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CHAPTER ONE
 
“Why you gotta keep pushing me, Mister?”
“Maybe because you have a three thousand dollar bounty on your head, dead or alive I might add.”
“Why the hell for?”
“You killed a young boy who was scarcely twelve years old.”
“He came at me with a knife.”
“That might have something to do with the fact that you killed his father and raped his mother right in front of him.”
“She was asking for it.”
“You broke into their house in the middle of the night,” exclaimed Jess loudly.
“I needed drinkin’ money.”
“You got a whole five dollars in that robbery.”
“How was I supposed to know that’s all they had?”
“None of which matters now,” barked Jess, a tone of exasperation in his voice now.
He had been on Web Miller’s tail for almost a month after leaving Stratton, Texas. And now, here he was in a little two-bit, no name town with no law and one saloon. He had come across Miller by accident. He had no information that Miller was here. He simply stopped in town for some supplies and a drink.
Miller had committed several robberies in the same manner. Breaking into a family home in the middle of the night, killing the father and raping the mother along with any daughters they had. The worst of it was, he didn’t actually believe he did anything wrong. The fact that he was a little off his nut probably had something to do with it; but now Jess was trying to get him to go for his pistol, and he wasn’t cooperating and Jess was getting more frustrated by the moment. He was tired, hungry and hadn’t slept much in the last few days.
“I ain’t pullin’ on you,” declared Miller with a face full of outright attitude. Jess glared at him and stuck his left hand in his pocket and pulled out a wad of paper money and he sat it on top of the bar. Miller quickly eyed the money and started licking his lips.
“That’s a whole lot of money you got there,” observed Miller, eyeing the large paper bills.
“You committed four robberies,” stated Jess flatly. “How much did you get in total from all of them?”
“Maybe a hundred dollars or so,” answered Miller, adding it up in his rattled brain.
“Well, there’s over one thousand dollars in that pile and if you kill me, it’s all yours,” said Jess smiling. Several of the men in the saloon took notice of the pile of money, including two cowpokes who were sitting at a small table in the corner sharing a bottle of whiskey. The tension in the room tightened up some more and everyone became stone still.
“You got more money in your other pocket?” Miller inquired greedily.
“Yep.”
“Can I see it?”
“Nice try, but no.”
Miller kept fidgeting with his half-empty glass of beer while looking at all the money with materialistic eyes, thinking about what he could do with a thousand dollars. He picked up his glass of beer and downed it, all the while not taking his eyes off the pile of cash on the bar.
“So, if I kill you, I gets to keep that money plus what you have in your other pocket?”
“You’re a thief, ain’t you?” Jess told him. Miller smiled a crooked smile as he turned to face Jess straight on.
“You know, I’m pretty good at draggin’ this smoke wagon from leather,” claimed Miller.
“Go ahead and show me just how good you are and make yourself a rich and famous man,” pressured Jess.
Miller slowly put his right hand down closer to the butt of his Navy Colt, still eyeing the pile of cash on the bar, the scrunched up bills slowly unfolding themselves as if they were somehow mysteriously calling out to him, at least in his own muddled mind.
Miller’s right hand jerked quickly and then his chest jerked from the impact of the slug that took a fast trip though his chest, ending up firmly stuck in the wooden wall behind him. As Miller fell slowly backward, Jess heard the distinctive sounds that a pistol made when it was being thumbed back. He glanced to his left and saw the two cowpokes who were sitting at a corner table, in the process of standing up and thumbing their pistols back. Jess quickly spun sideways and to his left and fanned two shots, hitting both men, but not before one of them threw a chunk of lead that tore a hole straight through his shirt at the back of his left shoulder.
“Damn it,” he said under his breath as he quickly scanned the place for any other threats.
He walked over to the two cowpokes and saw that one of them was dead; the bullet had traveled straight through the man’s heart. The other cowpoke was in a sitting position and leaning his back against the front wall of the saloon holding his chest with both hands, trying to stop the flow of blood that was now seeping through his fingers. The man looked up at Jess with a hateful look.
“You shouldn’t have shown us all that money,” the man grimaced in pain.
“And you shouldn’t have tried to gun me down like that,” Jess offered flatly. The man grimaced in pain again and then his eyes rolled up in the back of his head as his hands slowly fell down to the saloon floor. Jess shook his head as he replaced his spent shells and holstered his pistol, leaving the hammer strap off just in case someone else got any ideas.
He pulled one of his short cut-down double-barrels out from the back of his holster and laid it on the bar and gave everyone in the saloon a warning look that they all understood. He turned to the barkeep, who was standing behind the bar making sure both of his hands were on the top of the bar. Jess picked up the pile of money and stuck most of it back into his pocket. He left forty dollars in paper money on top of the bar.
“Free drinks for everybody until I leave.” The tension in the room quickly vanished and all the men in the saloon cheered. The barkeep walked around handing out bottles of whiskey to all of them. The barkeep walked back behind the bar and started to pour Jess a whiskey. Jess smiled at him as he covered the glass with his left hand.
“Not that shit, pour me the good stuff.”
The barkeep reached under the bar and retrieved his good bottle of whiskey and poured Jess a small glass of it. Jess took a sip and smiled. A man, who was obviously the keeper of the dead, walked into the saloon wearing a tall black hat, black cotton pants and a white shirt with a black string tie and black suspenders. He started to pick up the dead body of Web Miller and Jess stopped him.
“I’m taking that waste of human flesh in for the bounty on his head,” Jess informed him, as he threw the undertaker a twenty dollar gold piece. “That should cover your expenses for tying him across his horse outside.” The undertaker smiled widely and enlisted another man’s help in dragging Miller’s lifeless corpse out of the saloon. Jess turned to the barkeep and smiled.
“You got anything to eat back there?”
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Jane Lacey picked the tomatoes from the garden she and her husband, Derrick, had planted in the early spring. She put one of the tomatoes up to her nose and smelled it. It smelled fresh and ripe. Jane was a slender woman with just enough curves to make her an attractive woman at the age of thirty. Her light brown eyes complimented her long brown hair. She had a small nose above her full lips and when she smiled, she exposed an almost perfect set of white teeth. She hadn’t smiled much lately though. She peered over at the large sycamore tree where the single headstone rose from the ground marking her husband’s grave.
The disease that had racked her husband’s body finally claimed him a month ago. He had fought it for several months, but all the medicine and all the doctors couldn’t save him.
She glanced over at the little cabin the two of them built with their own hands. It wasn’t much, two small sleeping quarters and a larger room with a cook stove and a large fireplace. She reminisced about how she and Derrick would sit in chairs in front of the fireplace on cold winter nights, drinking hot tea. But it wasn’t cold now as she stood there; the basket of tomatoes leaning on her left hip, the water welling up in her eyes again.
She pushed the grief from her mind and walked inside the cabin to put the tomatoes on the table, knowing that tomorrow she would begin canning them along with some fruit she had picked from the trees in the back section of their property. She wiped her hands off on her apron and walked back outside to the small barn where the three horses they had were stabled. She cleaned up the manure and hauled it out back to be used for fertilizer in the garden. When she finished with that, she grabbed the pitchfork and began piling hay for the horses. When she finally finished her chores, she leaned the pitchfork against the wall and wiped her hands off on her apron again. It was hard work taking care of the tiny farm she was left with, especially without her husband to help her now, but she had managed it so far.
She looked at the one broken board in the one empty stall in the barn. Her husband hadn’t had the strength to fix it before he passed. She sighed and shrugged her shoulders and began looking around for a hammer and some nails.
She was rummaging through some cans on the work counter when she noticed that it got a little darker in the barn and when she turned around, she discovered why. It was the two figures blocking the open door to the barn, which she had left open. It was Jethro Mercer and Rubin Fisher, the two young men who had been pestering her for weeks now.
Mercer was the son of Walt Mercer; a wealthy businessman who had built his vast empire over the last forty years on the backs of other people. He had a list of businesses that he owned all over the country, but mostly in the east. He owned the largest brick factory in the country and one of the largest clothing mills located in New York City. He owned several distilleries in the south producing some of the finest whiskey and bourbon, which he shipped all over the county as well as overseas. Walt had earned every dollar he had, but Jethro had been born with a silver spoon in his crooked little mouth. Everything had been handed to him on a silver platter and he was used to getting anything he wished for, and right now, he wished to have Jane Lacey.
Fisher, on the other hand, hadn’t been so lucky in life. His parents were killed in an accidental fire in a boarding house in Dallas, Texas, where they had taken Rubin to see a doctor about the limp he had developed after breaking his leg in two places. He had fallen from the rooftop of a barn while replacing some broken boards and the leg never healed up properly.
After his parent’s deaths, he began hanging around Jethro and the two of them quickly became bad influences on one another. Jethro teaching Rubin to take anything he wanted and Rubin teaching Jethro how to be a pain in the ass to everyone. Although, truth be told, Jethro didn’t need much help in that department. Now the two of them darkened the doorway of the small barn where Jane was standing and glaring at the two of them.
“Jethro, I’ve told you a dozen times already to stop bothering me,” snapped Jane, her hands on her hips, an angry look on her lips.
“But Miss Jane, you are such an attractive woman,” Jethro replied devilishly, as he stepped forward a few steps, the light filtering into the small barn again. “You need a man to take care of your needs if you know what I’m getting at.”
“And when I find a man, I might consider that,” she said smartly. Jethro displayed a hurtful, but playful look. Rubin just smiled impishly at her, shifting from one foot to the other nervously.
“Are you saying I’m not man enough for the likes of you?” demanded Jethro mockingly.
“I’m just saying you’re not the man for me, which is something I would’ve thought you realized by now.”
“But I’m a wealthy man by any standards.”
“I don’t want your money.”
“But I want you, and I’m getting tired of asking,” ranted Jethro, slowly losing his patience.
“You can ask as many times as you want, but the answer will still be no,” replied Jane, a tone of finality in her voice that seemed to aggravate Jethro considerably. His demeanor darkened a little as he took a few steps closer to her.
“Then maybe I should stop asking,” said Jethro threateningly.
“I think it’s time that you go home and tell your father what you’ve been doing,” argued Jane. “Or maybe I should pay him a visit and tell him myself.” Jethro stiffened and frowned at the mention of his father.
“He’s too busy to know what I’m doing,” retorted Jethro, taking a few more steps toward her.
Jane realized that she had unconsciously stepped backward when her back hit one of the posts of the empty stall. He took another step forward and reached out with his right hand and Jane slapped him hard across the face. His right cheek quickly turned red and he put his left hand up on his cheek and gave her a harsh look.
“Nobody slaps me like that, especially some damn dirt farmer’s widow,” growled Jethro as his right fist swung quickly into a thrashing blow that knocked her off her feet and she fell backward into the pile of hay, out cold.
 
***
 
Jane’s eyes slowly began to open, but they didn’t focus yet; her vision still blurred. She was looking up at the roof of the barn, which told her she was lying on the ground, but she couldn’t remember why just yet. She racked her fogged brain for a moment and then she heard voices that seemed muffled and distant, yet at the same time nearby. Her eyes began to slowly come into focus and when they did, she saw that she was lying on the ground and that her dress had been totally cut away from her. She was trying to remember what had happened and she reached down between her legs and felt the warm moistness. She looked over at the voices and saw Jethro and Rubin arguing about something while Jethro was buttoning his pants up.
“I have to kill her now,” complained Jethro, waving his hands around aimlessly with his back to her.
“We can’t kill her,” argued Rubin nervously.
“If my father finds out what I did, he’ll write me out of his will,” bawled Jethro fretfully.
“He’ll fix this just like he fixes everything,” clarified Rubin.
“How is he going to fix this?”
“I don’t know exactly,” Rubin explained uneasily. “Maybe he’ll give her a lot of money and move her out east or something like that.”
“I can’t take that chance,” said Jethro, bending over to pull the small knife out of his boot. When he stood back up, he saw the look of shock on Rubin’s face, but it was too late. Before he could even turn around, he felt the sharp pain as the tines of the pitchfork pushed through his chest, blood quickly staining the front and back of his shirt. The knife fell from his hand.
Rubin watched as Jethro slumped down on all fours. Jane was standing there with a look of shock and disbelief. She stood there buck naked holding the pitchfork in her trembling hands; a look of crazed fear in her eyes that scared Rubin into taking several steps backward. Jethro finally rolled over onto his back; blood pooling beneath his now dead body. Rubin glanced down at Jethro and then back up to Jane.
“Mr. Mercer ain’t going to be able to fix this,” exclaimed Rubin fearfully. “You’d better get as far away from here as you can get.”
Jane didn’t respond. She was too transfixed with fear looking at the dead body of Jethro Mercer and the bloody pitchfork in her hands. Slowly she found the words to put together in her head.
“You saw what he did to me,” she uttered in a broken voice. Rubin shook his head nervously.
“I’m not saying anything,” said Rubin. “Mr. Mercer will have my head over this. He’ll say I made Jethro do this and he’ll kill me for certain. I’m getting on my horse and riding out of here and if you have a lick of sense, you’d better do the same.”
“But you saw…you know…” beseeched Jane with watery eyes.
Rubin shook his head some more and ran out of the barn leaving Jane standing there trembling in fear. She looked down at the dead body and thought about his father Walt Mercer and she knew that Rubin was telling the truth. Without a witness to tell her side of the story, Walt Mercer would use his influence, wealth and connections to make sure she either hanged or was locked up in prison for murder. Her side of the story wouldn’t matter to Walt, all that would matter is that his only son was dead and she did the killing. The rest of the details would be sorted out in Walt Mercer’s hateful mind and she realized it and slowly sat down on the ground, letting the pitchfork fall from her hands.
The grief of losing her husband came rushing back into her mind. Combined with that and the knowledge that she had just been raped along with the sight of the dead man she had just killed, caused a total meltdown to wash over her. She sat there sobbing uncontrollably for over an hour before she picked herself up and walked into the house to pack some things. She knew that Rubin was right, she had to run to get away from what she knew would come for her; a very powerful and wealthy angry man who would want to exact a deadly revenge for the death of his only son.
 
***
 
Jane sat on top of the large bay horse and looked at her cabin. She looked at her garden and thought about the irony of it all. Only a few hours ago she was picking tomatoes from her garden to can and now, she was about to leave everything she had and run for her life. It wasn’t fair and she hated it, but she had no other option now. She had to find Rubin Fisher and somehow convince him to tell the truth about what happened. It was the only way she would ever be able to return to her little cabin; to the only way of life she knew. She slowly turned the bay away and with tearful eyes, rode away from the only thing normal left in her life, the little cabin her and her late husband had built together.
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
The Sheriff Jubal Burch of Defiance, Texas, was a short fat man with a stubby nose that rode above his tobacco-stained moustache from the stubby cigar he always seemed to be chewing on. He wore a Colt six-shooter in a haphazard fashion. The holster was almost engulfed by his overlapping belly and the pistol rode behind his right hip. He wasn’t any good with the gun, but he did carry a Spencer repeating rifle when doing his rounds and he was quite good with that.
He reined up in front of Walt Mercer’s house, woefully dreading the task he had before him. He slowly dismounted and tried to straighten out his holster on his waist. He looked up to see Walt walking out of his magnificent large home. Mercer was wearing his usual brown denim pants, white shirt and black tie and a heavy belt with a large solid gold belt buckle that had been custom molded into the letter ‘M’. Sheriff Burch walked up the three steps and onto the large covered porch and Walt could tell by Burch’s demeanor that whatever brought the short, portly, cigar chewing Sheriff out to his house wasn’t good news.
“What in the hell brings you out here, Sheriff?” demanded Walt, a cutting tone to his voice.
“I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news Mr. Mercer,” stammered Burch slowly for effect.
“Whatever that pain in the ass son of mine did now, I’ll fix it,” exclaimed Walt.
“I don’t think that you can fix things this time,” said Burch cautiously, his eyes darting everywhere but at Walt.
“Damn it Jubal, spit that cigar out of your mouth and tell me what you came here to tell me,” demanded Walt angrily. Jubal tried his best to meet Walt’s eyes when he said it.
“Your son, Jethro…well…he’s dead,” muttered Jubal.
Walt’s body stiffened and his face contorted up with hate and anger. A look of hardness washed over his face and he punched Jubal straight on his nose, knocking the Sheriff backward. Jubal twisted to his right and went down on his hands and knees. The cigar went flying out of his mouth and landed in the dirt by his horse.
“Damn it, Walt,” cried a stunned Jubal. “I think you done broke my damn nose.”
Walt stood there and rubbed his right knuckles and gazed out at nothing in particular. The anger and angst welled up inside him. He had constantly bought Jethro out of trouble with his money and his connections, but he knew that no amount of money could buy his son’s life back.
Sheriff Burch finally got himself back up using the porch railing to brace himself. Blood was streaming from his nose and painting his brown tobacco stained moustache a strange reddish-brown color. He pulled a handkerchief out of his back pocket and wiped some of the blood off his face.
Walt said nothing as he spun around on his heels and walked back inside the house and into his large office. He picked up two glasses and poured some brandy into them and he took a long drink of it. Sheriff Burch sauntered into the office holding the handkerchief to his nose. Burch picked up the brandy and stuck it under his nose and took a sip of it while holding the handkerchief in place. Walt slowly sank into his large, brown, padded chair and poured himself another glass of brandy and took another long pull from it.
He motioned for Burch to take a seat, which he did quickly, not wanting to enrage Walt any more than he already had. Walt sat there in silence for a few more minutes and then he looked straight at Burch, who had stopped the bleeding now, although his moustache was still stained with blood and tobacco.
“What in the hell happened? Who killed my boy?” demanded Walt. Burch squirmed in the chair a little.
“Well, we can’t be absolutely certain about it, but as near as we can tell, Jane Lacey killed him with a pitchfork,” he explained timidly.
“Jane Lacey?” replied Walt, a look of surprise and confusion on his face. “What possible reason could she have for killing my boy?” Burch fidgeted around tensely in his chair.
“Well, from what we could tell out at her place, it looks like Jethro might have had his way with her if you get my meaning,” explained Burch. “Her dress was all cut up and lying on the ground like some kind of display.”
“That doesn’t mean anything,” snapped Walt. “Anybody could have done it.” Burch squirmed around in the chair some more.
“Walt, it was Jethro’s knife we found next to his body on the floor of the barn,” answered Burch carefully. “It was the one he kept in his boot with his initials carved on the handle of it. And we found his horse outside the barn all saddled up. I mean…sure…we can’t prove he raped her, but it sure looks like he might have.”
“Did you arrest her and lock her up?”
“We can’t find hide or hair of her anywhere,” explained Burch. “She must’ve lit out of there right after it happened. We went inside her house and saw that she had gone through the drawers in the dresser and packed some clothes. The drawers were still open and there were cloths scattered about on the floor. One of the three horses she owned was gone from the barn, too.”
“And no one saw anything? No one knows anything?”
“Well, we found two sets of fresh tracks leading up to the house coming from this direction,” continued Burch. “Then we found two sets of tracks leavin’ the house in two different directions, but one of them wasn’t the same as the two tracks we found coming in. And like I said, your boy’s horse was still there, so we figure one set of tracks leaving the house was Jane Lacey.”
“And the other set of tracks?” asked Walt, leaning forward in his chair. Burch hesitated for a moment.
“Well, we ain’t sure, but there must’ve been a third party there who might’ve witnessed what took place.”
“A witness?”
“Maybe,” suggested Burch. Walt leaned back in his chair and took another long pull from his brandy.
“Any idea who it might have been?”
“I’m only surmising, but you know how Rubin Fisher and your boy was hanging together all the time,” submitted Burch. “Might’ve been it was him there with Jethro.”
“Maybe it was Rubin who raped her, or maybe she wasn’t even raped at all.”
“Like I said earlier, we really don’t know exactly what happened out at her place, other than the fact that your boy was killed. Jane Lacey is missing and whoever else was out at her place is gone, too, whoever that was,” stated Burch. Walt settled back in his chair again and gave Burch a hard ominous look.
“Sheriff, you put some men together and try to find Jane Lacey and Rubin Fisher and when you do, you bring them to me.”
“Shouldn’t I lock them up in the pokey if’n I find them?”
“You listen to me, Sheriff,” snapped Walt angrily. “I pay your salary and I own this town as well as the Mayor and the town council. You’ll do as I say or someone else will be wearing that badge on your shirt.”
“Alright,” groaned Burch, as he rose from his chair to leave.
“Oh, and one more thing,” offered Walt, “you print up some notices with Jane Lacey’s likeness on it and distribute it to every town within two hundred miles of here. I want her brought in to me alive and I’m offering twenty-five thousand dollars to whoever brings her in.”
“That’s one hell of a lot of money for one person.”
“Money is what motivates people.”
“Well, that’ll sure motivate a lot of men,” said Burch. “For that much money, you’ll have every gunslinger and bounty hunter alive hunting her down.”
“That’s exactly the point, Sheriff. Now go and get it done. I want those posters printed up by the end of the day.”
Sheriff Burch nodded and stood up and walked out of Walt Mercer’s house. He walked down the steps of the front porch and found his stubby cigar lying on the ground. He picked it up and brushed some of the sand off it and stuck it back between his thin lips and chewed on it. He climbed up in the saddle and turned his horse back around and headed toward Defiance to do Walt Mercer’s bidding again. He didn’t like it, but Mercer was right about owning the town and just about everyone and everything in it, including the law.
 
***
 
Walt Mercer sat in his large office in silence for a few hours grieving over his dead son. He had never spent much time with Jethro. He was always working on his next business venture along with the next pile of money he could make. But now that his only son was dead, he wasn’t thinking about his next business venture. He was thinking about Jane Lacey and picturing her standing over his dead son’s body with a bloody pitchfork in her hands. He pictured the dirt being shoveled into his son’s grave. Then he pictured Jane Lacey’s neck in the rope that was squeezing the life out of her slowly, and he pictured his hands holding the other end of that rope.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
Jess rode out of the little no name town with Web Miller’s dead body strapped across his horse. He traveled along a small river that led to the town of Breckenridge, Texas; the closest town with any law where he could turn the body in for the bounty. It took him three days to reach town. He arrived in the late afternoon and headed straight for the jail hoping to find someone wearing a badge. As he was climbing down from the saddle, a small thin man sporting a goatee and some bushy sideburns and a tin star that announced he was the town Marshal, walked out and looked at the dead body and smiled a crooked smile.
“Who ya got there?” the Marshal asked. Jess pulled the wanted poster out and handed it to him. The Marshal mouthed the words to himself as he read the paper. He walked over to the stinking corpse and lifted the head up and compared it to the wanted poster.
“This don’t look like Web Miller to me,” said the Marshal derisively. Jess cocked his head and gave him a disgruntled look.
“Look at the poster again,” demanded Jess. The Marshal compared the poster with the dead man’s face again and gave Jess a clever look.
“I don’t see the resemblance.”
“Are you blind or something?”
“Don’t get testy with me. I’m the law in this two-bit town.”
“Listen, Marshal, I spent almost a month tracking that killer down and I just spent three stinking days hauling his corpse here to turn him in for the bounty, so you’d better take another look or find someone else to confirm that the dead body on that horse is Web Miller,” demanded Jess, his tone turning sour.
“And I’m telling you this ain’t the man on the poster,” rejected the Marshal indignantly. “So why don’t you haul your bounty hunting ass out of here and we’ll plant this stinker and call it even. Otherwise, I can start investigating why you killed this man, whoever he is, and maybe I’ll lock your ass up until I can find out.” Jess deftly removed his hammer strap and glared at the Marshal.
“I’ve heard about law dogs like you,” retorted Jess. “You deny the bounty and refuse to identify the corpse and then threaten to arrest the man who brought the corpse in. Then, after you chase the rightful person out of town, you turn the corpse in for the bounty yourself. Well, that ain’t gonna happen. Either I’m taking his corpse to another town, or you’re gonna pay me the three thousand dollars he’s worth.” The Marshal gave Jess a detestable look and walked a little closer to him.
“You ain’t taking this corpse anywhere,” snarled the Marshal.
“Yes I am.”
“You planning on drawing down on a man with a badge?”
“If you force me to, yeah.”
“Who in the hell do you think you are anyway?”
“The name is Jess Williams,” barked Jess heatedly. The town Marshal started to reply, but he swallowed the words as the name sunk into his crooked little brain.
“Did you say Jess Williams?” the Marshal asked cautiously.
“You hard of hearing, too?” demanded Jess. The Marshal looked Jess over some more and finally recognized him from the sketches in the dime novels he read about him.
“Are you the same Jess Williams they write about in them dime novels?” asked the Marshal timidly.
“Yeah, but what does that have to do with any of this?”
“Well…ah…let me look again,” the Marshal replied modestly as he walked back over and lifted the head up again and compared it with the wanted poster.
“You know, the more I look at him, the more it does look like Web Miller. I can have your money for you first thing in the morning when the bank opens.”
“Alright, but if you don’t get my money tomorrow, I’ll take it out on your hide and three thousand dollars is a lot of hide,” warned Jess. “Now, the best place for a room and a meal?”
“Matilda’s Boarding House on Second Street has clean rooms,” offered the Marshal. “Rooster’s Saloon serves some pretty good vittles and they always have free pickles and eggs on the bar if you’re drinking.”
“Thanks,” said Jess irritably.
Jess walked his horses back down to the livery he had passed on the way into town. He stabled his horses and threw the stable boy a five dollar gold piece and took his saddlebags and rifles to the boarding house. When he walked up to the boarding house, he saw a heavyset women sitting on the front porch in a rickety old rocking chair that squeaked with every move. She eyed Jess up and down and frowned unhappily at him. He took the two steps up to the porch and forced a smile at her.
“Got a room?”
“I don’t want no trouble,” the woman quipped.
“I’m not looking for any, just a room.”
“Then why do you have all those guns?”
“Because I’m a bounty hunter and I’m not very good at throwing rocks,” said Jess edgily.
“Key to room three is behind the desk,” snapped the woman, revealing the three missing teeth in her mouth. “Leave the money on the desk.”
Jess walked in and grabbed the key, left the money on the desk and walked up the steps to the second floor. It was a small but clean room with a single bed, one dresser with a bowl of water and a small towel. He left his things in the room and headed back out to find Rooster’s Saloon and get something to eat.
He slipped his hammer strap off as he pushed through the batwing doors. The first thing he noticed was an extremely tall man standing behind the bar with a towel draped over his shoulder. The second thing he noticed were the two men standing by him on the opposite side of the bar. Both men were well armed, each wearing two six-guns. One of them had a rifle leaning up against the bar. The other had a sawed off lying on top of the bar. Both men looked like seasoned gunmen. They eyed Jess up and down as he walked up to the bar. The tall barkeep sauntered over to Jess and wiped off the top of the bar in front of him.
“What’ll it be, Mister?” he asked in a deep raspy voice.
“Good whiskey.”
The barkeep went into the back and came back out with a bottle and poured Jess a small glass of it. Jess looked at the pickles and pickled eggs on the plate on top of the bar. He picked up an egg and took a huge bite out of it.
“Hungry?”
“What do you have back there?” asked Jess, chewing the egg.
“You wanna look at our menu?”
“You have a menu?”
“Yeah,” the barkeep replied strangely.
He reached down below the bar and brought up a single piece of paper and handed it to him. Jess looked at it and the only thing written on the menu was beef stew in big bold letters. He gave the barkeep a funny smile as he handed the one-item menu back to the tall barkeep as he polished off the egg.
“I’ve given it a lot of thought and I think I’m going to go with the beef stew,” said Jess sarcastically.
“Good choice,” offered the barkeep, smiling strangely again.
The two gunmen were standing at the bar about fifteen feet from Jess and they were watching him intently, exchanging looks with one another and whispers. Jess tried to ignore them, but they kept staring at him. The barkeep brought out the beef stew and put the platter in front of Jess and leaned up against the back of the bar, still smiling strangely. Jess took a large bite of the stew and started chewing it when one of the two men sauntered alongside the bar closer to him making sure he didn’t block his partner’s view of Jess and Jess smiled at that, knowing it was the move of a professional gunny.
“We know who you are,” the one man said.
“Okay,” said Jess, his mouth still full of the stew.
“You’re that Jess Williams fella.”
“Okay.”
“I’m Gus Snowden and my partner over there is Liam Elder,” said Snowden tersely.
“Okay.”
“That all you got to say?”
“Yep.”
“I saw you bring Web Miller in today,” said Snowden smartly.
“I did.”
“You know, we was looking for him, too,” added Snowden sharply.
“You should’ve looked harder,” implied Jess, swallowing his stew.
Liam Elder slowly edged closer, dragging his sawed off along the top of the bar, a hard-edged look on his face. Jess took another large bite of the stew and began chewing it, watching every move the two men made; his right hand down by the butt of his pistol. Elder stopped when he was even with Snowden, his right hand still holding the sawed off. Elder’s mouth twitched a little and his left eye wandered around oddly.
“We deserve some of that three thousand dollars,” snapped Elder.
“Really?” asked Jess, his mouth still full of stew.
“That’s right,” added Snowden. “We ain’t collected any bounty money in six months and we’s about all cashed out.” Jess swallowed his stew and turned to face the two men.
“And that’s my problem somehow?”
“We’re just asking for an even split.”
“Look, I’m collecting that money in the morning, but I’m not splitting it with you two,” explained Jess firmly. “If you need a little cash to get you by for a while, I’ll give you a hundred dollars of it.”
Snowden and Elder exchanged looks and Snowden started laughing out loud. Elder joined in and the two of them laughed for a few seconds and then, in less than a heartbeat, they stopped laughing and glared at Jess.
“Hear that Elder?” Snowden asked his partner mockingly. “He’s gonna give us a whole hundred dollars.”
“Sure don’t sound like half of three thousand dollars,” barked Elder.
“Nope, don’t sound like that to me neither,” agreed Snowden, spitting on the floor indignantly. Jess watched Elder slowly bring the sawed off along the top of the bar some more and before it was pointed in Jess’ direction, Jess gave Elder an uneasy look.
“You move that sawed off any further in my direction and you’ll never see that hundred dollars,” Jess told him bluntly. Elder stopped the movement of the gun and scowled at Jess.
“We’re collecting that money on Miller tomorrow,” smirked Elder.
“You think so?” Jess asked cagily.
“Yeah,” added Snowden, “because you ain’t gonna be there to collect it.”
Elder swung the sawed off from the top of the bar at the same time as Snowden slapped leather.
Elder dropped the sawed off on the saloon floor as the first bullet from Jess’ pistol caught him in the throat, ripping a hole clean through it. Elder stumbled backward several steps holding the gaping wound with his left hand as he fell to the floor, his feet kicking a few times before leaving for the next world.
The second slug that Jess fanned from his pistol found Snowden’s chest just to the left of his heart, knocking him backward until he fell onto a table, breaking one of the legs. He slid off the table and fell face forward onto the floor and when he did, he reached down and pulled his second gun out and rolled over and brought the pistol up.
Jess saw the movement and he fanned two more slugs into Snowden, one tearing a hole through his heart and the second one smacked him in the forehead, knocking his head down on the floor hard. Jess walked over and looked at both men and shook his head as he replaced the spent cartridges in his pistol. He looked into Elder’s lifeless eyes and frowned.
“You should have taken the hundred.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
The next morning found Jess walking down the steps of Matilda’s carrying his saddlebags and two rifles. Matilda was sitting in a chair in the little kitchen and drinking coffee with one of her other renters, an older gentleman wearing a blue pinstriped suit with a black tie adorning a bright yellow shirt that matched his bright yellow socks that filled a very fancy pair of shoes.
“I suppose that was you doing all that shooting last night over at Rooster’s?” Matilda asked sarcastically.
“Why would you automatically assume it was me?” asked Jess resentfully.
“So are you saying it wasn’t you?” questioned Matilda smartly.
“Yeah it was me, but they started it,” offered Jess, wondering why he even needed to provide an explanation to the woman. Matilda nodded at her other renter.
“This is Mr. Withers,” explained Matilda. “He’s staying in room one. He’s a shoe salesman from Kentucky and he doesn’t carry a gun.”
“Well good for him,” responded Jess. “If someone tries to attack him, he can throw a shoe at them. I’m sure that’ll chase them off.” Withers chuckled and reached out and shook hands with Jess.
“Nice to meet you, Sir,” Withers said in a loud voice.
“Nice colors,” observed Jess looking at Withers outfit again.
“You want some breakfast,” muttered Matilda. “It comes with the room.”
“What do you have?”
“You want it or not?”
“Are you related to the town Marshal?”
“And just what does that mean?”
“Nothing,” said Jess, grinning. There was an awkward silence for a moment or two while Jess and Matilda looked at one another. Finally Matilda pointed to the stove.
“I’ve got flapjacks ready to go on the stove,” Matilda finally offered reluctantly. “You want some or not?” Jess looked at the flapjacks on Withers plate and they did look inviting.
“I’ll take some,” offered Jess as he sat his things down and took one of the chairs across from Withers and poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot on the table.
Matilda stood up and waddled to the stove top and ladled out five large flapjacks that quickly began cooking in the butter and bacon fat. When she finished, she put them on a large plate and sat it down in front of Jess. Jess poured some maple syrup on them and slathered some butter in between the layers and took a huge bite.
“Pretty good,” Jess muttered with his mouth full.
“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” snapped Matilda in a motherly tone. Jess didn’t respond, he just chewed his food and smiled at her. Withers finished up with his breakfast and washed it down with his coffee and smiled at Jess.
“I hear you’re one of them bounty hunters,” Withers said timidly.
“I am.”
“Is that what the shooting was about last night?” Withers asked warily. “Were you killing or arresting some bad men for the bounty on their heads?” Jess swallowed his food and took a large swallow of coffee.
“Not exactly,” said Jess bluntly. “They insisted they were going to collect the bounty on the stinker I brought in yesterday.” Matilda gave Jess a disgusted look.
“I think that’s a horrible profession to be engaged in,” snapped Matilda. “Going around and killing people for money.” Jess gave her a strained look.
“Matilda, do you have any grandsons?” Jess asked her bluntly.
“I have two, one of them is seven and the other is twelve, why do you ask?”
“Because the stinker I turned in yesterday killed a twelve year old boy by shooting him three times in the chest,” explained Jess. “Of course, that was after he killed the boy’s father right in front of him for a few dollars.”
“Oh my,” exclaimed Matilda.
“And did I forget to tell you that he also raped the boy’s mother while the boy was forced to watch because he was tied up to a chair, probably crying for the help that never came,” continued Jess sharply.
“That’s just awful,” groaned Matilda.
“And just so you know, that stinker broke into at least two other family’s homes in the middle of the night, killing the man of the house, raping the wife, including any young daughters, and then robbing them of all their money,” added Jess for good measure.
“I don’t want to hear any more,” exclaimed Matilda, almost in tears.
“I didn’t kill that stinker for the money. I killed him for the boy and his mother,” offered Jess tensely. “If the law doesn’t catch them, I do.” Matilda squirmed in her chair and forced a smile.
“Maybe I’ve misjudged you Mr. Williams,” Matilda apologized sheepishly.
Withers sat there silently drinking his coffee, but he gave Jess a knowing smile that said he understood. There was a quick rap on the door and the town Marshal walked into the boarding house and he was holding a small canvas bank bag.
“Morning Miss Matilda,” the Marshal said dryly.
“Would you like some flapjacks, Marshal?” Matilda asked.
“No, I’m just here to pay Mr. Williams his bounty money,” replied the Marshal, putting the bag of money on the table. “It’s all there in large bills; all four thousand dollars of it.” Matilda gasped and Withers had a stunned look on his face. Jess looked up at the Marshal.
“But the bounty was only three thousand,” examined Jess.
“It seems that Web Miller raped and killed a thirteen year old girl about a week before you caught up with him, so they raised the bounty on him,” explained the Marshal. “Lucky you caught him before he did it again.” Jess looked at Matilda, who was sitting there with her jaw wide open, an astonished look on her face.
“You made four thousand dollars killing one man?” asked Withers abruptly.
“It would seem so,” replied Jess, folding the money up and sticking it into his saddlebags.
“That’s more money than I made in my best year,” chuckled Withers.
“Yeah, but they don’t throw shoes at me, they throw lead and buckshot.” Jess turned to the Marshal as he pulled out a wanted poster and handed it to him. “You have any leads on this man?”
It was for a man by the name of Raif Cawley and he was wanted for several murders, including train robbery and bank robbery. The Marshal grinned when he looked at the poster.
“Cawley just added another offense to his long list of crimes,” explained the Marshal. “He killed a town Sheriff last month. I heard he was hanging around down in a town called Defiance, it’s about a week’s ride from here.”
“Thanks Marshal,” offered Jess as he took the poster and folded it back up and stuck it into his pocket. He stood up and dropped a twenty dollar gold coin on the table and smiled at Matilda. He picked up his things and tipped his hat at Withers and walked out and headed for the livery. He saddled up his horses and rode out of Breckenridge and headed for Defiance and Raif Cawley.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
“It’s been damn near two weeks now,” groused Walt Mercer. “You and your men can’t find one lone woman?”
Sheriff Burch squirmed in the large padded leather chair across from Walt’s large mahogany desk chewing his stubby fat cigar that was stuck between his dark stained teeth that showed only when he smiled, but he hadn’t smiled much lately.
“I’ve had men riding out to every town within fifty miles of here, but they still haven’t found her,” offered Burch timidly. “A few people said they saw a woman fitting her description asking questions about Rubin Fisher, but we still haven’t been able to find her.”
“And nothing on Fisher either?”
“Nope, it seems they’ve both gone to ground and are burrowed up out in some hills or something,” added Burch. “Neither of them is staying in any of the hotels or boarding rooms in the towns because we searched every one of them. I did find a store owner over in Holden who told me that someone fitting Jane’s description bought some supplies from him last week. He remembers it ‘cause she was dressed more like a man and she was carrying a rifle.”
“Well, keep looking for her,” ordered Walt. “The twenty-five thousand dollars in bounty money should start attracting some attention.”
“It already has,” explained Burch. “I’ve had three bounty hunters in my office so far picking up copies of the wanted poster we made up. And I’ve sent copies to every town and law dog for two hundred miles in every direction.”
“Good,” snapped Walt callously. “Did you burn her place down to the ground like I told you to?” Burch squirmed edgily in the heavily padded chair some more.
“It seems that lightning from that storm that rolled through here last week struck her place and the house and barn were totally destroyed,” explained Burch sarcastically, chewing his cigar.
“Too bad about that,” Walt said cleverly. “I’ve got a standing offer at the bank for her property. She’ll be three months behind on her note next month and I’ll own it lock, stock and barrel.” Sheriff Burch stood up and stuck his hat back on and forced a smile.
“Reckon I should get back to my office. I’ve got four men riding out to some more towns today to look for her and Fisher. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”
“You’d better get lucky soon or else you’ll be working back at the livery again,” warned Walt ominously.
Burch nodded his head and sauntered out of the huge office and out to where his horse was waiting in front of the house. He climbed up in the saddle and turned his horse around back toward Defiance. He rode slowly, fuming over Mercer’s demands. He didn’t like Walt, but he did like the two hundred a month he paid him, plus three squares a day at the café and the free room at the boarding house that Mercer owned in town. He hadn’t wanted to burn Jane Lacey’s homestead to the ground, but he had orders to follow. If he didn’t do it, the next man wearing the badge he wore on his shirt surely would.
The truth was, Burch liked Jane Lacey. She was a nice woman who always treated him with respect, even though she knew that he was bought and paid for with Walt Mercer’s money. And the whole business about the twenty-five thousand dollars in blood bounty on Jane stuck bitterly in his craw. The type of bounty hunters and gunslingers who were now looking for her were some of the worst of men. He took his fat stubby cigar out of his mouth and looked at it. He grunted as he threw it down into the dirt. He spurred his horse into a slow gallop along the trail thinking that maybe the job at the livery wasn’t so bad after all.
 
***
 
It took Jess well over a week to reach the town of Defiance, Texas. As he sat atop his horse looking the town over real good, he saw the three streets that made up the town. The main street traveled east to west and was quite wide. The two smaller streets, one to the north and one to the south of the main street, were slightly narrower. There were also a few dozen homes scattered about the town in no particular order. He slid the spyglass into his saddlebag and nudged Gray into a walk into town, his packhorse following faithfully behind Gray.
Jess reined up at a large livery at the east end of town that had the name ‘Defiance Livery’ painted in big bold letters above the large doors. An older man with a balding head came out wearing a tattered leather apron that covered his bare chest. Jess swung down out of the saddle effortlessly and handed the reins over to him. The man patted Gray on the neck and looked at Sharps and smiled.
“This is some fine looking horse flesh, Mister,” the man examined.
“Yes they are, so give them your best,” suggested Jess, throwing the man a five dollar gold piece. And throw in some apples, too.” Gray and Sharps both nickered and shook their heads as if they understood. The man pocketed the coin and stuck his hand out and shook hands with Jess.
“Name’s Jeremy Owens and I own this place,” stated Jeremy. “I suppose you’re one of those bounty hunters by the looks of you.”
“I’m Jess Williams,” offered Jess, as he pulled the wanted poster on Raif Cawley out and showed it to him. Jeremy grinned a little and handed it back to Jess.
“Yeah, I’ve seen him once or twice around town,” explained Jeremy. “But everyone else is lookin’ for the woman instead.”
“The woman?” probed Jess with an odd look on his face.
“Yeah, Walt Mercer placed a twenty-five thousand dollar bounty on Jane Lacey for killing his son Jethro,” explained Jeremy. “Every bounty hunter around has been coming through here looking for her. Hell, that Cawley feller could probably run through town buck naked and no one would pay him no mind.” Jess put the wanted poster back into his pocket.
“Got a good hotel in town?” Jess asked, grabbing his rifles and saddlebags.
“The Defiance Hotel has some nice rooms on the upper floor.” Jeremy pointed to the building in the middle of Main Street. “It’s got a nice little café in it, too.”
Jess spun around on his heels and headed straight for the hotel. When he got there, he checked in and took his things up to his room. He walked back down and checked the little café and it was small, but clean. He walked out of the hotel and saw the jail on the other side of the street and down a few buildings.
He walked into the jail to find a fat man sitting behind a small desk chewing on a stubby cigar that moved around in his mouth as he chewed it. The man looked up and saw Jess standing there and immediately recognized who he was.
“I figured I see you sooner or later,” said Sheriff Burch, leaning back in his chair and frowning. “You here about this?” Burch thumbed back behind him where the wanted poster on Jane Lacey was tacked to the wall. Jess looked at the sketch of Jane, read the poster and frowned.
“She doesn’t exactly look like a murderer to me,” muttered Jess softly. Sheriff Burch turned around in his chair and looked at the poster again.
“No she doesn’t,” Burch said bluntly. “But she’s worth twenty-five thousand dollars just the same. That’s a lot of money to bring in one person. I suppose that’s what brought you to our little town?” Jess kept staring at the sketch behind Burch and he slowly sat down in the chair in front of Burch’s desk.
“Actually no, I’m looking for this man here,” replied Jess, pulling the wanted poster on Raif Cawley out and handing it to him. Burch glanced at it and sulked.
“I’ve seen him in town a few times,” Burch grunted.
“How come he’s not in jail then?”
“Hell, Cawley is a stone cold killer,” Burch murmured. “He’d just as soon kill ya as look at ya and I don’t think this badge would give him a second thought. I leave men like that to men like you.” Jess leaned back in the chair and gave him a look of disapproval, but Burch didn’t care and it showed. Jess looked at the poster behind Burch again.
“Anyone know why she killed this Jethro fellow?” Jess asked keenly. Burch frowned and pulled the fat stubby cigar from between his teeth.
“Actually, no one can prove anything one way or another,” started Burch. “The way things looked when I went out to her place and found Jethro dead in her barn, well, I think Jethro had his way with her and she killed him for it.” Burch stuck the stubby cigar back between his teeth.
“Then why the bounty on her head?”
“That’s Walt Mercer’s doing,” continued Burch. “He’s all grieved up with hate and anger over losing his only son. The man’s got more money than the whole state of Texas I think. He pretty much owns this town and just about everything in it.”
“Does that include the law, too?” Jess asked cynically. Burch glowered slightly at that.
“I suppose it does, although I ain’t exactly proud of it,” admitted Burch, glancing back at the poster behind him. “So, change your mind about the woman yet?” Jess looked at the sketch of Jane Lacey again and shook his head.
“No, it says she’s wanted alive and I don’t exactly work that way,” explained Jess almost in a whisper. “Besides, if it happened the way you said you thought it did, I don’t see any reason to hunt her down.”
“Well, no matter,” said Burch almost regretfully. “The other bounty hunters who are looking for her don’t give a rat’s ass about the right or wrong of it; they just care about the twenty-five thousand dollars she’s worth.”
“I think the whole thing smells,” implied Jess, as he continued to stare at the likeness of Jane Lacey. Jess shook off the disturbed feeling that was knocking around in his head and pulled his gaze away from the poster.
“Anyway, back to Cawley, where does he do his drinking when he’s in town?” inquired Jess.
“Crooked Cork over on North Street,” answered Burch. “The place is rife with gamblers and gunslingers and whores. If you go in there, you watch your back real good.”
“I always do,” said Jess as he stood up to leave. Before he turned around to walk out, his gaze settled on the sketch of Jane again and Burch saw it.
“Twenty-five thousand dollars makin’ you think twice?” implied Burch.
“Not really, I made over two hundred thousand dollars just last month,” Jess said softly. Burch spat his cigar out onto the desk.
“Say what?” Burch exclaimed loudly.
“Never mind,” said Jess, not going into detail about the money he had taken off Captain Lance Reagan and his partner Virgil Hall or the wire he received from Sheriff John Bodine. The wire explained that over half the money couldn’t be returned to any rightful owners and that the Stratton Bank and Trust had deposited over two hundred thousand dollars into an account with Jess’ name on it.
Jess walked out of Sheriff Burch’s office and headed for the little café in the hotel where he ordered some food and sat there eating it and thinking about the woman on the wanted poster. As he ate, he watched two heavily-armed men ride into town. As they rode past the café, Jess recognized them.
Callen Lauter had two Colt Peacemakers strapped to his waist and he carried a sawed off twelve-gauge across his lap. Riding next to him was Lefty Gilpin, a short slim man with a bowler hat on his head and a Navy Colt strapped to his left leg. He had a Spenser repeating rifle across his lap. Jess knew both men well. They were experienced bounty hunters who were mean as hell and usually caught whoever they were hunting. The two men rode straight up to the jail and dismounted and walked inside. A bad feeling washed over him as he took another swallow of coffee to wash his food down. Not for himself, but for woman on the poster.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Jess finished his meal and walked outside to see Lauter and Gilpin sauntering out of Sheriff Burch’s office and as soon as they spotted him, they exchanged glances and then walked straight to where he was standing in front of the hotel. Jess simply stood there and waited for them.
“I figured a bounty that big would draw you in,” Lauter snapped smartly.
“I ain’t hunting the woman,” replied Jess pointblank. Lauter and Gilpin exchanged amusing looks.
“You ain’t after the twenty-five thousand?” Gilpin asked nosily.
“Nope.”
“Really?” furthered Lauter.
“That’s what I said.”
“Why not?” demanded Gilpin suspiciously.
“Because I don’t think she’s guilty.”
“We don’t care if she’s guilty or not, we just care about gettin’ that money,” crowed Lauter.
“You two do know that the bounty ain’t a legally authorized bounty issued by the law,” said Jess, realizing the irony of it before he finished the words.
“Why should we give two shits about legal?” asked Gilpin, a curious look on his face. “The man’s gonna pay twenty-five thousand dollars just the same the way I see it.”
“I figured you two would see it that way.”
“So, you’re really not going after her?” Lauter asked again, a cunning look washing over his face.
“Like I told you, I don’t think she’s guilty,” finished Jess, as he turned and walked down the boardwalk toward the Crooked Cork.
“Well then, that’s good news,” exclaimed Lauter grinning at his partner Gilpin. “Looks like we’s gonna finally make us some serious money for a change.”
The Crooked Cork was a smoky, smelly and noisy place with a dozen men gambling at several tables and a dozen more drinking and carrying on with the whores working the place. There were two barkeeps working, one behind the bar and one running around the saloon serving the card players and the other men sitting at tables drinking beer and rotgut whiskey. The barkeep behind the bar was a slim man of moderate build and a neatly trimmed beard and moustache. Jess made his way through the crowd until he finally found a spot at the one end of the bar. The barkeep walked over and wiped down the bar and picked up an empty glass.
“Whiskey or beer?” asked the barkeep.
“Whiskey, and pour the good stuff.”
The barkeep walked into the back room to get a bottle and when he returned, the wanted poster with Raif Cawley’s face on it was lying on top of the bar with a ten dollar gold piece on it. The barkeep poured the whiskey into a glass and looked at the poster and then at the ten dollar gold piece.
“You know this man?” Jess asked above the din in the saloon.
“Depends.”
“On what?”
“Whether or not you need change,” suggested the barkeep smiling. Jess pulled out another ten dollar gold piece and placed it right next to the other one.
“Don’t need any change,” implied Jess. The barkeep quickly pocketed the two coins and turned the wanted poster back around.
“He comes in here late at night to see Jenna over there,” explained the barkeep, pointing to a rough looking heavyset woman with a heavily-painted face sitting on a man’s lap. “He waits until later because he knows the Sheriff won’t come in that late, not that our fat-assed cigar chewing bought off bastard of a Sheriff would do anything anyway.”
“Good to know,” said Jess thankfully.
“Watch out for Jenna though,” warned the barkeep. “She’s pretty fast and loose with that little derringer she keeps strapped to her right arm. She’s done shot two men in the last month just for not paying.”
“Also good to know,” said Jess directly.
Jess stood there for the next few hours nursing his whiskey slowly, watching the goings on in the saloon. There were three fistfights that came about due to disputes over who had the winning hand in the poker games. Jenna serviced four customers, each time taking her customer upstairs to a room above the saloon and always returning shortly after.
It was close to midnight when Jess finally saw Cawley push through the batwing doors. His clothing looked tattered and dirty, but he was wearing a very nice holster with a pearled handled Navy Colt in it and it was tied down tight and low on his right leg. Cawley eyed the crowd, exchanging edgy glances with a few men who quickly looked away from his hard gaze. Jess tucked his hat down slightly, slipped his hammer strap off, and turned his body so that Cawley wouldn’t see the handle of his large bore shotgun strapped to his back.
Jenna noticed Cawley immediately and walked over to him and took his hand and led him over to a table. Jenna quickly grabbed a bottle of whiskey and two glasses from the bar and went back over to his table and poured the whiskey. Cawley picked up the glass and threw his head back and downed it. She poured another one and Cawley downed it just as quickly.
The saloon was still quite busy and Jess didn’t want any exchange of gunfire that might kill an innocent person, so he patiently waited until Cawley and Jenna stood up and headed for the stairway leading to the upstairs rooms in the saloon. Jenna was leading the way and when Cawley was about halfway up the stairs, Jess lifted his head up and looked straight at him.
“You’ll never make it to the top of those steps, Cawley!” hollered Jess above the noise, which quickly ratcheted down once everyone in the place realized what was happening. Cawley glared down at Jess and then sneered arrogantly at him.
“You itchin’ to catch some hot lead asshole?” snarled Cawley.
“No, but I do plan on collecting two thousand dollars in bounty money once I deliver your dead body to the Sheriff in town.”
“I killed the last two bounty hunters that came at me,” barked Cawley, putting his right hand down by the butt of his pearl handled Navy Colt.
“Well, the good news is, I’m the last bounty hunter you’ll have to deal with,” implied Jess with a knowing look.
“Cocky sumbitch, ain’t ya?”
“You’re not the first one to tell me that,” replied Jess flatly. Jenna was two steps up from Cawley and he watched her deftly move her left hand toward her right arm.
“I don’t want to shoot a woman, but if you bring that right arm up with that little derringer you’re wearing, I will put a bullet in you,” warned Jess. Jenna moved her left hand away from her right arm. Cawley looked at her and smiled.
“You go on up sugar,” Cawley told her. “I’ll be up after I deal with this sumbitch.”
Jenna hesitated for a moment, but she finally walked up the steps and into her room. Cawley steadied himself on the steps and looked around the saloon. The loud noise that had filled the place only moments ago, was quickly replaced with quiet whispers and probing eyes, all of them on Jess and Cawley.
“So, you wanna die over two thousand dollars?”
“Don’t plan on dying.”
“You will if you plan on slappin’ leather against me,” insisted Cawley. “I ain’t ever been beat.” 
“Always a first time for everything.”
“Why don’t you go and hunt that woman down,” snapped Cawley. “She’s worth a lot more than me.”
“I ain’t looking for the woman. I’m here for you.”
“You’re gonna be sorry you found me.”
“You let me worry about that,” offered Jess.
Cawley loosened his right hand, clenching and unclenching it several times while glaring at Jess, trying to read him. Jess stood there and read Cawley like a book, seeing the look in his eyes a split second before his right hand made its movement. Cawley jerked his gun out and threw a shot in Jess’ direction, but his shot was thrown wide from the slug from Jess’ pistol that slammed him against the back railing of the stairway.
Cawley rolled backward over the railing and landed on the saloon floor with a loud thump. The men in the saloon quickly moved out of the way after seeing Jess holster his pistol and pull his large bore shotgun out of his back sling.
Cawley felt the wet spot on his left shoulder and grimaced in pain. He saw his pistol on the floor and he grabbed it and thumbed the hammer back and rose up and loosed another slug through the slats in the railing just as Jess pulled one trigger on the shotgun. Cawley’s slug slammed into the wall behind Jess, but the slugs and buckshot from the large bore shotgun slammed into the stairway and into Cawley’s face, knocking him backward onto the floor again.
Jess walked around the stairway, always keeping Cawley in his sight, while shooting quick glances up at the top of the steps watching for Jenna. Cawley was squirming around on the floor and holding his face, which had taken three slugs from the shotgun’s barrel. Cawley tried to speak, but the blood in his throat kept him from talking. He glared up at Jess with hateful eyes. Jess watched as the life slowly drained out of Cawley’s eyes; his hands dropping to the floor; twitching a few times before he lay dead.
Jess heard a loud scream at the top of the stairway and saw Jenna start to reach for her derringer and Jess slicked his pistol out and cocked it and gave her a demanding look while shaking his head.
“Don’t make me do it,” warned Jess. She glared back at him and shook her head in disgust as she ran down the steps and over to Cawley. She slumped down into one of the chairs and put her hands up to her face and cried. Sheriff Burch came walking in carrying a sawed off. He walked over to where Jess was standing over Cawley’s dead body.
“You don’t waste any time do you?” Sheriff Burch asked plainly.
“I suppose not.”
“Well, he’s worth two thousand dollars,” Burch stated. “I can have your money ready for you in the morning. I’d suggest you turn in for the night before Jenna tries to use that little derringer on your ass.” Jess gave him a funny look.
“Does everybody know about that?”
“She’s prone to shootin’ instead of talkin’.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
In the morning, Jess had breakfast in the café and as soon as he finished, he gathered his things up and headed for the livery to saddle up his horses. When he finished, he paid the livery owner and walked his horses down to the jail to see Sheriff Burch about his bounty money. When he walked inside, Lauter and Gilpin were sitting in the two chairs across from Burch’s desk. Sheriff Burch reached inside his desk drawer and pulled out an envelope.
“Here’s your money for Cawley,” said Burch, throwing the envelope to Jess. Jess took the money out of the envelope and folded it up and stuck it into his front pocket.
“Nice doing business with you,” Jess said grinning.
“We’s gonna make ten times as much when we bring in that woman,” exclaimed Lauter, looking at the wanted poster hanging up behind Sheriff Burch.
“Yeah, and we’s gonna have some fun with her when we find her,” added Gilpin. Sheriff Burch had a frown on his face, which Jess thought odd.
“Walt Mercer wants her brought in alive and unharmed,” suggested Burch, a little tension showing itself in his voice.
“She’ll be in one piece,” snapped Lauter. “We’ll just give her a ride or two first.”
“I don’t think that’s what Mercer had in mind,” offered Jess, noticing the strain on Sheriff Burch’s face.
“Hell, Mercer is paying twenty-five thousand dollars for one woman to be brought in,” groused Gilpin. “He ain’t payin’ that much money to have a talk with her. I’m bettin’ he plans on hanging her or worse, so I don’t think he’ll care about her being a little used up.” Jess gave them both a harsh look and shook his head.
“You two are quite the pair,” Jess inferred cuttingly.
“You sure you won’t change your mind about the woman?” Sheriff Burch asked Jess, a slightly pleading look in his eyes that Jess wondered about. Lauter and Gilpin both shot Jess a worrisome look. Jess looked at the wanted poster on Jane Lacey and frowned.
“No, I’m heading up to Ranklin and look for Bucktooth Brown,” Jess replied plainly.
“Just make sure he don’t come at you with those big ass front teeth of his,” Gilpin laughed.
“Yeah, he likes to gnaw on his women while he’s raping ‘em,” added Lauter.
“Maybe we’ll give Miss Jane a nibble or two ourselves,” laughed Lauter. Jess gave Sheriff Burch a pained expression and turned and walked out and climbed up in the saddle. Burch walked outside onto the front porch of the jail.
“You sure you won’t change your mind about the woman?” Burch asked uneasily. Jess leaned forward in the saddle, placing both of his hands on the saddle horn.
“Sheriff, why do I get the feeling that you ain’t too happy about this Jane Lacey business?” Sheriff Burch pulled the stubby fat cigar from between his teeth.
“The truth of it is, Jane is a right nice woman and she doesn’t deserve any of this,” explained Burch. “I was hoping we’d find Rubin Fisher first so he could explain what really happened out at the Lacey spread. Maybe if it happened the way I think it did, maybe that would keep Walt Mercer from doing whatever he plans on doing with Jane.”
“Who is Rubin Fisher?”
“I think he was out there with Jethro when he got himself killed,” explained Burch. “He’s run off and hasn’t been seen since.”
“Then go and find him.”
“I’ve been trying, but Mercer wants everyone to spend most of their effort on finding Jane,” suggested Burch. “Truth is I don’t think Mercer really wants Fisher found. I think he’s so full of hate over his boy that he just wants revenge for it.”
“I find that a little interesting,” said Jess, almost in a whisper.
“What do you mean, interesting?” asked a slightly confused Burch.
“You keep calling her by her first name,” implied Jess, grinning as he turned his horses around and rode out of town to the east just as thunder rolled along the landscape. He looked at the darkening skies that were rolling toward him and he reached into his saddlebags and pulled out his rain slicker and put it on.
“Looks like we’re getting a free bath, Gray,” Jess told his horse, patting him on his neck. Gray shook his head and snorted. Sharps snickered from behind.
 
***
 
Jane was tired, cold and hungry when she finally rode back to the well-hidden cave that had served as her base camp since she had been forced to run from the only thing she had left in life; her home. She had played in the cave many times when she was just a young girl. The cave couldn’t be spotted from the two trails that rode alongside the hills it was located in because it was situated on the back side of one of the dozens of hills that were grouped together. A person would have to ride over the hill to be able to spot it. The opening was large enough to allow a horse to enter, but the cave quickly opened up into a large cavernous opening with a ceiling that reached up a good thirty feet in the air.
She had just returned from a quick trip to the little town of Ranklin, looking for any signs of Rubin. She had been to dozens of little towns over the last few weeks looking for him. He was the only person who could clear her name and prove that she killed Jethro in self-defense. She wasn’t even sure if he would tell the truth about what happened; but, in her mind, it was the only option she had left.
She seen the wanted posters with her face on it tacked up around the towns she had visited already. She kept her face hidden as much as possible. She cut her hair short and bought a hat that was two sizes too big for her head so that she could keep it lowered over her face as much as possible. She was pretty sure that the store owner in one of the towns she had visited recognized her when she had purchased some supplies from him, but she made it out of that town before anyone caught up with her.
The cave opening was small and covered with some brush she gathered up in the hills. She had a good water supply available from the small stream that meandered through the hills, finally dumping into a large river to the east. She made a fire and began to cook up a mixture of beans and salt pork with the last can of beans she had. After that, she used the last of her coffee to brew a pot to help take some of the chill from her bones from the driving rain she had spent the last two hours riding in.
After she ate, she unsaddled her horse and fed him some grain she bought from the livery in Ranklin. She took the bucket she found in the cave and put it outside to catch the rain water that was still drenching the landscape so she could water the horse.
She sat down on a large rock just inside the cave opening and watched the rain spattering off the edges of the wooden bucket. She thought about her dead husband and then her mind wandered back to the day she was raped and forced to leave her home. She started to cry again, which was something she seemed to do several times a day now. She looked at the rifle leaning up against the wall and wondered if she should just end it by swallowing a bullet, but something in her had prevented her from doing it so far. She was alone, being hunted by gunslingers and bounty hunters and she was almost out of what little money she had.
 
***
 
The heavens opened up about an hour after Jess rode out of Defiance. He had been riding through the downpour for almost two hours now and his body was getting cold and stiff. He kept looking around for somewhere to hole up from the rainstorm, but he wasn’t having much luck with it so far. Then, through the sleeting rain he saw the outline of hills off to his left. He turned Gray toward them.
“Maybe we can find some cover in those hills,” said Jess, rubbing Gray on his neck.
Jess rode over the first hill and saw the stream. He saw some clumps of pine trees, but none of them were large enough to provide any real cover. He was thinking about making a lean-to for cover when he rode Gray over a second hill. He rode down toward the stream that meandered through the hills. He turned in the saddle looking around at the territory and the rain started to lessen a little.
That’s when he spotted it. The dead brush around a small opening in the one hillside. It stuck out because it just didn’t look natural against the rest of the terrain, which was covered in lush bushes and pine trees. Jess pulled his Winchester rifle out of its scabbard as a precaution and rode toward the opening. He was about two hundred feet from it when the sound of a rifle cracked and a bullet sizzled past him just above his head.
“What the hell…” Jess exclaimed, as he slid from the saddle and crouched behind a large pine tree.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
“Don’t come any closer!” a voice shouted out from the opening.
“Why in the hell are you shooting at me?” Jess hollered back as he racked a shell into his Winchester.
“Did Walt Mercer send you to find me?” the voice hollered back. Jess looked through the branches of the pine tree, but he couldn’t see anything, but the opening.
“Are you Jane Lacey?” Jess hollered up to the opening. Another shot rang out and clipped a branch on the tree and Jess ducked down a little more.
“You’ll never make it in here!” the voice hollered back.
“You didn’t answer my question!”
“And you didn’t answer mine!”
“No, Mercer didn’t send me!”
“Then how did you find me?”
“You might have a hard time believing it, but it was by accident!”
“Who are you?”
“My name is Jess Williams!” Two more shots rang out, slamming into the pine tree; shaking it and dumping more water on Jess. He put his back to the trunk of the tree.
“What the hell was that for?” demanded Jess.
“I know who you are!” the voice bellowed back. “You’re a bounty hunter! I’ve read about you in those dime novels!”
“Then you should know that I ain’t hunting you!”
“Why should I believe you?”
“Because you’re wanted alive, and I only hunt men who are wanted dead or alive! If you’ve read about me, you should know that!” there was a long pause.
“Just go away and leave me alone!” the voice hollered back. Jess watched the rain rolling off his hat and splattering down onto his rain slicker. His legs from the knee down were saturated and he could feel the water squishing between his toes in his boots.
“In case you haven’t noticed, it’s raining like hell out here!” Jess argued. “I need to get out of this shit and get dried out!”
“Go find another cave!”
“You still haven’t answered my question!”
“I don’t have to!”
“Sheriff Burch thinks you killed that fellow in self-defense!” there was another long pause.
“Maybe, but he still works for Walt Mercer!”
“So you are Jane Lacey!” confirmed Jess.
“Yeah, but you still ain’t coming in here!” Jess felt his back straining against the cold and the rain seemed to purposefully come down even harder.
“I’m coming up there, so don’t shoot me!” Jess hollered up.
“I’ll shoot you!”
“I don’t think so!”
“I will, I mean it!”
“I’m betting you won’t!”
“You’re betting your life on it!”
“Ain’t exactly the first time!”
Jess slowly stood up feeling the muscles in his back strain again from the cold rain. He walked out from behind the pine tree and held his rifle up in his left hand and began to walk carefully up the hillside. A shot rang out and burned by his left side, missing him by two feet. He hesitated for a few seconds and continued to climb the slope. Another bullet whizzed over his head to the right of him and he heard it whining off a rock behind him.
“Don’t hit my two horses!” Jess hollered out as he kept slowly working his way up to the entrance on the hillside.
“You’d better quit walking and turn around!”
“I’m telling you for the last time, I mean you no harm!”
“How can I know that for sure?”
“Because I could’ve already killed you!”
“How can you when I’m in here and you’re out there?”
“I’ve got a long range buffalo rifle and I could set myself up on another hillside far enough out of range for your rifle and pepper that opening with lead for hours until one of the slugs ricocheted off the walls and finally found you!”
There was another long pause. Jess kept walking until he finally got to the opening of the cave. He cautiously walked inside holding both of his hands up, his Winchester in his left hand. He immediately sighed when he felt the warmth from the fire and his hands started shaking from the bone-chilling cold. He looked around the large cavernous room and finally a slim figure holding a rifle slowly came out from the shadows. It was Jane Lacey and she was pointing the rifle straight at him.
“You’re a reckless and crazy man, Mr. Williams,” observed Jane.
“Maybe, but I’m cold, wet and hungry,” replied Jess, his teeth beginning to chatter as he walked closer to the fire. He leaned his Winchester up against the wall of the cave and he stood over the fire warming his hands, his slicker still dripping water onto the rocky floor. Jane kept the rifle aimed at him, a harsh look on her face.
“Why don’t you put that rifle down?”
“I still don’t trust you.”
“You’re not going to shoot me,” Jess said confidently.
“You sure about that?”
“Well, either you’re the worst aim in the world or you missed me by accident with every shot and I’m betting on the latter.”
“You’d be right about that,” confirmed Jane. “My dearly departed husband taught me how to shoot a rifle. I can pick a squirrel out of a tree at two hundred yards.”
“Impressive,” agreed Jess, as he took his hat off and sat it on a rock by the fire. He pulled his rain slicker off and shook it and threw it onto the rocky floor, exposing all his guns, including his unique pistol and holster.
“You really do wear all those guns,” said Jane, looking at the handles of the two cut-down double-barrel shotguns sticking out from each side along with the handle of the large bore shotgun in his back sling.
“Yeah, they all serve a purpose,” replied Jess, rubbing his hands together. He gave Jane a keen look. “You can lower that rifle any time now.” Jane stared into his eyes as she slowly lowered the rifle. As she did, her shoulders slumped and she started to cry softly.
“I don’t care anymore,” whimpered Jane. “Go ahead and kill me if you want to. I’ve got nothing to live for anyway.”
“I told you already, I’m not here to hurt you.”
“But I’m worth twenty-five thousand dollars,” sobbed Jane.
“I don’t need the money. Besides, I only hunt those who deserve it, bounty or not.” Jess walked over to a large boulder by the fire and removed his boots one at a time and took his socks off and wrung the water out of them and laid them by the fire. Jane watched him through watery eyes. “Sheriff Burch tried to convince me to hunt for you, but I declined.”
“Why?” asked Jane, attempting to gather her composure.
“Like I said, I don’t need the money. And there’s the little fact that I don’t think you’re guilty of murdering Jethro Mercer.”
“I did kill him.”
“Killing is a whole lot different than murder. I kill wanted men, but I don’t go around murdering people for no reason.”
“Too bad Walt Mercer doesn’t see things your way.”
“Sometimes when a man loses a son, he loses his sense,” offered Jess. “I ain’t saying it’s right, I’m just saying it happens.” Jess heard a horse snort and he looked up from the fire.
“Your horse is in here?” asked Jess. Jane wiped her watery eyes with her sleeve.
“Yeah, back around the corner,” replied Jane.
“As soon as I warm up a little more, I’ll go and get my two horses and bring them in,” suggested Jess. “You got any coffee. Jane shook her head and started crying again.
“I ran out of everything today and I’ve only got three dollars left to my name,” whispered Jane as if she didn’t care about anything anymore.
“Well, my saddlebags are fully stocked,” offered Jess. “I’ll go and get my horses as soon as my socks dry up a little and cook us up some grub.”
They sat there is silence for almost an hour while Jess stoked the fire and dried his socks by hanging them on a stick and holding them over the fire. He hung his boots upside down on two more sticks by the fire. He finally warmed up and put his socks and boots back on. Jane watched him, thinking about all the time she had watched her husband put his socks and boots on in the morning before working the ranch. She started crying again silently, her face turned away from Jess. He stood up and put his rain slicker and hat back on and walked out to get Gray and Sharps. The two horses were faithfully standing right where he had left them. He led them up the hillside and into the cave and they both snorted when they saw the fire.
Jess unsaddled them, fed and watered them and started pulling some supplies out of his oversized saddlebags. He opened a can of peaches and handed it to Jane who quickly accepted it. He went about making a large pan of beans and beef jerky along with some pan bread that he added some cooked bacon to for extra flavor. When he poured the mixture for the pan bread into the hot skillet, Jane looked up from the can of peaches.
“You make your own bread?” Jane asked.
“Yeah, I mix up some flour and corn meal with water and sometimes I add cooked bacon or salt pork in it,” explained Jess. “Hell, I’ve even thrown in berries or nuts or anything else I have or can find. It’s actually quite good and it’s great for sopping up beans.” Jess thought he might have seen a hint of a fleeting smile on Jane’s face.
When they were finished with their meal, he poured them both a cup of hot coffee. Jane sat down on the floor of the cave and nursed it. Jess sat down and leaned against the large boulder by the fire, watching her and seeing the absolute look of hopelessness on her face. He finished his coffee and stuck some more wood on the fire that quickly flared up and they laid their bedrolls down on the hard ground. He took the first watch while Jane fell off to a fitful sleep, waking several times moaning and jerking her body around. He felt bad for the woman and slowly a guilty feeling began to wash over him.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
Jess woke in a quick start, throwing the blanket off and grabbing his pistol off his stomach. He saw Jane making coffee and she almost spilled it when she was startled by his quick movement.
“I didn’t mean to surprise you like that,” apologized Jane. Jess slowly stood up and holstered his pistol and put his large bore shotgun in the sling on and tucked his two cut-down double-barrels into the back of his holster.
“Sorry about that,” offered Jess. “I’m not used to sharing a camp; I’m usually alone on the trail.”
“Do you always sleep with that pistol on your stomach?”
“Always.”
Jess walked into the back of the cave and took care of the horses and when he came back to the fire, Jane had the food cooked and they sat on the floor and ate in silence. She kept stealing glances at him and he noticed it. When they were done eating, she took the pans out and down to the stream to clean everything up while he stood guard with his rifle. The rain had stopped and the clouds were clearing up quickly, allowing the sun to start drying up the landscape. A mist was rising up from the hillsides and the morning air was carrying it over the top of the peaks. When they got back inside the cave, Jess sat on the large boulder and looked at her with a curious gaze.
“So, is Sheriff Burch right? Did you kill Jethro in self-defense?” Jane squirmed a little and her eyes looked around the cave nervously and then she looked straight into Jess’ eyes.
“Jethro knocked me out and when I woke up, I realized I had been raped,” explained Jane. “He was arguing with Rubin Fisher, telling Rubin that he had to kill me to make sure I didn’t tell his father what he had done. When he took his knife out of his boot, I grabbed the pitchfork and stabbed him with it. Rubin told me I should run and that Walt wouldn’t believe that Jethro would do what he did.”
“This Rubin fellow…did he…? Jess asked as gently as he could. She lowered her head.
“I don’t really know for sure,” cried Jane. “I was too afraid at the time to ask. I don’t think so though. I think he was just as afraid as I was. I’ve been looking for him the last several weeks, but I haven’t been able to find him.”
“Does Rubin have any money?”
“No, he lived off Jethro’s money, which is why he started hanging around with him in the first place.”
“Does Rubin have any family in the area?”
“He talked about having an uncle who has a farm outside of Jacksonville, Texas,” said Jane, deep in thought when she said it. “He always talked about going to live with him someday.” Jess paused a moment and Jane stared at him probingly.
“Jacksonville is a good ten days of riding from here.” Jess said it softly as if he was thinking out loud.
“Are you suggesting that I ride all the way to Jacksonville to look for him?”
“Well, Sheriff Burch said they’ve looked in dozens of towns around the area and searched all the boarding rooms and hotels,” he explained. “If Rubin doesn’t have any money, then the only logical place for him to go is his uncle’s place. Either that, or live off the land and hold up in a cave like this, but eventually he’ll need money for certain supplies.”
“I only have three dollars left to my name,” blustered Jane. “That won’t get me to Jacksonville.” Jess studied her for a few long moments.
“Hell, you’d never make it to Jacksonville alive anyway,” he clarified. “Mercer has a dozen bounty hunters and gunslingers looking for you right now. I met two of them in Defiance yesterday and they’re a mean pair and damn good at finding people.”
“Then what can I do?” sobbed Jane woefully. “Am I supposed to live in this cave for the rest of my life?” Jess looked around the cave and grinned.
“Well, it is a pretty nice cave as far as caves go,” implied Jess waving his hands around at their surroundings. Jane picked up a small rock and threw it at him, still sobbing.
“That wasn’t funny,” sniveled Jane, almost smiling. Jess caught the rock in his left hand and studied it for a moment. Then he threw it back at her and she caught it.
“So what now?” she asked solemnly. “Are you going to just ride out and leave me here?”
“You did try to shoot me yesterday,” he offered sharply.
“I thought you were here to take me back to Mercer for the money,” she snapped. “Besides, I missed you on purpose.”
“You came pretty close with that first shot,” argued Jess, his eyebrows raised a little. She picked up a larger rock and gave him a hard look.
“Don’t make me throw this at you,” she threatened. He put his hands up in surrender and smiled at her.
“Alright, but put that rock down,” demanded Jess. “The last time I got hit with a rock that big, I got knocked out and woke up in a jail. It brings back bad memories.” She threw the rock at the cave wall and it hit the wall hard and broke in half.
“I’ll remember that,” implied Jane, a devious look on her face. “So what now?”
“Well, I should give you some money and leave you in this cave and go about my business,” inferred Jess. She gave him a harsh look.
“You certainly have plenty of cash in your saddlebags,” blustered Jane.
“You went through my saddlebags?”
“Well I sure didn’t have any food in mine,” she argued. “Who carries around thousands of dollars in their saddlebags anyway?”
“Hell, I have over seven thousand dollars in my pockets.”
“How do you make that much money?”
“You’ll see,” explained Jess as he stood up and walked over to his two horses and started saddling them up. She walked over to him with a nervous look.
“What are you doing?” she asked cautiously.
“Take some supplies out of my oversized saddlebags there and take some money, too,” explained Jess.
“How much?”
“Take two thousand dollars,” replied Jess. Jane was bent over looking in the oversized saddlebags and she slowly stood back up and turned back to look at him.
“Two thousand dollars?” she asked incredulously. “Why would I need two thousand dollars?” Jess stopped what he was doing for a moment.
“Well, if for some reason I don’t make it back here, I’d suggest you buy a ticket on a train and head out east somewhere and change you name,” suggested Jess. “That’s enough money to get a new start.” she shook her head.
“I don’t want to live out east,” she complained. “I just want to go back and live in the house me and my husband built. It’s the only life I’ve ever known. Besides, where are you going anyway?”
“I’m going to meet with Walt Mercer.”
“What?”
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Walt Mercer was sipping his brandy and looking across his large mahogany desk at Sheriff Jubal Burch, Callen Lauter and Lefty Gilpin. Lauter and Gilpin both had their usual cocky looks on their faces, but Burch wore a nervous frown.
“So, you want an advance?” Walt asked guardedly.
“Well, you see, in this business, sometimes you have to pay for information,” explained Lauter slowly for the dramatic effect.
“And we’s real low on cash right now,” added Gilpin hastily. Walt took another sip of his brandy and looked over at Burch.
“Was this your idea?” He asked. Burch shook his head.
“No, these two knuckleheads came up with this idea all by themselves.” Walt gave Lauter and Gilpin both a harsh look.
“How much do you want for this ‘purchasing of information’?” he asked sarcastically. The men exchanged quick glances before Lauter answered.
“We need five hundred dollars,” Lauter blurted out nervously. There was a long moment of silence as Walt eyed both of the cagy bounty hunters. Then, he reached into a desk drawer and pulled out two hundred dollars and threw it on top of the desk.
“There’s two hundred dollars,” barked Walt. “And I expect to get my money’s worth.” Lauter snatched the money before Walt could change his mind.
“We’ll make do with this,” implied Lauter.
All four men in the office turned their heads at the sound of something falling in the other room. Walt was waiting for his house servant to come to inform him of what had occurred and he heard footsteps walking along the hallway. The figure who appeared in the doorway wasn’t his house servant though, it was Jess, and he was holding one of his two cut-down double-barrel shotguns in his left hand. Lauter and Gilpin both reached down to the butt of their guns, but the almost comical look on Jess’ face stopped their movement.
“What in the hell is the meaning of this?” demanded Walt.
“I just came to have a little chat with you.”
“Where in the hell is my house servant,” snapped Walt. “He knows better than to let people into my house uninvited.”
“Well, when he wakes up you can ask him all about it,” implied Jess grinning.
“You knocked out Leonard?”
“I don’t know his name, but his head kind of ran into the butt of this here shotgun,” answered Jess flatly. “You know…the one in my hand that has five .45 caliber chunks of lead stuffed into each barrel. Just letting you know before anyone does anything they might regret later.” Lefty narrowed his eyes and looked into the short barrel of the shotgun and saw the white cloth stuffed into each barrel.
“Damn if he ain’t kiddin’,” grumbled Gilpin. “Looky there, see the cloth in the barrels.”
“That’s just mean,” added Lauter.
“Well, don’t do anything stupid and you won’t have anything to worry about,” explained Jess with deadly intent.
All of a sudden footsteps came running along the hallway and Leonard walked clear around Jess to the other side of the doorway. He had a lump on his forehead along with a small cut above his right eye.
“I’m sorry Mr. Mercer,” pleaded Leonard. “I tried to stop him, but he whacked me in the head with that thing there.”
“Just go and clean something,” snapped Walt angrily. Leonard shot Jess a nasty look and quickly shuffled into the kitchen. Jess kept watching Lauter and Gilpin closely.
“You said you came here to talk, so talk,” demanded Walt.
“I’d like to know something and I wanted to get it straight from you.”
“What is it that you want to know so bad that you’d break into my house and knock my servant out?”
“Well, the way I heard the story about Jane Lacey and your son, Jethro, is that there might have been a witness to your son’s death.”
“You mean his murder, don’t you?” snapped Walt quickly.
“You can’t know that for certain.”
“Were you there?”
“Were you?” asked Jess derisively. Jess could swear that Sheriff Burch swallowed a smile when he said it.
“What is your point?” complained Walt.
“My point is that there may have been a witness to your son’s death, and if I bring that witness to you, will you listen to what he has to say?”
“Are you talking about Rubin Fisher?”
“I am.”
“Who told you about that, Sheriff Burch there?” derided Walt angrily.
“Let’s just say that I heard it,” responded Jess bluntly. Lauter and Gilpin exchanged glances and then they both looked at Jess with probing eyes.
“Like hell,” exclaimed Lauter. “He’s done found the woman already!” Walt stood up from his chair and placed both of his fists on the top of the desk and glared at Jess.
“If you know where Jane Lacey is, you’d better tell me and I mean now,” demanded Walt harshly, pounding one of his fists on his desk. Jess simply smiled at him.
“Mr. Mercer, you might scare some people with that kind of talk, but I’m not one of them, so sit down and shut up,” snapped Jess. Walt’s face turned apple red and he hesitated for a few moments, but he did finally sit back down.
“You made a big mistake coming here like this,” implied Walt.
“Just answer the question,” demanded Jess.
“About what?” barked Walt.
“Rubin Fisher?” repeated Jess. Walt leaned back into his chair and gave Jess a spiteful look.
“You bring him to me and I’ll listen to what he has to say,” answered Walt haughtily. “But I’d much rather you bring me Jane Lacey.”
“I’ll just bet you would,” replied Jess flatly.
“You can’t use twenty-five thousand dollars?” asked Walt smartly.
“I’ve got plenty of money.”
“Tell me, just what is your stake in all of this anyway?” inquired Walt.
“I don’t like rich and powerful people pushing little people around,” answered Jess bluntly. “I’ve seen it too many times. Men like you who use their money to buy anything they want and run roughshod over those who don’t have that kind of money and influence. I guess you could say that I like to even the odds a little sometimes.”
“You’re going to be sorry you ever got involved in this,” advised Walt.
“I’m already sorry,” said Jess bluntly, looking straight at Lauter and Gilpin. “And I’m giving you two fair warning. When I leave here, don’t try to follow me.”
“How you gonna stop us?” carped Lauter smartly.
“I’m pretty good with my buffalo rifle,” explained Jess. “If I have to, I’ll shoot both your horses out from under you.”
“I don’t think I like you much,” blurted Gilpin.
“The feeling is mutual,” replied Jess, as he walked out and toward the front door, keeping the short shotgun pointed at the doorway to Walt’s office. When he walked outside, he quickly put the shotgun away and slid his Winchester rifle out and racked a shell into it. He climbed up in the saddle and nudged Gray into a full gallop away from Mercer’s large house.
Gilpin and Lauter waited until they heard the hoof beats outside before they ran out of the house. Both men went to jump up in the saddle at the same time and when they did, both of their saddles slid off their horses and they both fell into the dirt with a dusty thud.
“Son-of-a-bitch!” hollered Lauter, kicking his saddle off his leg.
“Who the hell does that?” groused Gilpin, standing up and dusting himself off. Sheriff Burch walked over to his horse and saw that his cinch strap was also cut. He looked out to where Jess was and frowned.
“You’ll never catch up with those horses,” offered Burch. Walt was standing on the front porch fuming. Lauter stood up and walked over to Walt.
“If you’ve got some extra cinches in the barn, we can fix these saddles and track his ass,” Lauter offered quickly, pointing to the dust trail that Jess was quickly leaving behind.
“I’ve got a better idea,” suggested Walt thoughtfully.
“What idea?” asked Lauter.
“You two go and find Rubin Fisher,” barked Walt, looking at the quickly disappearing figure way off in the distance.
“What do we get if we bring him back here to you?” asked Lauter greedily.
“I’ll pay you each five thousand dollars, but don’t bring him back here,” suggested Walt, a deadly tone to his voice.
“You want us to hand him over to the Sheriff?” asked Lauter, somewhat confused.
“No, I want you to kill him.”
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Jess rode north for about an hour until he came to a river. He rode his horses in the water for a good two miles and then he headed straight west until he spotted the gathering of hills where the cave was. When he got close to the cave, he slipped out of the saddle and walked his horses up the hillside to where Jane was standing in the opening of the cave with her rifle.
“Don’t shoot,” smiled Jess smartly.
“Just being careful,” she replied. He handed her the reins to his two horses as he untied the large rabbit he had bagged on the way in.
“I’m going down to the stream and clean this,” he explained, sliding his Winchester rifle out and heading down to the small stream.
“What about Walt Mercer?” she asked impatiently.
“I’ll tell you all about it after we eat.”
After they filled up on the fried rabbit, Jane cleaned everything up and Jess made a pot of coffee. He poured them both a cup and he sat on the large boulder, while she sat crossed legged on her bedroll.
“Well, did you talk to Walt Mercer?”
“I did.”
“And?”
“He’s still pretty pissed about what happened, but he did say that if I were to bring him Rubin Fisher, he’d listen to what he has to say.”
“But I’ve looked all over for him and can’t find him anywhere. Besides, I’m not sure he’ll come back with me anyway.”
“Yeah, but I haven’t looked for him yet,” he said knowingly.
“Are you’re going to ride down to Jacksonville to look for Rubin?”
“No, we’re going to ride down to Jacksonville to find him.”
“You’re taking me with you?”
“It’s probably the only way to keep you alive. Mercer had those two bounty hunters I told you about in his office when I showed up. He’s still having you hunted down and he’s not going to give up until he finds you.”
“Okay, but if we find Rubin, how can we be sure he’ll come with us?”
“It won’t exactly be a decision he’s going to make all by himself.”
“When do we leave?”
“We’ll head to Ranklin first thing in the morning.”
“Uh…why are we going to Ranklin? It’s in the opposite direction of Jacksonville.”
“Bucktooth Brown and two thousand dollars.”
 
***
 
It was late in the afternoon when they reached Ranklin. Jess pulled his spyglass out and studied the town for a minute. It was quite small with only a few large buildings. He saw a livery at one end of the town. Jess put the spyglass away and turned to look at Jane with a stern look.
“Alright, before we start this little venture together, you have to promise me a few things,” he told her firmly.
“Like what?” she asked curiously.
“First, you listen to what I tell you.”
“Okay.”
“Second, you do what I tell you?”
“Okay.”
“Third, repeat what I just said.”
“Listen to what you tell me and do what you tell me to do,” she replied slowly for the effect.
“Good, now keep that rifle within easy reach at all times with a shell racked into it and never get too far out of my sight, got it?”
“Any more rules?” she asked smartly.
“I’ll think of some more as we go along,” he grinned at her as he nudged Gray into a walk. She shook her head, but kept silent.
When they rode up to the livery, a short squat man walked out and took the reins to their horses as they dismounted. Jess threw him a five dollar gold piece, which the man snapped up with his left hand.
“Leave them saddled up and ready to ride, but feed and water them,” said Jess. The man nodded quickly. Jess pulled the wanted poster out on Bucktooth Brown and showed it to him and he quickly nodded.
“No need to show me the poster, you can’t miss Bucktooth with them big ass beaver teeth of his,” explained the man grinning. “He’s bitten two of the whores in town already. Mean sumbitch that one. We ain’t got no law in town and some of the men been talkin’ ‘bout runnin’ him out, but most of us is afeard of him.”
“Is his horse here?”
“Big bay horse over there. He ain’t paid me a penny yet neither.”
“Where does he do his drinking?”
“Over at Shanty’s Place down there. He’s taken a room upstairs and he ain’t paid for that neither.”
“Thanks for the info,” Jess told him as he threw the man another five dollar gold piece. Jess turned to Jane and smiled at her knowingly.
“I know, do as you say, I get it,” she said sharply.
“I mean it too,” he snapped as he walked down the street, slipping the hammer strap off his pistol. Jane quickly caught up to him and walked alongside.
“So this man you call Bucktooth, he bites people?”
“Only women mostly.”
“That’s a strange thing to do.”
“Trust me there are stranger men than that running around out here.”
When they reached the little saloon called Shanty’s, Jess pushed through the batwing doors first followed by Jane. He motioned for her to sit at the table closest to the door with the wall to her back. She laid the rifle on the table and kept her right hand on it. Jess looked around the place. There were over a dozen men, but none that looked like trouble. He walked up to the bar and waved to the barkeep, who slowly walked over while looking over at Jane.
“She with you?” the barkeep asked sharply.
“Yeah, you got a problem with that?”
“We don’t serve women in here ‘cept’n the whores and then only when they’re workin’.”
“She ain’t drinking, I am,” said Jess, placing a ten dollar gold piece on top of the bar. “And make it good whiskey.” The barkeep glanced over at Jane again and then he reached down and pulled out a bottle of good whiskey and poured him a shot of it.
“Is Bucktooth still sleeping it off upstairs?” asked Jess. The barkeep frowned and shook his head.
“Sumbitch owes me twenty dollars already and I can’t get him to pay up or to leave,” complained the barkeep.
“He’ll be paying his bill today and leaving town, too.”
“You sound pretty sure about what Bucktooth is going to do.”
“I see things other people don’t,” replied Jess knowingly.
Jess sipped his whiskey and watched the men in the saloon, waiting for Bucktooth to come down from his drunken stupor. He noticed two of the men in the saloon playing poker and they both kept shooting glances at Jane sitting there quietly at the table by the door. Finally one of the two men put his cards down and he stood up. The man was wearing a six shooter, but it was loosely strapped to his waist and it wasn’t tied down to his right leg. The man wore a shabby gray suit with an off-white shirt and a bow tie around his neck topped off with a black bowler hat. Jane saw him walking toward her and she snapped a look at Jess who watched intently. The man walked up to the table and smiled at Jane.
“Have I seen you somewhere before?” the man asked inquisitively.
“No, we’ve never met before.”
“Are you certain?”
“I’m sure,” she replied, her hand tightening around the rifle a little more. She noticed Jess walking closer to the table.
“Mister, she’s with me,” implied Jess. The man turned to Jess and grinned, exposing his yellow teeth.
“Why don’t we let the woman decide that?”
“I’m with him,” snapped Jane quickly. The man looked at her and then looked back at Jess.
“What are you doin’ bringing a woman into a saloon anyway?” the man asked resentfully. Jess hesitated for a moment and then he smiled.
“She’s my prisoner,” he explained. The man frowned.
“You a law dog?” the man inquired. Jess pulled the U.S. Marshal’s badge out of his front pocket and showed it to him. Jane was just as surprised as the man was.
“Well, I’ll be damned,” the man said staring at the badge and seeing the dent in it. “How come she ain’t in handcuffs then?”
“I lost them.”
“Why does she have a rifle?” the man pushed. Jess glanced at her and then back to the man.
“Because I told her to shoot the ball sack off any man who tried to bother her,” implied Jess bluntly.
The man looked at the rifle and unconsciously touched his privates and turned around and walked back to his table and sat back down. Jess put the badge back into his pocket and Jane gave him a perplexed look. He turned around just as a door opened upstairs and a large sturdy looking man walked out holding his forehead and mumbling something.
Bucktooth shuffled down the steps as gingerly as he could, his right hand still holding his head and moaning in pain from the rotgut he had consumed last night. His eyes were bloodshot and he had some dried snot hanging from his left nostril. He gently picked it off his nose and examined it thoroughly and then threw it on the steps. When he got down to the last step, his vision blurred slightly and he miss-judged the last step and when his feet hit the saloon floor, he stumbled and almost fell. He righted himself and shook his head and stood there for a whole minute waiting for his vision to clear up again. When it did, he slowly walked toward the batwings and he saw an attractive woman sitting at a table, he stopped and looked at her with a confused look on his face.
“You ain’t dressed like no whore,” observed Bucktooth, exposing his two extra-long front teeth in the top of his mouth that covered the bottom teeth more like a beaver’s.
“That’s because I’m not a whore,” snapped Jane smartly.
“Hey,” said Jess from behind him. He didn’t respond; he simply waved his hand in the air.
“Then what the hell you doin’ in here?” Bucktooth asked her, belching loudly. Jane could smell the rotten whiskey breath and she scrunched up her face.
“I’m with him,” she implied, nodding at Jess, who was standing about ten feet behind him.
“Hey,” said Jess, a little louder. He still didn’t respond; he just waved his hand in the air again and lifted one leg slightly and farted.
“Well, I’ll still take you up to my room anyway,” sneered Bucktooth, exposing his large teeth again and Jane couldn’t help herself and she smiled a slight smile.
“Like I said, I’m with him,” she said, now pointing at Jess directly with her left index finger.
“Hey Bucky!” hollered Jess loudly.
Bucktooth flung his hammer strap off his pistol and spun around to see who had called him Bucky, which was a name that always enraged him. The saloon went totally silent and Bucktooth looked around the room.
“Which one of you sons of bitches called me Bucky?” he demanded angrily. All the men in the place pointed directly at Jess. Bucktooth glared at Jess and noticed all the guns.
“You the one who called me Bucky?” he growled, exposing his two front beaver-like teeth. Jess looked at the dozen or so fingers pointing directly at him and smiled.
“It sure looks like it,” replied Jess.
“You look like another one of them bounty hunters.”
“What was your first clue?”
“You ain’t taking old Bucktooth in.”
“You’re worth two thousand dollars, dead or alive.”
“You’ll have to kill me to get it.”
“That’s kind of what I had in mind.”
“I can yank this hog leg like lightning,” bragged Bucktooth.
“Then do it,” pushed Jess.
Bucktooth stood in front of the table where Jane sat and Jess motioned for her to move. She slowly stood up and moved about five feet from the table and leaned against the wall. Bucktooth hawked up some spit and spat it out onto the saloon floor and leered at Jess. He moved his hand down by his Colt Peacemaker and when his palm touched the butt of his pistol the right side of his mouth twitched as he jerked iron.
Jess’ two slugs found Bucktooth’s chest, knocking him backward and onto the table that Jane had been sitting at only moments ago. Bucktooth’s slug tore up some splinters in the saloon floor about five feet from Jess. Bucktooth slammed into the table smashing it into pieces and when he hit the floor, he let out a loud grunt followed by his last breathe a few moments after that.
Jess quickly looked around the saloon, but every man was stone still. He replaced the spent shells in his pistol and walked over to where Bucktooth was and holstered his pistol. He bent down and removed Bucktooth’s holster and picked up his pistol off the floor and stuck in back in the holster. He rolled it up and walked over and handed it to the barkeep.
“That should be worth enough to cover his bill,” implied Jess.
Jess paid two men in the saloon to carry Bucktooth’s body down to the livery and told the men to inform the man at the livery to tie his dead corpse to his horse. Jane sat back down in a chair saying nothing. Jess walked back to the bar and took another sip of his whiskey. He noticed the boiled eggs on the bar and he picked one up and threw it to Jane and then picked one up for himself. He waved at the barkeep, who was standing behind the bar looking nervously at him.
“You got anything to eat back there?” asked Jess, pointing to the back kitchen.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
After eating what Jess figured might have been horsemeat stew, he and Jane walked back down to the livery to get their horses. Jane hadn’t said a word since watching him kill Bucktooth in such a casual manner. She finally got up the nerve to talk and when she did, she didn’t look at him, she just looked straight up the street toward the livery.
“So that’s what you do for a living?” she asked. “You hunt people down and force them into a gunfight and just kill them.”
“I guess that about sums it up. Although, most of the time, I don’t need to force them into it. Violence just comes naturally to the type of men I hunt.”
“And what type of men do you hunt?”
“I only hunt the worst of the lot. I hunt the men who commit murder or rape just to satisfy their evil needs. I leave the horse thieves and bank robbers to the law and other bounty hunters.”
“You don’t think they deserve to be brought to justice?”
“Sure I do, just not by me.”
“Why not?”
“Because most of those men have a bounty on them, but they’re wanted alive, and I ain’t in the business of arresting a man and dragging his ass to the nearest town that has a badge in it.”
“Why not?”
Jess stopped walking and turned to look Jane straight in the eyes.
“Well, first you have to feed them and protect them from other men who might want to kill them for what they did while they’re in your custody. Then they’re always looking for a way to escape or they try to shoot you in your sleep. It just ain’t worth it when there are far worse men out there to hunt. Men who deserve killing like Bucktooth Brown. Hell, he’s raped a dozen women and killed four men that I know of, and if I hadn’t have ended his miserable life today, he would have kept raping women and killing men until someone finally put an end to it. That’s where I come in. And just for the record, Bucktooth won’t be causing us one bit of trouble before we turn his corpse in for the money.” Jess started walking again and she quickly caught up.
“So, you’re like a necessary evil?” asked Jane skeptically. Jess frowned at her.
“I’ve never thought about myself in that way, but I do get your meaning,” answered Jess.
“And why do you have a U.S. Marshal’s badge in your front pocket?”
“It’s a long story and you don’t need to know it.”
They reached the livery and Jess threw the livery man another ten dollar gold piece and the man snatched it and smiled. The two of them climbed up in the saddle and they rode out of Ranklin about two hours before dark. Jess wanted to make camp far enough away from town in case someone had recognized Jane and might try to collect on the money on her. They finally came to a wooded area and they rode deep enough into the woods so that their small fire wouldn’t be seen from the trail. They made a quick meal and turned in for the night after Jess placed his cans with strings around the perimeter of their camp.
In the morning, after breakfast, they rode out of the woods, the two of them riding side by side, followed by Sharps, who led the horse with Bucktooth’s dead body draped across it. After a few hours, the wind shifted a little and Jane caught a whiff of the stench emanating from the dead corpse.
“That smells just awful,” she exclaimed, pinching her nose.
“It’ll only get worse in this heat, too,” observed Jess. “We’ll reach Sturgis tomorrow morning and hand him over to the law there.”
The two of them rode into Sturgis in the morning. They rode along the main street in town and some of the townsfolk pointed to the dead body strapped across the big bay horse. He steered the horses straight for the jail and both of them climbed out of the saddle. He took a long cautious look around the town before walking up the two steps of the boardwalk. He rapped on the half open door. Jane followed him and stood to one side of the door.
“Hells bells, I can smell that stinker from in here,” a voice said sourly from the inside. Jess heard a chair being pushed back and some footsteps inside. A man of average height and weight with a slight pot belly and a balding head came out twitching his nose back and forth at the smell. He recognized Jess right off.
“Well if it ain’t Jess Williams in my little town,” exclaimed the man. “I’m Sheriff Cohen and I suppose that’s someone who’s got a bounty on his head that you’re here to collect on.”
“You’d be right about that Sheriff,” said Jess, pulling the wanted poster out on Bucktooth Brown and showing it to him. Cohen grunted when he read the wanted poster.
“You’ve got old Bucktooth?” asked Cohen.
“Yep, caught up with him in Ranklin,” explained Jess. Cohen walked over and lifted up the head of Bucktooth and wrenched his nose up at the smell.
“Yep, that’s old beaver tooth,” pronounced Cohen. “You can’t miss those choppers. Why don’t you grab some grub and I’ll take care of the body and go and get you your money.”
“Where’s the best place we can get a meal?” asked Jess, still scanning the street nervously. Cohen looked a little surprised and then he took another look at the woman standing on the boardwalk holding a rifle in her right hand.
“I’ve never known you to have a partner, much less a pretty women,” snickered Cohen.
“She’s not really my partner. I’m helping her locate a man who might clear up an important matter,” offered Jess. Sheriff Cohen narrowed his eyes and looked at her closer.
“You’re the woman in that sketch sitting on my desk,” explained Cohen slowly. “You’re the one what’s got that bounty on your head put up by that rich man, oh, what’s his name…Mercer,” he bleated out loudly waving his right hand about.
“It’s not a legal bounty Sheriff,” explained Jess.
“That won’t matter to most men,” he groused. “Twenty-five thousand dollars will make a man do things he’d usually never do.”
“Just so you know, Sheriff, she’s under my protection and anyone coming after her will have to go through me first,” Jess said firmly.
“That’s good enough for me. I know better than to mess with the likes of you, but I can’t speak for some of the other men in town.”
“You let me worry about that Sheriff.”
“Alright, the café over there has some pretty good grub if you’re hungry,” implied Cohen pointing over at a little eatery.
Sheriff Cohen untied the horse with the dead body on it and headed for the undertaker’s parlor of death. Jess looked up at Jane on the boardwalk.
“Might as well eat while we can,” he suggested. The two of them left their horses in front of the jail and walked across the street to the little café. When they walked in, there were several other people sitting at tables eating everything from eggs and bacon to flapjacks. They sat at a table in the back and Jane was about to remove her hat when Jess stopped her.
“Leave the hat on,” Jess said quietly. She gave him a look, but she left the hat on.
The two of them ordered a full breakfast and sat there eating quietly. Jess kept stealing glances at the door of the café. They were finishing up with some coffee when Sheriff Cohen walked into the café with an envelope, which he handed to Jess. He slipped it into the front of his shirt since his pockets were already quite full of money and bullets.
“Thanks Sheriff.”
“You’re welcome, but I’d suggest you ride back out before anyone finds out about your friend there,” implied Cohen.
“We just need to supply up and then we’ll be leaving town,” agreed Jess. Cohen sat down at another table and ordered something to eat and Jess threw a ten dollar gold piece on Cohen’s table.
“That should cover all three of us Sheriff,” he told him, smiling.
“What about the change?”
“Keep it.”
Jess and Jane walked out and down to the only general store in town. He told her to pick out another set of clothes from the men’s selection. He gave a list to the clerk behind the counter and the clerk quickly went about collecting up canned goods, flour, corn meal, hardtack, jerky, dried beans, fatback, bacon and several other items including some ammunition. The clerk was putting the supplies in a wooden box and Jess noticed three men standing across the street of the general store. The fact that each one of them was holding a rifle and looking straight at the store wasn’t lost on him. Jane noticed his apprehension and she followed his gaze outside and noticed the men across the street. She immediately picked up her rifle and the clerk got nervous straightaway.
“There’ll be no shooting in my place,” the clerk said anxiously.
“Tell that to them,” implied Jess as he pulled his large bore shotgun out and checked it.
“Do you think they’re bounty hunters?” Jane asked worriedly.
“No, they ain’t wearing enough guns,” he answered. 
The clerk pointed to the men across the street and said, “That’s Dudley Estep and his two idiot brothers. They live in an old shack outside of town and they’re nothing but trouble.”
“You got a back door?”
“Doesn’t everybody?” asked the clerk. Jess shot Jane a stern look.
“You stay behind the counter and if any of them tries to come in here, you put at least two bullets into their sorry asses before they even get through the door.”
“Where are you going?”
“Out there.”
Jess quickly walked into the back room and pushed the screen door open to see if he drew any fire. He didn’t. He slowly walked out and along the side of the building until he reached the opening in the front. He stayed back a few feet and looked out and the three men were still standing there holding their rifles and staring at the front of the store where Jane was. Jess hollered out from between the two buildings.
“You men might as well back off, because you’re not getting her!” he hollered out. Dudley Estep, the oldest of the three looked over to where he heard the voice.
“Who says so?” spat Estep.
“The man who’s holding a ten-gauge shotgun and the will to use it!” Jess barked back.
“We aim to collect that money!” snapped Estep.
“You can’t spend money in hell!” Jess hollered back. “And that’s where you’re going if you try this!”
“You first pilgrim!” Estep hollered as the three of them racked shells into their rifles and pointed them straight at the spot where Jess was. Jess crouched low and came out just enough to see them as they began to split up. Jess fired the first barrel just as three rifle slugs slammed into the buildings he was between, splintering off pieces of wood that went flying in every direction. The lead and buckshot from Jess’ ten-gauge knocked the one brother against the building he was standing in front of. His bullet riddled body slid down leaving several red streaks on the wood.
Another bullet seared past Jess’ head as he aimed at the second man and fired the second barrel on the large bore shotgun. The slugs and buckshot slammed into the second brother, pushing him through the window he was standing in front of and he landed inside with his feet still sticking out of the window.
Jess let the large bore shotgun fall from his fingers and he slicked his pistol out as another slug tore his hat from his head. Dudley Estep was crouched behind a water trough and racking another shell into his rifle when Jess quickly fanned all six shots from his pistol. Water flew up as the slugs slammed into the water trough, and three of the slugs found Dudley Estep. Estep flew backward, his arms flailing in the air, the rifle falling from his hands.
Jess immediately holstered his pistol and pulled out his Colt Peacemaker and thumbed the hammer back, all the while walking in a very deliberate way straight toward Estep. Estep was straddled across the steps of the boardwalk holding his chest with both hands. One of the slugs had torn a hole through Estep’s left cheek knocking out several teeth. The other two slugs had found his chest. Jess glared at him.
“I tried to warn you,” Jess told him flatly.
“We just wanted the money is all,” coughed Estep, his words slurred because of the hole in his cheek. Sheriff Cohen came running up the street holding his pistol in his hand. He checked on the other two Estep brothers and then he walked over to where Jess was still standing over the dying Dudley Estep.
“What the hell were you thinking Dudley?” Sheriff Cohen asked cuttingly.
“We just wanted to get rich,” moaned Dudley as he twisted in pain.
“Well, the only thing you got is dead,” implied Cohen. “You obviously didn’t know who you were going up against. This is Jess Williams, the best man killer and bounty hunter alive.” Dudley looked up at Jess and contorted in pain again.
“Just my damn luck,” Dudley coughed after his last words on this side of death’s door.
Jess looked over at the store and saw Jane looking out of the front window. He looked over to where his hat lay in the dirt, a brand new hole in it. He felt the top of his head and checked for any blood on his hand, but there wasn’t any. He looked at Sheriff Cohen’s hat and noticed a large tear in one side of it.
“Sheriff, it looks like we both need a new hat and I’m buying.”
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Jess walked out of the general store carrying a box of supplies and sporting a new hat on his head. Jane was wearing new brown denim pants and a light brown shirt that was two sizes too big for her on purpose. It was buttoned all the way up and her short hair was topped off with the oversized hat. The attempt to make her look more like a man was offset by her breasts, which were more than ample.
Sheriff Cohen was wearing a very nice black Stetson along with a very nice smile on his face. The three of them walked back to the jail and Jess and Jane quickly packed up their supplies for the rest of their trip to Jacksonville. The two of them climbed up in the saddle and Jess nodded at Sheriff Cohen who touched his new hat and smiled.
“Nice meetin’ ya Mr. Williams,” exclaimed a happy Cohen.
The two of them rode out of Sturgis and headed straight south toward Jacksonville. They rode in silence for the first few hours and Jess decided to stop by a narrow stream to let the horses water themselves and graze on some of the lush prairie grass that lined the banks of the stream. They both climbed down from the saddle to stretch their backs a little. He pulled out some beef jerky and handed a piece to Jane. Jess bit off a large piece and started to chew on it. Jane nibbled a small bite and looked at him with probing interest.
“Don’t you feel bad about killing those three men back there?” she asked him. Jess gave her an indignant expression.
“I tried to get them to back off, but they wouldn’t listen.”
“I know, but it just seemed so senseless.
“Twenty-five thousand dollars will make a sane man do senseless things, although I’m not so sure that those three had any sense to begin with.”
“I just wished there was another way.”
“Would you have rather had me hand you over to them?”
“Of course not…it’s just that…well…you didn’t hesitate for a moment. You just walked straight at that man while he was still shooting at you.”
“Yeah, but he missed, I didn’t.”
“I don’t think I’ll ever understand this business of men killing each other so casually.”
“You’d better get used to it because those three won’t be the last men who’ll come for you,” submitted Jess.
“I hate Walt Mercer for what he’s done to my life.”
“I can’t say I blame you.”
They stood there eating the jerky and letting the horses get their fill of the lush grass and when they finished, they climbed back up in the saddle and crossed the stream and headed south. They rode for another two hours when Jess reined his horses up pulled his spyglass out of his saddlebags and extended it.
“What is it?”
“We’ve got two riders coming our way,” he said, almost in a whisper.
“Do you think they might be trouble?”
“Not sure yet, it could be two people just passing through on their way to Sturgis,” offered Jess as he put the spyglass away and pulled his large bore shotgun out of his back sling. “Rack a shell into that rifle and ride a few feet further apart and be ready for anything. If they go for their guns, shoot the one on the right.”
They continued on along the trail, Jane riding about eight feet to Jess’ right. When the two men came into view, Jess could easily see that one of them carried a shotgun across his lap and the other carried a rifle with the butt of it on his right thigh. When they got closer, he reined up Gray and turned him sideways so that the shotgun was facing both men directly. He waited until they reined up their horses about fifteen feet away. Both men exchanged glances after looking at the ten-gauge shotgun.
“You could point that somewhere else,” the man on the right suggested.
“I could,” said Jess grinning. The two men looked at Jane, but didn’t acknowledge whether or not they recognized her, but Jess could tell by the way they kept exchanging glances that they knew who she was.
“Kind of risky for a woman to be out here, especially one as pretty as you,” said the other man with the rifle.
“She’s with me,” implied Jess smartly.
“Is that right?” asked the man with the shotgun, looking straight at Jane.
“I fail to see where that’s any of your business,” she answered uneasily.
“Just asking,” the man with shotgun said. The two men exchanged glances again and there was an awkward moment of silence. Jess sat in the saddle and had his fingers on both triggers of the shotgun.
“Is that all you two want to know?” He asked them. The one with the shotgun smiled at Jess.
“You wouldn’t happen to have some coffee you could spare would you,” asked the man. “We ran out this morning and we won’t make it to Sturgis today.” 
Jess didn’t look at her when he said, “Hester, reach into your saddlebag and give them a bag of Arbuckles’.” She gave him a harsh look, but she did as she was told and moved her rifle to her left hand as she fished around with her right hand until she found the bag of coffee. She threw it at the man with the shotgun and he caught it and looked at the bag.
“You drink the good stuff,” smiled the man. “I especially love the peppermint stick they put inside the bag.”
“Is that all you need?” Jess asked curtly. The man with the rifle frowned at him.
“You ain’t too friendly of a feller, are you?” the man with the rifle asked.
“I gave you that coffee didn’t I?” asked Jess sarcastically.
“Actually, she gave it to me,” said the man with the shotgun.
“Yeah, but I paid for it,” he inferred bluntly. The two men exchanged knowing glances and Jess saw it. The man with the shotgun opened his saddlebags and dropped the bag of Arbuckles into it and grinned.
“Much obliged for the coffee, Mister, we’ll be on our way now,” the man with the shotgun said as they gigged their horses into a walk.
Jess backed Gray up a little to let the two men pass between him and Jane, all the while keeping the large bore shotgun trained on them and watching their every move. Jess kept the shotgun on them until they rode out of range for it and he stuck it back into his back sling and pulled out his Winchester and racked a shell into it. Jane gave him a worried look.
“What are you doing?” Jane asked nervously.
“Those two are coming back,” he answered sharply.
“What makes you so sure?”
“For one, they could still make it to Sturgis tonight, and the one with the shotgun just pulled his rifle out. When they come, stay at least twenty feet from me.”
“Why?”
“Because they don’t want to kill the one who’s worth twenty-five thousand dollars. They want to kill the one who is protecting it.” The two of them waited there sitting atop their horses until the men were almost out of range for their rifles.
“Are you as good with that rifle as you said you were?” Jess asked her.
“Yeah, but I’ve never shot at a man before, only squirrels and rabbits.”
“Just picture a really large rabbit riding a horse,” implied Jess.
“That’s not funny,” she snapped back. “And Hester? The best name you could think of was Hester?”
“It was the only name I could think of at the time,” Jess said defensively.
“Hester,” she whispered under her breath while shaking her head.
The two men spurred their horses into a dead gallop as they turned them around and separated themselves by about thirty feet. They both raised their rifles up and Jess took careful aim at the man on the right.
“Aim at the man on the left,” said Jess just as a slug whizzed past his right side, missing him by several inches as he squeezed back on the trigger of his rifle. The rifle jumped and a few seconds later, the man fell from his horse and hit the ground hard with a dusty thud. Another bullet kicked up some sand to the left and behind his packhorse and Sharps was shaking his head and snorting loudly. Jane was aiming at the man, but she hesitated in pulling the trigger. Jess racked another shell into his Winchester just as he felt the burning sensation of a bullet creasing his left ribcage. He pulled back on the trigger and the second man slumped down onto the neck of his horse before falling off and hitting the ground and rolling several times before he finally came to a halt. Jess racked another round into his rifle and shot Jane a quick look.
“You wait here,” he barked as he nudged Gray into a slow gallop, holding the rifle up high. She watched him ride to the first man and it looked to her like he was talking to the man. Then, all of a sudden, Jess fired his rifle at the man and she jumped in the saddle from it. He rode over to the other man and dismounted. She watched him nudge the man with his boot and then watched him open the man’s saddlebags and take something out of it. He climbed back up in the saddle and rode back to where she was waiting and the blood started to seep through his shirt from the bullet wound.
“You’ve been shot!” Jane cried out. Jess took his bowie knife out and cut the shirt a little to look at the wound.
“It’s nothing, just a crease,” he said. He reached into one of his saddlebags and pulled out a piece of the white cloth that he used to stuff the slugs down into his shotguns and folded it up and placed it on the wound. He looked up at Jane and winced a little from the pain.
“Why didn’t you shoot him?”
“I don’t know. I wanted to, but I just couldn’t do it.”
“Well you better learn to get over that if you want to survive this thing,” he snapped. “Next time it might be four of them instead of two.”
“What did you take out of that man’s saddlebags?”
“I took the Arbuckels’ back.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“No, I like that peppermint stick myself.”
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
They rode until an hour before dark and made camp behind a small ridge that sat about a half mile from the main trail. Jess bagged a rabbit and they had supper and turned in for the night after he kicked some sand on the fire putting it out.
They continued south for the next five days, always making camp way off the trail and out of sight. Jess always made sure the fire was out before darkness set in. On the morning of the sixth day, Jane was emptying the last two cans of beans they had in their saddlebags.
“We’re going to need to stock up on some supplies,” she explained. “We’re about all out of food. All we have left is some hardtack and a few pieces of jerky.” Jess looked down into his coffee cup as if he was looking for an answer.
“Well, we can reach the town of Kendall before nightfall,” submitted Jess. “We could supply up there.” Jane chewed her beans and gave him a quizzical look and he picked up on it.
“What’s that look about?” he asked keenly.
“Well, what are the chances we could sleep in a real bed tonight?” she asked with pleading eyes. “My back is killing me.”
“Did you forget what happened back in Sturgis?”
“I’ll never forget that, but I need at least one night of sleep on a real bed and something else to eat besides rabbit, beans and jerky.” Jess swished his coffee around and didn’t respond right away.
“Please?” she implored. “Just for one night.”
“Alright, but you’ll have to eat in the room,” He said firmly. “I’m not taking you into any restaurant.”
“That sounds fine to me.”
They stopped outside of Kendall just before dark. Jess scanned the town with his spyglass first and he spotted the hotel and the livery, which luckily were on the same side of the street.
“We’ll ride around and behind the hotel and we can go in the back,” advised Jess. “Keep your head down as much as possible and as soon as I get the key from the clerk, you go to the room and stay there.”
“Okay,” she agreed. He looked at her chest and frowned.
“Is there anything you can do about those?” he asked looking at her chest. She had a surprised look on her face.
“Are you talking about… my breasts?” she asked with an uncomfortable look on her face.
“Well, they do kind of…well…stick out,” he said as respectfully as he could. She turned in the saddle and frowned at him.
“Have you been looking at my breasts?”
“Well you can’t exactly miss them.”
“I can’t exactly take them off either,” she barked disdainfully.
“I know that,” he argued. “But can you wrap them up tightly or something. I’m just saying that things might go a lot easier if people think you’re a man.”
“What in the hell am I going to wrap them up with?”
Jess opened his saddlebags and fished around and came out with a roll of gauze he always kept to patch up his wounds.” Jane had an indignant look wash across her face.
“You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?”
“I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t.”
“Give me that,” she snapped. He handed her the roll of gauze and she snatched it from him and slid down from the saddle. She walked over behind some bushes and glanced back at Jess.
“And no peeking either,” she barked at him.
“I’m not looking,” he argued irritably.
She removed her shirt and removed her natural colored camisole and wrapped her breasts up as tightly as she could, using the entire roll of the gauze. She put her camisole back on and put the men’s shirt back on and buttoned it all the way up and tucked it back into her denim pants. She walked back out from the bushes and climbed back up in the saddle.
“Are you happy now?” she asked angrily. He looked at her chest and smiled.
“Yep,” he said, nudging Gray into a walk toward the outskirts of town.
“This is uncomfortable you know.”
“Hey, I’m the one who got shot.”
“And you said it was just a scratch.”
“Yeah, and I got it because you wouldn’t pull the trigger.”
“Are you blaming me for that?”
“Yep.”
“You take that back,” she demanded.
“This is exactly why I usually work alone,” whispered Jess under his breath.
“I heard that,” she nagged.
They rode way around town and up to the rear of the only hotel in town and dismounted. Jess grabbed his rifles and saddlebags and so did Jane. When they walked in the back door, she kept her hat low on her forehead and kept her head down. When they walked into the lobby from the rear, the clerk gave them a tangled look.
“The front door is right there,” the clerk explained pointing at the front door.
“And there’s the back door right there,” Jess said flatly, pointing at the back door as he threw a ten dollar gold piece on the counter. “We need a room.”
The clerk started to say something, but Jess gave him a hard look so he just shut his mouth and reached behind him and grabbed the key to room seven. He handed the key to Jess and Jess handed the key to Jane.
“Get on up to the room now,” Jess told her firmly. Jane walked up the stairs carrying her saddlebags and rifle. The clerk gave Jess a somewhat disapproving look as he handed him his change. He left the change on the counter.
“He’s a little off his nut,” implied Jess. The clerk forced an anxious smile.
“And I wouldn’t bother him in the room either,” he added. “The last clerk who tried to enter his room got shot in the foot.”
“Oh my,” whispered the clerk. “I’ll make sure not to bother him.”
“Smart man,” said Jess picking his things up and walking up the stairs.
Jess rapped on the door before opening it and when he did, he found Jane in the process of removing the gauze from her chest. She quickly grabbed her camisole and put it up covering her chest.
“Sorry, I’ll turn around until you’re finished,” he offered blushing as he closed and locked the door. She finally finished removing all the gauze and put her camisole and shirt back on.
“Okay, you can turn around now.”
“Feel better now?” he asked.
“Much better,” she replied letting out a long sigh. He pulled one of his two cut-down shotguns out from the back of his holster and handed it to her.
“Keep the door locked and only open it for me,” he explained. “Anyone else tries to come through that door; you better pull the trigger this time. I’d suggest you only pull one trigger at a time because that thing kicks like a mule.”
“Alright, but you hurry back.”
“I’m going to take care of our horses and get some supplies and then some grub,” he told her. “I’ll get back here as soon as I can.”
He left the room and waited until he heard her lock the door. He walked back down and out the back of the hotel and took the horses and led them down to the livery. He paid the livery man and told him to leave the horses saddled up and ready to ride. He stopped at a general store and picked up supplies and took them back to the hotel and gave them to Jane to pack up in the saddlebags. Then he walked down the street until he found a small eatery. He walked in and up to the counter and took a seat. He noticed there were only a few people in the eatery, not one of them wearing a gun. A young girl came walking out and quickly handed him a slip of paper explaining the specials.
“Know what you want?” the girl asked after a few seconds.
“I need ten pieces of fried chicken and some fried potatoes,” he told her. “And I need to take it to the hotel.”
“You’ve got a healthy appetite,” she said smiling.
“Yes I do.”
Jess sat there sipping a coffee while waiting for the chicken. He kept looking out the window for any unusual activity, but everything seemed normal and quiet. The girl came out with two bags of food and sat it down on the counter. He paid her and left a very nice tip and walked out of the little eatery and back to the hotel. He rapped on the door.
“You hungry?” he asked softly. The door opened slowly and Jane stepped back holding the shotgun up. He walked in and closed the door and locked it. He handed the bags of food to her and she put the shotgun down on the bed and opened the bags up.
“This smells absolutely wonderful,” she said as she pulled a chicken leg out of the one bag. Jess propped one of the chairs under the doorknob and took his back sling off and laid it on the long dresser in the room. When they finished eating, he took some time to clean all his weapons while Jane enjoyed lying on the bed. When he finished, he peeked out the window and saw several people walking around.
“A peaceful little town for one with no law in it,” he observed quietly.
“How do you know they don’t have any law?”
“The first things I look for when I ride into any town are the jail, saloons and the livery.”
“Well, I thank you for this room,” she said warmly. “This bed is so much more comfortable than the cold hard ground.”
“Enjoy it because it might be the last one you get to sleep on for a while.” She gave him a curious look while chewing her food and swallowing it.
“I’ll share the bed with you as long as you promise to stay on your side,” she offered.
“I can sleep on the floor,” he told her, biting into a piece of chicken. “I’m used to it.”
“Okay, but the offer is still open if you change your mind,” she said cautiously. Jess removed his shotguns and lifted up his shirt and checked his bullet crease. The white cloth was stuck to it from the dried blood.
“Here, let me help you with that,” she said. She walked over and quickly ripped the cloth off in one quick movement and he jerked and winced from the pain.
“Did you have to rip it off like that?” he protested.
“It’s less painful that way.”
“I’ll remember that if you get shot.”
She took a cloth and dipped it in the water from the washbasin on the dresser and cleaned the wound up as best as she could. Jess took a small bottle of alcohol out of his saddlebags and she took it and dabbed the wound with some of it. Then she took some of the gauze that she had used to wrap her breasts up and wrapped it around his ribcage and tucked the end into the wrapping and admired her handiwork.
“There, that should do it,” she said smiling.
“Thanks,” he said. “Let’s turn in and get an early start tomorrow.”
In the morning, Jess woke up and shook the bed to wake Jane and she slowly stirred and stretched her arms up in the air and yawned. Jess splashed some water on his face and was wiping it off with a towel when a rock came crashing through the window, startling both of them as they heard a deep loud voice outside.
“We want the woman!”
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Jess snatched his Winchester up from the corner of the room and used the barrel to move the curtains enough to see four men standing below the window in the middle of the street. Three of them had rifles and one had a sawed off double-barrel across his left arm. Jess recognized the man with the shotgun as a bounty hunter he had run into a few times.
“Is that Buster Sexton down there?” Jess asked from the window.
“That’s right, and if you don’t give us the woman, we’ll come in and take her!” Buster hollered up at the window.
“Buster, you know me well enough to know I won’t give her up without a fight!” Buster looked up at the window and tried to focus, but he couldn’t see anyone.
“Who in the hell is that up there?” demanded Buster.
“It’s Jess Williams up here!” Buster’s shoulders slumped as if the air was suddenly let out of him like a balloon that had been pricked by a needle.
“Aw hell,” exclaimed Buster, shaking his head. The man standing to the right of Buster, Bob Hardy, looked at him and frowned.
“What do you mean, ‘aw hell’?” asked Hardy skeptically.
“You mean you don’t recognize that name?” Buster asked slowly and directly.
“No, should I?” asked Hardy.
“He’s the best damn bounty hunter I know of and worse, he’s the best man killer I know,” clarified Buster. “He carries enough guns on him to start a small war and he knows how to use every one of them. I ain’t goin’ up against the likes of that one.” The other two men with Hardy, Butch Stockwell and Pete Heinz looked at one another, but neither one of them recognized the name either.”
“But there’s four of us and only one of him,” complained Hardy.
“It wouldn’t matter to me if we had ten men,” snapped Buster. “I still wouldn’t go up against him, especially since I’d be the first one going down.”
“What makes you think that?” asked Hardy.
“Because that’s how he thinks. He’ll take the best man down with his first shot,” explained Buster knowingly. “And I’m the best man out of the four of us, so that means I’m going down first. Did you forget about the part when I told you he was the best man killer I know of?”
 
“So you’re gonna let twenty-five thousand dollars slip through your fingers?” Hardy asked angrily.
“I heard they don’t take money in hell,” groused Buster. He looked back up at the window.
“Mr. Williams, I’m backing out of this fight, just so you know!” hollered Buster.
“Good, now tell your friends they’d be smart to do the same!” barked Jess from the window.
“They won’t listen to me. We just met this morning when we found out about the woman being in town!” Buster hollered out. “Don’t come lookin’ for me ‘cause I’m riding out right now!” Jess stood back from the window a few feet and saw Buster quickly walking away from the other three men. Stockwell gave Hardy a nervous look.
“Maybe we shouldn’t try this,” pondered Stockwell. 
“You, too?” glowered Hardy.
“Well Buster was the best out of the four of us,” observed Stockwell. “If he won’t go up against this Williams feller, then maybe we shouldn’t either.” Hardy kicked some dirt with the tip of his boot in anger.
“We’re talking about twenty-five thousand dollars here,” argued Hardy. Stockwell didn’t respond; he just hung his head a little. Hardy didn’t wait for him to make a decision on the matter. Instead, he looked back up at the window.
“Give us the woman or we’re comin’ in to get her!” hollered Hardy. Jess quickly threw one of his cut-down shotguns on the bed.
“When I leave the room, you know what to do right?” he said to her.
“Yes, stay down low in the corner and watch the door and the window,” she answered.
Jess racked a shell into his rifle and peeked around the edge of the window and as soon as his head showed, Hardy fired his rifle, tearing a chunk of wood from the frame. Jess ducked down low against the wall as several slugs slammed into the wall and the window opening, breaking what glass was left in the window. There was a slight pause in the gunfire and Hardy hollered up to the window again.
“Are you ready to give us the woman now!” demanded Hardy almost sarcastically.
Jess stood up and quickly moved past the window in one fluid motion and without stopping, he snapped off a shot at one of the men. Jess was already on the other side of the window as the slug hit Stockwell in his left leg. He went down on one knee screaming in pain.
Hardy ran for a water barrel on the boardwalk across the street and Heinz ducked behind a wagon tied up in front of the general store across the street from the hotel. Stockwell crawled his way up onto the boardwalk in front of the hotel and sat on his ass leaning against the wall to the right of the door. Jess quickly fired three more shots, each time passing by the window and snap-aiming his shots. One slug punched a hole in the water barrel Hardy was hiding behind and one slug slammed into the seat of the wagon, barely missing Heinz hiding behind it. The third one kicked up some said under the wagon.
Jess quickly moved back away from the window and crouched low and reloaded the spent shells in his rifle. Slugs started to pepper the front wall of the hotel, a few of them busting through the wall, but the slugs ended up in the ceiling or upper wall of the room because of the upward angle.
“Stay back against that wall with the bed in between you and the gunfire,” barked Jess. He quickly put the back sling on with his large bore shotgun and tucked the other cut-down double-barrel into the back of his holster while slugs continued to slam into the wall and the window frame. Then he tucked his Colt Peacemaker into the front of his holster. “I’m going out there now.” Jane nodded and he could see the fear in her eyes.
“Anyone comes in here; you pull those triggers one at a time and then use your rifle and whatever you do, don’t leave this room. You safest place is right where you are now.” Jane didn’t respond, she just nodded her head and gripped the cut-down shotgun tightly in her hands as more slugs punched through the window.
“Lock the door behind me and then get back in that corner,” ordered Jess, as he slowly opened the door and stuck his rifle out to see if he drew any fire. He didn’t, so he carefully walked out of the room, all of his senses on high alert. The hallway was empty. All of a sudden a door behind him creaked open and Jess quickly swung around with the rifle and saw a woman peeking out of her door. She quickly slammed the door and locked it.
He slowly made his way to the stairs and looked down the steps, but saw nothing. He walked slowly down the stairs and when he got halfway down, he saw movement by the counter in the lobby and he pointed the rifle at the counter and two trembling hands slowly rose up in the air. The hotel clerk slowly raised up until his head was slightly above the counter. Jess gave him a harsh look and motioned with his left hand for him to get back down. The clerk obliged, but not before he pointed to the left side of the front door of the hotel. Jess nodded as if he understood and the clerk disappeared again behind the counter.
Jess quietly made his way to the bottom of the steps and crouched low until he could look out of one of the front windows. He was scanning the glass windows across the street and then he found what he was looking for. He saw the reflection of a man who was sitting on the boardwalk of the hotel with his back against the wall to the one side of the door. He couldn’t see the other two men so he had to assume that they were still in the same positions they had been before. Shots were still being fired up at the hotel room, but the rate of fire had slowed somewhat.
Jess leaned his rifle up against the clerk’s counter and pulled his large bore shotgun out of his back sling and aimed at the wall where Stockwell was sitting on the other side. He was less than ten feet away from him when he pulled the one trigger on the large bore shotgun; it blew a large hole in the wall of the saloon as well as blowing a lot of smaller holes into the man’s head. Stockwell’s upper body flew forward from the blast and then flew backward again and his head slammed against the wall and actually got stuck in the hole that the shotgun had created. Some of the blood from his wounds started trickling down the inside wall of the hotel. Jess quickly reloaded the spent shell with another ten-gauge shotgun shell, not taking the time to stuff more .45 caliber slugs into the barrel. He slid the shotgun back into his back sling and picked up his rifle just as slugs started hitting the front door and the inside lobby including the counter the clerk was hiding behind.
Jess quickly ran behind the counter and between shots, he peeked out of the front door and he saw Hardy racking another shell into his rifle. Jess fired a shot at him, punching another hole in the water barrel. Hardy began firing back into the hotel lobby, but Jess was already making his way to the back door of the hotel.
When he reached the screen door, he pushed the door open with his rifle to see if he’d draw any fire. After nothing happened, he made his way outside and placed his back up against the back wall of the hotel. He gave a quick glance around and saw no one.
He carefully worked his way down two buildings watching every rooftop and every corner of every building. When he got to where he wanted to be, he slowly worked his way between two buildings until he got close to the front. He slowly peeked out from the edge of the building and he saw Hardy behind the water barrel. He was still firing his rifle into the hotel lobby, but from this angle, Hardy’s body was now partially exposed, which is exactly what Jess had hoped for. Jess braced his rifle against the corner of the building and carefully aimed his Winchester and pulled back on the trigger and when the rifle barked, Hardy flew sideways, his rifle flying out of his hands. By the time he fell onto the boardwalk, Jess was already moving to the rear of the two buildings he was behind. His plan was simple, but effective. Shoot and then quickly change his position.
Heinz saw Hardy go down, but he couldn’t tell where the shot came from. He kept stealing glances around as he fired up at the hotel room, not knowing for certain whether Jess had left the hotel or not. Jess made his way past the rear of the hotel again and worked his way down along several more buildings until he got far enough to be able to get a decent shot at the man behind the wagon. He rounded another building toward the end of the street and he slowly walked up the steps to the rooftop.
When he got to the front of the building’s rooftop, he slowly peeked over the edge and saw the man behind the wagon still firing up at the hotel room. Jess took his hat off and slowly slid his rifle up onto the edge of the front wall and took careful aim at the man and when the man stuck his head up again to fire, Jess pulled back on the trigger and the rifle jumped again.
The man’s head exploded when the slug entered his head just above his right ear and exited out the left side of his head. The man slumped to the ground, dead before he hit the dirt. Jess waited for a moment and there were no more shots being fired. He put his hat back on and carefully made his way down the steps and walked around the building until he got to the front. He peered along the street, but no one was outside except for him and the three men he shot. It was eerily silent and the smell of gunpowder wafted heavily in the air.
Jess ran across the street and up on the boardwalk and slowly walked toward the man who had been behind the wagon and the man who had been firing from behind the water barrel. When he reached them, he saw that the one behind the wagon was dead. The top half of his head had been blown away. He heard the other man let out a low moan and he kept the rifle high in his hands as he walked over to him. He looked down at Hardy and saw that the bullet had hit him in his left lung and hadn’t exited anywhere. Hardy was lying on his back with his eyes darting back and forth quickly. He finally saw Jess come into view, standing over him and holding a rifle in his hands. Hardy turned his head a little.
“You done killed Heinz and Stockwell, and now you’ve done killed me,” blurted out Hardy, choking on the words and the blood in his mouth.
“You should’ve listened to Buster and left this alone,” submitted Jess.
“I guess Buster was right about you being a man killer and all.”
“He did try to warn you and so did I.”
“Yeah, but twenty-five thousand dollars was just too much money to pass up.”
“I know, but wouldn’t have been able to spend one dollar of it where you’re going anyway.”
Jess looked up to see two men slowly walking toward him and he swung the rifle and pointed it straight at them and they both stopped in their tracks and held their hands up in the air.
“We ain’t armed,” one of the men said, both of them lifting their shirts up and turning around in a full circle to prove they weren’t wearing any guns. “We just came for the bodies.”
“Alright, but you’d better not be pulling out any boot guns,” warned Jess. The two men reached Hardy just as he let out his death rattle.
“I tried to talk old Hardy out of this, but he wouldn’t listen,” exclaimed the one man.
“Well, he’s not listening now either,” observed Jess, as he headed across the street and back to the hotel, watching all the rooftops and building for anyone else who might try to join in on the fight. When he got to the hotel, he looked at the dead body of Stockwell. His head was still stuck in the hole of the front wall of the hotel and it was somewhat of a gruesome scene. His eyes were still open and it looked like he was looking up to the heavens, but that probably wasn’t where his soul was headed.
Jess walked into the lobby and found the clerk nervously standing behind the counter. He ignored the clerk and walked upstairs and used his rifle to rap on the door to the room just in case Jane accidentally jerked the trigger out of fear.
“Jane, it’s me, you can open the door now.” Jess heard the lock click and the door opened slightly. Jess pushed the door open with his rifle and found Jane standing in the corner, gripping the short shotgun tightly, tears in her eyes and fear washing over her face.
“Is it over?” she asked in a broken voice. He forced a smile looking at her.
“I think this one is over with, but it’s surely not the end of it.”
“Why can’t my life just get back to normal again,” she groaned as she gently placed the cut-down shotgun on the bed. Jess picked it up and tucked it back into the back of his holster.
“Grab your gear, we’ve got to leave this town and the quicker the better,” he ordered.
The two of them picked up their things and headed down the steps. Jess stopped at the counter and handed the clerk a hundred dollars for the damages. The clerk forced a nervous smile as he took the money.
When they walked out of the hotel, Jane saw the grisly scene of Stockwell’s head stuck into the hole of the front wall of the hotel. She let out a little gasp and quickly turned her eyes away. They walked down to the livery and Jess kept glancing up at the rooftops and anywhere else an ambush could come from. They reached the livery and he looked at Jane and guessed her to be about a hundred and twenty pounds at the most. He looked at her horse and then at Sharps.
“Why don’t you ride my packhorse, Sharps,” he told her.
“What’s wrong with my horse?”
“Nothing, except Sharps can run faster and longer than just about any other horse around,” explained Jess. “If we have to make a run for it, you’ll be better off on him than that plow horse you have. We can leave your horse here and pick him up if we make it back.” Jane walked over to Sharps and rubbed his neck and he snorted and turned his head back toward her. Jane rubbed his forehead and Sharps nudged her softly with his head.
“He is a beautiful animal for sure,” submitted Jane. “Alright, I’ll ride him, but you have to make sure I’ll get my horse back later.”
Jess threw the stable man a twenty dollar gold piece and Jane tied her rifle and scabbard to Sharps and climbed up in the saddle. Sharps snorted and raised his head a few times as if he was glad to have someone riding him.
“I think he likes you,” said Jess as he climbed up in the saddle. “But take that rifle out and be ready as we ride out of town.” Jane slid her rifle out and the two of them rode out of the large door of the livery and Jess nudged Gray into a fast gallop straight out of Kendall and straight south again toward Jacksonville. Sharps was following behind and Jane was holding her oversized hat to keep it from flying off.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Sheriff Jubal Burch sat in his chair behind his desk grumbling to himself about the latest ass-chewing he received at the hands of a very angry and impatient Walt Mercer regarding Jane Lacey. Mercer was growing increasingly angrier every time they met and Burch had to inform him that they still had not located her. He seriously thought about quitting every time Mercer chewed his ass out, but the truth was, he needed the money. And if he did quit, he’d have a hard time finding a job since Mercer pretty much owned the town and everything in it, except for the one livery where Burch had worked before. He reached down into his drawer and pulled out a small bottle of whiskey and was pouring himself a drink when he heard a rap on the door.
“Go away, I’m closed for the day,” he snapped. The door pushed open and Buster Sexton walked in with his hands up in the air. Sexton was carrying his sawed off along with two Colt Peacemakers, one tied down low on his right hip and one in a cross draw holster that rode just to the front of his left hip.
“I didn’t think the law ever closed,” drawled Buster. Burch looked up at him and frowned.
“I hope you’ve got some good news for me, ‘cause Mercer just reamed my ass out again,” groused Burch. “I swear, my asshole is so big, the next time I have to take a shit, I don’t even think I’ll need to wipe. It’ll just drop clean out without leaving any mess.”
“Rich people with money are used to getting whatever they want and when they don’t get it, they get angry,” said Buster, sitting down in one of the chairs in front of Burch’s desk. Buster eyed the shot glass of whiskey and licked his lips. Burch pulled out another glass and filled it and slid it across the desk toward Buster. Buster picked it up and threw it back in one gulp. He swallowed it and let out a long sigh.
“That’ll wash some of that trail dust down,” sighed Buster. Burch re-filled it and looked at Buster with an expectant look.
“Well, did you find anything out about Jane Lacey?” Buster quickly threw back the second whiskey and downed it and slammed the shot glass back down on Burch’s desk.
“Yeah, but you’re not gonna like it,” drawled Burch with a crooked smile forming on his thin lips.
“If you want another shot of this free whiskey, you’ll start talking,” said Burch, pushing the cork back in the bottle. Buster slid his glass back across the desk and Burch just looked at him with that same expectant look again.
“Well, I saw her down in a town called Kendall about six days ago,” explained Buster. “I gathered up three other men to help me take her into custody and bring her back here for the money, but when I found out who was with her, I had enough sense to ride out of there and leave her alone.”
“Why, who the hell was with her?”
“That Jess Williams fellow was holed up in a hotel room with her.” Burch leaned forward in his chair and scowled at Buster.
“You had three other men with you and you just walked away?” questioned Burch.
“Yeah, but not before I watched Williams kill all three of those other men in a shootout,” explained Buster. “I tried to warn them not to shoot it out with him, but the money drove them straight to hell. I’m tellin’ ya, that Williams fellow, he ain’t natural. A man who goes up against him always ends up dead.” Burch re-filled Buster’s glass again and then downed his whiskey.
“Mercer ain’t gonna like hearing this,” moaned Burch. “Williams came and visited Mercer at his house, and it didn’t exactly go well.”
“Williams met with Mercer?”
“Yeah, he wanted to know if Mercer would listen to Rubin Fisher’s version of what happened out at the Lacey home if he brought Rubin in to meet with him.”
“So Williams ain’t after the money?”
“I don’t think so,” offered Burch. “If he’s with Jane, my guess is he’s protecting her until he finds Rubin.”
“That sounds like something he’d do,” admitted Buster. “Hell, he’s already a rich man, so he don’t really need the money, not that I think he’d hunt her for the money anyway.”
“He already told me as much when he was here looking at some wanted posters a while back,” agreed Burch. “If they were in Kendall, they must be heading south then.”
“Where do you think they’re headed for, Mexico?”
“No, Mercer hired two bounty hunters to find Rubin, the only possible witness to the killing of Jethro the way I saw things,” explained Burch. “Fisher has an uncle who lives in Jacksonville, which is straight south of Kendall, and that’s where Lauter and Gilpin are headed.”
“Mercer hired those two gnarly sumbitches?”
“Yes he did.”
“So, they’re supposed to bring Fisher back here to testify?”
“Not exactly,” replied Burch, an apprehensive look on his face and Buster saw it.
“So they’re supposed to dispose of this Fisher so he can’t talk?”
“That’s exactly what they were hired to do,” complained Burch, downing another shot of the whiskey. Buster gave Burch a quizzical look.
“Sheriff, you don’t seem none too happy about all of this,” submitted Buster. Burch re-filled both of their glasses again and he downed his whiskey in one gulp and slammed the glass down on his desk, a troubled look on his face.
“Truth be told, I’m not,” snapped Burch. “I don’t think Jane is guilty of murder. I think Jethro went out to her home with Rubin and probably raped her and she killed him in self-defense. And now Mercer is having me orchestrate this whole nasty affair of hiring men to hunt Jane down and now he’s paying Lauter and Gilpin to kill the only possible witness. I swear the whole thing stinks like an overflowing privy.”
“Why don’t you quit?”
“Hell, I’ve thought about it, but I need the damn money,” he argued. “Besides, Mercer would probably have me killed if I did. I’m between a rock and a hard place with no way out.”
“I’m sure glad I’m not in your shoes,” offered Buster, downing his last whiskey. “Well, gotta go and get me a meal, bath and a hotel room.” Buster walked out and left Sheriff Burch drowning in his sorrows and the whiskey.
Burch poured another shot of whiskey and sat there staring into the glass, shaking his head and wondering how he had fallen so far into the abyss he now found himself in. He was once a feared lawman; one who commanded respect and admiration; but now he was an overweight aging lawman on the take. He hated himself for what he had become.
He downed the whiskey and when the glass was empty, he threw it against the heavy door going to the cells in the back of the jail. The glass shattered and the pieces fell to the floor. He locked the jail door and walked back to the jail cells. He opened one of the cells and stretched out on the hard cot, even though he had a very comfortable room provided to him in the hotel courtesy of Walt Mercer.
 
***
 
Gilpin pushed the fire with a long stick, flaring the fire back to life again. Lauter threw a few more dry branches onto the fire and they quickly caught hold, lighting up their little camp area in the little arroyo they had found a few hours ago.
“How do you want to handle things tomorrow when we get into Jacksonville,” Gilpin asked.
“We’ll take a room and then start asking questions about the Fisher house.”
“And what if we don’t find Fisher out at his uncle’s place?”
“Well, we make the uncle tell us where he is.”
“And what if he won’t talk?”
“Well, hopefully there’s a Mrs. Fisher there,” said Lauter in an menacing tone.
“I like that idea,” smiled Gilpin.
“Well, let’s turn in, tomorrow might be our biggest payday yet,” drawled Lauter. Gilpin put another piece of wood on the fire and they both stretched out on their bedrolls and fell fast asleep.
The next morning found Lauter and Gilpin riding into Jacksonville. Jacksonville was a small town with only one street running north and south. As they rode along the main street, they noticed one saloon, one boarding house and a jail that was locked up tight. They rode to the south end of the street and found the livery and they climbed down from the saddle. An old skinny man with graying hair and a thin moustache walked out and took the reins to their horses.
“You two stayin’ long?” the man asked.
“Depends on whether or not we can find a man by the name of Rubin Fisher,” said Lauter. The skinny man’s eyes darted away nervously.
“Why are you lookin’ fer him?” the skinny man asked.
“Why is that any of your business?” demanded Gilpin, glaring at the skinny man, who let his eyes fall to the ground.
“Just asking,” the man said.
“Do you know this Rubin Fisher or not?” Lauter asked, leering at the man. The old man kept looking at the ground. Gilpin pulled out his .44 caliber Navy Colt and stuck it under the old man’s chin and sneered nastily at him.
“Man asks you a question, you answer, less I blow a hole from your chin to that thick skull of yours,” snapped Gilpin.
“He’s been stayin’ with his uncle out at his place,” the man offered in a broken voice, his eyes glued to the Navy Colt under his chin. Gilpin slowly cocked the hammer back and the old man’s eyes widened some more.
“See now, that wasn’t so hard,” growled Gilpin. “Now, tell the man where this uncle’s place is.” The old man started trembling visibly.
“Small sod house five miles south of here,” offered the old man. Gilpin released the hammer on his Navy Colt while still keeping the barrel pushed against the old man’s chin.
“I’m almost sorry you told us,” snarled Gilpin. “I kind of wanted to see if you had any brains in that thick skull of yours. Now you be sure to take good care of our horses.”
Lauter and Gilpin walked down to the only saloon in town called the Crazy Coyote. When they walked inside, they saw that there were only a few men in the place. The two of them sauntered up to the bar and ordered a bottle of whiskey to wash down the trail dust from their long ride.
“Well partner, how do you want to handle it?” Gilpin asked Lauter.
“Well, I’ve been thinkin’ ‘bout it and I think it can wait one more day,” responded Lauter as if he was deep in thought. “I think we should treat ourselves to a bed tonight and a good hot meal and go out there tomorrow morning just as the sun rises. Maybe we can catch Rubin and his uncle by surprise.” Gilpin took another drink of his whiskey and grinned mischievously.
“Alright, I just hope the uncle has a wife,” drawled Gilpin.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Jess and Jane rode another two days, trying to stay off the main trail as much as possible. On the second day the sky broke open and it rained heavily for several hours. Jane hadn’t thought to pack a rain slicker, so Jess gave her his slicker and wrapped himself up in one of his blankets, mostly in an attempt to keep his weapons dry. It was a few hours before dark when the rain finally let up and they found a good place to camp and dry out.
They rode inside a heavy clump of trees and Jess took care of feeding and watering the horses, while she gathered up whatever dry branches she could find. Jess was shivering from the bone-chilling cold and he pulled out a bottle of rotgut whiskey from his saddlebags. He poured it onto the branches and struck a match and threw it onto the pile and it quickly flared up. Jane put the rest of the branches as well as some larger pieces of wood next to the fire to dry them out.
“Damn that feels good,” Jess sighed, rubbing his hands together.
“Sorry about not packing my rain slicker, but I had to leave my house so quickly, I didn’t think about it.”
“Well, as much as I hate to say it, we’ll have to ride into a town to get you one,” Jess said reluctantly.
“Can we stay in a hotel room again?” she asked.
“Not a chance of that. We can reach Jacksonville tomorrow afternoon and start our search for Rubin.”
Jess kept putting more wood on the fire until he had a pretty good fire going in an attempt to dry himself off. They both removed their boots and socks and dried them by sticking them on branches they stuck into the ground. When the fire died down into a huge bed of embers, she cooked up some grub for supper and put a pot of coffee on.
When they finished their meal, Jess piled some more wood on the fire and it quickly flared up again. The two of them finally dried out and warmed up. Jess made another pot of Arbuckle’s coffee and they finally retired for the night, but not before Jess strung his cans with strings around their perimeter. In the morning, after breakfast, they broke camp and headed along the trail going into Jacksonville.
They arrived at town a little after the noon hour. Jess stopped and scanned the town through his spyglass. Jacksonville was like most of the small towns in Texas; several businesses, including one general store, one saloon, one boarding house, a tonsorial parlor and a clothing store along with a livery. There were a dozen or so small houses scattered about the town in no particular fashion.
They rode in from the north end of town and along the only street, Jess with his rifle across his lap, his eyes probing the rooftops and between all the buildings. Jane also had her rifle across her lap, a nervous look on her face. They rode up to the livery and an old man with a moustache walked out to take the reins to their horses.
“Saddled or not,” the old man said knowingly, looking at all the guns Jess wore. Jess threw the old man a five dollar gold piece, which the man gladly accepted.
“Feed and water them, but keep them ready to ride,” Jess told him.
“I’ll take them inside and feed and water them and then bring them back outside for you,” the old man offered. “You one of them bounty hunters, too?” Jess had started to walk away, but he stopped and turned back to the old man.
“Are there some other bounty hunters in town?”
“Not now, they left before sun up,” the old man explained. “Mean sumbitches, too. Never paid their bill either.”
“Did they say who they were looking for?” asked Jess.
“They said they was lookin’ for Rubin Fisher.”
“Did you tell them where he was?”
“Yeah, but only ‘cause one of ‘em had a .44 stuck under my chin.”
“Where is Rubin staying?”
“He’s staying out at his Uncle Harry’s house ‘bout five miles south of here.” 
“How much did they owe you?”
“Three dollars.”
“Here, this ought to cover it,” said Jess, throwing the old man another five dollar gold piece.
“Why should you pay their bill?”
“I’ll get it back when I see them,” implied Jess, an odd smile on his face.
Jess spun around on his heels and started heading toward the only general store in town. When he walked in, he noticed a nervous clerk standing behind the counter. Jane picked out a new rain slicker and Jess picked up a few canned goods along with some more beef jerky. He paid the clerk and gave him two extra dollars to have the young boy who was working there deliver the supplies down to the livery. The boy took the box of supplies and headed out of the store. Jess turned to leave when the clerk cleared his throat a little louder than normal, which made him turn back around.
“You got something to say?” Jess asked calmly. The clerk shuffled his feet a little and his mouth started twitching a little.
“You after those gunslingers who are in town?” the clerk asked. Jane’s face quickly turned sour when he said it.
“What gunslingers?” probed Jess.
“I don’t exactly know their names, but the three of them rode into town not more than five minutes ago. They’re over at the saloon right now and they were asking about…well…her,” the clerk blurted out pointing at Jane.
“Shit,” exclaimed Jess. Jane quickly peered out the window nervously. Jess looked, too, but saw only a few locals walking around outside.
“You got a back door?” Jess asked.
“Yeah, right through the storeroom there,” the clerk said, pointing to the door.
The two of them quickly walked through the storeroom and found the back door. Jess stopped and pushed the screen door open with his rifle before going through it. The two of them quickly walked back to the livery and when they got there, the old man had their horses waiting for them outside. Jess quickly packed up the supplies and the two of them rode out of town heading north. Once they were well away from town, they rode west and then turned back south toward Harry Fisher’s place.
The two of them rode about three miles past Jacksonville when the hair on the back of Jess’ neck started to tingle. When he turned around, he saw three riders heading their way at a full gallop.
“Damn it,” exclaimed Jess. Jane saw him look behind them and when she turned in the saddle, she saw what he was looking at.
“Do you think it’s those gunslingers the clerk warned you about?”
“I’d bet money on it,” he told her. Jess looked ahead of them and saw a line of small hills about a mile away and he pointed to it. “Let’s get to those hills there and we can get some cover from the boulders at the base of them.”
The two of them broke into a fast gallop, Gray and Sharps lengthening their strides with every yard. They quickly ate up the mile and when they reached the boulders at the bottom of the hillside, they jumped out of the saddle. Jess slid his buffalo rifle out along with his Winchester and the pouch of custom loaded cartridges for his Sharps. The two of them got behind a large boulder and Jess opened the leather pouch of cartridges and placed several of them on the open flap. He chambered a round into the buffalo rifle and raised the sights up. He checked the wind and waited until the three riders were about six hundred yards out. Jane racked a shell into her rifle and Jess gave her a funny look.
“Are you going to use that thing this time?” he asked sarcastically. She gave him a look of trepidation.
“I’m going to try,” she blustered. The three men all started firing rifles in their direction, but their bullets were kicking up dirt a good two hundred yards away from where they were.
“Well, don’t fire until I do and when you do, wait until they’re within your rifle’s range,” explained Jess.
Jess took careful aim at one of the men and slowly pulled back on the trigger until the buffalo rifle belched smoke and flame and a few seconds later, one of the men slid off his horse and tumbled on the ground until he lay stone still. Before the dead man stopped tumbling, Jess already had another cartridge chambered and he was aiming at a second man. He slowly squeezed back until the rifle barked loudly again and the second man flew straight backward off his horse, skidding to a stop in the dirt. The third man reined up his horse about three hundred yards out and then he quickly spun his horse around and headed away from them at a full gallop.
“Oh no you don’t,” whispered Jess as he chambered another round into his buffalo rifle. The last man was a good four hundred yards out when Jess pulled back on the trigger and the buffalo rifle jerked violently. When Jess looked up from his rifle, he saw the man slump down onto his horse’s neck and then slide off to the right and tumble onto the ground. Jess placed his buffalo rifle on the boulder and grabbed his Winchester and headed for his horse.
“You wait here while I go and check on them,” snapped Jess.
Jess rode out to the first man at a slow gallop, his rifle held high in the air, his reins wrapped around his saddle horn. When he got to the first man, he saw that he was dead. He moved on to the second man, who was actually the last man he had shot and climbed out of the saddle. The man was lying on his back, both of his hands clutching his chest where the large caliber slug had exited. The man glared up at Jess.
“You shot me in the back,” the man complained.
“You should have turned around then,” snapped Jess. “Did you think I was just going to let you go so you could come back at me again?” The man grinned a little.
“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” the man admitted.
“Well, there you go then,” offered Jess. Jess looked over at the third man and saw his hands were moving around a little. The man’s rifle was out of reach, but his pistol was still in his holster.
“Well, I gotta go and check on your other partner in crime,” said Jess.
“You gonna just leave me here to bleed out slowly?” the man complained.
“Not exactly,” replied Jess, as he lifted the rifle up and put another slug between the man’s eyes.
He walked over to the last man and the man was trying to slip his hammer strap off, but the bullet hole in his right shoulder was causing him so much pain that he was having a hard time of it. When he got to the man, he pointed the rifle straight at the his face and he put his left boot on the man’s pistol, which was still in the holster.
“No sense even trying that,” implied Jess.
“How in the hell did you shoot me with that Winchester from that far off?” the man asked somewhat surprised. Jess smiled him.
“I didn’t shoot you with this,” explained Jess. “I shot you with my Sharps buffalo rifle.”
“Must be a damn big slug ‘cause it hurts like hell,” the man grimaced.
“I suppose you were after the woman and the money?” Jess asked, although he was pretty sure of the answer already.
“Yeah, it was Carl’s idea,” coughed the man. “He saw you two leaving town and said we should go after her for the twenty-five thousand. Who in the hell are you anyway?”
“Why does that matter?”
“I’d just like to know the name of the man who killed me?”
“Why?”
“Because when I get to hell, I can find out how many other men you’ve killed.”
“Well, it’ll take you a while to find them all,” implied Jess, as he put another bullet between the man’s eyes, his head bouncing off the ground from the impact. Jess let out a long sigh and looked around the landscape. Then he took the time to go through each man’s pockets and saddlebags. He collected almost two hundred dollars and two bags of Arbuckle’s coffee. He climbed back up in the saddle and rode back to where Jane was still waiting. When he got there, he climbed down out of the saddle and had a peppermint stick in his mouth and one in his hand.
“Do you want this peppermint stick?”
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Lauter and Gilpin rode out of Jacksonville two hours before the sun came up. They rode straight south until they spotted a little sod house that was situated close to a small meandering river. There was a small barn behind the house and a privy about fifty feet from the side of the house. They dismounted about five hundred feet back and quietly walked their horses around to the back of the barn. Gilpin looked in the barn and saw two horses, one saddled up for a quick getaway.
The sun was just peeking up over the east horizon and the faint glow of the sun colored the sky a beautiful pinkish-red color, but that was lost on Gilpin and Lauter. They quietly walked to the front of the house and they split up, one on each side of the little sod house, and waited.
About a half hour later, they heard noises coming from inside and the door opened up and an older woman wearing a heavy robe walked out and headed straight for the privy and she didn’t notice either Lauter or Gilpin. Gilpin waited until she closed the door to the privy and he quietly walked over and waited outside. Gilpin slid his .44 Navy Colt out and when she came out of the privy, she was looking down the barrel of the .44. She let out a gasp and Gilpin put his right index finger up to his lips, telling her to be quiet. Gilpin moved to her right side and put the .44 up to her temple and then Lauter walked out from the other side of the house holding his twelve-gauge shotgun.
“Anyone else in there coming out to use the privy,” Lauter called into the house. The door to the sod house flew open and an older potbellied, balding man came running out holding a rifle and Lauter pointed his shotgun straight at the man. When the man saw Gilpin holding a pistol to his wife’s temple, he laid the rifle on the front porch and put his hands up in the air.
“You must be Uncle Harry?” asked Lauter.
“That’s right, who in the hell are you two and what the hell do you want?”
“We’s lookin’ for Rubin,” Lauter drawled smartly.
“Rubin left two days ago,” said Harry. Lauter gave Harry a harsh look.
“Do you always leave one of your horses saddled up all night?” Lauter asked sarcastically. Harry searched his brain for a quick answer and he looked over at his wife.
“Maude, didn’t I tell you to take the saddle off my horse yesterday?” said Harry as convincingly as he could. Gilpin pushed the barrel of his .44 a little harder against her temple and leered at her.
“Now Maude, don’t you be tellin’ no lies, less I put a hole through your head,” warned Gilpin as he thumbed the hammer back. Maude shivered and jerked with each clicking sound the pistol made.
“You never told me to do that,” she said in a broken voice. Harry’s head slouched a little.
“I think Maude there is telling the truth, but you’re lying to me and that ain’t a good thing,” warned Lauter as he pulled one of his two Colt Peacemakers out and shot Harry in his left foot. Harry let out a loud howl of pain and started limping around on his right foot until he flopped down into one of the chairs on the small front porch. 
“Damn that hurts!” screamed Harry. Lauter cocked his pistol again and sneered at Harry roguishly.
“If Rubin don’t come out of there, I’ll shoot you in the other foot,” threatened Lauter.
“Alright, I’ll come out, but don’t hurt them no more,” a voice from inside the house said.
“Git your ass out here Rubin!” hollered Lauter. Rubin slowly came walking out holding his hands up in the air.
“Well, well, well, looky who was hiding in the house,” Lauter said to Gilpin, who was still holding his pistol against Maude’s temple. Gilpin walked behind Maude and shoved her toward the house.
“Did Walt Mercer send you two after me?” Rubin asked nervously.
“Well, at least he ain’t stupid,” exclaimed Gilpin, glancing at Lauter.
“Mr. Mercer wants a few words with you,” clarified Lauter.
“Why don’t I just tell you two what happened and you can tell Mr. Mercer yourselves?” Rubin asked nervously.
“Well, let’s see…um…I guess it’s because we don’t really give two shits about what happened,” barked Lauter. “Now, go and get that horse you have saddled up and join us for a long ride back to Defiance to see Walt Mercer.” Rubin started to walk around the house to the small barn and Lauter glared at him.
“Don’t do anything stupid, less you want to see Uncle Harry and Aunt Maude lying dead with holes in their heads,” warned Lauter. Rubin shuffled his feet and slowly walked back to the barn. Lauter glanced at his partner.
“You gonna have a go at Maude before we leave?” he asked Gilpin. Gilpin looked at Maude, who was standing on the front porch by Harry. Fear washed over her face and Harry tried to stand up, an angry look on his face.
“Now see here,” barked Harry. “There’s no need for any of that.”
“Shut the hell up Uncle Harry,” snapped Gilpin. “She’s too damn old for me and besides, after smelling what she left in that privy, that’s enough to keep me away. What the hell did you eat woman, the ass end of a skunk?” Maude’s look of fear was quickly replaced by a hard look of indignation.
“Well I never!” Maude exclaimed.
“I can smell why,” chuckled Gilpin. Rubin came walking around the house leading the horse and Lauter gave him a menacing look.
“I’m only goin’ to tell you one time,” growled Lauter. “You try anything at all and I swear we’ll come back here and kill both your family after we torture them for hours, understand?”
“I understand,” said a deflated Rubin. Lauter waited while Gilpin went and retrieved their horses. When he came back with their horses, they mounted up along with Rubin. Lauter glared at Harry angrily.
“Don’t make the mistake of trying to follow us,” warned Lauter. Gilpin glared at Rubin.
“Well, lead the way Rubin,” demanded Gilpin. Rubin looked at Harry and Maude and forced a smile at them.
“Sorry about the foot Uncle Harry,” said Rubin regretfully.
“Don’t worry about it, it’ll heal up,” Harry said. “You be careful.”
Rubin headed out followed by Lauter and Gilpin riding behind him. They rode about a mile from the house when Gilpin rode up next to Rubin. “Come on this way,” ordered Gilpin.
“But Defiance is due north of here,” stammered Rubin.
“Yeah, I know that, but we ain’t goin’ to Defiance,” sneered Gilpin. Rubin looked back at Lauter and he had his twelve-gauge pointed straight at Rubin.
“You heard the man,” warned Lauter, swinging the shotgun in the direction that Gilpin had told him to go.” Rubin followed Gilpin off the trail about a quarter mile and Gilpin reined up his horse about a hundred yards from a rocky hillside. Gilpin climbed down from his horse and removed a small shovel from the back of his saddle. He looked up at Rubin, who had a confused look on his face.
“Get down off your horse,” barked Gilpin.
“Why, what about going to see Walt Mercer?” Rubin asked nervously.
“Mercer doesn’t want to talk to you,” implied Gilpin flatly. “As a matter-of-fact, he doesn’t want you talking to anyone.” Rubin slowly climbed out of the saddle and stood there holding the reins to his horse. Gilpin walked over to him and shoved the little shovel against his chest.
“Pick a spot and start digging,” demanded Gilpin, a strange look on his face.
“Why?”
“You’ve just been promoted to gravedigger,” leered Gilpin. “And just so you know, the grave ain’t for me or Lauter there.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Jess and Jane climbed back up in the saddle after Jane refused the peppermint stick. They rode south again and Jane was silent for about an hour and then she started to sob quietly. Jess reined up and looked at her.
“What’s wrong?” Jess asked diplomatically. Jane shook her head and wiped her eyes with her sleeve.
“How many more men are going to die because of me?”
“Well, near as I can tell, every one that comes after you,” explained Jess flatly.
“I don’t think I can take any more of this senseless violence and death,” she sobbed. Jess gave her a stern look.
“I don’t think you have much of a choice in the matter unless you decide to ride back to defiance and hand yourself over to Mercer,” he explained. “And, how many more men will I have to kill along the way?”
“What if I turn myself into those two bounty hunters who left Jacksonville this morning?”
“I can’t let you do that.”
“Why not?”
“Two reasons,” said Jess. “First, they plan on raping you before they take you back to Mercer and second, they’ll have to fight off any other men who are looking for you for the bounty on your head. Hell, for twenty-five thousand dollars, every gunslinger and bounty hunter is looking for you. I’m telling you, the safest place for you to be is with me.”
“I suppose you’re right,” sniffled Jane, wiping her eyes again. She looked at Jess, but Jess wasn’t looking at her now. Instead, he pulled his spyglass out, extended it, peered through it and frowned.
“What do you see?”
“Looks like three men.”
“Is it those bounty hunters?”
“I can’t tell from this distance, but one of them is digging a hole.”
“What the hell for?” Jess put the spyglass away and grinned at Jane.
“My guess would be a shallow grave,” said Jess ominously. He looked at the rocky hill that went along the trail for a good mile or so. “Let’s ride around that side of the hill and get a better look.”
The two of them rode around to the back of the rocky ridge and about halfway along the ridge before turning their horses up the sloping hillside until it got too steep for the horses to climb any further. They climbed down from the saddle and Jess slid his buffalo rifle out along with the pouch of cartridges for it. Jane slid her rifle out and the two of them started climbing up the rocky hillside.
 
***
 
Back down on the other side of the hill, Lauter was rolling himself a smoke and Gilpin was watching Rubin as he slowly dug his own grave.
“I know you’re stalling on digging that hole, Rubin,” growled Gilpin.
“Wouldn’t you?” Rubin snapped back. Gilpin laughed a little.
“I suppose I would at that,” admitted Gilpin. “But nobody is gonna save you out here, so stalling ain’t gonna make much of a difference.”
“Why is Walt Mercer doing this?” asked Rubin. “Doesn’t he want to know what really happened to Jethro?”
“Not really,” replied Gilpin. “He’s made his mind up that Jane Lacey killed his son and that’s the end of it.”
“She killed him in self-defense,” muttered Rubin, throwing another shovel of dirt out of the hole. “Jethro was going to kill her to keep her quiet.”
“Why tell me?” demanded Gilpin. “I don’t give two shit’s about what happened. Now keep diggin’, it’s gettin’ hot out here.”
“How much are you two getting paid for this?” asked Rubin, still trying to stall for time, although he didn’t know why, no one was going to rescue him from his fate.
“We’s each gettin’ five thousand dollars to make sure you disappear for good,” answered Gilpin with an evil smile.
“That sure is a lot of money,” admitted Rubin. Lauter finished rolling his cigarette and lit it.
“Why don’t the two of you quit your yapping and let him dig,” snapped Lauter. Gilpin glanced at his partner.
“He knows he’s about to eat a bullet so let the man yap a little,” argued Gilpin. “It’s the least we can do for the sorry sumbitch.”
“Well hurry it up, I’m getting hungry,” barked Lauter.
 
***
 
Jess and Jane finally reached the top of the ridge. Jess pulled his spyglass out and peered down at the three men and sighed.
“It’s Lauter and Gilpin down there with another man who’s digging a shallow grave,” he told her quietly as he handed her the spyglass. “Is that Rubin Fisher doing the digging?” She looked through the spyglass and nodded.
“That’s Rubin all right,” she said nervously. “I think they aim to kill him to keep him quiet.”
“What was your first clue?” he asked smartly. She shot him a harsh look.
Jess put the spyglass away and chambered a round into his Sharps buffalo rifle and raised the sights up. He picked up some sand and threw it down off the hillside to see which way the wind was blowing. He figured the distance to be about three hundred yards, but he also had gravity on his side. He put Gilpin in his sights and waited.
 
***
 
Back down at the shallow grave, Rubin had worked up a heavy sweat digging in the heat of the afternoon sun. Gilpin figured the hole was about three feet deep and he finally looked at Lauter, who threw the cigarette on the ground and crushed it out with his boot. Lefty pulled his .44 Navy Colt out of its holster.
“Alright, that’s deep enough,” said Gilpin threateningly. Rubin threw the shovel on the ground and sighed.
“Now stand at this end of the hole so you fall in just right,” demanded Gilpin.
“A man shouldn’t have to go out like this,” complained Rubin, fear washing over his face.
“Well, take your complaint to the devil when you see him,” suggested Gilpin as he raised up his .44 and began to thumb the hammer back when a loud thunderous noise came from the top of the ridge and dirt kicked up at Gilpin’s feet, throwing some sand in his eyes.
“What the hell…” exclaimed Gilpin. Lauter pulled one of his Colts out and was looking up at the top of the ridge. Jess had already chambered another shell into his buffalo rifle and was aiming at Gilpin again.
“Who’s up there!” hollered Lauter.
“It’s Jess Williams, and if you try to kill Rubin, I’ll plug both your sorry asses and you know I can do it with this buffalo rifle!” Jess hollered back.
“Son-of-a-bitch!” hollered Gilpin, still trying to rub the sand out of his eyes.
“I thought you weren’t hunting the woman!” Lauter hollered at Jess.
“I don’t have to, she’s right here with me!” Jess hollered back. Gilpin glared at his partner.
“I knew that sumbitch had the woman all along,” snapped Gilpin angrily.
“Well, if you’ve got the woman, take her to Mercer and collect the twenty-five thousand dollars!” hollered Gilpin. “Leave us alone so we can finally make some damn money!”
“I need Rubin Fisher alive so he can tell Walt Mercer what really happened!”
“Walt Mercer don’t give a shit about what really happened!” growled Lauter.
“I can see that!”
“So now what?” barked Gilpin.
“You boys unbuckle those gun belts and let them drop to the ground!” Gilpin looked at Lauter and frowned.
“We’d better do as he says,” groused Gilpin. “He’s pretty damn good with that long gun of his.” Gilpin holstered his .44 and unbuckled his gun belt and let it fall to the ground and Lauter did the same.
“Now take ten steps away from those guns!” Jess hollered down. “Rubin, get Lauter’s sawed off and keep them covered, but don’t shoot them unless you have to!”
“Alright!” hollered Rubin as he walked over and pulled Lauter’s sawed out from the short sheath tied to the back of Lauter’s saddle and pointed it straight at the two men.
“Maybe we should start digging a second grave,” snapped Rubin defiantly. Jess turned to Jane and handed her one of his cut-down shotguns.
“Take this and go down there while I keep them covered from up here,” he told her. “Stay back at least ten feet from those two.” She took the cut-down shotgun from him and walked down to the horses and she climbed up on Sharps and rode down and around the hill. When Lauter and Gilpin saw her, they both lowered their heads and frowned.
“Twenty-five thousand dollars right there in front of us and we can’t collect one damn red cent of it,” groused Gilpin.
Jane dismounted and held the short shotgun in her right hand and she stood about ten feet from the two men. Rubin was still pointing the sawed off at them. He glanced over at Jane with a sympathetic look.
“I’m really sorry, Ms. Lacey,” offered Rubin. “I had to run and you can see why now.”
“Oh shut the hell up Rubin,” she barked angrily. “You should have stopped Jethro in the first place.”
“I suppose so, looking back on it now, but I was afraid of Jethro,” complained Rubin. “He was always threatening to cut me with that damn boot knife he kept.”
“Why don’t the two of you shut the hell up,” complained Lauter.
“You shut the hell up,” Rubin barked angrily.
The four of them heard the beating of hoofs pounding the ground and Lauter and Gilpin turned around to see Jess riding straight toward them. He reined up and slid down from the saddle and slid his large bore shotgun out and walked over to Jane. He looked at Rubin first.
“Rubin, hand that sawed off to Jane,” ordered Jess. Jane walked over to Rubin and took the gun away from him. Jess scowled at Lauter and Gilpin, who were both glaring back at Jess.
“You just cost us ten thousand dollars,” griped Gilpin.
“That’s what Mercer was paying you two to kill Rubin there?” asked Jess.
“That’s right, five thousand apiece,” complained Lauter.
“Well, I’m taking Rubin back to talk to Walt Mercer.”
“Walt Mercer don’t give two shits about what Rubin has to say,” carped Gilpin. “Did you miss the part about him paying the two of us ten thousand dollars to keep him quiet?”
“No, I didn’t miss it, I just don’t care about it,” Jess said bluntly.
“So what are you gonna do now, shoot the both of us?” protested Lauter. Jess looked at the shallow grave and then back to the two of them.
“Well, it seems we have two choices,” offered Jess smiling.
“Okay, I’ll bite,” grumbled Gilpin. “What are they?”
“First, we can work together and take Jane and Rubin back to Defiance to talk with Mercer and I’ll make sure you get your five thousand dollars each, even if I have to pay it out of my own pocket,” explained Jess. Gilpin and Lauter exchanged glances with one another.
“So, what is the second choice?” asked Lauter. Jess walked over and hooked his left toe under the little shovel and kicked it toward the two of them. The shovel landed in front of Gilpin and Jess cocked his head a little and grinned an evil grin.
“You can start digging another grave,” implied Jess.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
“You’re gonna pay each of us five thousand dollars?” asked a skeptical Gilpin.
“I give you my word on it,” Jess said bluntly. Gilpin looked at Lauter and shrugged his shoulders and smiled.
“I guess it don’t matter who pays us, so long as we get paid,” suggested Gilpin to his partner. “And his word is good enough for me.”
“Alright, I’m in, too,” agreed Lauter.
“I’ll give you my word on one more thing,” Jess said promisingly.
“And what is that?” asked Gilpin in a cynical tone.
“Either of you two pull anything along the way, and I give you my solemn oath to hunt you down and kill the both of you and it won’t be a quick death either,” warned Jess.
“Hey, what about the fact that they were gonna kill me and bury me in this damn grave,” complained Rubin angrily.
“Don’t take it personal, Rubin,” replied Gilpin sarcastically. “It was just business.”
“Business my ass,” muttered Rubin.
“Alright, you two put your guns back on and don’t forget the warning I gave you because you’re not going to get another one,” Jess said scathingly.
The five of them left the still open and empty shallow grave, Lauter and Gilpin in the lead at Jess’ insistence, followed by Rubin, Jane and Jess. Jane rode up next to Jess.
“Do you think we can trust those two bounty hunters?” asked Jane apprehensively.
“I never trust anyone fully, but they want the ten thousand dollars pretty badly, so I think they’ll go along for the money,” answered Jess.
“What about Rubin?” she asked. He gave her a comforting smile.
“Hell, he ain’t going anywhere,” claimed Jess. “He knows if he does, I’ll let Lauter and Gilpin finish what they started back there.”
The five of them rode until the fiery orb was making its way downward to the western side, coloring the clouds a reddish-orange hue. Jess finally pointed to a small stand of oak trees.
“I say we camp inside those trees over there,” suggested Jess.
“Looks like as good a spot as any,” agreed Gilpin. The five of them rode inside the trees until they came to a small clearing. Lauter took care of the horses while Jane and Rubin gathered up firewood. Jess walked into the woods with his Winchester and shot two big jackrabbits. When he came back to the camp, the fire was going and Jane was getting ready to do the cooking. Gilpin was sitting on his ass, watching Jane closely and Jess could tell she was somewhat uncomfortable about it. Jess gave Gilpin a harsh look.
“Don’t even think about it,” warned Jess. Gilpin shot him a look.
“Maybe that should be up to the woman,” argued Gilpin. Jane glared at Gilpin.
“You’d have to kill me first,” snapped Jane angrily.
“That could be arranged,” snarled Gilpin mockingly.
Jess dropped the two rabbits and moved his rifle to his left hand and deftly slipped his hammer strap off. He walked around in front of Gilpin and looked him straight in the eyes. Then, in one quick blurring movement, he slicked his pistol out and shot Gilpin in his left foot. The slug traveled clean through just above his toes and buried itself in the dirt.
Gilpin screamed loudly and Lauter turned around and started to reach for his Colt out of pure reflex, but the look on Jess’ face made him think twice and he relaxed a little. Gilpin kept screaming from the pain and cursing something that no one understood and Jess took his rifle and flipped it around in his left hand and whacked him on the head with the butt of it, knocking him out cold. Everyone was dumbfounded and speechless. Jess glared at Lauter.
“I said I wasn’t going to warn you two again and I meant it,” said Jess matter-of-factly. “Now, if you’ve got a problem with it, grab one of those smoke wagons you’re wearing and let’s dance with the devil right now.” The look of resolve in Jess’ eyes unnerved Lauter completely. It was a look he’d only seen once before in his life, and he knew what it meant; keep your mouth shut and do what you’re told.
“You’ll have no problem with me,” offered Lauter cautiously.
“Good, now go and skin these rabbits for supper,” ordered Jess. Lauter walked over and picked up the two rabbits and headed for the small creek they had crossed outside the wooded area. Jess looked at Jane, who was still holding a skillet in her hands; her mouth slack-jawed as she looked at Lefty Gilpin lying flat on the ground, blood covering his boot now. Rubin was smiling a surprised smile.
“Serves him right,” claimed Rubin. “That other one shot my uncle in the foot this morning.”
By the time Lauter got back with the rabbits, Gilpin was beginning to come around. He finally opened his eyes and was looking up at the treetops. He blinked a few times and then the pain in his left foot hit him again and he started moaning. He sat up and looked at the hole in his boot where the slug had traveled straight through his foot.
“You shot me you son-of-a-bitch!” hollered Gilpin. Jess looked at him and slipped his hammer strap off again and smiled.
“You start screaming again and the next one will be right between your eyes,” threatened Jess. “I warned you both already.”
“But you shot me!” hollered Gilpin again. “You just can’t go around shootin’ someone just for looking at a woman!”
“And yet, there you are with a hole in your foot,” examined Jess.
“Well, this ain’t the end of this, oh no, and you’re gonna buy me a new pair of boots, too!” exclaimed Gilpin, taking his left boot off to examine the hole. “This ain’t right you doing this to me damn it!”
Lauter walked over behind Gilpin, pulled one of his Colts out and cracked Gilpin on his head. Gilpin’s eyes rolled up into the back of his head again and he fell backward out cold for a second time. Lauter holstered his Colt and looked at Jess.
“That outta shut him up for a while,” exclaimed Lauter, going back to cutting the rabbits up into pieces for the skillet. Rubin sat there smiling again.
The four of them were eating rabbit and beans with salt pork when Gilpin started to come around for the second time. He moved his hands up to his head and mumbled something unintelligible. He finally sat up slowly and looked at the four of them eating.
“Well ain’t that just peachy,” quipped Gilpin. “I get shot and the four of you are eating like nothing even happened. And you just left me here on the ground like a cow chip.” Lauter looked at his partner and swallowed his rabbit.
“Lefty, if you don’t shut that yap of yours, I swear, I’ll knock you out again.” Gilpin gave his partner an indignant look.
“It was you what cracked me on the head the second time?” he asked incredulously.
“Yep, and I’ll do it again if I have to,” implied Lauter. “I ain’t losing my five thousand dollars because you can’t keep that pecker of yours locked down.”
“I thought we was friends,” complained Gilpin.
“We are, but like you said earlier, this is just business,” groused Lauter. Rubin started laughing softly to himself. Gilpin glared at him.
“What’s so damn funny, Rubin?” Rubin swallowed the rabbit he was chewing on.
“Your first name is Lefty?” Rubin asked chuckling.
“That’s right,” snarled Gilpin. “I got that nickname ‘cause I’m left-handed.” Rubin laughed some more and even Lauter and Jess started smiling. Gilpin gave them all a look on indignation.
“Why do you all think that’s so damn funny?” barked Gilpin.
“You really don’t see it?” laughed Rubin.
“I see a damn hole in my foot, that’s what I see,” snapped Gilpin. Rubin pointed to Gilpin’s left foot and laughed some more.
“Well, now they have another reason for calling you Lefty,” exclaimed Rubin. Gilpin looked at the hole in his left foot and glowered.
“Oh, you think that’s funny?” carped Gilpin. “I’ll come over there and…,” Gilpin didn’t finish what he was about to say because Jess pulled his pistol out and cocked it again. Gilpin put his two hands up in the air a little.
“Alright, I get it,” said Gilpin. “Now is there any rabbit left?”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
After supper, Lauter helped Gilpin clean and wrap up the bullet wound in his left foot. It had swollen up too much to put his boot back on though, so he put two socks on. Rubin and Jane walked out to the little creek and cleaned up all the pans. Jane eyed Rubin warily for a while.
“So, back at my place, the day that Jethro raped me, you didn’t…,” she couldn’t force herself to finish the question. Rubin gave her a strange look.
“No, I didn’t,” replied Rubin. “I’ll be honest with you. I kind of wanted to at first, but when Jethro was done; I didn’t like the idea anymore. You know, it’s one thing to think about doing something and quite another to actually go through with it.”
“Do you think Jethro would have killed me if I hadn’t of stabbed him with that pitchfork first?” she asked him nervously.
“He would’ve done it for sure,” implied Rubin. “His father would’ve written him out of his will and banished him if he really found out he raped a woman. Walt Mercer is a mean ruthless and shrewd businessman, but he doesn’t cotton to things like raping or even hitting a woman. I think that’s why he sent those two back there to get rid of me. He doesn’t really want to believe that his son could’ve done such a thing. I know you can never forgive me, but I truly am sorry for what happened.” Jane finished and stood up and looked at Rubin.
“You’re right about never forgiving you, Rubin, but at least we can move on and hopefully Walt Mercer will listen to what you have to say.”
“Well, I’ll tell it to him straight; but after that, I’m taking the train out east and disappearing forever.”
“Might not be a bad idea.”
The two of them walked back to the camp and Gilpin was finishing up the last piece of rabbit. They all got their bedrolls out and Jess, Rubin and Lauter took turns at watch, leaving Gilpin to rest up for the night due to his unforeseen collision with a bullet.
In the morning, Jess already had a pot of Arbuckle’s coffee brewing and Gilpin got up and used his rifle as a crutch to help himself walk behind a tree to relieve himself. He stepped on a rock with his left foot and let out a howl of pain and cursed. When he finished, he limped back to the camp and sat down on a log looking at his bandaged left foot. He muttered something to himself again, but only he could hear it. After they ate and broke camp, the five of them rode out of the wooded area. Jess looked around a little and then observed Gilpin’s bloody bandaged foot.
“Well, Kendall is a half-day’s ride from here,” suggested Jess. “I guess we might want to let Gilpin get his foot looked at and bandaged up proper before infection sets in.” Gilpin forced a pained smile at Jess.
“Ain’t that reeeeal nice of you, since you’re the one who shot me,” complained Gilpin.
“Don’t start your bitchin’ again,” warned Lauter.
“That’s easy for you to say,” snapped Gilpin. “You ain’t the one what got shot.” Jess just shook his head and waved them on and Lauter and Gilpin took the lead again. They rode for four hours and got to within two miles of Kendall when Jess reined up his horse.
“Lauter, you and Lefty go into town and see the doctor,” suggested Jess, as he rode up next to Lauter and handed him a piece of paper with a list of supplies and a twenty dollar gold piece. “That should cover the doctor’s fees and the supplies.”
“You ain’t coming with us?” asked Lauter.
“There’s no way I’m taking Jane into that town again,” submitted Jess. “The last time we were there, I had to kill three men before we could get out of town. I’ll keep Rubin and her with me and we’ll make camp over there by those boulders. Make sure you ain’t being followed when you come back. If you are, fire off three shots and I’ll know to come running.” Lauter took the list and the gold piece. Gilpin shot Jess a funny look.
“How about enough money to buy me some new boots?” Gilpin griped.
“You can’t wear them anyway until the swelling goes down and your foot gets back to normal size,” offered Jess.
“But you are gonna buy me some new ones,” complained Gilpin.
“Hell, once we get to Defiance, you’ll have five thousand dollars,” argued Jess. “You’ll be able to buy a dozen pair.”
Lauter and Gilpin spurred their horses into a walk heading for Kendall. Jess, Jane and Rubin rode over to the large group of boulders and made a small fire to warm up some beans and make a pot of coffee. Jess pulled his Sharps buffalo gun out and placed it on top of one of the boulders along with the pouch of cartridges for it just in case.
 
***
 
Lauter and Gilpin rode into Kendall and down the middle of the street until they found the doctor’s office, which doubled as a tonsorial parlor. Gilpin climbed down out of the saddle and limped into the little office and Lauter rode over to the general store in town to pick up the list of supplies. Lauter packed the supplies into his saddlebags and led his horse back over to the doctor’s office. When he walked in, he found Gilpin in a back room lying on a table and the doctor was finishing wrapping up his left foot.
“That should do it,” the doctor said. “I’d get a slipper or maybe a moccasin to wear on it to keep it dry until the swelling goes down and you can put your boot back on.”
“I already thought of that,” implied Lauter, handing Gilpin an oversized pair of moccasins made out of soft leather. Gilpin put the left one on, but he left his right boot on and threw the right moccasin into the corner of the room in disgust.
“Why don’t you wear them both?” asked Lauter.
“Do I look like some Injun to you?” spat Gilpin angrily.
“Now that you mention it,” chuckled Lauter.
“See, that’s why I’m keeping this right boot on, so I can stick it up your ass for being such a smartass,” threatened Gilpin.
Lauter paid the doctor his fee and enough money for the rickety old crutch he had in his office. The two of them walked out and looked around the town. It was eerily quiet for late in the afternoon. Gilpin noticed a small saloon down the street and he elbowed Lauter.
“We got enough money left for a drink or two?” asked Gilpin. Lauter reached into his pocket and counted out what money they had left. They had already burned through the two hundred dollars they had conned out of Walt Mercer, but they had enough money left over from the twenty dollar gold piece Jess had given them.
“We got enough for a few drinks,” inferred Lauter. “Let’s limp on over and have one or two.” Gilpin shot his partner a harsh look.
“I swear I’m gonna beat you with this crutch.”
“Hell, it looks like it’ll fall apart if you try that.”
The two of them headed for the saloon. Lauter was walking and Gilpin was limping and the crutch was creaking with every step. They finally made it to the saloon and they walked in to find several men loitering around. The barkeep was standing behind the bar with an apron tied around his waist and a dirty towel draped over his right shoulder. He was chewing on a fat stubby cigar. He smiled as Gilpin creaked up to the bar and laid the crutch on top of the bar.
“You start laughing and I’ll poke your eye out with this thing,” barked Gilpin, picking the crutch up off the bar. Lauter gave the barkeep a sly grin.
“My friend here is a little…sensitive about his recent injury,” chuckled Lauter. “We’ll take two whiskeys.”
The barkeep grabbed two glasses and poured some whiskey into each of them and left the bottle on the bar and walked away. Gilpin was looking at a picture of a half-naked woman that was hanging up above the bar, but Lauter was leaning his back against the bar, which is why he saw Brack Wright riding into town on a big roan horse.
“Lefty, we got company,” said Lauter. Gilpin turned around at the bar and frowned.
“He is the worst person we need to run into right now,” complained Gilpin as Wright climbed down from the saddle and hitched his horse to the wooden rail outside.
Brack Wright was a bounty hunter and an excellent tracker. He was raised by a Comanche Indian tribe in Kansas until he was about twenty years old. He finally ran off after the Army killed off most of the tribe in a bloody two-day battle. He was a dogged tracker and the fact that he was an expert with any type of weapon wasn’t lost on Gilpin or Lauter. Wright carried a sawed off rifle and two .36 caliber Navy Colts strapped around his waist in a double holster. As soon as Wright pushed through the batwing doors, he recognized Lauter and Gilpin immediately. He looked at Gilpin’s foot and smiled a sardonic smile.
“Well Lefty, it looks like you’re living up to your nickname,” grinned Wright, looking at the moccasin on Lefty’s left foot.
“I’m wearing this thing ‘cause I got shot in the foot by that damn…,” Gilpin didn’t finish his words because Lauter quickly elbowed him and Wright immediately picked up on it.
“So who was it who shot you in the foot?” asked Wright in a curious tone.
“I shot him by accident,” offered Lauter quickly.
“That’s what I was gonna say when you elbowed me,” added Gilpin with a forced smile. Wright walked up to the bar and ordered a warm beer and took a long pull from it and let out a long sigh.
“Damn, I needed that,” sighed Wright. “I’ve been on the trail of that damn woman for over a week now. I had her tracked, but she left her horse in the livery down the street. Must’ve been smart enough to change mounts.”
“How’d you figure that out?” asked Gilpin tensely.
“Her horse has a bent shoe on his left rear leg that makes a distinct impression in the dirt,” explained Wright. “I picked up her trail from her property after Mercer hired me to find her, but like I said, I lost it here. I’ve been searching around every little town since then and decided to come on back and see if she retrieved her horse, but it’s still at the livery. Man there says she was with some other bounty hunter and that he killed three men who tried to take her into custody for the bounty on her head. I suppose you two are looking for her, too?” Gilpin and Lauter exchanged nervous glances.
“Well, truth is, we were; but now we’ve been hired to do another job for Mercer,” said Gilpin. Wright took another long pull from his beer and eyed the two men with penetrating eyes.
“I’ve never known you two to walk away from a large bounty, and twenty-five thousand dollars is the largest bounty I can remember,” stated Wright.
“Yeah, but everyone is lookin’ for the woman,” offered up Lauter. The man we’s lookin’ for ain’t being chased by every damn bounty hunter and gunslinger in Texas; so we’s goin’ after him instead, especially in light of my partners new injury.”
“You must be talking about Rubin Fisher?” Wright asked cautiously.
“How’d you know about Fisher?” asked Gilpin anxiously.
“Walt Mercer told me he’d pay me another ten thousand dollars just to plug his ass if I ran across him,” Wright said plainly.
“Well, you’ll have to beat us to it, ‘cause that’s who we’s hunting and we know what he looks like,” inferred Lauter. Wright gave the two of them a drilling look.
“Mercer gave me a sketch of Jane Lacey, but not one on Fisher,” expounded Wright. “How’d you get one on Fisher?” Gilpin and Lauter looked at each other again and both of them tried to come up with a quick answer.
“Well, when we searched his hotel room, we found an old tintype photograph of him,” said Gilpin after a long pause. Wright finished his beer and stood there staring at the two of them for almost a whole minute.
“Well, good luck with finding Fisher,” smiled Wright as he threw some money on the bar and headed toward the batwings. He paused at the doors for a moment and then he turned his head slightly when he said, “Funny thing though, Walt Mercer said Rubin Fisher was living in a barn and didn’t have any hotel room.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Brack Wright watched from behind some trees as Lauter and Gilpin rode out of Kendall. Lauter kept watching for any signs of Wright following them, but he saw nothing and neither did Gilpin. Wright didn’t have to actually keep them in sight, he simply waited for them to get far enough away and then he rode over and examined the tracks made by their horses. One horse had a heavy cut in his left front shoe that was easily distinguishable.
Wright stayed back at least a mile and slowly tracked the two of them until he saw a wisp of smoke rising slowly in the air. He reined his horse up and pulled out a pair of field glasses and peered through them. He saw five people sitting around a fire eating and one of them was a woman. Wright couldn’t see her facial features, but when she stood up, it was plainly evident it was a woman and he had to surmise that it was Jane Lacey. He hid himself into a grouping of trees and waited patiently.
 
***
 
Jess finished up with his cup of coffee and Lauter and Gilpin scarfed down the leftover beans and salt pork. Jess looked at Gilpin’s left foot and the moccasin he was wearing and couldn’t help but smile at it.
“Nice moccasin you got there, Lefty,” implied Jess grinning. Gilpin gave him a sarcastic smile as he chewed his beans. Jess threw the remainder of the coffee into the fire and Jane began to clean things up. Rubin helped her pack up everything. Jess kept watching Gilpin and Lauter exchange funny looks every once in a while and he finally became curious.
“Alright,” exclaimed Jess. “You both look like you’ve swallowed a canary, so what is it that you’re not telling me?” The two men exchanged glances and then the both of them looked at Jess with a bothersome expression.
“Well, we ran into Brack Wright in the saloon when we were in Kendall,” offered Gilpin slowly as if it had to be forced out of him.
“The bounty hunter that was raised by the Comanche’s?” Jess asked dubiously.
“Yeah, that one,” replied Lauter sheepishly.
“And just when were you two going to tell me about it?” snapped Jess.
“We just told you, didn’t we?” defended Gilpin. “Besides, he didn’t follow us ‘cause we watched and made sure of it.”
“Oh, he followed you,” said Jess standing up and looking around. “You wouldn’t see him though because he always stays way back and out of sight.”
“I’m tellin’ you, he didn’t follow us,” pushed Gilpin. “We told him we wasn’t hunting the woman, just lookin’ for Rubin there.”
“The hell he didn’t,” implied Jess. “Your horse has a deep cut in his left front shoe and he’ll pick up on that right off.”
“How the hell do you know that?” asked Gilpin.
“Hell, I noticed it the very first day you rode out ahead of me,” replied Jess. “Wright will spot that immediately. That man can track a snake over rock. He’s out there right now watching us, I’d bet money on it.” Gilpin stood up and limped over to his horse and picked up his left front leg and looked at the deep cut in the shoe.
“Well ain’t that sumpin’,” whispered Gilpin. Lauter looked at Jane and then back to Jess.
“Wright said he tracked her horse to the livery in town,” explained Lauter. “That’s why he returned to Kendall, hoping to find out that she came back for her horse. I expect he figured on tracking her again if she did. He knows about the shootout in town, and that a bounty hunter was helping her escape, but I don’t think he knows it was you who was helping her.”
“So what should we do, set an ambush for him up ahead?” asked Gilpin after limping back to the fire, the wooden crutch creaking with every step. Jess thought about it for a moment, thinking about everything he knew about Brack Wright.
“No, he’ll see it coming from a mile away,” answered Jess. “We’ll let him ambush us tonight when he thinks he’s got us at a disadvantage.”
“You got a plan on how to do it?” Rubin asked nervously.
“No, but I’ll think of one before we make camp tonight,” submitted Jess.
 
***
 
Wright watched the five of them break camp and ride out heading straight north. He didn’t follow immediately; he waited until he figured they were at least two miles ahead before he walked his horse out from the trees. He followed the tracks slowly, always staying about two miles behind and riding slow so as not to kick up too much dust. Every once in a while, he pulled out his large field glasses and scanned the area up ahead. He would be patient. He had a plan. The only thing he didn’t know was that one of the five people was Jess Williams. If he had known that, he might have decided not to track them at all.
 
***
 
Jess saw what he was looking for about an hour before dark. The landscape began to rise and fall and the hills were getting a little higher as they rode along the trail. When they rode past the last hill, which was to their right, they veered off the trail and put the hill between them and Wright. Jess figured they would be out of sight from Wright for at least an hour. That was enough time for him to put his plan into place.
The five of them dismounted and quickly began the process of setting up their camp. Jane and Rubin took care of making the fire and Lauter tethered the horses. Jess put his bedroll down and used some extra blankets to stuff his bedroll to make it look like one of them had turned in early. Jane cooked up some beans and bacon and Jess quickly ate some of it. He walked over to Gray and slid his Winchester out and checked it and looked at the other four in the camp.
“Alright, here’s the plan,” offered Jess. “When Wright comes into the camp tonight, he’ll see five people, thinking my bedroll is one of us. I’ll be watching from over there in those trees. He’s a crafty bastard and you’ll never hear him coming. When he gets the drop on you, and he will, don’t try to pull any guns or he’ll shoot you for sure. He’s a dangerous man and he doesn’t miss often.”
“Alright, but you’d better get the drop on him before he takes Jane with him and kills Rubin there,” implied Lauter. “He knows about the ten thousand on Rubin and he said so when we talked with him.” Jess looked at his stuffed bedroll and pointed his rifle at it.
“Then that’s Rubin in my stuffed bedroll,” submitted Jess.
Jess walked into the stand of trees just as the sun was quickly going down. He found a dead tree that he could sit on and he waited for Wright to make his move. He figured that Wright would wait until late at night in the hopes of catching everyone in the camp asleep. Jess instructed them not to post anyone on guard duty. That would only get one of them killed and make Wright even more careful in his approach to the camp.
 
It was about two in the morning when Wright silently approached their camp on silent feet. He had watched the four people drink coffee while one of them slept. He waited until the other four people finally crawled into their bedrolls and gave them enough time to fall asleep. He slowly crept up to the camp silently, his tall soft moccasins making no noise on the ground. The Comanche’s had taught him how to walk softly walking heel to toe very gently, feeling for any twigs or branches under his feet. They had taught him to blend in, wearing tan buckskins to blend in with the rocks and sand.
He moved silently like a big cat stalking an unsuspecting prey. He stopped and looked around the entire area when he got to within a hundred feet from the dwindling campfire. Lauter, Jane and Rubin were all still awake, but not moving a muscle. Gilpin had actually fallen off to sleep and was snoring, which made Wright’s job of sneaking up on them even easier.
Jess stood stone still next to an oak tree, watching the crafty bounty hunter sneak up on their camp. He had his rifle leaned up against the tree and was aiming for Wright’s chest as he slithered silently up to their encampment. Jess shook his head slightly at the sound of Gilpin’s snoring, but he also realized that it would be to their advantage, making Wright believe that they were all truly asleep.
Wright got to within twenty feet of the camp when he quietly placed his cut-down rifle on the ground and pulled one of his Navy Colts out and picked up a rock and threw it into the campfire, causing some of the embers to float up into the air. Jane was the first to slowly sit up and look at the fire. She turned around to see a tall slender man dressed in buckskins with no hat and pointing two Navy Colts at her.
“Hello Jane,” said Wright. Lauter slowly sat up and Wright gave him a warning look and Lauter sat perfectly still.
“You followed us?” Lauter asked.
“It wasn’t hard,” replied Wright. Lauter kicked Gilpin and Gilpin stopped snoring and woke up. He looked at Wright holding his two Colts in his hands.
“Damn it, Wright, what the hell are you doing here?” asked Gilpin.
“I’m here to relieve you of the woman,” said Wright flatly. “I figured you two had her when I talked to you back in Kendall. I just had to wait for the right time to make my move.”
“You gonna at least let us keep Rubin there,” said Lauter, pointing to Jess’ stuffed bedroll.
“That’s Fisher sleeping in that bedroll?” asked Wright.
“Yeah, and if you’re takin’ the woman, we’re keeping him,” snapped Gilpin. Wright snapped off a shot with his right hand gun, the slug slamming into the stuffed bedroll at the same instant the slug from Jess’ Winchester slammed into his right shoulder, knocking him backward a few feet and spinning him around. Wright spun back around, but Lauter and Gilpin already had their pistols cocked and pointed at him and Jess was coming into view now holding his rifle high and aiming it straight at Wright’s head.
“Drop those guns or the next one will be between the eyes,” warned Jess angrily.
“What the…,” exclaimed Wright, as he gently placed his two Colts on the ground and stood back up holding his right shoulder. When Jess got close enough to the fire, Wright recognized who it was and he shook his head and frowned.
“Damn it, Williams; if I knew you was with them, I’d of never tried to take the woman,” grimaced Wright.
“Give me one good reason not to finish you,” demanded Jess. Wright looked at what he thought was the dead body of Rubin Fisher.
“I killed Rubin for you and you can collect the ten thousand dollars on him and let me go,” offered Wright.
“You didn’t kill Rubin, but you did put a nice hole through my blankets,” submitted Jess. Rubin finally sat up and smiled.
“I’m Rubin Fisher,” said Rubin. Wright had a confused look on his face.
“If that’s Rubin Fisher, then why haven’t you two killed him yet?” Wright asked Lauter and Gilpin.
“Because Williams is paying us the ten thousand to let him live and testify on her behalf,” snapped Gilpin pointing to Jane.
“I don’t understand,” grimaced Wright.
“Jane killed Mercer’s kid, Jethro, out of self-defense,” stated Rubin as if he was in a courtroom and under oath. “I was there and saw it.”
“I still don’t understand,” groused Wright. “She’s still worth twenty-five thousand to anyone who brings her in alive to Mercer.”
“I’m going to take her to Mercer, but I ain’t letting him string her up or kill her,” explained Jess, still holding the rifle trained on Wright.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
“So now what?” grimaced Wright, the pain in his shoulder kicking in a little more as the numbness began to wear off.
“Well, for one, you still haven’t given me a reason not to part your forehead,” snapped Jess.
“How about I team up with you and we split the money evenly,” offered Wright. Lauter and Gilpin started grousing about the money, but Jess ignored them.
“How do I know I can trust you?”
“I’ll give you my word on it,” replied Wright. “Besides, like I said, I would have never even tried this if I’d of known you were involved.” Jess slowly lowered his rifle and studied Wright for a few moments.
“I’ll make you the same deal I made with those two back there griping,” said Jess. “You help me deliver Rubin and Jane to Mercer and I’ll make sure you get paid five thousand dollars.” Gilpin muttered something under his breath. Lauter stood up and walked up next to Jess.
“Are we still getting our five thousand each?” Lauter asked warily.
“That’s the deal I made with you,” submitted Jess.
“Then why should we care then,” replied Lauter. “Welcome aboard Wright.”
“How about we get my shoulder looked at?” Wright grimaced in pain. Jess turned to Lauter.
“Lauter, pick up his guns while I have Jane look at his shoulder,” suggested Jess.
Lauter picked up both Navy Colts and slid them back into the holster and he picked up the cut-down rifle and placed them on the empty bedroll. Wright sat down and removed his shirt and Jane carefully looked at the wound. The bullet had gone clean through.
“Well, I can clean it up and disinfect it with some alcohol, but you’ll need to see a doctor soon so it can be cleaned thoroughly or infection might set in,” said Jane.
“There’s a little town north of here called Burke and they’ve got a saw bones,” recalled Wright. “I can stop there tomorrow afternoon.”
Jane went about cleaning the wound up and wrapping gauze around his chest. Wright winced at the pain when she poured the alcohol into the wound, but he didn’t complain about it. When she was finished, Jess suggested Wright get a few hours of sleep and Lauter stood watch until daylight.
In the morning, after a breakfast of beans and bacon, Jess took stock of his situation. He had Jane in his custody with four men, three of which were bounty hunters. He had Gilpin with a shot up left foot and Wright with a right wounded shoulder, both a courtesy of Jess, himself. He had Rubin, who was more afraid of Lauter, Gilpin or Wright than he was of Jess. He shook his head and smiled to himself.
Wright walked back to retrieve his horse where he had left him the night before and came walking back into the camp as Jane and Rubin finished packing things up. They all saddled up and Wright looked at Jess with a curious look.
“Might I make a suggestion?” asked Wright.
“What’s on your mind?” Jess asked him.
“Why don’t you let me take the lead and scout up ahead of the rest of you? If I see something that might be trouble, I’ll double back and let you know,” suggested Wright. Jess looked at the double scabbard tied down to Wright’s horse and saw the fifty caliber Sharp’s buffalo rifle and Wright noticed him looking at it and grinning. He knew what Jess was thinking.
“One thing I learned while living with the Comanche’s is that once you give your word, you never go back on it,” explained Wright. “Besides, I shoot that long gun with my right hand and I don’t think my right shoulder could handle the kickback now. I’m just as good with my left hand pistol though.”
“Alright, but when you stop to ride into Burke to see that doctor, we’ll stay a couple miles outside of town and wait for you to show up,” said Jess.
“One more thing,” offered Wright. “If you see three small rocks with a larger rock in the center off the right side of my trail, it means trouble and that I couldn’t double back to warn you.”
“Good to know,” said Jess.
Wright headed out riding fast for the first few miles and then slowed to a walk. The other four followed behind at a moderate pace, Jess watching every tree, rock and hilltop for any signs of trouble. He didn’t think that Wright would go back on his word, but he wasn’t one to take chances either. They rode for about five hours and Jess saw where Wright’s tracks turned west toward Burke to see the doctor.
He looked around and found some trees where they could make camp and wait for Wright. They all ate and were drinking coffee when the sun started heading down toward the west and Jess got increasingly impatient and worried that something might have went wrong in Burke.
 
***
 
Wright rode into Burke and found the doctor’s office and climbed out of the saddle, hitched his horse to the wooden rail and walked in. The doctor was reading some kind of medical journal and when he looked up and saw the bloody spot on the front of his shirt, he smiled.
“Finally a patient,” exclaimed the doctor. “Ain’t had one in two days now. Shot or stabbed?”
“Bullet went clean through, Doc,” explained Wright as he took off his shirt. “Need it cleaned up proper so infection don’t set in.”
“Take a seat right here,” said the doctor as he went about cleaning his tools. The doctor removed the gauze and looked at it and went about cleaning it thoroughly and when he finished, he wrapped it up with new bandages and gauze.
“That ought to do it,” quipped the doctor. Wright put his shirt back on and tucked it in and paid the doctor his usual fee. He walked out of the doctor’s little office and climbed back into the saddle and was riding past the saloon in town when a man came walking out.
“What the hell are you doing in town?” Wright turned to look at the man and recognized him as a gunslinger by the name of Cal Livingston. He reined his horse up and looked at Livingston.
“Hell, I could ask you the same thing,” replied Wright. “Where is your sidekick, Huntsman?”
“He’s inside drinking up all the whiskey,” complained Livingston. “Why don’t you come on in and have a drink with us.” Wright didn’t really want to waste the time, but he knew the two men well and figured they would be wondering why he was here. They might wonder enough to follow him when he left, so he decided he’d go in and have a drink or two and find out what they were up to.
He walked his horse over to the hitch rail and climbed down from the saddle and winced at the pain in his right shoulder and Livingston noticed it, but said nothing. Wright followed Livingston into the saloon and when Jeffrey Huntsman saw them, he stood up from the table and grinned widely at Wright.
“Well looky who dropped outta the sky,” said Huntsman, sticking his hand out to shake. Wright offered his left hand, which made Livingston even more curious.
“Something wrong with your right hand?” asked Livingston.
“Damn horse kicked me about a week ago and it’s still bruised and tender,” lied Wright. Huntsman glanced at his partner suspiciously.
“Well, take a load off your feet and have a drink with us,” smiled Huntsman, as he waved to the barkeep for another glass. The barkeep brought over a glass and Huntsman poured him a drink.
“So what brings you to Burke?” asked Livingston.
“Just stopped in to have the doctor check on my shoulder,” offered Wright. “What about you two?”
“We’ve been looking for that woman, Jane Lacey,” replied Huntsman. “I suppose you’re looking for her, too?”
“Actually, I’m looking for a man by the name of Rubin Fisher,” lied Wright. “He’s worth ten thousand dollars and all I have to do is kill the sumbitch to get paid.”
“Yeah, but the woman is worth twenty-five thousand, which is a whole lot more than ten thousand,” implied Livingston.
“I know that, but she has to be brought in alive and with my bad shoulder and all, I can’t be dragging a woman along kicking and screaming,” explained Wright, hoping the two gunslingers might buy his story, although he wouldn’t have believed it himself. “Well, I’ve got to be moving on, I got a tip Fisher was seen down in Kendall a few days ago.”
Wright stood up and finished his drink and walked out. He climbed up in the saddle and rode in the opposite direction of where Jess and the others were waiting on purpose. Once he got far enough out of town, he worked his way in several different directions and then quickly headed toward the spot where the rest of them were waiting for him.
 
***
 
Back in the saloon, Livingston and Huntsman were having another drink and mulling over the strange discussion they had with Wright.
“Something just ain’t right about that little chat we had with him,” implied Huntsman.
“I know, I’ve never known him to back off a job that pays that much money.”
“You think he was telling the truth about getting kicked in the shoulder by his horse?”
“Only one way to find out,” suggested Livingston. “Let’s go and visit the doctor.”
The two of them walked out and down to the doctor’s office. When they walked in, the doctor smiled a wide smile.
“Three patients in one day,” exclaimed the doctor. “Business is sure looking up.”
“We don’t need no doctoring,” barked Livingston. “We need information. What was wrong with your last patient?” The doctor’s smile quickly turned to a frown.
“That’s privileged information between only the doctor and the patient,” the doctor explained as if he was reading it from a book. Livingston glared at the doctor.
“Have you ever heard about the court case between Doctor Dumb and Mr. Colt?”
“Huh?” the doctor asked.
Livingston pulled out his Colt Peacemaker and stuck it in the doctor’s face and thumbed back the hammer slowly.
“Mr. Colt won,” grinned Livingston.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
Wright finally rode into their camp about two hours after dark. He whistled before he rode in, which was the signal that he and Jess had agreed on earlier. He had several large pine branches dragging behind his horse which were tied to his saddle. Wright cut the rope and handed off his horse to Lauter, who had somehow become the one responsible for all the horses. Wright walked over to the campfire and poured himself a cup of coffee. Jess was sitting on a rock looking at him suspiciously.
“So what the hell took so long?” probed Jess.
“I ran into two gun slicks in Burke when I was there,” explained Wright. “I don’t think they bought my story about my horse kicking me in the shoulder and they are both looking for Jane. I know both of them well and they are ruthless killers and damn fast with a smoke wagon.”
“Do you think they were able to follow you?” asked Jess nervously.
“I figure they’ll try,” replied Wright. “But I made several switchbacks in my trail including riding across some rocky terrain and through a creek. I’m pretty good at hiding my trail.”
“I can see that,” implied Jess, looking at the pile of pine branches.
“Yeah, living amongst the Comanche’s for almost twenty years wasn’t all bad,” said Wright.
“Well, we’ll post guards tonight just in case they happen to find us,” suggested Jess. “Jane saved you a plate of beans and bacon. You’ll have to eat them cold though, ‘cause I’m kicking this fire out now that we have someone else looking for us.”
Jess kicked out the fire and Wright ate his cold beans and bacon. The coffee was still hot though and he was thankful for that. They turned in for the night and the men all took turns at watch except Gilpin, who was still nursing his left foot.
 
***
 
Livingston and Huntsman walked out of the doctor’s office, leaving a trembling doctor sitting behind his desk praying for the mere fact that he was still alive. Huntsman looked at his partner and smiled an evil smile.
“Wright said he was heading to Kendall to look for that Rubin Fisher fellow, so why did he ride out to the west when he left here?” pondered Huntsman.
“He was trying to throw us off his trail,” implied Livingston. “I still think he’s after the woman. And who the hell shot him anyway? And why would he lie about it? That’s what doesn’t make sense. I know Wright’s pretty good and gettin’ the drop on him ain’t all that easy.”
“I don’t know who shot him, but I think he’s still hunting the woman,” said Huntsman cagily. “And if I were a betting man, I’d say he’s heading in the exact opposite direction he told us he was going.”
“You think he’s heading north instead?”
“I’d bet twenty-five thousand dollars on it.”
“You wanna light out after him now?”
“No, let’s get a good night’s sleep and head out at first light,” suggested Huntsman.
“Sounds like we have a plan then,” agreed Livingston.
 
***
 
Jess and the rest of them rode out of their camp about an hour after sunrise. Wright took the lead again and stayed about a mile or two ahead of them. Jess stayed back from the rest of the group by about a half-mile or so, always checking their back trail with his spyglass. They had been riding at a pretty fast pace, stopping once in a while to let the horses fill their lungs up. They didn’t even stop for any lunch, opting to eat in the saddle, chewing on jerky and hardtack to make good time.
Up ahead, Wright pulled out his field glasses and scanned the area and when he did, he saw dust rising up in the air. It was too much dust to be a single rider though. He spurred his horse into a gallop and when he closed the gap, he saw a covered wagon being pulled by a team of four horses. He was less than a quarter-mile back from the wagon when a rifle shot rang out. Wright reined in his horse and saw that the wagon had stopped. He pulled his field glasses back out and quickly looked at the wagon to see a man standing up in the seat with a rifle. Fire belched from the rifle again and the slug tore up some sand a hundred yards in front of Wright’s horse and to his left. Wright waved his hands in the air to signify he wasn’t a threat, but the man kept firing his rifle in his direction, one shot after the other. The strange thing though, none of the shots came close to Wright. It was as if the man was just trying to warn him not to come any closer.
The firing stopped suddenly and Wright surmised that the man was reloading and he spurred his horse into a fast gallop, his left hand gun in his left hand now. When he was about two hundred feet from the wagon, the man stood up and fired his rifle at him again, missing him by at least ten feet.
“Hold on there, Mister, I don’t mean you any harm,” he said. The man was an older man with a balding head with a circle of gray hair just above his ears.
“What in the hell did you say?” the man asked, not even looking straight at Wright.
“I said I mean you no harm!” hollered Wright. The old man held the rifle up in the air and was looking around as if he was trying to find something. Wright looked around behind him to see if anything was there, but there was nothing.
“Come a little closer so I can see you,” snarled the old man. Wright slowly walked his horse up toward the old man until he got to within twenty feet of him. The man looked straight at him now.
“That’s better, now I can see you,” the old man exclaimed in a tired voice.
“Why in the hell were you shooting at me?”
“I thought you was one of them damn Apache’s,” said the old man.
“Do I look like an Indian?” Wright asked bluntly. The old man peered at him with narrowed eyes.
“No, I don’t suppose you do, but I can’t see worth a damn anymore,” the old man admitted.
“That explains why you missed me with every shot,” agreed Wright.
“Huh, what’d you say?”
“Can’t hear either?” asked Wright.
“Not too good,” the old man admitted. “Hell I can’t see or hear worth a damn anymore. It’s hell gettin’ old.”
Wright heard hoofs beating quickly against the hard ground and looked to see Jess riding toward them, his rifle in his hands. The old man racked another shell into his rifle and stood up and Wright waved at him.
“Don’t start shooting again,” snapped Wright. “He’s a friend.” Jess reined up next to the wagon and gave Wright a confused look.
“What the hell was all the shooting about?” Jess asked. Wright grinned at Jess and nodded at the old man.
“He started firing wildly at me when he saw me riding up,” explained Wright. “He can’t hit the broad side of a barn, which was lucky for me.”
“You got a name old man?” Jess asked.
“Huh, what’d you say,” asked the old man.
“His name is Harvey Vanwinkle,” a woman’s voice said from inside the covered wagon. Jess and Wright exchanged surprised looks and Jess rode around to the back of the wagon. Hands appeared and the back canvas of the wagon and opened up to reveal a young woman who was obviously pregnant with child.
“He’s my father and he’s trying to get us to Defiance,” explained the woman, just as Lauter, Jane, Rubin and Gilpin rode up. The old man started to raise his rifle up again and Wright quickly moved his horse forward and reached for the rifle.
“Give me that before you accidently shoot somebody,” snapped Wright, grabbing the rifle out of his hands.
“Give me my rifle back!” barked Harvey.
“I’ll give it back to you when you quit trying to shoot everyone you see,” quipped Wright.
“Who are you?” Jess asked the woman in the wagon.
“I’m Marta Vanwinkle, and this is Sissy and Hans,” explained the woman. Jess watched as two small heads slowly rose above the wooden gate of the covered wagon. The girl looked to be six or seven and the boy looked to be about five. Jess’ shoulders visibly slumped at the sight of the two children.
“That’s just great,” Jess said under his breath.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
Jess and Wright led the group another three hours and found a camp next to some boulders at the bottom of a rocky hillside. Jess had Lauter take the first watch. Lauter rode up to the top of the hill and sat on a rock where he had a good view of the landscape in all directions. Down at the bottom, Harvey, Marta and the two children quickly went about their respective chores. Harvey took care of the team of horses and Marta got some things out of the wagon to make supper. Hans and Sissy ran around the area, gathering all the wood they could find for the fire. Harvey finished with the team of horses and walked over to where Jess was sitting on a rock.
“You gonna give me my rifle back?” Harvey asked impatiently. Jess gave him a pained look and glanced over at Wright, who was sitting on another rock.
“I ain’t the one who took your rifle away from you, he did,” replied Jess, pointing at Wright. The old man narrowed his eyes and moved his face a little closer to Jess to get a better look at him. Jess could smell liquor on the old man’s breath.
“Have you been drinking old man?” Jess asked him.
“I take a nip once in a while, what of it?” barked Harvey indignantly. Jess shook his head a little and looked at Wright.
“Another reason why he kept missing you,” implied Jess. Harvey walked over to Wright.
“Can I have my rifle back yet?”
“You gonna quit trying to shoot everything that moves?” asked Wright.
“Yeah, now that I know you ain’t no threat,” offered Harvey. Wright reached behind the rock he was sitting on and handed the rifle back to Harvey. Harvey fished around in his pocket for some cartridges and loaded a few shells into it. He dropped several of the shells on the ground. He walked away, leaving the shells he dropped on the ground. Wright looked at Jess and smiled as he picked up the rifle shells and stuck them in his pocket.
“That old man is blind, deaf and dumb,” exclaimed Wright.
“It’ll be a miracle if he doesn’t shoot someone by accident,” implied Jess.
“It would have to be by accident since he can’t see or aim worth a damn.”
“And to think, we might get that old someday.”
“I hope someone shoots me first.”
“I tried,” grinned Jess. “How’s your shoulder by the way?”
“Hurts like hell, but I’ll be okay,” replied Wright. “So, are we going to add this group to our strange little flock and escort them the rest of the way to Defiance?” Jess let out a long sigh of frustration.
“I don’t see that we have much choice in the matter,” submitted Jess. “The old man is useless with that rifle of his and the woman is pregnant and then there are the two kids. They won’t last out here, especially with every gunslinger and bounty hunter crawling around looking for Jane and Rubin, who both happen to be with us.”
“Well, with the wagon along for the ride, I figure we have three days before we reach Defiance,” pondered Wright.
“Yeah, three long days,” implied Jess.
Jess sat there and watched Jane and Marta cooking up supper. They had four skillets going at one time on a large fire that made him a little nervous, even with a lookout on top of the hill. Jane finally motioned him and the rest over to the fire.
“Supper is ready,” said Jane. Jess walked over and saw two skillets that were full of rabbit meat and he smiled.
“Where in the hell did you get the rabbits?” Jess asked Marta.
“We shot them early this morning,” replied Marta. Jess looked at Harvey, who was sipping from the metal flask by the wagon. Marta saw it and smiled.
“Actually, I’m the one who shot the rabbits since father can’t hit anything but air and dirt,” explained Marta. “Don’t tell him I said so though, he has his pride you know.”
“Your secret is safe with me,” said Jess as he took a plate from Jane and walked back to the rock and ate.
When they finished, Wright rode up the hill and relieved Lauter so he could come down and eat. Jess was sipping coffee and watching the two women clean everything up. Marta put the two kids to bed in the wagon and suggested that Jane sleep in the wagon with her and the two kids and Jane gladly accepted. They were all sitting around the fire and Marta finally turned to Jess.
“Jane tells me that you’re the one leading this group,” said Marta.
“I suppose so, although I didn’t really think of it like that,” admitted Jess.
“You’re on your way to Defiance, too?” Marta asked.
“Yes,” replied Jess.
“Jane told me all about what happened and why you’re taking her back to Defiance,” explained Marta. “Would it be too much to ask if you’d let us ride along with you and your group?”
“Well, under the circumstances, I guess that might be a good idea, but I have to warn you, every gunslinger and bounty hunter in Texas is looking for Jane and Rubin right now,” explained Jess warningly. “I can’t promise we won’t run into more trouble along the way.”
Marta forced a nervous smile as she looked at her father sitting against one of the wheels of the wagon, the metal flask in his hand again.
“Well, if we have to continue on alone, all I have is my father to rely on for protection and I don’t have to tell you how that will turn out if we run into any serious trouble.”
“No, you certainly don’t,” admitted Jess. “What takes you to Defiance anyway?”
“My sister owns a little eatery there,” explained Marta. “She wants me to help her run it and I need more help taking care of father, too.”
“Well, you better turn in because we leave pretty early,” implied Jess. “The rest of the men will take turns at watch and we’ll have to put this fire out since it will be dark soon.”
The women climbed up in the wagon and turned in. Harvey crawled under the wagon with his bedroll and quickly passed out. The rest of them laid out their bedrolls and fell off to sleep. Jess rested his head against his saddle wondering how the hell he was going to get them all to Defiance alive and in one piece.
In the morning, they were eating breakfast and Sissy looked at Gilpin’s feet and was smiling at them. Gilpin finally noticed her looking at his feet and he put his chunk of pan bread down in his tin plate.
“What are you starin’ at?” demanded Gilpin.
“How come you wear a slipper on your left foot?” Sissy asked.
“It ain’t no slipper. It’s a moccasin,” corrected Gilpin.
“But why are you wearing it?”
“Because that one there shot me in my left foot,” barked Gilpin, pointing at Jess with his piece of bread.
“Really?” asked Sissy, glancing over at Jess.
“Here, look for yourself,” snapped Gilpin, taking his moccasin off his left foot to expose the bloody bandage.
“That looks awful,” said Sissy, scrunching up her nose and narrowing her eyes.
“It feels awful, too,” complained Gilpin.
“Is that why they call you Lefty?”
“No, that ain’t why,” drawled Gilpin. “I got that nickname ‘cause I use a left-hand gun.” Sissy walked over to where Jess was eating and she stood in front of him quietly looking at him. He didn’t say anything; he simply smiled at her as he chewed his food.
“Did you really shoot him in the foot?” asked Sissy.
“Yes I did,” said Jess with a smile.
“Why?”
“Because he was bad,” explained Jess. Wright finished his beans and laughed.
“He shot me, too, Sissy,” Wright told her.
“He did?” asked Sissy, an excited look on her face.
“Yep, right here,” explained Wright, tapping his shoulder gently. Sissy turned back to Jess.
“Why did you shoot him?”
“Because he was bad, too.”
“Do you shoot everyone who’s bad?” asked Sissy. Jess looked over at Gilpin and Wright and then back to Sissy.
“Pretty much I suppose,” answered Jess. Sissy looked at Lefty’s foot again and smiled.
“Well, just so you know, I’m going to be real good for the rest of the trip, okay?”
“I think that’s a fine idea,” said Jess. 
Marta noticed what was going on and she called over to Sissy. “Sissy, quit bothering those men and help us clean up,” exclaimed Marta.
“Yes mother,” said Sissy in a very polite tone, which surprised Marta a little and she looked strangely at Jane.
“I usually have to ask her at least three times to get her to do something,” she explained.
 
***
 
Cal Livingston and Jeffrey Huntsman rode out of Burke just as the sun started stealing the chill of the morning air away. They rode due north, weaving back and forth for miles every once in a while looking for tracks. They had been at it for about seven hours when Huntsman finally saw a bunch of tracks.
“Hey Cal, look what I found,” said Huntsman. Livingston rode his horse over and looked at the tracks.
“Looks like a half-dozen horses all going in the same direction,” examined Livingston.
“Do you think it could be Wright and the woman?”
“I have no idea why they’d be traveling with a bunch of other people,” said Livingston. “But they are heading in the direction of Defiance.”
“Should we follow them?” asked Huntsman. Livingston looked around the landscape and rubbed his chin in thought for a few moments.
“Well, we didn’t see any other signs of any other tracks, so I guess we might as well follow what lead we have at the moment and this is all we have,” answered Livingston. “I say we follow them and see what we find. The two of them spurred their horses into a slow gallop, carefully following the tracks.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
After a heavy breakfast, Lauter helped Harvey hitch up the team of horses and they all climbed up in the saddle and headed out due north again. Jane rode in the wagon and Sharps quickly walked around behind Gray and followed him as always. Wright watched Sharps and he smiled at Jess.
“You’ve got those two horses well trained,” examined Wright.
“Yeah, I suppose I do.”
“Well, I’m going up ahead again and scout the trail,” said Wright, as he spurred his horse into a fast gallop, passing the wagon and watching to make sure Harvey didn’t grab the rifle that he kept on the seat.
“Crazy old bastard,” Wright muttered to himself as he went by.
The wagon lurched back and forth along the rocky path they were on. Lauter, Gilpin and Fisher rode far enough behind the wagon to keep the dust out of their faces. Jess was again riding about a half mile back, always watching the back trail with his spyglass. Whenever they came across any hills or ridges, Jess would ride up higher to get a good view of the area. So far, they hadn’t seen anyone following their trail. He was riding back down a ridge when he heard a rifle shot ring out from up ahead of their trail. He nudged Gray a little faster down the ridge and to the wagon. He hollered inside the back of the wagon to Jane.
“I’m going up ahead and see what that shot was about,” Jess told her.
“Be careful,” exclaimed Jane.
Jess urged Gray into a fast gallop, all the while watching every spot that someone might use as a place for an ambush. He began to think about going back to the Stratton Hotel for another much-needed rest after this was all over. When he saw Wright’s horse standing without a rider, he racked a shell into his Winchester and slowed his horse down and kept looking around. He reined in his horse when he saw Wright dragging a small doe out from some bushes. He relaxed and climbed down from the saddle. Wright saw him and smiled.
“I saw this doe in the bushes and decided I had enough rabbit lately,” said Wright.
“I can’t say I wouldn’t like something else to eat, especially some back straps,” agreed Jess as he looked up at the sun, which was on its downward spiral. “Why don’t you ride ahead and find a good spot for camp and dress that deer out and have it ready when we get there.”
“Will do,” agreed Wright, throwing the small doe up across the back of his saddle, winching at the pain it caused in his shoulder.
Jess rode back to the wagon and saw Marta grabbing the rifle out of Harvey’s hands. Jess rode past the wagon and Marta gave him an apologetic look and Jess shook his head. When he got behind the wagon he rode up next to Lauter, Gilpin and Fisher.
“What was the shootin’ about?” asked Gilpin.
“We’re having some venison steaks tonight, thanks to Wright,” said Jess.
“That sounds good to me,” exclaimed Lauter, rubbing his stomach. Jess rode back behind them again to watch their back trail.
They continued on for another four hours until they saw a fire going about four hundred yards back from the old trail they had been following. Harvey didn’t see it so Marta peeked out of the front of the covered wagon and tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to the fire. Harvey turned the wagon off the trail and headed toward the area Marta had shown him.
When they got there, Wright already had a large fire going and had the doe hanging from a branch of a small cottonwood tree. He already cut out the best pieces of meat and had some other slices of the tougher pieces of the small doe draped over some of the branches making jerky out of it for later.
Harvey finally reined up the wagon and Marta, Jane and the two kids climbed out. Jane and Marta stretched a little while the two kids ran over to look at the doe hanging from the tree. Jess finally rode into the camp area and looked around. There were a dozen cottonwood trees that would provide some cover as well as a source of wood for the fire. He saw a small stream about two hundred yards away from the camp. The rest of the landscape was virtually flat and he frowned at that. He took care of his two horses, walking them to the stream and letting them get their fill of water while he re-filled his canteens. When he walked back to camp, he looked at one of the cottonwoods and then at Lauter.
“Hey Lauter, can you climb trees?” asked Jess, pointing to the one cottonwood tree he had picked out that had three large trunks that made a good sitting area about twenty feet up. Lauter nodded and Rubin gave him a boost up into the tree and handed him his rifle.
Marta and Jane went about cooking up supper and Jess took some time to clean all his weapons. Wright finished working on the jerky and walked over and joined Jess in cleaning his own weapons. He was cleaning one of his Navy Colts when Jess picked up the cut-down Spenser rifle and examined it. The barrel of the Spenser had been cut-down about a foot and there was a small bead at the end of the barrel that replaced the original sight that had been removed. Wright watched Jess check the rifle out thoroughly and he smiled.
“It comes in handy in close quarters and I can still hit my longer shots pretty good,” explained Wright. “I practice with it quite a bit, too. I picked off that doe from a good three hundred feet. I had a gunsmith over in Wichita do the work on it for me.” Jess put the rifle back down and grinned.
“I think I like my rifles just the way they are,” offered Jess. Wright looked at Jess’ unique pistol and holster.
“Where in the hell did you get a pistol and holster like that?” asked Wright. “I’ve looked at most every pistol around, but I ain’t seen anything quite like that?”
“Let’s just say that I came across it by accident,” evaded Jess, not wanting to tell him how he found it and figuring he wouldn’t believe it anyway. Even he didn’t have a real explanation as to how the gun and holster found its way into his life when he had needed it the most.
Jane and Marta called everyone to supper and they filled up heavily on the fresh venison, beans and biscuits that Marta had made. After supper, Rubin relieved Lauter in the tree so that Lauter could eat. Gilpin stood up and used his crutch to go and relieve himself. He glared at Jess when he creaked past him, still not forgiving him for shooting him in his left foot.
 
***
 
Livingston and Huntsman slowly followed the tracks until they noticed a heavy set of ruts mixed in with the other tracks. Livingston followed the wagon tracks about a half-mile southwest and then returned to where Huntsman was waiting.
“Looks like a wagon was traveling northeast and turned on this other trail going due north,” examined Livingston. “The other riders probably caught up with the wagon after that.”
“Let’s keep following them and see,” suggested Huntsman. “If they’ve joined up with a wagon, we should be able to catch up to them pretty quickly.
The two of them rode a few more hours and Livingston saw the remains of the fire that the riders had used previously. It was getting close to dark and the two of them decided that this was as good a place as any to stay the night and they both climbed down from the saddle and used the camp. After a meal of beans and bacon, Livingston pulled a bottle of whiskey out of his saddlebags and poured some of it into each of their coffee tins.
“You think they joined up with the wagon?” Livingston asked.
“Hell, I don’t really know,” offered Huntsman. “Hell, we don’t even know if we’re following Wright and the woman or a bunch of damn Apache’s.”
“Naw, them Apache’s don’t use shoes on their ponies,” implied Livingston.
“They do when they steal them from the white men,” warned Huntsman. “And I don’t like them damn ‘Pache’s one bit.”
“Me neither,” agreed Livingston, looking around the camp nervously. “Maybe we should take turns at sleeping tonight.”
“Agreed,” said Huntsman.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
In the morning, Jess and the rest of them headed due north along the trail again. They made fairly good time even though the wagon slowed them down some. He figured they could reach Defiance by the end of the next day, providing they didn’t run into any more problems or the wagon didn’t break down. The wooden wheels were taking a beating from the old rocky trail, but Harvey at least had the sense to keep packing axle grease into the wheels. Jess was still staying back about a half-mile and Rubin stopped his horse and waited for Jess to reach him.
“I’m thinking we’ll get into Defiance tomorrow night?” Rubin asked more than said it.
“If we keep up this pace and nothing else happens, yeah.”
“You are going to be there when I explain what happened with Jethro to Walt Mercer, aren’t you?”
“Yeah, I’ll be there, along with Sheriff Burch.”
“Hell, he works for Mercer.”
“Maybe, but he needs to hear it, too, especially since Burch believes that’s the way things happened anyway.”
“Alright, but I’m heading out east after that.”
“You can do whatever you like after you talk to Mercer,” replied Jess. Rubin gigged his horse and headed back to the rest of them following behind the wagon.
Jess took a minute to take stock of his situation and shook his head and smiled to himself. He had started this job with only one purpose; to find Rubin Fisher and bring him to Walt Mercer to explain what had happened at Jane Lacey’s house the day that Jethro was killed. Instead, he was now partnered up with three other bounty hunters, two of which he had already shot, and Jane Lacey herself. And now, he had a pregnant woman, two small children and an old man who can’t see, can’t hear and want’s to shoot at everything he thinks he sees moving. He figured his chances of getting everybody safely to Defiance was about fifty-fifty.
 
***
 
Livingston and Huntsman had made good time after breaking camp in the morning. They stopped every few miles or so to check the tracks left by the half-dozen riders and the wagon, but they continued straight north along the old trail. Shortly after the noon hour, Livingston reined up his horse and pulled out a pair of field glasses and looked up ahead.
“I see a lot of trail dust up ahead,” explained Livingston.
“Let me see,” said Huntsman excitedly. He looked through the field glasses and smiled. “It’s gotta be a wagon kicking up that much dust.”
“That’s exactly what I think,” agreed Livingston. Huntsman handed the field glasses back.
“Let’s ride way around and get up ahead of them and find a spot to ambush them,” suggested Huntsman.
The two of them turned off the trail and rode a good two miles east before turning north again. They pushed their horses hard, letting them rest only long enough to catch their breath and fill their lungs back up. Livingston kept checking with his field glasses for the large dust cloud, making sure they didn’t turn off the trail going north.
When the two of them got a few miles ahead of where the wagon was, they rode west until they found a small hill along the trail the wagon was on. They climbed partially up the hill and dismounted, tying their horses to some scrub oak where they could feed on some sparse grass.
The two of them carefully climbed up to the top of the hill with their rifles in their hands along with the field glasses. They waited for about a half-hour when they saw a lone rider scouting the trail ahead of the wagon. Livingston looked through the field glasses and saw Wright riding along the trail with his rifle across his lap.
“That’s Wright down there,” whispered Livingston.
“What in the hell is he doing riding ahead of the wagon and the rest of them?” asked Huntsman.
“My guess is he’s scouting the trail,” said Livingston quietly.
The two of them backed away from the edge of the hill so they couldn’t be spotted. They waited until Wright had ridden up ahead and was almost out of sight. They peeked back over the hill and saw the wagon coming along the trail. Livingston peered through the field glasses again and saw an old balding man driving the team of four horses, but he couldn’t see inside the covered wagon. He looked behind the wagon and saw three riders following and he recognized Lauter and Gilpin right away.
“Lauter and Gilpin and some other man are riding behind the wagon, but I don’t see the woman, so I have to assume she’s inside the wagon,” explained Livingston. Livingston figured they had hit the jackpot and in all his excitement, he never thought to look farther back down the trail where Jess was bringing up the rear.
“Well, that wagon will pass us in another five minutes, so get ready,” exclaimed Huntsman. “Don’t worry about that old man driving the wagon and don’t shoot into the wagon ‘cause we don’t want to kill the woman if she’s in there.”
“Alright, I’ll take Gilpin and you take Lauter,” suggested Livingston. “That other man isn’t wearing any gun that I can see.” The two of them waited until the wagon passed them and when Rubin, Lauter and Gilpin were right below them, they opened fire.
Lauter grunted loudly when the bullet tore across his chest, hitting his left arm before careening off into the dirt. Gilpin was just a surprised when the bullet punched a hole through his right arm, bouncing off the bone and exiting out the back of his arm. Lauter had his rifle in his hands now, firing up at the top of the hill. Gilpin quickly handed his rifle to Rubin and told him to start shooting as the three of them moved their horses apart.
Jess heard the shooting and quickly assessed the situation. He saw both Gilpin and Lauter get hit, but they had stayed in the saddle, which was a good thing. He saw the hill where the shots were coming from and he urged Gray into a fast gallop, heading off the trail and riding toward the rear of the hill, which was about a half-mile away.
Harvey was standing in the seat and firing his rifle wildly at the sound of the gunfire on the hill. He couldn’t see the two men at the top of the hill; he simply fired at the sound of the gunfire. Lauter and Rubin were firing their rifles as fast as they could and Jess finally rounded the back of the hill and literally jumped out of the saddle and quickly ran along the base of the hill and began to climb up, his Winchester in his hands.
When he saw the two men at the top of the hill, one of them was reloading his rifle and Jess knelt down on one knee and slowly squeezed back on the trigger of his rifle and when the slug tore a hole through the man’s chest, he dropped his rifle and slid down the hill about ten feet. The other man was taken by surprise and when he turned around, a slug hit him in the back of his head and he lurched forward and fell, sliding down the hill and bumping into the other man. Jess quickly made his way up the hill and checked both men, but they were dead. He saw Wright riding fast toward the rear of the hill and Jess waited for him to climb up to the peak. Wright looked at the two men and frowned.
“These are the two gunnies I told you about running into in Burke,” explained Wright. “That one is Cal Livingston and this one is Jeffrey Huntsman.”
“So much for your Comanche skills in covering your tracks,” said Jess sarcastically. Wright gave him a hard look.
“There’s no way those two could have followed my trail after I left Burke,” defended Wright. “They must’ve assumed I lied when I told them I was heading south to Kendall and took it on a hunch to head in the opposite direction and eventually locate our tracks.”
“Well, I’ll inform the men down there the danger is over with for the moment,” offered Jess. He turned around and waved down to Lauter.
“All clear up here!” hollered Jess, just as a bullet from Harvey’s rifle whizzed past his head. “And take that damn rifle away from that old man!” Jess quickly backed away from the edge and a few more bullets whizzed overhead before Marta reached out of the front of the wagon and wrenched the rifle away from her father.
Jess and Wright rode up to the wagon and Jane was working on Lauter’s wound and Marta was working on Gilpin’s arm. Gilpin was mumbling curse words every few seconds and Harvey was standing there watching the women work on the two men, sipping from the metal flask again. Jess dismounted and walked up to Harvey and snatched the little flask from him and took a long pull from it.
“You damn near took my head off up there old man,” complained Jess, handing the flask back to Harvey.
“That was you up on the hill shooting?” asked Harvey.
“I wasn’t shooting, I was telling everyone it was all clear,” explained an exasperated Jess.
“Hell, I couldn’t hear what was being said,” Harvey admitted. “I just started firing again after I reloaded my rifle.”
“Well, you’re not getting that rifle back until we get to Defiance,” warned Jess. Lauter looked at Jess and laughed.
“You might want to think twice about that,” said Lauter.
“And why is that?” asked Jess, walking over to Lauter as Jane finished wrapping his chest with a roll of gauze.
“Because old Harvey there is the one who plugged that second shooter,” smiled Lauter. Jess looked back at Harvey with a dumbfounded look and then back at Lauter.
“He can’t see or hear a damn thing,” argued Jess.
“I’m telling you, it was him what shot that second shooter,” pushed Lauter. “Rubin and me were both reloading our rifles when the second man up there went down. The only other one who was firing was the old man there.” Jess had an incredulous look on his face.
“What a lucky bastard,” muttered Jess, almost smiling. Harvey took another nip from his flask and grinned proudly.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
It was quite a sight to see when the rag-tag bunch finally rode into Defiance about an hour before dark. Sheriff Burch was in his usual spot, sitting in one of the chairs in front of the jail, chewing on yet another fat stubby cigar. Burch stood up and watched as Jess rode up to the jail, followed by Wright, Lauter, Gilpin and Rubin Fisher.
“I thought you was only bringing in Rubin,” said a surprised Burch. “Sure didn’t think you’d be partnered up with Lauter and Gilpin and whoever that is.”
“I had to partner up with them,” explained Jess, wearily climbing down out of the saddle. “It was either that or shoot them.”
“Looks like they’ve all be shot except for Rubin there,” exclaimed Burch.
“Yeah, and he’s the one who shot me and Wright,” complained Gilpin pointing at Jess with his crutch. Jess gave Gilpin a frustrated look.
“Why don’t you three go and see the doc and get patched up proper,” submitted Jess. Sheriff Burch looked up at Rubin.
“So, you agreed to come and tell Walt Mercer what really happened that day?” asked Burch.
“I didn’t have much choice in the matter,” said Rubin quickly. “Lauter and Gilpin had me digging my own grave and they were about two seconds away from putting me in it when Jess showed up and saved my ass.”
“Sounds like you had quite an interesting trip,” grinned Burch.
“You have no idea,” Jess said tiredly. The back of the wagon opened and Marta, the two kids and Jane came out. Burch saw Jane and quickly took the stubby cigar out from between his teeth.
“Well I’ll be hornswoggled if you ain’t got Ms. Lacey with you, too,” drawled Burch.
“Hell, I’d already found her before I came to see Walt Mercer that day,” offered Jess.
“Well, I suppose you’re heading out to Mercer’s place?” asked Burch. Jess looked at Jane and smiled.
“Not tonight, I need a bath, a comfortable bed and a good meal first,” implied Jess. “We’ll all go out and see Mercer tomorrow.” Marta walked over to Jess and extended her hand to him.
“Thank you so much for escorting us the rest of the way,” said Marta. “We might not have made it without you and the others.”
“Well, good luck with the business,” said Jess, looking at Harvey sitting in the wagon working on the metal flask again. “And do Harvey a favor and sell that damn rifle of his before he kills someone with it.”
“What did he say?” asked Harvey from the wagon.
“Nothing, Father,” lied Marta.
Marta and the two kids walked down to her sister’s house and Harvey drove the wagon behind the house for the night. Jess and Jane headed for the hotel and Jess checked them both in. He convinced her to stay in the room while he walked down and got some food in the café and took it back to the room.
After they ate, Jess guarded the bath house while Jane took a long hot bath and changed clothes. Once he got her back in the room, he handed her one of his cut-down shotguns and told her not to answer the door for anyone else but him. Only then did he take a hot bath himself and change into his other set of clothes. When he was done with that, he headed straight for the Crooked Cork to get a much-needed and well-deserved drink.
When he pushed through the batwings, he immediately noticed Gilpin, Lauter, Fisher and Wright sitting at a table sharing a bottle of cheap whiskey. Jess grinned at Gilpin, who had one boot on his right foot, the moccasin on his left foot and a bandage on his right arm. The rickety old crutch was leaning against the table. Jess walked over and took a seat and waved at the barkeep. He walked over with another glass and was about to pour some of the whiskey into the glass, but Jess stopped him.
“Bring two bottles of your best whiskey over,” Jess asked him. The barkeep walked away and retrieved two bottles of good whiskey and brought it back to their table. Every one of them threw the rotgut out and re-filled their glasses with the good whiskey.
“I’m glad someone has some money,” implied Gilpin, referring to the five thousand dollars Jess had promised to pay him.
“You’ll get your money tomorrow,” snapped Jess.
“The first thing I’m gonna do is buy me a new pair of boots and a new hat, too,” bragged Gilpin. Sheriff Burch walked in and over to their table, a worrisome look on his face.
“Trouble just rode into town,” said Burch.
“Walt Mercer is here?” Jess asked, standing up quickly.
“No, another bounty hunter just left my office with a copy of the wanted poster on Jane,” warned Sheriff Burch. “He said his name was Duke Harrison.” Lauter and Gilpin exchanged worried glances.
“That’s not good,” exclaimed Gilpin.
“You know Duke Harrison?” Jess asked.
“Yeah, and you ain’t gonna buy him off for five thousand, especially if he finds out Jane Lacey is sitting over there at the hotel right now,” submitted Gilpin.
“He doesn’t have to know about that,” offered Jess.
“Yeah, but he’ll figure it out real quick when he sees us sitting here,” implied Lauter.
The batwings squeaked open and a tall stocky man with broad shoulders dressed in all black clothing, a black hat and wearing a Colt Peacemaker strapped on his right leg walked in. As soon as he spotted Lauter and Gilpin sitting at the table, he stopped and gave them a curious look.
“Why are the two of you sitting here on your asses instead of looking for that Lacey woman?” asked Harrison curiously.
“We’ve both been shot by that one there,” complained Gilpin. Harrison looked at Jess and noticed all the guns he wore.
“You shot them both?” Harrison asked inquisitively.
“No, I only shot Gilpin and Wright,” answered Jess. Harrison finally recognized Wright and he grinned at him.
“He shot you and you’re sitting there drinking whiskey with him?” asked Harrison, a little confused now.
“Yeah, seems kind of odd when you say it like that,” agreed Wright nonchalantly. “At least he’s buying.” Harrison looked at Jess again with renewed interest.
“You must be a hunter, too?” asked Harrison.
“Yep,” replied Jess.
“So, you’re looking for the woman, too?” queried Harrison.
“Not really,” said Jess.
Harrison looked around the table at the four bounty hunters and had a strange probing look on his face as he walked up to the bar and ordered a whiskey. Jess gave everyone at the table a knowing look and sat back down. Jess was just about to take another sip of his whiskey when he watched Harrison take a wanted poster out of his pocket and place it on the bar. Jess stood back up again and removed his hammer strap as a precautionary move. Harrison and the barkeep exchanged a few words and Harrison downed his whiskey in one gulp and slowly turned around at the bar and the look on his face was not a pleasant one.
“You boys forgot to mention that the Lacey woman is over at the hotel right now,” snarled Harrison.
“Well, to be honest, you never asked us that,” submitted Jess.
“Seems like this will be the easiest bounty I’ve ever collected,” warned Harrison as he started to walk toward the batwings. Jess moved a few steps over and stood in front of the doors. Harrison stopped and glared at Jess.
“You seem to be blocking my exit,” drawled Harrison.
“You can’t have the woman.”
“She’s fair game as far as I see it,” snapped Harrison.
“Not any more, we brought her in and we’re taking her to see Mercer tomorrow,” replied Jess flatly. “Besides, you’d never make it through her door. She’s got one of my cut-down double-barrels and she’ll shoot anyone who comes through that door except me.” Harrison looked over at the other men and Sheriff Burch and then back at Jess.
“Then, I guess you’re the only one standing in my way,” threatened Harrison.
“You can ride out of town if you want, but you’re not taking her with you when you leave,” warned Jess calmly.
“I ain’t giving up on twenty-five thousand dollars just because you say so,” said Harrison sarcastically. “That’s just too much money.”
“It’s not worth dying for money that you’ve got no chance of collecting,” implied Jess bluntly.
“I could say the same thing to you,” said Harrison, moving his right hand down closer to the butt of his pistol.
“I’m telling you, you’re making a mistake,” warned Jess.
“And you’re making a huge mistake underestimating me, Mister,” Harrison blustered angrily.
“I’m not underestimating anything, I’m just stating the facts as they are,” answered Jess. 
Harrison glanced over at the table of men. “Any of you men throwing in with this one here?” he asked cautiously. Lauter looked at Gilpin and Gilpin looked at Lauter and Wright looked at Harrison.
“No, but if you happen to get lucky enough to kill him, you’ll have to go through the rest of us after that since we’re all sharing in the money, except for this one here,” explained Wright, his hand on Rubin Fisher’s shoulder. Harrison glared angrily at Jess now.
“I guess you’re first then,” barked Harrison, his palm gently touching the butt of his Colt. Jess carefully moved away from the doors while keeping his right hand in position.
“Last chance to leave town while you can still sit in a saddle,” warned Jess threateningly.
“I walk out those doors; I’m heading straight for the woman.”
“I can’t let you do that.”
Harrison stared deep into Jess’ eyes and found a calm that was somewhat unnerving, even to him. If it weren’t for the large amount of money and the knowledge of what it could buy him, he might have conceded and walked away. But twenty-five thousand dollars was just too much money to walk away from, even though something in the back of his head told him he should do exactly that.
He reached for his gun and thumbed the hammer back and fired a slug into the floor between him and Jess a split second after the two slugs from Jess’ pistol traveled through his body, one punching a hole through his right lung, the other burning a hole through his heart. Harrison went stiff and fell straight backward and hit the saloon floor with a loud thud. Jess walked over and toed him as he replaced the two spent shells in his pistol. He looked over at the barkeep and gave him a hard look.
“You tell anyone else about Jane being in town, you’ll join this one here if you get my meaning,” threatened Jess. The barkeep frustratingly put his hands up in the air.
“Nobody told me it was a secret,” complained the barkeep.
“Well I’m telling you now,” warned Jess, as he threw the barkeep a twenty dollar gold piece. Jess walked over to the table and Lauter, Gilpin and Wright all looked at him with funny smiles.
“I sure do admire your shooting ability with that hog leg of yours,” exclaimed Wright, lifting his glass up in the air.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
They all agreed to meet in the little café in the hotel in the morning for breakfast before riding out to Mercer’s place. Jess and Jane were already waiting when Lauter, Gilpin, Wright, Fisher and Sheriff Burch walked in. Gilpin was walking with his crutch, which was squeaking even louder with each step.
When Gilpin walked past a table where an old man was paying his bill and getting ready to leave, the old man started to get up, moving his foot out a little. The crutch landed solidly on the old man’s foot and he let out a yelp that startled Gilpin and the crutch broke. He went down on his hands and knees cursing and screaming angrily.
Gilpin rolled over onto his back and was holding his left foot in his hands and the old man was seated in his chair holding his right foot and cursing. The old man removed his shoe to see a large bruise already beginning to form on his toes and he gave Gilpin an angry look.
“You clumsy fool, I think you broke two of my toes,” the old man muttered. Gilpin gave him a disparaging look of contempt.
“Well consider yourself lucky then ‘cause I almost had two of mine shot off!” barked Gilpin, using a nearby chair to help haul himself back up. He looked at the crutch, which was broken in half and useless now. The old man stormed out and Gilpin limped to the large table where everyone was laughing about his misfortune.
“Go on and laugh all you want at my expense, but you’re buying my breakfast,” snapped Gilpin as he flopped himself into a chair. “You know, because I ain’t got paid yet.”
“Order anything you want,” grinned Jess.
Gilpin ordered more food than he could possibly eat and he was doing his best to finish up on a flapjack, but he put his fork down and gave up, leaving the rest of the food on the table. They all walked down to the livery to get their horses and Jane turned to Jess as they walked.
“You know, I still haven’t given you that money back that you gave me when we were in the cave,” she said.
“Don’t worry about that now, you might still need that money to travel out east if Mercer won’t listen to reason,” he offered.
“And I guess I’ll need to buy me another horse, too, since we left mine behind,” she added. Sheriff Burch was listening to them talk and he walked up to Jane and frowned a little.
“I guess this is as good a time to tell you about your place,” said Burch, a sad look on his face when he said it.
“What about my place?” she asked nervously.
“Well, for starters, it ain’t your place anymore. Walt put in a bid on it when you went behind on the note. And then he had the place burned to the ground.” Jane stopped walking and her shoulders slumped a little and she started to sob quietly. Jess gave Burch a harsh look and Burch simply shrugged his shoulders and frowned.
“I thought she needed to know,” defended Burch.
“That was the one thing I had left in my miserable life,” she sobbed. “That and my dead husband’s horse and I’ve even lost that.”
“I’ll get you another horse,” offered Jess.
“And where am I going to keep him?” cried Jane. “I have no house left.” Jess gave her a reassuring look and put his hand on her shoulder.
“Let’s not worry about that right now,” implied Jess. “I can put you up in the hotel for a while, but first we have to get this meeting with Mercer over with. That’s the most important thing right now.” Jane wiped her eyes dry with her shirtsleeve and nodded.
“You’re right,” she sniffled. “Let’s go and get this over with.”
The group of them rode up to Mercer’s huge ranch house and reined up in front of the large porch, which went all the way around the house. Mercer came strutting out when he heard the ruckus and when his eyes fell on Jane, Jess could see the hate seething underneath his gaze.
“Well, someone finally found what I’ve been looking for, but I didn’t want this one brought back here,” barked Mercer when he looked at Rubin. Everyone climbed down from the saddle and Sheriff Burch walked forward to the steps of the porch.
“Why don’t we all go into your office and discuss what really happened out at the Lacey house,” suggested Burch, a little more forceful than usual and Mercer noticed it. Mercer spun on his heels and waved them inside the house. They all sauntered inside and Jane, Sheriff Jubal and Rubin Fisher sat in the chairs in the large office across from Mercer’s large mahogany desk. Mercer glared at Lauter and Gilpin, who were standing against the wall with Jess and Wright.
“You two ain’t getting paid a nickel,” implied Mercer hatefully. Gilpin shrugged his shoulders and smiled.
“We’s gettin’ paid the same money you was gonna pay us to kill Rubin there. Just now we’re gettin’ paid to bring him here alive so he can squeal his ass off,” said Gilpin, leaning on his right foot. Jess gave Mercer a funny look.
“You really were paying these two to kill Rubin so he couldn’t talk?” Jess said as a statement.
“There isn’t anything in writing, just my word against theirs,” snapped Mercer in a lawyerly-like voice.
“Well, Rubin was there and he witnessed the whole thing,” interjected Burch. “Let’s hear what he has to say.” Rubin cleared his throat and looked at Mercer through dreadful eyes.
“Well, we went out to Ms. Lacey’s home that day and Jethro kept talking about how he really liked her,” started Rubin. “He’d made several advances toward Ms. Lacey in less than a few days, but she kept telling him she wasn’t interested in him. When we went out there the last time, he kept pushing her and when she said that she was going to come and tell you what he was doing, he kept at her until she finally slapped him across the face. Well, when she did that, he got really mad and he punched her and knocked her out cold.” Rubin paused and looked down at the floor, almost afraid to continue because of the look of twisted hate on Mercer’s face. Burch slapped Rubin on the back of his head lightly.
“Go on, finish the story,” demanded Burch, which garnered himself a hateful look from Walt.
“Well, after he knocked her out, he cut all her clothes off and…well…he dropped his pants and he raped her right there on the ground in front of me.”
“My son wouldn’t do such a thing!” snapped Mercer.
“I’ve got no reason to lie about it Mr. Mercer,” begged Rubin.
“You’re probably the one who raped her!” Mercer spat at Rubin.
“No it wasn’t,” interjected Jane in a broken voice. “When I came to, Jethro was still buttoning up his pants and he was telling Rubin that he had to kill me so that you didn’t find out what he had done to me.” Rubin nodded his head in agreement.
“He was going to slit her throat with that boot knife he always kept on him,” added Rubin. “You know the one you bought him for his last birthday.”
“Rubin, if I find out you’re lying to me, I’ll kill you myself,” spat Mercer.
“I’ll swear it on a stack of bibles in front of a judge if I have to,” Rubin offered nervously. Mercer leaned back into his chair and let it all sink in. The realization that his own son was a rapist sickened him to no end, but he was still his only son. Jane wiped the tears from her eyes and looked at Mercer with pleading eyes.
“If I hadn’t stabbed him with that pitchfork, your son would be a murderer and a rapist,” implied Jane. Mercer didn’t respond; he just glared at Jane with a dark look. “Your son raped me, you burned my house down and bought my property and I’ve lost my husband. I have nothing left for you to take. Isn’t that enough?” Mercer still didn’t respond. He just sat there seething with hate and glaring at Jane, whose eyes fell to the floor in fear. Jess took one step forward and gave Mercer a harsh look.
“I believe you owe me twenty-five thousand dollars Mr. Mercer,” Jess said flatly. Mercer’s head snapped toward Jess and he gave him a menacing look.
“You think I’m going to pay you money for this?” Mercer asked incredulously. Jess pulled out the wanted poster that Sheriff Burch had given him at breakfast and he laid it on the desk and turned it around facing Mercer.
“Says right there, twenty-five thousand dollars for the man who brings you Jane Lacey alive, and well…she looks quite alive to me,” said Jess bluntly. Mercer glared at Jess.
“I’ll pay you the money as long as you leave her with me,” offered Mercer, an ominous look on his hardened face of hate.
“Are you going to put her up in one of your rooms since you burned her house down?” asked Jess sarcastically.
“No, he wants to put her up in the air with a rope around her neck,” interjected Burch. Mercer shot Burch a look of scorn.
“You might as well take that badge off now because you’re as good as fired,” snapped Mercer. Burch took the badge off and threw it on Mercer’s desk and smiled.
“You can kiss my ass Mercer,” Burch said smiling for the first time in a while.
“Well?” interjected Jess.
“Well what?” barked Mercer.
“The twenty-five thousand,” replied Jess.
“Not if she walks out of here,” argued Mercer. Jess gave him a long hard look and then smiled at Mercer amusingly.
“You know, I took you for a lot of things Mr. Mercer,” said Jess, “a shrewd businessman; a man who knows how to turn a penny into a dollar; a well-known man who commands respect from his peers; but I never reckoned you for a liar and a cheat.” The last few words were like a stab into Mercer’s personal armor.
“Nobody calls me a liar and a cheat!” hollered Mercer. Jess tapped his left index finger on the poster sitting on top of the desk.
“I don’t really need the money, since I’m already a rich man myself, but it’s the principal of the matter,” explained Jess. “Now, if you don’t pay me, I’m going to use some of my own money to take out ads in every major newspaper in the country telling everyone how you swindled me and lied about the money. What do you think your rich friends and business partners will think about you after that?” Mercer glared at Jess.
“You don’t have enough money to do that,” argued Mercer. Jess dug into his pockets and when he was finished, he dropped over seven thousand dollars on the desk and everyone stared at the pile of large bills. Mercer’s mouth went slack-jawed and Jess stuffed the money back into his pockets.
“I’ve got a hell of a lot more money than that in my saddlebags and I gave Jane two thousand dollars to keep in case she had to run out east to get away from your sorry ass,” explained Jess. Jane dug into her pockets and pulled out the two thousand dollars and showed it to Mercer. Jess cocked his head a little and grinned that slightly evil grin.
“I ain’t asking for the money again,” warned Jess. Mercer finally broke his gaze off with Jess and stood up and walked over to a large portrait hanging on the wall. He swung the portrait open to reveal a very nice safe built into the wall. He spun the dial and opened the safe and removed twenty-five thousand dollars and threw it on the table.
“Take your damn money and get the hell out of my house, all of you,” demanded Mercer. Jess picked up the five bundles of money, each bundle exactly five thousand dollars. He handed one to Lauter, one to Gilpin and one to Wright. Jess opened the front of his shirt and stuffed the other two bundles of money inside and re-buttoned his shirt.
They all slowly walked out of the house, Gilpin limping, but smiling happily now. They had gotten down the steps and were ready to climb up in the saddle when the bullet exited Jane’s right shoulder just above her right breast, blood spewing out from the wound. Before she hit the ground, Jess spun around and removed his hammer strap and put two slugs into Mercer before Mercer could thumb the hammer back again on the little .32 caliber pistol he kept in his pocket. Mercer stumbled backward and fell inside the doorway of his house. Jess quickly ran up the steps and to the doorway and watched Mercer taking his last few ragged breaths.
“Why in the hell did you do that?” Jess asked him. Mercer darted his eyes around a little. Blood started forming around his lips and the last words he ever spoke were—“He was my only son.” Jess frowned at him and then turned around to see Burch holding Jane up in a sitting position.
“She’s out cold, but she’s still breathing,” said an excited Burch. “Mercer’s got a wagon and if we can get her to town quickly, the doc might be able to save her.”
Jess didn’t even have to say a word, Wright ran for the large barn and Lauter quickly joined in and helped him hitch a horse up to it and then gently laid Jane down in the back of the wagon. Sheriff Burch climbed up in the wagon and slapped the reins on the back of the horse and the wagon lurched forward.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
Jane was awake and moaning when they carried her into the doctor’s office and placed her on the table. The doctor pushed everyone out of the room and went to work on her wound. Everyone waited outside the doctor’s office and about an hour later, the doctor walked outside and closed the door behind him.
“How is she?” Burch asked first.
“Lucky you got her here as quick as you did,” the doctor explained. “The bullet went clean through and missed the lung and she lost a lot of blood, but I think she’ll pull through. She’ll have to stay in bed for at least a week though. Who do I give the bill to?” Gilpin pointed at Jess and smiled.
“Give it to Mr. Money Bags here,” quipped Gilpin smartly. “Who rides around with that much money in their saddlebags anyway?” Jess shot Gilpin a look and Gilpin shrugged his shoulders and smiled. Jess dug into one of his pockets and handed the doctor a hundred dollar bill and the doctor frowned.
“I can’t give you change for that,” the doctor complained.
“I don’t want change,” argued Jess. “That should cover your fees for the next week or so. I’ll put her up in the Defiance Hotel and I want you to visit her every day until she’s able to get out of bed.”
“You’ve got yourself a deal,” agreed the doctor. He looked at Gilpin’s left foot with the Moccasin.
“I can sell you a crutch if you need one,” said the doctor.
“I’m getting along just fine without one,” answered Gilpin. “Besides, I found out why they call it a crutch. You get all depended on it and then it fails you when you least expect it.”
“I heard about that,” laughed the doctor. “I had to splint two broken toes on old Henry this morning.”
“Serves him right for tripping me,” snapped Gilpin.
 
***
 
The next few days were pretty uneventful. Jess rented the best hotel room in the Defiance Hotel and had Jane transferred there. He made arrangements for food to be delivered to her room from the café three times a day. He made sure that Jubal Burch cancelled the wanted poster on her and Burch sent wires out to every town he could think of. The news would get out pretty fast, but Jess planned to stay in Defiance until she was able to walk on her own and also to make sure no one else came after her.
On the second day, he walked into the bank in town with his saddlebags and met with the bank manager, a man by the name of Ed Galloway. He handed the bank manager all the cash in his saddlebags and his pockets and told the manager to wire the money to his bank in black creek, but he kept a few thousand dollars on him. He handed Galloway a slip of paper with all his bank information on it along with his banker’s name, Mr. Jameson.
“Anything else I can do for you, Mr. Williams?” asked Ed.
“Yeah, does the bank have any houses in town for sale?”
“We have three of them at the moment.”
“Which one is the nicest one?”
“That would be old Mrs. Wittenburg’s house,” he explained. “It’s the most expensive one also. It’s fully furnished and has a new cook stove. It’ll cost you two thousand dollars. Would you like to take out a note on it?”
“No, take it out of the cash I gave you to wire to my bank and make sure you put Jane Lacey’s name on the deed,” explained Jess.
“That’s a mighty generous thing for you to do,” exclaimed Galloway. “I’ll have someone go over there and air it out and clean it up for you. Will there be anything else?”
“Yes, I want to open an account in Jane Lacey’s name as well,” said Jess, unbuttoning the front of his shirt and pulling the two bundles of cash out he got from Walt Mercer. Galloway gave Jess the strangest look when he did that.
“I suppose you’ve got money stashed in your boots, too?” Galloway asked sarcastically.
“Nope, that’s all of it,” he grinned.
Jess finally walked out of the bank and headed for the general store and ordered everything one would need for a house. Canned goods and food supplies along with cups, plates, silverware and anything else he could think of. He paid for it all and had the store clerk arrange to have it all delivered to the Wittenburg home, which was on second street. The clerk agreed and called to his young son in the back.
Jess walked out of the store and saw Lefty Gilpin and Callen Lauter walking out of the Crooked Cork. Gilpin had on the most expensive pair of black and white boots Jess had ever saw and his head was topped off with a very nice black hat with silver studding going all the way around it. He walked over to see them.
“How do you like my new boots?” asked Gilpin, grinning from ear to ear. Jess smiled at him and quickly pulled his pistol out and pointed it at Gilpin’s right boot and Gilpin stiffened and let out a yelp that sounded like something that would have come out of an old woman.
“Just kidding,” said Jess, chuckling along with Lauter as he holstered his pistol.
“That weren’t even funny!” cried Gilpin in a hurtful tone. Lauter kept laughing and he looked at his partner.
“No, that was funny,” said Lauter. “You should have seen the look on your face when he did that. And what the hell was that little noise you made?”
“Maybe I’m gonna see the look on your face when I plug you in the foot,” warned Gilpin. Lauter tried to contain his laughter, but he wasn’t having much luck with it.
“Well, we’s leavin’ town today now that my foot is better,” said Gilpin. “Nice doin’ business with ya’ Williams.”
“Take care of that foot, Lefty,” said Jess, placing emphasis on the last word and Gilpin sneered amusingly at Jess.
Lauter and Gilpin walked down to the livery where Jubal Burch was now working after getting fired from his job as Sheriff. Burch saddled up their two horses and Gilpin threw Burch a five dollars gold piece, feeling like a rich man now. Burch caught it and smiled. The two of them climbed up in the saddle and gave Burch one more smile before riding out.
“Adios Sheriff,” exclaimed Gilpin.
“It’s just Jubal from now on,” explained Burch as the two of them rode off.
 
***
 
Jess hung around Defiance a few more days. He shared a few drinks with Brack Wright in the Crooked Cork and Wright finally rode out of town, on the trail of another wanted man. When Jess heard that Jane was up and walking around, he went to her room to see her. He knocked on her door and when she answered it, she still looked a little pale in the face.
“I’m glad to see you’re finally up and around,” said Jess, closing the door behind him.
“I thought I was going to die there for the first few days,” said Jane weakly as she sat down in the heavily padded chair. “I suppose you’re leaving town now that this is all over?”
“Yeah, probably tomorrow,” replied Jess. “But I was hoping you might decide to live in town now. I don’t think living out on the open range is a good idea for a single woman.”
“I don’t have a house or the money to buy one anyway and I certainly can’t afford this very nice hotel room you paid for, and thank you by the way for that,” said Jane, looking around at the large room. “Oh, I still have that money you gave me and I want you to take it back since I won’t need to be running from Mercer now.”
“No, you keep that money,” said Jess. “I don’t really need it. You can deposit it in the bank and live off it until you get back on your feet. Just consider it part of the twenty-five thousand dollars that Walt Mercer paid me.”
“But it’s not my money,” complained Jane.
“Hell, when you think about it, it wasn’t really my money either and besides, you’ve earned it with everything you’ve been through with Walt Mercer,” implied Jess. “I’ve paid for this room for another three days, so you can stay here until then.” Jane thought about the money and finally relented.
“I suppose I really could use the money,” agreed Jane. “I’ve got nothing else left. I’m hoping to get a job here in town, maybe working with Marta and her sister in their little eatery.”
“Well, I’ll be leaving tomorrow morning,” said Jess. “You take care of yourself and stay in this room and rest for the next few days.”
“I promise, and thank you for everything you’ve done for me,” said Jane. “You’re the only good thing that’s happened to me in a long while.” She stood up and gave him a weak hug and kissed him on his cheek.
The next morning, Jess took his things down to the livery and found Rubin Fisher shoveling manure out of a stall. Jubal Burch was rubbing down a big roan horse. Jess smiled at Rubin.
“Decided to stick around?” Jess asked Rubin.
“Yeah, I don’t have to worry about Mercer anymore, so I might as well stay here as anyplace else,” said Rubin shrugging his shoulders. Jess started to saddle up Gray and Sharps.
“I suppose you’re off to hunt down another wanted man?” asked Burch.
“Actually, I think I’m going back to Stratton, Texas, and take another few days off,” said Jess. “They’ve got a real nice hotel there with a great café and a very pretty woman running it.”
“Sounds like a man with a plan,” exclaimed Burch.
Jess finished saddling up his horses and packing his saddlebags with some supplies he had purchased at the general store earlier and when he did, he saw that he had missed some of the cash he had in them. He pulled out six hundred dollars and smiled. He turned around and handed Burch and Fisher each three hundred dollars. They were both shocked and surprised by the generous gesture.
“Why are you giving me this money?” asked Burch.
“Well, I did get you fired,” offered Jess. “And Rubin here did tell the truth about what happened and it might have cost him his life if things hadn’t worked out the way they did.”
“It must be nice being a rich man,” said a smiling Burch as he pocketed the money. Jess swung effortlessly into the saddle and smiled at the two men.
“It does have its rewards sometimes,” said Jess as he nudged Gray into a walk heading out of Defiance.
 
***
 
Three days later, Jane checked out of the large suite and walked over to the bank to deposit most of the two thousand dollars that Jess gave her. She kept out fifty dollars to rent a room at a little boarding house in town. When she walked in, the manager, Ed Galloway, quickly got out of his chair from behind his desk and briskly walked over to her.
“I’m glad to see you up and around Ms. Lacey,” exclaimed Galloway. “What can I do for you today?”
“I’d like to open an account with the bank,” explained Jane. Galloway gave her a confused look and tilted his head.
“But you already have an account here Ms. Lacey,” said Galloway.
“What?” she asked with a strange and dubious look on her face. “I don’t understand? I came in to deposit this money that Mr. Williams let me keep.”
“Well, Mr. Williams already opened up an account for you, but I can add this money you brought in to the account if you wish,” offered Galloway. Jane handed the nineteen hundred and fifty dollars to him in an almost automated manner, still stunned by the news that she already had an account in the bank. Galloway took the money and started filling out some paperwork while he had a teller come over and take the cash. He didn’t even look up from the paperwork when he said, “I suppose you’ll be moving into your house today, too?”
 
The End
 
Read the Entire Series of Jess Williams Westerns (Listed in Order)…
 
THE RECKONING
BROTHER’S KEEPER
SINS OF THE FATHER
THE BURNING
THE DODGE CITY MASSACRE
HELL HATH NO FURY
THE RIVER RUNS RED
DEATH DANCE
BLOOD TRAIL
BADGE OF HONOR
LONG GUNS
WANTED
TIN MAN
RETRIBUTION
HIRED GUN
HUNTED
RESURRECTION
IN COLD BLOOD
REAGAN’S RIDERS
THE BOUNTY
WAGON TRAIN
THE KILLING
HOMBRE
BODY COUNT
HUNT DOWN
FROM THE GRAVE
BLACK RAVEN
THE BOUNTY HUNTERS
TO HELL AND BACK
MACHETE
STREETS OF LAREDO
RIDE OF REVENGE
COLD JUSTICE
GOD’S GUN
DARK CLOUD
REDEMPTION
TROUBLE IN NAVARRO
BLACK HEART
THE JOURNEY
THE TRANSPORT
 
COMING SOON… THE NEXT BOOK IN THE JESS WILLIAMS WESTERN SERIES
 
 
 



Table of Contents
Copyright
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CHAPTER NINTEEN
CHAPTER TWENTY
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
CHAPTER THIRTY
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Other titles


cover.jpeg





