the cabin as the door flung open again, Silver charged hell-for-leather toward the barn, yelling, "Jamie!"


  Cash drew a bead on the running mark, and Silver stumbled as the bullets punched him to the ground. He slipped cartridges in his Winchester when abruptly Silver sat bolt upright, firing shots that split the air beside the marshal's ear. Cash palmed the rifle in his left hand while yanking the Colt holstered on his right hip free and blasted the horse thief, hitting him in the gut.


  Silver gasped, dropped the Henry, and kissed the earth again.


  Cash pouched his iron and sprinted to the barn. He hadn't come with the intent to kill.


  He slowed as he approached the body and then stopped and angrily kicked the dirt. A young woman lay contorted on the ground with an arm stretched out, blood trickling in parallel. Could have been the man's daughter. Could have been a much-younger wife. Didn't matter. She nearly killed him.


  He found a shovel and buried the woman in the field behind the barn, marking the shallow grave with a wooden cross.


  Paint stood several hundred feet away at the edge of the clearing. He walked over, replaced the Winchester and then led the pinto back to the homestead.


  Cash went in the cabin, scouring the rooms for any sign of next of kin. All he turned up was several letters from Arden V.S. Thompson, Esq. from Boston stacked on the table. He pocketed them and left for the barn.


  As Cash stood in front of a stall gate, two horses whinnied and stomped their hooves. He identified the chestnut-colored horse as the stolen mare and the other as Silver's. He bridled each and led both out to the yard where Silver still lay. Cash draped the body over Silver's horse, binding the man's wrists and ankles underneath, and then tethered the two horses together behind Paint. He mounted up and they ambled off.


  Several miles into the hard trail to Casper, he dug into his vest pocket and pulled out a black cheroot. He scratched a lucifer to life off his leather belt and fired up the end of his cigar.


  A muffled noise came from behind. Cash dropped the match as he swiveled around in the saddle.


  Silver's left eye looked wearily at the ground and his shoulder squirmed under taut ropes. Cash slid off his mount, and strode back to the corpse that seemed to have come back to life.


  He bent down and listened as the man sputtered, "Ja ... mie."


  "She's alive," Cash lied. How in hell this owlhoot was still breathing baffled him.


  A faint smile lifted the corner of Silver's mouth as he spotted Cash's arrowhead. "You must be the outlaw marshal. Thought you were a bounty hunter. After twenty pieces of silver, eh?" He cackled. "Am ... I ... gonna ... make it?"


  They were about fifteen miles from Narrow Creek where Cash knew a sawbones who might patch up Silver, but that was fifteen miles out of his way and he had no desire to waste the time on a no-good horse thief who would be hanged anyway.


  "Wouldn't you like to think so?" Cash's teeth clamped down on the cheroot. He grabbed the man by the head and twisted with force, snapping Silver's neck.


  
    ***

  


  As Cash swished the liquid back and forth in the glass, he knocked over the whiskey bottle the waiter had set on the table.


  "Disgrace," the curly-haired cowboy said.


  "Sure is," the pointy-nosed amigo agreed.


  Eyes red-veined with anger, Cash surged out of his chair, smashing his glass across Pointy's head and throwing Curly a quick hard left that landed on the cowboy's chin, knocking him sideways to the floor. Curly came up to brawl but was held back by Pointy, his head shaking. "Don't do it." Curly hunkered on his heels next to his partner with a sour, pinched look.


  Cash removed his badge, sliding it into his shirt pocket. "Got some grit in 'ya now?"


  Both men looked at each other and held their heads low as Cash staggered between them.


  "Fuckers," Cash muttered, tossing a half dollar on the table. He looked to the startled waiter. "I'm paying for these yellow-bellied shits, too."


  The wide-eyed lad nodded. "Yes, sir."


  Cash snagged the whiskey bottle as he angled past his table and out the saloon's batwings. His boots thudded with a hollow resonance as he walked down the uneven boardwalk. He stepped into the street and untied the pinto's reins from the hitching post. Placing a shaky boot into the stirrup, he paused as he spotted a smiling couple leaving the Mercantile General. His mind jumped back to a meeting with Chief Marshal Devon Penn not long after he brought Silver's corpse in.


  "Cash, remember the Upton man wanted for horse thieving?"


  "Yeah."


  "Turns out he was innocent."


  "What? He and that woman tried to cut me down."


  "That woman was his wife, and her grandfather is Arden Thompson, a big shot lawyer from Boston. He came to Wyoming to clear their names of theft. What had happened was another fellow stole Silver's mare, stamped his brand on it. When Silver went back for it, he got accused of stealing his own horse. Certainly, drawing on you warranted the action you took. Odd that Silver didn't take his chances in a court of law, huh?"


  "Yeah, odd," Cash said.


  He swung up into the saddle and watched the couple move hand in hand to the next store. Cash glared at the trifling amount of whiskey remaining and then nudged his horse across to the mercantile where he'd buy more rye. A lot more.


  


  


  


  


  
    †
  


  


   Sample the first two chapters of The Guns of Vedauwoo by Wayne D. Dundee available now on Amazon.
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    -ONE-

  


  


  


  It was a cool, clear, early fall afternoon when U.S. Deputy Marshal Cash Laramie arrived back in Cheyenne with his prisoner, Luther Hyatt, in tow.


  The pair rode directly to the back side of the federal building, where there was a rear entrance to the holding cells down in the basement. This entrance was the one commonly used by lawmen delivering prisoners to the lockup.


  Cash had been on the trail with Hyatt for three days, leaving him weary, irritable, and anxious to get the suspected killer off his hands. Hyatt was a slovenly, heavy-gutted individual. Foul-tempered, foul-smelling, and foul-mouthed. Charged with butchering an entire family up north near Devil's Tower. Those who'd seen what was left of his alleged victims were quick to offer the opinion that whoever was responsible must have been spawned by the very demon that fabled landmark was named after. Cash didn't know about that but, after spending time in the company of the surly, unrepentant Hyatt, he had little doubt of the man's guilt. A trial was yet to be held, but Cash felt confident a hangman's noose would be the end result and, as far as he was concerned, it couldn't fall around this man's neck soon enough.


  After dismounting and tying both horses—his own pinto and Hyatt's blaze-face, which Cash had been leading—to a hitch rail, the marshal stepped over and slammed the heavy metal knocker several times against the outside of the door leading down to the holding cells. This signaled whatever jailers were on duty inside that a new prisoner was ready to be brought down.


  Without waiting for the jailers to respond, Cash returned to the horses and reached up to unfasten Hyatt so he could climb down out of the saddle. The prisoner's wrists were handcuffed in front of him, with an additional set of cuffs wrapped around the linking chain and then ratcheted tightly to the saddle horn. This kept Hyatt secured in place, allowing him to sit his saddle in reasonable comfort yet denying him any control over his horse and thereby no chance to try and bolt free.


  Before unlocking the manacles clamped around the saddle horn, Cash aimed a dark scowl up at the mounted man and said, "You get a notion to try anything funny, I won't hesitate to drop you right here in the dust. Understood?"


  "You're supposed to be deliverin' me for a fair trial," said Hyatt. "Not bring me all this way only to threaten gunnin' me down like a dog in the street."


  "Consider yourself delivered. Up to you to call the tune on how it plays from here." Cash unfastened the manacles and unwrapped them from the cuffs still clamped to Hyatt's wrists. "And comparin' yourself to a dog," he added, "is an insult to even the mangiest cur I ever saw."


  "Yeah, you'd know all about dogs, wouldn't you?" Hyatt sneered. "Bein' raised by Injuns the way you was, you probably even et your share."


  "When that lockup door opens in a minute, there are two ways to go down the steps leading to your cell," Cashed advised him. "You can walk down, or you can get dragged down ... You keep runnin' your mouth and aggravatin' me, you won't be in any shape to make the trip on your feet. And I've seen those jailers drag other fellas down. Trust me, they don't like the extra work so they tend to do it with a sort of chip on their shoulders. That means they got a bad habit of letting the thick, stupid skull of whoever it is they're draggin' bounce real careless-like on each and every step—sometimes more than once."


  Hyatt's sneer stretched wider. "You don't scare me with that kind of talk. You're just stung because I spoke bad about your precious Injun mongrels. I forgot the other thing you heathen redskins do with your dogs—Tell me, how hard was it to fight off your daddy and brothers for the chance to claim the prettiest bitch in the litter so you could have your turn at fornicat—"


  Before Hyatt could finish getting the words out, Cash grabbed him by his belt and one arm and jerked outward with a snarling curse. He lifted the prisoner out of his stirrups, hoisting him momentarily above his head, and then hurled the man to the ground like a sack of potatoes.


  Hyatt landed with a loud Hawff! Air and spittle gushed from his mouth. He squirmed on the ground momentarily before trying to push to his hands and knees. Cash was on him in an instant. A booted toe crashed into stomach and ribs and sent Hyatt rolling lumpily away.


  Cash went after him, reaching down to grab his shirtfront with the intent of hauling him up so he could knock him back down again. But Hyatt had more fight left in him than Cash expected. When the marshal leaned over, Hyatt lunged to meet him, swinging both fists upward with the handcuff chain stretched taut between them. The chain clipped Cash hard under the point of his chin, jolting him, sending him staggering backward.


  At this moment, the heavy door to the lockup swung open and two uniformed jailers appeared in the doorway. One of the men had some years on him and sported bristly mutton-chop sideburns shot with gray; the other was younger, somewhat gawky in appearance, and clean-shaven. Seeing what was happening, the younger man immediately reached for the billyclub hanging from a loop on his thick uniform belt.


  The older jailer promptly clamped a restraining grip on his partner's wrist. "Hold on there, Bindley me lad. Don't get too excited."


  "But that prisoner's trying to escape," Bindley, the young jailer, wailed. "He's fighting the marshal—we need to lend a hand!"


  "Don't you recognize who that marshal is?"


  "I've only been working here for a couple of weeks," Bindley reminded him. "I don't recognize all the different law officers by sight yet."


  "Well, see to it you remember this one," advised the older guard, whose name was O'Shea. "That scrapper there is none other than Cash Laramie."


  "The one they call the Outlaw Marshal?"


  "Some do. Not me," O'Shea was quick to respond. "His ways may be rough, true. But nobody who plays straight with the law has got a concern from him, says I. And the day Cash Laramie can't handle the likes of that scruffy clod he's mixin' with there ... well, I'm after thinkin' today won't be that day. So just sit tight for a minute, lad, and enjoy the show."


  After Hyatt's surprise blow stunned him and sent him reeling, Cash had barely managed to stay on his feet. In the time it took for him to regain his balance and get his head cleared, Hyatt was up and charging straight for him, swinging his doubled fists in a roundhouse blow meant to finish the marshal right then and there. Cash could have gone for the Colt holstered on his hip, but he rejected resorting to that as quickly as the thought flashed through his mind. No, by God, he'd started this fracas with his two bare hands and that's the way he would end it. At the last instant, Cash was able to twist away and take Hyatt's menacing punch only grazingly off the top of his head. But the momentum of Hyatt's bull-like charge carried him forward and still brought him crashing against the marshal, his shoulder driving hard into Cash's chest. Both men tumbled to the ground, tangled together, pummeling and kicking and cursing.


  It was Cash's misfortune to end up on the bottom of the tangle. He tried to flail his way clear but couldn't get enough leverage into his punches to succeed. Hyatt bore down on him relentlessly, grinding him into the ground. And then the prisoner suddenly reared back and swung his doubled fists again. This time they found their target solidly, hammering against Cash's jaw. With an enraged grunt, the heavier man followed up by lurching forward again, once more separating his fists as far as their restraining chain would allow and then slamming the chain down across Cash's throat. Hyatt leaned into the choke with all his strength and weight, the links of the chain chewing flesh and threatening to pulverize Cash's windpipe.


  Cash struggled in vain. Stars and black spots whirled in his vision.


  Desperately, he reached up with both hands and sank his thumbs deep into Hyatt's eye sockets. The prisoner howled and tried to pull his head away but, in addition to his gouging thumbs, Cash's fingers were ensnarled in the long, greasy hair spilling around Hyatt's face. He gripped the man's head tightly between his palms, jerking, twisting, not allowing it to pull free. All the while he kept digging his thumbs deeper.


  Finally, with a roar or pain and rage, Hyatt released the pressure of the chain on Cash's throat and pitched his body to one side, breaking the clawlike grip of the marshal's hands. He toppled to the ground and tried to roll clear. But Cash wasted no time scrambling after him. Even though he was coughing and sucking for air, he sensed he now had the advantage over the nearly-blinded Hyatt and he wasn't about to give it up. When the prisoner rose to his knees, Cash, also on his knees, stretched out and threw a hard, lightning-fast right hook. He immediately followed that with a left hook. Hyatt wavered limply, ready to go down. Cash cocked a fist once more, measuring his man, and then finished him with a snapping right cross that sprawled Hyatt flat on his back.


  Cash rocked back on his haunches, fighting to catch his breath. He sleeved stinging sweat from his eyes and then his hand went to his throat, first to make sure the arrowhead that hung around his neck on a leather thong was intact and undamaged and then to gingerly touch his throat where the handcuff chain had chewed the skin raw. When he pulled his hand away and looked down at it, the fingertips were smeared with blood.


  O'Shea and Bindley, the two jailers, came walking over.


  Cash turned his head and looked up at them. "What the hell's the story with you two? You afraid of gettin' scratches on those shiny billyclubs you're apparently carryin' around for decoration?"


  "Aw, come on, Cash," O'Shea protested. "The way you and him was all scrambled together, what chance did we have of trying to get a lick in at him without the risk of hitting you?" His mouth fell into a lopsided grin. "Besides, I had nary a doubt who was going to come out on top."


  "Well, I'm glad you were so damn sure of the outcome," Cash grumbled. "From the view I had, it was lookin' mighty touch-and-go there for a minute."


  O'Shea stretched out a hand and Cash grasped it, accepting the assistance in rising to his feet.


  "What's the name of our scrappy new guest?" O'Shea inquired.


  "Luther Hyatt ... Best get him downstairs and get him locked behind bars before his scrappiness kicks in again."


  O'Shea nodded. "Aye, that we'll do ... Come on, Bindley me lad. Give me a hand and we'll be after depositing this fella where he'll be able to do no more harm—either to himself or anybody else."


  Each of the jailers took a leg and unceremoniously began dragging Hyatt across the ground, in the direction of the door to the lockup.


  "Be careful with him," Cash cautioned. He leaned over to reclaim the black Stetson that had been knocked from his head during the scuffle, slapped it against his leg to knock off some of the added dust.


  "We'll do our best," O'Shea grunted. "But this is a good-sized fella we got hold of here, and you know how hard it is to maneuver inside that narrow stairwell."


  Cash displayed one of his rare smiles—as thin and cold as a wolf's. "What I meant," he said, "was be careful you don't miss hitting any of the steps with his head on the way down."


  


  
    -TWO-

  


  


  


  Cash took time to stable the horses and stow his trail gear before returning to the lockup for the sake of officially signing over custody of his prisoner. O'Shea had the necessary paperwork ready and he also had something else—a message for Cash.


  "Chief Penn is wanting to see you, Cash. Sent down one of the courthouse clerks with word for you to come to his office 'post haste'."


  Cash swore under his breath. "How'd he hear so quick I was even back in town?"


  "Can't say. Only know the message that was delivered."


  Cash straightened up from signing the papers. He grimaced. "Post haste, eh?"


  "The very words."


  Since it was so late in the day and he was coming off a long stretch out on the trail, a visit with Chief Marshal Devon Penn hadn't exactly been part of Cash's plans for how he aimed to spend the balance of the afternoon and evening. A hot bath, a sit-down meal, some top-shelf libation to cut the trail dust, and an energetic romp (or two) with Lenora Wilkes, his favorite soiled dove, were more the kinds of thing he'd had in mind. He'd figured checking in with his superior could wait until morning, especially since he had nothing of any significance to report, other than he'd brought back Hyatt, as he was assigned to do.


  The fact Penn had not only sent for him but had added a sense of urgency told Cash this clearly had to be something more than just a cordial welcome back to town.


  "Before you head on up there, though," O'Shea added, "you ought to take care of your throat, the way that handcuff chain tore hell out it." He gestured toward a small alcove opposite the row of heavily-barred cells. Back there was a table and a pair of straight-backed chairs, a small stove with a coffee pot perched on top of it, and a wash basin on a stand in front of a piece of mirror hanging on the wall. "I had Bindley fetch a fresh pail of water for the basin in there and I laid out some clean towels. You go ahead and wash up, clean your wounds. Then I can have a look at 'em if you want. There's some gauze bandages in a drawer in there somewhere if we need to do some patchin'-up."


  "Obliged." Cash went into the alcove, poured some of the fresh water, stripped off his jacket and shirt then worked up a good lather getting washed. The muscles under the taut skin of his shoulders and back rippled smoothly. He was a trim, broad-shouldered six-footer and even in the mundane act of getting washed up there was an aura of barely restrained energy about him, like a compressed spring ready to be released or a coiled whip waiting to lash out.


  Once the sweat and grime were rinsed away, the abrasions on his neck were red and raw, but the skin wasn't broken very deeply and the bleeding had stopped. Cash decided no bandages were necessary. He settled instead for giving his neckerchief a quick rinse and, after squeezing it dry and tying it back in place along with the arrowhead dangling on its thong, the scrapes to his neck were barely visible.


  "Good as new," O'Shea announced when he was done. "And don't go worryin' after your newly-delivered prisoner, either. As soon as he wakes up, I'll see to it he has a chance to get cleaned up as well—I'll slosh your used wash-water on him."


  
    * * *

  


  Chief U.S. Marshal Devon Penn sat behind his desk, elbows resting on its polished top, sausage-thick fingers steepled before his round face. "We have a situation," he was explaining. "Certain incidents have occurred recently that, if added together in just the right way, could amount to a veritable powder keg primed for somebody to light the fuse."


  Cash was seated on the front side of the desk, slouched in the comfortable confines of one of two Windsor Armchairs that Penn had available for visitors. A thin cheroot—unlighted in deference to Penn's well-known dislike for tobacco smoke clouding his office—was clenched between his teeth. "We're pretty good at pinchin' off fuses," he replied, almost nonchalantly. "When we can't, we're good at cleanin' up the mess after the explosion goes off."


  Penn looked anguished. "Well, let's hope to hell this is one of those times we can pinch off the fuse. That's why I was relieved to hear you were back in town and why I promptly sent for you. I know you just got in off the trail and rate a well-deserved rest, but I'm afraid I have to ask you to turn around and ride back out again almost immediately."


  "Won't be the first time." Cash shrugged fatalistically. "So how about we quit talkin' in generalities and get to some details—exactly what is this fuse I'm supposed to ride out and pinch off? Or, more importantly I guess, what makes up the potential powder keg it's attached to?"


  Penn leaned back in his chair, emitting a raged sigh. "No doubt you've heard of the Ghost Dance movement that is spreading through several of the Indian tribes?"


  Cash narrowed his eyes and gave a measured nod. "Heard of it. Hard to believe so many are takin' it so serious."


  The Ghost Dance movement—or religion, many were calling it—had first been introduced nearly twenty years ago in the Paiute Nation. In that early incarnation, it amounted to a fairly benign concept of earth renewal and a reintroduction of ancient spiritual teachings. More recently, however, a new messiah, a powerful Northern Paiute medicine man named Wovoka, had introduced a new element to the movement after claiming he'd had a prophetic vision during a solar eclipse. In Wovoka's vision he saw a great awakening of all Indian Nations, including the resurrection of the dead, and the withdrawal of all Whites—if Indians lived righteously and ritualistically performed a circle dance known as the Ghost Dance in a recurring series of 5-day-long gatherings. Originally starting with the Paiutes in Nevada, the revitalized movement had caught on like wild fire and now Ghost Dances were being performed on reservations all across the West by tribes of all Nations.


  "But to my understanding," Cash went on, "the great awakening this Ghost Dance is supposed to bring about will all take place peaceably, without violence or threat."


  Penn nodded. "That was according to Wovoka's original vision and teachings, true enough. But, as the movement spreads, there are signs not everybody sees it quite that way ... Ever hear of a Sioux sub-chief and half-assed holy man named Kicking Bear?"


  "Can't say I have."


  "Well, among other things, he's pretty tight with ol' Sitting Bull over on the Pine Ridge Reservation in Nebraska. They fought at Little Big Horn together. Not so long ago, it seems Sitting Bull sent him out to Nevada to meet with Wovoka, to find out more about the Ghost Dance and bring back what he learned." Penn frowned and gave a disapproving shake of his head that caused the fleshy pouch of his double chin to quiver faintly. "What Kicking Bear came back with, unfortunately, was an interpretation to Wovoka's prophecy that added a new feature—something he's calling a Ghost Shirt, a shirt that has the magical power to turn away the White Man's bullets."


  "Why need something like that if the whole aim of the Dance is peaceful change?"


  "That's exactly what has got a lot of Army brass and the Bureau of Indian Affairs folks so concerned. Part of the Ghost Dance awakening calls for a renewed land where all evil has been purged away. If Kicking Bear's notion about bullet-turning Ghost Shirts starts to spread more widely through all the ceremonies already taking place, you can see where that might add a whole new wrinkle. Cause you to wonder what if some of the followers began seeing that 'purging out evil' part as a call to once again try driving out the White Man, only this time with a magic garment that gives protection against his bullets."


  "An uprising, you mean."


  "Be no other word for it."


  Cash frowned. "Gotta say, that sounds like a bit of a stretch to me. More than I guess it does to you. But, either way, how does it concern the Marshals service? You said the Army and the Bureau of Indian Affairs are already alerted—aren't they the ones who need to stay on top of it?"


  "For that part of the matter, to be sure," Penn answered. "However, you'll recall I also said there were incidents, plural, that factor into this potential powder keg. The one that more directly concerns us has to do with a prison break that occurred down at Castle Rock Prison, south of Denver, two days ago. One of the escapees was a half breed named Vilo Creed. Ever hear of him?"


  "Creed the Breed," Cash muttered. "Sounds like the villain out of some cheap penny dreadful. But no, I never heard of anybody by that name in real life."


  Penn grunted. "By all accounts, Creed is certainly a villain. And the crimes that put him behind bars were surely dreadful enough. It's unfortunate he's not merely a work of fiction." The chief marshal reached out and tapped a pudgy forefinger down onto a sheaf of papers that lay on the desktop. "There are details on Creed's background in here, telegraphed to me by the Colorado authroities. Along with those of another man named Harley Boyd."


  "I take it the Colorado authorities have reason to think those boys are headed our way?"


  "Only Creed. Boyd might've started out this way, since he was part of the prison break, too. But he didn't make it far. The prison posse who rode out in pursuit found what was left of him on the trail. He'd been savagely beaten and sliced up with a knife. Tortured. Whoever did it left him for dead. But he wasn't. Not quite. He lived long enough to wheeze out three words after the posse came upon him. 'Creed ... guns ... Vedauwoo' ... That's all he had left in him before he succumbed."


  "So Creed was the one who tortured him."


  "Not much doubt."


  "Okay. That explains why he included Creed in his final words. And I know where Vedauwoo is, so that must be where Boyd figures Creed is headed for ... But how does mention of guns fit in?"


  Penn tapped the sheaf of papers again. "You got to back up to Boyd's history. He went to prison in 1875 for killing a Denver businessman over a watch. But before that he'd long been suspected of running guns to the Indians. Only nobody could ever gather enough proof to bring charges.


  "Less than two months before his arrest for the Denver murder, Boyd was again suspected of being part of a gang—maybe the leader—who robbed a shipment of arms bound for Fort Collins. They got away with one hundred Springfield Model 1873 carbines. But again, nothing could be proven against Boyd. Several other men who were also suspected of being part of the gang ended up dead in only a matter of days after the robbery—two died shooting it out with authorities attempting to bring them in for questioning; three others were found murdered without apparent motive."


  "Boyd cleaning house," Cash said. "Making sure no one was left who might cave and spill his name as part of the deal."


  "That was the general belief. But, once more, no proof. What's more, there's no evidence of the stolen guns ever having been delivered to any of the Indian tribes who were raising so much hell during that time. No delivery to the Indians, no delivery anywhere else—at least not as far as anybody has ever been able to determine."


  "So Boyd stashed 'em somewhere while the heat was turned up high, while he was clearing the slate of anybody who could point back to him. But then, before he could haul the rifles out again in order to try and make his sale, he was stupid enough to get in a fight over a watch and end up convicted for murder."


  "His luck finally ran out."


  Cash shook his head. "Had nothing to do with luck. Like I said, he was stupid."


  Penn shrugged indifferently. "Okay, I'll concede you that. But when he got crossways of Creed, that sure as hell turned out to be bad luck for Boyd."


  "How does Creed figure in on the gun angle?"


  "He was Boyd's cellmate for the past two months," Penn explained. "Stubborn damn Boyd would never admit a peep about having anything to do with that arms robbery, not even when the prison board offered him a deal on his murder sentence if he'd cooperate and turn over the guns ... But with Creed, his cellmate who was scheduled for a trip to the gallows, he apparently talked more freely."


  "Was Creed the one behind the prison break?"


  "They're still trying to figure that out. About twenty prisoners made it free. They scattered into a half dozen different groups once they were out and, as far as anyone can tell so far, there's no link between the different groups. Last I heard—and I'm getting telegram updates daily—all the prison authorities can say right now is that some kind of explosive charge was set at one of the side gates and a food delivery wagon somehow set it off when it tried to pass through. All hell broke loose and the twenty escapees used the chaos and confusion to make their break."


  "I take it Creed and Boyd were one of the 'groups' who split away once they were out. Just the two of 'em?"


  "The way it looks."


  "Okay, but I still don't—" Cash hesitated for a moment, looking thoughtful. He removed the cheroot from the corner of his mouth. When he spoke again his words came in less of a rush. "I was about to say I didn't see why anybody would be in a hurry to get their hands on those stolen Springfields after all this time, considerin' how outdated they are and how the Indian wars are over and all. Can't think of a ready buyer unless maybe you hauled 'em all the way down to Mexico ... But with this Ghost Shirt business coming to a simmer practically in our back yard, the sudden availability of that many rifles just might be all it'd take to bring the pot to a boil. That what you're thinkin'?"


  "You got it. And here's the clincher: Creed's Indian bloodline is Lakota Sioux. Same as Kicking Bear. Sitting Bull, too, for that matter—but the old chief doesn't seem to figure into any of this except for finding the whole Ghost Dance thing an amusing way to annoy the White Man.


  "At any rate, Creed's been heard to brag he's shirttail kin to Kicking Bear. Probably not something Kicking Bear'd be likely to brag about in return, even if it was true. Not before, anyway, not with Creed's low reputation. But now, if Kicking Bear was to all of a sudden learn he had a mixed blood cousin who could hand over a hundred rifles right at the time he was stirring up a bunch of hot bloods with his Ghost Shirt interpretation of the new Indian Nation awakening ... "


  "Outside news spreads amazingly fast through a prison," Cash mused, "especially news about something that's giving fits to the authorities. Not much doubt that Creed, Boyd, and the other inmates would have heard about the whole Ghost Dance-Ghost Shirt thing."


  "You see what I mean about a powder keg forming if these individual pieces start falling together?"


  "Sure do," Cash said in a low voice. "If Boyd stashed the stolen guns in Vedauwoo, like his final words imply, then Creed is on his way there to claim 'em after torturing Boyd to get their exact location out of him. That means somebody needs to beat Creed there and stop him before he digs 'em up and fans the flames of an uprising even more by making 'em available to Kicking Bear and the Ghost Shirt hot bloods."


  "You know Vedauwoo as well or better than any man I've got. The timing of you returning to town when you did could hardly have been better."


  "Yeah. Lucky me," Cash said dryly.


  "There's no telling how quickly Creed will try to make it there. He may go straightaway, he may take time to try and round up some others to accompany him. The prison break was two days ago, as I said. It seems likely Creed would need at least a little while to gather some supplies and a wagon or pack horses to bring out the guns. But if he made a beeline straight for it, he could already be there."


  "We can't take the chance. I need to head for Vedauwoo right away."


  "I've already got men out on a train robbery that took place up north night before last, and others assigned to a bloody range war farther west. I'm sorry I don't have anybody else available to send with you."


  "Not the first time for that, either," Cash said resignedly. He rose up out of his chair and reached for the sheaf of papers Penn had prepared for him.


  "I won't have any way to stay in contact with you in case anything changes," Penn said. "Like I told you, I'm getting regular updates from the Colorado authorities. There's always the chance—a slim one, I'm afraid—they might catch up with Creed before he even makes it up here to our neck of the woods ... We'll give it a week. If he hasn't shown up in Vedauwoo by then, I want you to hightail it back here and we'll re-assess how things stand."


  "A week should do it," Cash agreed.


  "You watch your ass out there," Penn said. He pointed toward the papers Cash had picked up. "You scan through those, you'll see quick enough what a nasty bastard this Creed is ... Stay extra sharp when it comes to him, you hear?"


  

  Read more of The Guns of Vedauwoo ...
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