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About	THE	TRAITOR'S	GAMBLE	

Five	years	before	Matt	meets	India	in	London,	he	finds	himself	in	the	American backwater	of	Broken	Creek,	a	Wild	West	town	on	the	fringe	of	the	civilized	world. 

Employed	by	the	local	bank	to	investigate	the	heist	of	gold	bullion,	he	goes	deep undercover	along	with	his	friends,	Duke	and	Cyclops,	and	his	cousin	Willie. 

Drinking	and	gambling	to	excess	haven't	deterred	the	pretty	schoolteacher's daughter	from	taking	an	interest	in	Matt,	and	despite	the	concerns	of	his	friends,	he has	no	intentions	of	giving	up	his	vices.	Not	even	when	the	arrival	of	his	outlaw grandfather	risks	exposure—and	his	life. 

Can	Matt	find	out	who	is	involved	in	the	theft	before	it's	too	late?	Will	his grandfather	forgive	him	for	leaving	the	family	trade,	or	make	him	pay?	And	will Matt's	bad	habits	dig	him	into	a	deeper	hole	than	he	can	climb	out	of? 



	

Chapter	1	

 Broken	Creek,	New	Mexico,	summer	1885	

The	last	time	the	Broken	Creek	branch	of	the	Coleman	and	Co.	Bank transported	bullion	and	currency	to	its	Sante	Fe	branch,	the	stagecoach	never	made it.	Nor	did	the	driver,	the	shotgun	messenger,	or	the	two	outriders.	The	outriders had	been	shot	dead	while	the	driver	and	messenger	were	never	seen	again.	The bank's	Broken	Creek	branch	manager,	Mr.	Leroy	Spence,	blamed	the	fugitives	for	the theft,	but	Matthew	Glass	had	his	doubts. 

While	both	men	were	known	to	be	involved	in	petty	crimes	on	occasion,	no one	predicted	they	would	scale	up	their	thieving	to	such	daring	heights,	particularly because	they	were	widely	deemed	to	be	as	thick	as	Matt's	Aunt	Lucy's	corn	chowder. 

The	heist	could	not	have	been	carried	out	by	stupid	men.	It	had	been	planned	to	the finest	detail,	from	the	choice	of	inexperienced	outriders,	to	the	location	and	timing of	the	holdup.	Occurring	just	before	dawn	on	a	narrow	stretch	of	road	five	miles	out of	town	didn't	necessarily	point	to	a	conspiracy,	but	the	fact	that	the	driver	knew	the route	in	advance	did.	The	only	person	who	knew	the	route	and	time	of	departure was	Leroy	Spence	himself. 

An	investigation	conducted	by	Broken	Creek's	sheriff	had	shifted	blame	onto an	intruder	who'd	broken	into	Spence's	home	the	week	before.	Since	nothing	had actually	been	stolen,	Spence	hadn't	reported	the	break-in	at	the	time,	but	after	the heist,	he	suggested	the	documents	relating	to	the	transfer	had	been	read. 

Matt's	employer	also	had	his	doubts	about	Spence's	story	which	he	passed	on to	Matt	during	a	briefing	in	Santa	Fe	a	month	ago.	With	another	transfer	of	a	large amount	of	bullion	pending	from	the	branch,	the	bank	had	employed	Matt	via	his contacts	in	the	California	sheriff's	department.	Matt	had	been	chosen	for	his	skill	at undercover	work	and	for	the	fact	he	wasn't	known	in	New	Mexico.	Matt	may	not	be, 

but	his	mother's	relatives	certainly	were.	A	fact	he	did	not	want	the	New	Mexico bankers	to	find	out,	or	they	might	sever	his	employment. 

Leroy	Spence	dropped	a	ledger	on	the	counter	in	front	of	Matt	and	stabbed	a blunt	finger	on	the	last	column.	"Reconcile	the	day's	accounts,	Mr.	Hoyt,"	he	said, using	Matt's	alias. 

"Yes,	sir."	Matt	stretched	out	his	vowels	the	way	the	locals	did	and	eliminated his	European	accent	altogether.	With	an	English	father	and	a	childhood	spent	mostly on	continental	Europe,	his	speech	had	become	a	jumble	of	accents,	not	really	one thing	or	another.	Living	the	last	ten	years	in	America	had	added	an	extra	layer	to	an eclectic	yet	distinctive	way	of	speaking.	He	would	do	his	best	to	pretend	to	be entirely	American	for	the	sake	of	his	disguise.	If	word	got	back	to	Grandpa	Johnson that	a	man	of	Matt's	description	was	in	Broken	Creek,	he	would	ride	like	the	devil	to get	here.	Ever	since	Matt	turned	on	his	grandfather's	posse	and	reported	their crimes	to	the	California	lawmen,	his	grandfather	had	gone	into	hiding	and	Matt walked	around	with	a	price	on	his	head.	Life	was	short	in	the	Wild	West,	and	even shorter	for	traitors. 

"Good	man."	Mr.	Spence	buttoned	up	his	jacket	and	reached	for	his	hat	hanging from	the	stand	in	the	corner	of	his	office.	He	smoothed	back	damp	strings	of	hair from	his	sweaty	forehead	but	it	did	nothing	to	hide	his	bald	patch.	"Lock	up	when you're	done." 

"Yes,	sir,"	Matt	said	cheerfully.	"Are	you	going	to	the	saloon	later?	I	hear Mabel'll	be	singing	tonight." 

Mr.	Spence	tugged	on	the	cuffs	of	his	jacket	and	then	his	collar,	a	ritual	he practiced	every	day	at	five	as	he	headed	out	the	door	of	the	bank.	It	was	a	rather new	ritual,	however,	only	begun	a	week	ago.	As	was	his	habit	of	scanning	the	street through	his	office	window.	He	was	nervous.	Because	he	worried	the	upcoming transfer	would	be	stolen	again,	or	because	he	was	worried	his	part	in	the	heist would	be	uncovered? 

"Not	me,"	Mr.	Spence	said.	"I'm	having	a	quiet	night	in	with	my	wife." 

A	wife	who	drank	herself	into	a	stupor	by	eight	and	passed	out	in	bed.	A	bed her	husband	did	not	share,	according	to	Matt's	investigations. 

"I'll	go	to	the	saloon	directly	after	I've	locked	up	here,"	Matt	said.	At	Mr. 

Spence's	pause,	he	added,	"After	I	go	home	and	lock	the	key	in	the	strongbox,	of course."	He	laughed. 

Mr.	Spence	attempted	a	smile	but	it	was	twitchy	rather	than	a	genuine	grin. 

This	past	week,	Mr.	Spence	rarely	found	amusement	in	anything,	even	Matt's	best jokes.	Anxiety	definitely	ate	at	him. 

Mr.	Spence	unlocked	the	door	that	led	from	the	teller's	area	to	the	public section	of	the	bank.	There	were	no	customers	this	close	to	closing	time.	Matt	and	the manager	were	quite	alone.	"Be	sure	you	don't	give	that	combination	away	to anyone,"	Mr.	Spence	said.	"Not	even	if	you	lose	at	cards." 

"I	never	gamble	with	something	that's	not	mine	to	lose,"	Matt	said	stiffly. 

"Even	so.	You	may	be	tempted	in	the	heat	of	the	moment,	after	a	few	drinks,	if you	think	your	luck	will	turn.	No	one	can	manipulate	luck,	for	good	or	ill." 

Matt	nodded	amiably	even	though	he	disagreed.	He	only	played	poker	and poker	wasn't	a	game	of	chance	like	dice.	A	player	could	win	with	a	bad	hand	if	he read	his	opponents	correctly	and	bluffed	as	if	his	life	depended	on	it.	A	good	run only	came	to	an	end	if	he	failed	or	if	his	opponent	was	better	at	bluffing.	Broken Creek	harbored	no	such	players	and	Matt	had	reaped	the	rewards	since	his	arrival, never	winning	enough	to	raise	suspicions	and	only	taking	what	his	opponents	could afford	to	lose. 

Instead	of	calculating	the	column	of	figures,	Matt	watched	Mr.	Spence	cross	the street	to	the	butcher.	A	stocky	figure	lounged	against	the	post,	his	hat	pulled	low	as he	conversed	with	a	friend	wearing	a	loose-fitting	jacket	that	sported	as	much	dust as	the	street.	A	few	minutes	later	Mr.	Spence	exited	the	butcher's	store	carrying	a parcel	wrapped	in	brown	paper.	He	headed	up	Main	Street	and	turned	a	corner.	The man	lounging	against	the	post	peeled	away	and	followed.	His	companion	sat	on	the edge	of	a	water	trough	and	appeared	to	doze	off	in	the	sun. 

Matt	concentrated	half	on	the	ledger	and	half	on	Main	Street.	It	was	a	busy time	of	day	with	the	general	store	about	to	close.	Two	bearded	customers	waited	for the	barber	that	operated	every	third	Thursday	outside	the	saloon	and	two	women emerged	from	the	general	store,	a	gaggle	of	children	trailing	behind.	The	sheriff's	

daughter	wandered	past	the	bank,	her	face	turned	at	just	the	right	angle	so	that	Matt could	admire	her	pale,	slender	neck.	At	least,	that's	why	he	suspected	Belle	tilted	it oddly	like	that.	She	smiled	at	Matt.	He	lifted	a	hand	in	a	wave	then	pretended	to	give his	full	attention	to	the	ledger	before	him.	Like	the	rest	of	the	townsfolk,	she'd accepted	him	for	what	he	claimed	to	be—a	bank	employee. 

Bluffing.	It	was	all	about	bluffing. 

Ten	minutes	later,	the	figure	sitting	on	the	trough's	edge	stood	and	sauntered off.	It	wasn't	until	Matt	saw	the	sheriff	pass	by	the	bank	that	he	realized	why.	He watched	as	the	figure	followed	Sheriff	Fordyce	at	a	discreet	distance.	No	one	could have	guessed	she	was	a	woman	with	her	filthy	boots	and	legs	slightly	bowed	from riding	in	the	masculine	fashion	her	entire	life.	While	Matt's	cousin	Willie	preferred to	keep	her	hair	long,	she	hid	it	well	beneath	the	large	hat. 

Matt	quickly	finished	tallying	up	the	day's	transactions	and	left	the	ledger	on Mr.	Spence's	desk	for	the	manager	to	check	against	the	bank's	holdings	in	the morning.	He	then	locked	the	bank's	front	door	and	headed	home.	Thankfully	it	was	a still	day	and	the	dust	remained	on	the	ground,	not	in	the	air	where	it	inevitably made	its	way	into	eyes,	hair,	clothes	and	every	uncovered	orifice. 

Cyclops	waited	for	him	on	the	porch	of	the	small	cottage	he	rented	on	the outskirts	of	town.	"You're	back!"	Matt	said,	slapping	Cyclops's	massive	shoulder.	The man	was	built	like	a	giant,	and	yet	he	was	one	of	the	gentlest	people	Matt	had	ever met.	Gentle	did	not	mean	weak.	Not	in	Cyclops's	case.	"What	did	you	find	out?" 

Cyclops's	one	eye	peered	out	from	beneath	his	broad	brimmed	hat	and checked	the	vicinity.	He	was	always	wary,	always	looking	over	his	shoulder	and distrusting	newcomers.	Matt	couldn't	blame	him.	It	was	difficult	for	his	friend	to trust	anyone	after	what	had	happened	to	him.	Matt	was	just	glad	Cyclops	trusted him.	Now. 

"Payne	is	still	in	California,"	Cyclops	said,	entering	the	cottage	ahead	of	Matt. 

He	drew	in	a	deep	breath	and	smacked	his	lips.	"That	Mrs.	Thurgood's	stew	I	smell?" 

"I	think	so."	The	cottage	was	a	hot	box	at	this	time	of	year,	made	even	hotter	by Mrs.	Thurgood	insisting	on	leaving	the	range	fired	up	to	keep	the	stew	warm.	Matt didn't	mind.	Mrs.	Thurgood	made	a	stew	worth	sweating	for. 

Cyclops	beat	him	to	the	table	that	separated	the	kitchen	area	from	the	parlor, or	the	closest	thing	to	a	parlor	the	small	cottage	possessed.	It	held	two	armchairs, one	in	green	leather,	the	other	a	floral	fabric	that	sagged	in	the	seat.	A	round occasional	table	stood	between	them.	Matt	had	placed	a	framed	daguerreotype	of his	parents	on	it.	It	was	the	only	personal	item	on	display	in	the	entire	cottage.	He wouldn't	be	staying	long,	but	Mrs.	Thurgood	assumed	he	was	a	permanent	resident of	Broken	Creek.	Her	tendency	to	spread	gossip	ensured	everyone	else	in	the	town also	thought	Matt	would	stay.	It	was	precisely	what	he	wanted	everyone	to	believe. 

Unfortunately	an	unforeseen	difficulty	of	his	duplicity	had	arisen—apparently	a single	man	in	possession	of	good	employment	must	be	in	want	of	a	wife,	to	mangle the	famous	line	of	his	mother's	favorite	book.	Matt	found	himself	fending	off	women of	marriageable	age,	of	which	there	were	thankfully	very	few	in	town.	Still,	it unsettled	him	that	he	couldn't	inform	them	he	was	leaving	as	soon	as	the	bank	safely transferred	its	bullion	to	the	main	branch	in	Santa	Fe.	In	the	case	of	one	such woman,	it	bothered	him	greatly. 

"You	realize	she	made	that	for	me,"	Matt	said,	watching	Cyclops	tuck	into	the pot	of	stew	at	the	stove. 

"There's	enough	for	two,"	Cyclops	said	around	a	mouthful. 

"Two	men	my	size,	not	one	built	like	the	Tower	of	London." 

"That	big?" 

"Apparently."	Matt	had	never	seen	it.	He'd	never	been	to	London,	but	his	father had	said	it	was	an	impressive	structure	and	well	worth	a	visit.	He	had	planned	on taking	Matt	there	but	Matt's	parents	died	before	the	chance	arose	and	Matt	had	been shipped	off	to	America	to	live	with	his	mother's	family.	Sometimes	he	wondered how	different	his	life	would	be	if	his	father's	English	relatives	had	wanted	him instead. 

"This	is	delicious."	Cyclops	signaled	for	Matt	to	join	him	by	the	range.	"Try some." 

"I'll	get	two	bowls." 

"Why	bother?	Just	means	tidying	up	after.	Get	a	spoon." 

They	ate	to	the	sounds	of	slurps	coming	from	inside	the	cottage	and	a	flock	of birds	outside	as	they	headed	back	to	their	nests	for	the	evening.	It	wasn't	yet	dusk, but	it	would	come	soon	and	fast.	Darkness	always	seemed	to	descend	much	quicker in	barren	landscapes. 

"You	think	Payne	still	being	in	California	means	he's	got	nothing	to	do	with	the last	Coleman	and	Co.	holdup?"	Cyclops	asked	as	he	studied	the	remaining	food	in	the pot. 

"I	believe	so,"	Matt	said.	"If	Sheriff	Payne	was	involved,	he'd	be	nearby.	My guess	is	he's	not	part	of	any	New	Mexico	operations." 

Sheriff	Payne	had	proven	to	be	a	thorn	in	Matt's	side	after	Matt	suspected	him to	be	involved	in	a	number	of	thefts	and	suspicious	deaths	in	his	California jurisdiction.	Unfortunately	Matt	couldn't	prove	any	of	them.	It	had	always	been	a long	shot	that	Payne	would	be	involved	in	the	Coleman	and	Co.	Bank	heist,	but	Matt wanted	to	make	sure.	So	far	he'd	learned	that	Payne	wasn't	in	New	Mexico	for	the last	holdup	and	Cyclops	just	confirmed	that	he	wasn't	in	New	Mexico	now. 

Of	course,	it	wasn't	yet	a	certainty	if	there'd	be	another	heist	at	all.	Matt	had not	yet	found	any	evidence	that	the	last	theft	would	be	repeated.	If	the	thieves	had any	sense,	they'd	rest	on	their	one	success	and	not	try	again. 

In	Matt's	experience,	however,	most	outlaws	lacked	common	sense	where fortunes	were	concerned.	They	were	gamblers	at	heart,	enjoying	the	thrill	of	the game	as	much	as	the	winnings.	Some	became	addicted	to	the	thrill	and	strove	for	it, chased	it	over	and	over.	Matt	had	met	many	gamblers	and	thieves	like	that.	Indeed, he	enjoyed	the	challenge	a	good	game	of	poker	offered	too.	But	it	was	merely	a challenge,	not	an	addiction	like	it	was	with	some. 

Cyclops	finished	the	last	piece	of	meat	and	stared	into	the	empty	pot.	"You found	out	if	Sheriff	Fordyce	knows	Payne?" 

"He	doesn't	seem	to,"	Matt	said.	"I've	asked	a	few	discreet	questions,	both	of him	and	his	daughter,	and	there	appears	to	be	no	recognition	of	the	name." 

Cyclops	lifted	his	good	eyebrow	at	the	mention	of	the	daughter.	"Belle	Fordyce is	a	beauty." 

Matt	tossed	his	spoon	into	the	empty	pot.	"She	is." 

Cyclops	smirked.	"I	thought	you	liked	the	teacher's	daughter	better." 

"I	do.	She's	far	more	interesting.	Miss	Fordyce	is	somewhat…"	Matt	shrugged, not	quite	sure	how	to	put	it	in	a	gentlemanly	manner. 

"Brainless?" 

"You	have	a	blunt	way	with	words,	Cyclops." 

"Willie	would	have	been	blunter.	She	would	have	brought	Miss	Fordyce's virtue	into	question.	I'm	too	much	of	a	gen'leman	to	do	that." 

"Willie	would	be	wrong.	Miss	Fordyce	is	above	reproach." 

"Because	she's	the	sheriff's	daughter?" 

"Because	she	is	merely	a	flirt,	nothing	more." 

Cyclops's	grin	widened.	"And	how	do	you	know	that?" 

Matt	removed	his	tie	and	undid	the	top	button	of	his	shirt.	"I	never	kiss	and tell." 

Cyclops	chuckled. 

Matt	entered	his	bedroom	and	locked	the	bank's	key	in	the	strongbox.	He washed	his	face	and	neck	in	the	basin	Mrs.	Thurgood	had	filled	for	his	ablutions	then rejoined	Cyclops	in	the	parlor.	Cyclops	sat	with	his	legs	outstretched,	his	arms crossed	over	his	chest,	head	lowered.	He	snored	softly.	On	the	table	beside	him	was a	bottle	of	bourbon. 

Matt	tiptoed	over	to	Cyclops	and	picked	up	the	bottle.	It	was	light.	Too	light, damn	it. 

"I	finished	it."	Cyclops's	rumbling	voice	made	Matt's	heart	skip.	Or	perhaps	it was	the	realization	that	he	was	out	of	bourbon. 

"Why'd	you	do	that?"	Matt	snapped.	"I	had	just	enough	for	tonight." 

"That's	why."	Cyclops	stood,	drawing	himself	up	to	his	full	height.	He	scowled down	at	Matt,	his	one	good	eye	narrowed.	Matt	knew	him	well	enough	not	to	fear him,	but	still,	Cyclops	was	a	formidable	sight	when	he	was	angry.	And	right	now,	he was	angry	with	Matt.	"You	need	a	night	off	from	the	drink." 

"Or	I	need	to	go	to	the	saloon."	Matt	went	to	pick	up	his	jacket,	but	Cyclops caught	his	arm. 

"Stay	here." 

"I	can't.	As	much	as	I'd	like	to	play	host	to	you,	my	friend,	I	have	to	go." 

"To	get	more	bourbon?	Jesus,	Matt,	you	drink	too	much	lately.	You	got	to	stop or	it'll	kill	you." 

"I'm	no	drunk.	I	can	handle	my	liquor." 

Cyclops	snorted.	"When	you	drink	you	take	more	chances	at	cards.	One	day you'll	make	a	mistake	and	lose	big.	Real	big." 

"I	never	gamble	more	than	I	can	afford	to	lose." 

"I	ain't	talking	about	money." 

Matt	shook	his	head.	Cyclops	worried	too	much.	"You're	getting	philosophical in	your	old	age." 

"Who're	you	calling	old?"	Cyclops	thumped	Matt's	shoulder	and	smirked. 

"I'm	going	to	the	saloon.	Come	with	me	or	not,	I	don't	care.	And	before	you protest	again,	I	have	to	go.	I'm	meeting	Willie	and	Duke	there." 

"They'll	come	here	when	we	don't	show.	Ain't	no	need	to	go." 

"There	is	if	we	want	to	observe	our	suspects." 

"Spence	and	Fordyce	never	go	to	the	saloon." 

"They	may	tonight.	Besides,	Mabel's	singing.	She's	got	a	voice	like	an	angel." 

"Fallen	angel	more	like,"	Cyclops	grumbled.	"One	that's	tone	deaf." 

Matt	laughed. 

Cyclops	chuckled	too	and	shook	his	head.	"You	need	a	woman	to	keep	you	out of	trouble.	A	good	woman	with	high	morals.	Like	the	teacher's	daughter." 

Matt	forced	a	smile	and	pretended	to	agree.	He	didn't	want	to	tell	his	friend that	the	teacher's	daughter	wasn't	the	woman	for	him	because	he'd	want	to	know why	and	Matt	didn't	have	an	answer. 

Cyclops	hummed	a	tune	Matt	didn't	recognize	as	they	walked	the	short distance	to	the	saloon.	It	was	the	only	sound	until	they	came	within	hearing	distance of	the	saloon	itself.	Mabel's	voice	strained	to	reach	the	high	notes,	and	failed.	No	one seemed	to	mind.	She	was	too	beautiful	and	free	with	her	voluptuous	charms	for	any of	the	patrons	to	care	about	her	lack	of	musical	talent. 

"No	wonder	all	the	birds	have	flown	away,"	Cyclops	said	with	a	shake	of	his head.	He	appreciated	music	more	than	Matt	and	hated	to	hear	Mabel	strangle	a	tune. 

"They've	flown	away	because	there's	not	much	for	them	around	here,"	Matt said. 

Broken	Creek	was	miles	from	anywhere.	Surrounded	by	a	big	sky	and	a	vast desert,	the	town	clung	to	the	small	rivulet	the	locals	optimistically	called	a	creek. 

Most	of	the	year	it	ran	dry	according	to	Susan	Proudfoot,	the	teacher's	daughter.	If	it weren't	for	the	itinerant	miners	and	the	occasional	farmer	trying	to	eke	out	an existence	on	the	inhospitable	earth,	the	town	wouldn't	exist.	When	the	nearby	silver mines	closed,	as	they	inevitably	would,	the	town	of	Broken	Creek	would	wither	like a	petal	in	the	sun.	It	wouldn't	take	long	for	the	cluster	of	eight	wooden	buildings	on Main	Street	to	be	reclaimed	by	the	desert	once	everyone	left. 

Pity.	Matt	quite	liked	the	peace	of	the	place.	But	not	when	Mabel	was	singing. 

The	dozen	drinkers	in	the	saloon	looked	up	when	Matt	and	Cyclops	entered. 

Matt's	arrival	in	town	a	month	ago	had	raised	a	few	eyebrows	but	he'd	quickly	been accepted	when	his	readiness	to	play	cards	became	known.	When	Cyclops	rode	into Broken	Creek	a	week	later	along	with	Duke	and	Willie,	he'd	created	more	of	a	stir. 

His	dark	skin,	scarred	face	and	eye	patch	singled	him	out	as	a	unique	individual	in	a town	of	mostly	white	folk.	There'd	been	no	trouble,	but	Matt	didn't	like	the	way people	stared.	Cyclops,	however,	took	it	in	his	stride. 

They	found	Willie	and	Duke	sitting	on	stools	at	a	table	to	one	side	of	the	small saloon. 

"Tell	me	what	you	two	reckon,"	Duke	said,	greeting	Matt	and	Cyclops	with	a	lift of	his	chin.	"Do	you	think	Willie	should	keep	her	hat	on?"	His	wary	gaze	skipped around	the	room,	taking	in	all	the	patrons.	Some	played	cards,	some	drank	alone	at the	bar,	others	ogled	Mabel	as	she	took	a	break	on	the	piano	stool.	"It's	better	if everyone	thinks	she's	a	man."	He	spoke	in	hushed	tones,	forcing	Matt	to	lean	closer to	hear. 

"I	don't	care	if	they	know	I'm	a	woman,"	Willie	said,	louder.	"I	don't	care	if	they think	I'm	a	man,	neither." 

A	nearby	card	player	looked	over	his	shoulder	at	her.	She	smiled.	He	smirked and	signaled	Matt.	"Come	join	us,	Hoyt." 

"Sure,"	Matt	said.	"Soon." 

"You	should	care,"	Duke	hissed	at	Willie.	"The	only	single	women	around	here are	Mrs.	Lind's	whores	and	the	barman's	daughters,	and	they	got	as	much	morals	as Mrs.	Lind	herself.	The	cowboys'll	get	the	wrong	idea	about	you." 

"You	sure	it'll	be	the	wrong	idea,	Duke?"	She	winked	and	laughed	at	his shocked	expression.	"You're	as	prudish	as	a	teacher's	daughter.	Speaking	of	which, that	girl	was	looking	for	you	again,	Matt.	Now	 she's	a	single	woman	and	ain't	no	one questioning	 her	virtue." 

Duke	snorted	and	got	up.	"I	need	another	drink	if	I'm	going	to	sit	with	you	all night." 

"Susan?"	Matt	asked.	"Did	she	say	why	she	wanted	to	see	me?" 

Willie	tipped	her	hat	brim	back,	revealing	more	of	her	face.	It	was	a	pretty	face, when	it	was	clean,	but	there	was	no	point	trying	to	tell	Willie	that.	She	hated	being called	pretty	as	much	as	she	hated	being	told	what	to	wear.	"Just	that	she	wants	to see	you.	You	don't	need	to	be	as	clever	as	the	doc	over	there	to	know	why." 

Matt	glanced	at	the	elderly	man	nursing	a	tankard	at	the	bar.	He	sat	alone,	his new	friend	nowhere	in	sight.	They	didn't	know	much	about	Dr.	Parsons	or	why	he was	in	Broken	Creek,	just	that	he	was	a	doctor	from	New	York	and	he	was	dead drunk	most	days.	It	didn't	dull	his	intelligence,	however,	or	his	skill	at	doctoring. 

Matt	had	seen	him	stitch	up	a	deep	cut	on	a	cowboy's	hand	after	a	brawl	two	nights ago. 

"He	reminds	me	too	much	of	my	Pa,"	Willie	muttered	into	her	tankard. 

"The	doctor?"	Cyclops	asked. 

"Duke.	Always	telling	me	what	to	do,	the	lot	of	them.	Duke,	my	Pa,	uncle, brothers,	my	grandfather.	You	know	what	it's	like,	Matt.	Our	family	don't	like	me dressing	like	this.	They	don't	like	me	turning	away	from	the	outlaw	life	and	joining you." 

"Duke's	not	as	bad	as	them,"	Matt	said.	"Not	by	a	long	shot.	In	fact,	I'd	say	he's the	complete	opposite.	His	morals	are	high	where	theirs	are	in	the	gutter." 

"Aye,	but	none	of	'em	like	how	I	dress,	and	all	of	'em	reckon	they	have	a	right to	tell	me	how	to	live	my	life." 

"Duke	means	well."	Cyclops	nudged	her	with	his	elbow.	"I	think	he	says	those things	because	he	cares	about	you.	He	likes	you." 

She	rolled	her	eyes.	"Don't	you	start	on	me,	Cyclops." 

The	big	man	chuckled. 

Matt	joined	Duke	at	the	bar	and	helped	him	carry	drinks	back	to	the	table.	Two of	Mrs.	Lind's	girls	entered	and	a	whoop	went	up	around	the	saloon.	Mabel	pouted but	the	barman's	two	daughters	looked	relieved	as	they	hurried	back	to	their	sullen father	standing	behind	the	bar.	The	whores	sat	on	the	laps	of	two	miners	and giggled. 

"Anything	to	report?"	Matt	asked	as	the	piano	player	struck	up	another	tune and	Mabel	cleared	her	throat. 

"Spence	went	straight	home,"	Duke	said.	"He	was	dipping	bread	in	some dripping	when	I	left	him.	Mrs.	Spence	was	asleep	in	a	chair	on	the	front	porch." 

"Sheriff	Fordyce	didn't	join	him?" 

"Nope,"	both	Duke	and	Willie	said	together. 

"He	went	home	too,"	Willie	added.	"Greeted	his	wife	and	daughter	then	tucked into	his	supper.	When	are	you	going	to	ask	him	outright	if	he	knows	Payne?	We	need to	know	for	sure	if	we	can	trust	him." 

"When	I	get	the	chance,"	Matt	said.	"I've	not	had	any	reason	to	work	it	into	a conversation	yet." 

"You	might	get	that	chance	tonight."	Duke	nodded	at	the	door	where	the sheriff	stood,	feet	slightly	apart,	hands	on	hips. 

All	talk	ceased	and	Mabel	forgot	her	line.	The	pianist	didn't	miss	a	note. 

"What's	he	doing	here?"	Willie	whispered.	"He	never	comes	in	'less	there's	a brawl." 

"And	look	who's	with	him,"	Cyclops	said.	"It's	Mr.	Spence	himself." 

The	bank's	manager	also	rarely	entered	the	saloon.	The	two	most	upstanding citizens	of	Broken	Creek	avoided	the	hedonism	of	the	town's	entertainment	hub unless	there	was	trouble,	in	which	case	the	sheriff	tried	his	best	to	keep	the	peace. 

Matt	liked	Fordyce.	He	hoped	he	didn't	turn	out	to	be	as	crooked	as	Sheriff	Payne. 

Mr.	Spence	headed	to	the	bar	and	stood	beside	the	doctor	to	order	a	drink.	The doctor	didn't	look	up	from	his	tankard. 

The	sheriff	sauntered	over	to	a	man	sitting	with	friends	at	a	table	on	the opposite	side	of	the	room.	They'd	arrived	in	town	the	day	before.	According	to	Mrs. 

Lind,	they	were	the	outlaw	Frank	Brash	and	his	posse.	Matt	had	never	met	the	Brash gang	but	he	could	see	the	resemblance	between	the	picture	on	the	Wanted	poster nailed	to	Santa	Fe's	courthouse	wall	and	the	man	now	talking	to	the	sheriff. 

The	sheriff	spoke	quietly	but	earnestly	in	Brash's	ear.	Brash	kept	a	stony	face, his	eyes	hard	as	he	listened.	Then	he	smirked.	Leroy	Spence	watched	the	exchange beneath	hooded	lids.	His	thumb	rubbed	his	finger	over	and	over,	and	he	occasionally nibbled	on	his	top	lip.	He	quickly	turned	back	to	the	barman	when	the	sheriff straightened. 

Sheriff	Fordyce	left	but	Mr.	Spence	remained.	He	sat	on	a	stool	near	the	doctor and	sipped	from	his	tankard.	He	glanced	toward	Brash	several	times,	but	Brash didn't	acknowledge	him. 

"What	do	you	think	that	was	about?"	Willie	asked.	"Does	the	sheriff	even	know that	was	Brash?" 

"He	must,"	Duke	said.	"Those	Wanted	posters	get	sent	all	over	the	territory." 

"So	why	not	arrest	him?" 

"Because	there	are	four	of	them	and	one	of	him,"	Matt	said.	"Or	because	he's	in cahoots	with	Brash." 

"You	reckon	Spence	and	the	sheriff	are	feeding	information	about	the	bullion transfer	to	Brash?"	Duke	said.	"You	think	Brash	is	behind	the	robberies?" 

"Course	he	is,"	Willie	scoffed.	"Why	else	would	he	be	here	now?	Why	else would	the	sheriff	be	talking	to	him?" 

"Then	why's	Spence	in	here	too?"	Duke	shot	back.	"Why	risk	being	seen	when it	ain't	necessary?" 

"Maybe	he	just	wants	to	get	away	from	his	wife	and	have	a	quiet	drink." 

Matt	stood	and	picked	up	his	tankard.	"I'm	going	to	ask	Brash	if	he	wants	a game	of	poker.	Anyone	care	to	join	me?" 

No	one	joined	him	in	the	game,	but	they	all	watched	on.	Matt	knew	his	friends were	armed	but	he	didn't	expect	them	to	need	their	weapons.	Not	tonight.	Tonight, he	planned	on	losing	to	Frank	Brash.	And	lose	he	did,	much	to	the	outlaw's	delight. 

"You	coming	back	tomorrow	night,	Hoyt?"	Brash	asked	as	Matt	signaled surrender	late	in	the	evening. 

"Depends,"	Matt	drawled. 

The	gunslinger	removed	his	hat	and	wiped	the	grease	off	his	hair.	He	stroked the	grease	into	his	long	beard,	twisting	the	grizzly	black	strands	until	they	formed	a single	rope-like	tail.	"On	what?" 

"On	if	I	can	afford	it.	I	need	to	check	my	funds.	I	have	to	leave	some	for	a	drink or	two." 

Brash	chuckled,	revealing	a	gap	between	yellowed	front	teeth.	"That	your	way of	asking	me	to	buy	you	a	drink?" 

"I	wouldn't	dare."	Matt	patted	down	his	pockets.	"But	I	have	run	out…" 

Brash	stood	and	slapped	Matt	on	the	shoulder.	"Then	allow	me,	Son." 

Son?	He	couldn't	have	been	much	older	than	Matt.	He	let	Brash	order	two	ales then	stood	between	him	and	Mr.	Spence	at	the	bar.	Beside	Spence	sat	the	doctor who	no	longer	drank	alone	but	with	the	same	companion	who'd	drunk	with	him	the night	before.	The	newcomer,	an	elderly	man	with	wispy	white	hair,	spoke	in	hushed tones,	his	eyes	shining.	The	doctor	listened	intently. 

Matt	nodded	at	his	manager	in	greeting,	but	Mr.	Spence	did	not	acknowledge him	in	return.	He	swallowed	heavily	and	looked	down	at	the	tankard	he	nursed.	Not even	the	buxom	figure	of	the	barman's	eldest	daughter	leaning	over	the	bar	made him	look	up.	The	only	time	he	did	glance	away	from	his	ale	was	when	Brash	barked an	order	at	the	girl.	Spence	flinched	as	if	Brash's	voice	grated	on	his	nerves.	Brash noticed	and	smirked,	but	otherwise	paid	Spence	no	attention.	Matt	couldn't	be positive	they	knew	each	other,	but	Spence	was	certainly	anxious. 

"Tell	me,"	Brash	said	to	Matt.	"What're	you	doing	in	a	hole	like	Broken	Creek?" 

"Keeping	out	of	the	way."	Matt	leaned	his	elbow	on	the	bar	and	crossed	his	legs at	the	ankles.	He	wanted	to	look	as	affable	as	possible.	Affable	and	well-off. 

"Keeping	out	of	whose	way?" 

"My	family's.	They	had	plans	for	me	to	go	into	my	grandfather's	business	but	I didn't	like	those	plans	so	I	left.	Broken	Creek	seemed	like	a	good	place	to	stay	for	a while	until	the	dust	settles	back	home.	Maybe	I'll	go	back,	maybe	I	won't.	I	got	a	job working	at	the	bank	here	so	I	think	I'm	set	for	a	little	longer."	It	was	all	about	the bluff,	and	Matt	was	damned	good	at	bluffing,	both	at	the	card	table	and	elsewhere. 

He	could	tell	from	Brash's	smirk	into	his	tankard	that	he	bought	it.	He	believed Matt	was	from	a	rich	family	with	his	better	class	of	speech,	his	tailored	suit	and precocious	attitude. 

"What	about	you?"	Matt	asked.	"How	long	are	you	staying?" 

"As	long	as	the	entertainment	lasts."	Brash	gulped	down	the	rest	of	his	ale, spilling	some	over	the	sides	and	wetting	his	moustache.	"I	look	forward	to	seeing you	tomorrow	night,	Hoyt.	Maybe	you	can	win	back	some	of	what	you	lost	tonight.	I got	a	feeling	tomorrow	night'll	be	your	lucky	night." 

The	man	believed	no	such	thing,	but	Matt	nodded	and	smiled	and	said,	"I	hope so.	You	sure	had	the	devil's	luck	this	time." 

Brash	just	laughed	then	walked	out	of	the	saloon,	spurs	jingling	with	more rhythm	than	Mabel.	His	men	followed	behind.	The	barman	breathed	a	sigh	of	relief. 

He	might	not	be	aware	that	the	men	who'd	just	exited	his	saloon	were	outlaws,	but he	must	have	sensed	danger.	He'd	been	quick	to	serve	them	whenever	they	emptied their	tankards. 

Matt	waited	ten	minutes	then	left	too.	There	was	no	sign	of	Brash	or	his	posse. 

Cyclops,	Willie	and	Duke	emerged	from	the	saloon	and	they	walked	back	to	Matt's cottage	in	the	dark,	Mabel's	unique	voice	drifting	after	them. 

"Why'd	you	agree	to	play	Brash	tomorrow	night?"	Duke	asked. 

"He	wants	to	get	Brash's	measure,"	Willie	said. 

"I	want	to	win	back	my	money	with	interest,"	Matt	countered. 

"Ha!"	Duke	nudged	Matt's	arm.	"But	do	you	think	he's	our	thief?" 

"It's	likely.	Very	likely."	It	was	only	a	matter	of	proving	it,	preferably	before	the stagecoach	carrying	the	bank's	bullion	left	Broken	Creek	next	week.	As	to	how	he would	do	that,	Matt	hadn't	got	a	clue. 


***


The	following	day	was	a	busy	one	for	the	bank.	Matt	had	a	total	of	five	deposits before	lunchtime,	one	of	them	quite	substantial	from	a	local	miner	with	a	big	smile. 

The	man	went	straight	to	the	saloon	only	to	find	it	hadn't	opened	yet.	He	banged	on the	door	until	the	yawning	barkeep	unlocked	it	and	let	him	in. 

Susan	Proudfoot	also	came	past,	but	not	to	use	the	bank's	services,	although she	pretended	to	for	the	sake	of	propriety.	She	must	have	waited	for	Mr.	Spence	to leave	at	midday	because	she	did	not	look	for	him	like	she	usually	would. 

"May	I	help	you,	Miss	Proudfoot?"	Matt	asked. 

Susan	smiled.	She	had	nice	straight	teeth,	all	white,	quite	the	rarity	in	Broken Creek.	She	was	a	pretty	woman	with	long	brown	hair	and	thick	lashes	shading	big eyes.	She	was	past	the	first	flush	of	youth,	but	that	only	made	her	more	interesting than	the	girls	Matt's	family	tried	to	marry	him	off	to.	She	was	more	wholesome	too, as	well	as	kind,	intelligent	and	sweet	natured.	Duke	had	commented	more	than	once that	she	would	make	a	fine	wife	for	Matt. 

So	why	didn't	Matt	want	to	pursue	her?	At	first	he	kept	her	at	a	distance because	he	couldn't	become	involved	with	a	woman	when	he	was	hiding	from	his dangerous	family,	but	as	he	got	to	know	her,	he	realized	he	didn't	desire	her	despite all	her	positive	attributes.	A	wise	poet	once	said	the	heart	was	a	mystery,	and	for some	mysterious	reason,	his	heart	did	not	want	Susan	Proudfoot. 

"Are	you	going	to	the	dance	this	Saturday	night?"	she	asked. 

Was	that	why	she	was	here?	To	ask	him	to	the	dance?	Or	encourage	him	to	ask her?	"I	haven't	decided.	What	are	the	dances	like	here?" 

"People	come	from	miles	around	so	it's	not	just	Broken	Creek	locals." 

"Thank	God	for	that."	He	laughed. 

A	small	crease	connected	her	brows	then	vanished.	She	laughed	too,	but	she didn't	seem	to	realize	he'd	been	teasing	her. 

"I	meant	no	offence,"	he	felt	compelled	to	say. 

"I	know.	You're	far	too	nice	to	offend.	So	will	you	come?" 

"I	might	be	convinced." 

She	blinked	back	at	him.	"Oh.	Well,	let's	see.	There'll	be	music,	of	course,	and Old	Man	Bucknell	says	the	weather	should	stay	fine.	He	can	tell	on	account	of	the	

ache	in	his	knees.	And	my	mother's	going	to	make	a	large	batch	of	her	pies.	Oh!	That reminds	me."	She	set	her	basket	on	the	counter	and	lifted	the	cloth.	She	took	out	a small	pie	and	handed	it	to	him.	"This	is	for	you." 

"Now	this	is	the	sort	of	bribery	I	like." 

"No,	Mr.	Hoyt,	I'm	not	bribing	you.	I	don't	want	you	to	come	to	the	dance	if	you don't	wish	to." 

"I'll	see	how	I	feel	on	Saturday.	And	it	depends	on	how	good	this	pie	is."	He winked	and	smiled. 

She	smiled	sweetly	back.	"Then	I	hope	it's	delicious."	Her	cheeks	flushed	and she	dipped	her	head.	"It	would	be	lovely	to	see	you	there,	Mr.	Hoyt.	Lovely	indeed." 

She	hurried	out	before	he	could	say	another	word. 

She	peered	at	him	through	the	window	and	waved	hesitantly.	He	waved	back then	ate	the	pie.	It	was	delicious.	It	wasn't	until	he	finished	that	he	regretted	not giving	her	an	answer	about	the	dance.	He'd	smiled	and	accepted	the	pie,	yet	not committed.	He	should	have.	A	gentleman	would	have. 

His	father	would	not	have	approved	of	Matt's	evasion.	He'd	been	the	perfect gentleman,	and	Matt's	mother	had	learned	about	being	a	lady	from	him.	Despite	her accent,	no	one	in	Europe	guessed	she	was	from	a	poor	family	with	links	to	American crime	in	the	Wild	West.	Like	Matt,	she	was	very	good	at	bluffing. 

A	knot	formed	in	Matt's	stomach	like	it	always	did	when	he	thought	about them.	His	parents	may	have	been	dead	ten	years	but	the	ache	was	as	fierce	as	ever. 

He	missed	them.	And,	if	he	was	honest,	life	was	lonelier	without	them,	even	with friends	surrounding	him. 

Belle	Fordyce,	the	sheriff's	daughter,	walked	past	and	Matt	hoped	she	wouldn't enter	and	ask	him	about	the	dance	too.	She	paused	at	the	door,	but	quickly	turned	at the	sound	of	a	noise	to	her	right	then	hurried	off. 

A	moment	later	her	father	rode	up.	He	stopped	in	front	of	the	bank	and watched	his	daughter	disappear	up	Main	Street.	He	eyed	the	bank,	eyed	his daughter,	then	dismounted	and	entered. 

"Afternoon,	Mr.	Hoyt,"	he	said,	removing	his	hat.	His	pock	marked	skin	shone with	sweat	and	his	long	moustache	drooped	past	his	chin.	He	wiped	his	forehead	on his	sleeve. 

"Afternoon,	Sheriff.	What	can	I	do	for	you	today?" 

Sheriff	Fordyce	leaned	a	forearm	on	the	counter	and	peered	toward	the manager's	door.	"Mr.	Spence	in?" 

"He	just	stepped	out." 

Fordyce	drummed	his	fingers	on	the	counter	and	considered	this	predicament. 

He	stroked	his	moustache,	smacked	his	lips	and	clicked	his	tongue.	He'd	make	a terrible	poker	player.	"Tell	him	I	need	to	speak	to	him." 

"About	the	transfer?" 

Fordyce's	eyes	narrowed.	"That	ain't	none	of	your	concern,	Mr.	Hoyt." 

Matt	held	up	his	hands.	"Of	course.	I'll	pass	on	your	message." 

Fordyce's	fingers	continued	to	drum	and	he	made	no	move	to	leave.	Matt decided	to	wait	for	him	to	talk	in	his	own	time.	Sometimes	silence	drew	out	more words	than	the	speaker	intended. 

"You	going	to	the	dance	this	Saturday?"	Of	all	the	things	the	sheriff	could	have said,	that	was	not	on	Matt's	list. 

"I	haven't	decided." 

Fordyce	nodded	slowly.	The	drumming	continued.	"My	daughter	would appreciate	you	coming." 

"I…uh…" 

Fordyce's	fingers	finally	stilled.	"There	aren't	many	good	men	out	here,	see. 

Mostly	they're	the	sort	that's	running	from	something.	I	don't	know	you	but	I	heard you're	a	fine	man,	despite	the	gambling."	He	slapped	his	hat	on	his	head.	"So consider	yourself	invited.	I	expect	you	to	dance	with	Belle	at	least	twice." 

Matt	was	too	stunned	to	speak.	This	was	the	first	time	a	woman's	father	had asked	him	to	a	dance. 

The	sheriff	nodded	once	then	headed	for	the	door.	Matt	regained	his	wits	and called	out	to	him. 

"Wait,	sir.	You	said	you've	heard	I'm	a	fine	man,	yet	no	one	here	knows	me well.	To	whom	did	you	speak?" 

The	sheriff	met	Matt's	gaze.	"I	sent	an	inquiry	to	the	U.S.	Marshal's	Office	in Santa	Fe.	My	colleague	wrote	back	that	he	knew	you,	and	knew	your	family.	He vouched	for	you." 

Matt's	family?	Hell.	How	much	did	he	reveal?	More	importantly,	who	was	the informant?	No	one	from	the	Marshal's	Office	or	Coleman	and	Co.	was	supposed	to mention	Matt	or	his	work,	especially	to	anyone	from	Broken	Creek.	Everyone	in town	was	a	suspect.	If	Matt's	real	identity	were	revealed,	the	entire	operation	would be	compromised. 

"This	man's	name?"	he	asked.	"I'd	like	to	thank	him." 

"Hank	Smith,	the	deputy	marshal." 

Matt	released	a	slow	breath.	He	knew	Smith.	He	was	a	good	man	and	was aware	of	this	operation,	although	not	privy	to	the	specifics.	He	was	smart	enough	to go	along	with	the	ruse	and	not	give	too	much	away.	More	importantly,	he	wasn't connected	to	Sheriff	Payne. 

"Mr.	Smith's	a	fine	officer	of	the	law,"	Matt	said.	"Speaking	of	lawmen,	do	you know	Sheriff	Payne?"	Sometimes,	blunt	got	faster	results. 

"Payne?"	Fordyce	frowned.	"Can't	say	I	do.	Is	he	from	New	Mexico?" 

"He	moves	around	a	lot."	Matt	smiled.	He	hadn't	detected	a	lie	in	Fordyce's manner.	"Have	a	good	day,	Sheriff." 

"Will	do.	And	you'll	think	about	coming	to	the	dance	this	Saturday?"	Fordyce's direct	glare	told	Matt	he'd	better	have	a	good	excuse	if	he	didn't	attend. 

"I'll	give	it	some	serious	thought." 

Sheriff	Fordyce	gave	a	satisfied	nod	and	turned	to	leave	again.	He	paused, however,	his	hand	on	the	door	handle,	and	peered	through	the	window	and	up	the street	to	the	left.	"What	the	devil?	Who're	they?" 

Matt	leaned	across	the	counter	to	see	a	cloud	of	dust	announcing	the	arrival	of several	riders.	They	stopped	their	horses	at	the	water	troughs	outside	the	saloon and	dismounted.	There	were	five	men	in	total,	all	sporting	guns	in	holsters	with shotguns	strapped	to	their	saddlebags.	They	wore	big	hats	and	neckerchiefs	over	the	

lower	half	of	their	faces	to	protect	against	the	dust.	It	was	impossible	to	identify them	from	this	distance.	Even	so,	Matt	got	a	sick	feeling	in	his	stomach.	Five	armed horsemen	arriving	into	town	was	rarely	a	good	sign.	But	it	was	more	than	that. 

There	was	something	familiar	in	the	way	the	leader	moved. 

One	by	one,	the	men	removed	their	hats	and	neckerchiefs	and	dipped	their heads	in	the	water	troughs	alongside	their	thirsty	horses.	All	except	the	leader.	He surveyed	the	street,	twice,	his	hands	at	his	sides	as	if	ready	to	draw	at	any	moment. 

When	the	sheriff	opened	the	bank's	front	door,	the	leader	stretched	his	fingers. 

"Afternoon,"	Sheriff	Fordyce	called	across	the	street.	"My	name's	Fordyce	and I'm	the	law	in	Broken	Creek.	And	you	are?" 

The	leader	removed	his	hat,	revealing	a	large	bald	patch	with	a	few	strands	of dark	gray	hair	clinging	to	the	sides	above	his	ears.	Matt's	heart	thudded	a	warning	in his	chest.	He	moved	to	the	door	to	hear	better,	but	kept	out	of	sight. 

"Name's	Tully,"	the	man	said.	"Jed	Tully.	These	men	are	my	son,	grandsons	and a	young	friend." 

Matt	concentrated	on	breathing	evenly	and	not	in	ragged	gasps.	It	helped	but did	nothing	to	settle	his	stomach.	He	closed	the	bank	door	as	the	sheriff	crossed	the street	to	speak	to	the	man	who	called	himself	Jed	Tully.	But	that	wasn't	his	name. 

It	was	Jed	Johnson.	Matt's	grandfather. 





Chapter	2	

Matt	took	his	break	after	Mr.	Spence	returned.	He	avoided	the	saloon altogether	since	the	Johnson	posse	had	entered	it,	and	walked	calmly	up	the	street as	if	his	outlaw	grandfather	hadn't	just	wandered	into	town. 

Matt	found	Willie	and	Duke	a	short	distance	away.	She'd	followed	the	sheriff all	morning	while	Duke	tailed	Spence	during	his	absence	from	the	bank.	Cyclops	was nowhere	to	be	seen. 

"Did	you	see	those	men	arrive	just	now?"	Matt	asked	with	a	nod	at	the	horses tied	up	at	the	troughs	outside	the	saloon. 

"Five	of	'em,"	Duke	said.	"Why?" 

"It's	Grandpa	Jed	and	his	men." 

"Christ." 

Willie	hawked	a	glob	of	saliva	into	the	dust	near	her	boots.	"Goddamn	it!	That low-down	pig	swill!	What's	he	doing	here?" 

"He	could	just	be	passing	through,"	Matt	said.	"Or	he	could	be	here	to	rob	the upcoming	bullion	transport." 

"Christ,"	Duke	said	again.	"What	about	Frank	Brash?" 

"Perhaps	they're	in	it	together,"	Willie	suggested. 

"Grandpa	Jed	doesn't	like	to	share,"	Matt	said.	"It's	more	likely	the	presence	of one	of	the	gangs	here	is	a	coincidence.	The	question	is,	which	one." 

"Did	you	recognize	who	was	with	him?"	Willie	asked. 

"Uncle	Bill,	our	cousins	Isaac	and	Ezrah,	and	young	Cormac	McTierney." 

"Patrick	McTierney's	little	brother?" 

Matt	nodded. 

Willie	blew	out	a	breath.	"Thank	God	it	ain't	Jem.	I'll	kill	him	if	he	joins	Jed." 

Jem	was	the	youngest	of	Willie's	wild	brothers.	At	only	thirteen,	he	still	had	a	future	

ahead	of	him	if	he	stayed	out	of	the	family	trade.	It	was	too	late	for	Willie's	two	older brothers.	They'd	died	in	a	shootout	along	with	her	father	a	few	years	back. 

Duke	squinted	at	the	saloon	as	Doc	Parsons	entered.	"Want	me	to	spy	on	'em, Matt?	You	and	Willie	can't	do	it." 

"He	knows	you	too,"	Willie	said. 

"He	won't	remember	me.	My	face	is	forgettable." 

"It	ain't	that	forgettable." 

Duke's	cheeks	reddened	and	he	smiled	shyly.	"You	think	I	got	a	face	worth remembering?	Dang	it,	Willie,	you're	making	me	blush." 

She	rolled	her	eyes.	"It	ain't	memorable	because	it's	handsome,	Dolt.	It's memorably	because	it	looks	like	it	got	hit	by	a	brick." 

Duke's	smile	only	widened. 

"I	doubt	Spence	will	leave	the	bank	before	closing	so	that	frees	you	up,	Willie," 

Matt	said.	"Go	tell	Cyclops	to	watch	Jed	then	return	to	my	place.	Stay	there	out	of	the way	until	further	notice." 

"I	ain't	no	coward,	Matthew	Glass,"	she	hissed.	"I'll	do	my	bit	like	always.	I'll find	Cyclops	and	take	over	the	watch	on	Frank	Brash." 

Matt	heaved	a	sigh.	He	didn't	like	it,	but	there	was	no	point	arguing	with	Willie. 

She	was	too	proud	to	give	in.	"Just	stay	away	from	the	saloon	and	Jed's	gang." 

"I	will." 

"Duke,	follow	Sheriff	Fordyce.	See	if	he	meets	up	with	Jed	or	Brash." 

"What	about	you?"	Willie	asked.	"You	can't	stay	at	the	bank.	What	if	Grandpa Jed	or	one	of	the	others	goes	inside?	They'll	recognize	you." 

Willie	looked	worried	and	Matt	didn't	blame	her.	While	he	didn't	think	their grandfather	would	kill	either	of	them	in	cold	blood,	Jed	would	see	to	it	that	someone like	Frank	Brash	knew	they	were	turncoats.	Jed	might	as	well	hand	Brash	a	loaded gun	and	point	it	for	him. 

Matt	squeezed	her	shoulder.	"I'll	be	careful." 

They	parted	ways	and	Matt	returned	to	the	bank.	He	watched	through	the window	for	the	rest	of	the	afternoon.	Some	locals	came	in,	not	to	use	the	banking services,	but	to	gossip	about	the	newcomers.	Matt	listened	and	offered	no	comment. 

Mr.	Spence	preferred	to	remain	in	his	office	with	the	door	closed.	When	he	emerged at	the	end	of	the	day,	he	left	quickly,	glancing	once	in	the	direction	of	the	saloon before	hurrying	off	along	the	street	toward	his	house. 

Matt	locked	up	and	pocketed	the	key.	He	too	hurried	away,	although	none	of his	grandfather's	posse	emerged	from	the	saloon.	Two	hours	ago,	the	McTierney	lad had	taken	the	horses	to	the	corral	behind	the	row	of	buildings	on	Main	Street.	Matt didn't	see	him	again	until	he	emerged	from	Mrs.	Lind's	establishment	with	a	smile on	his	face	and	a	spring	in	his	step. 

Matt	returned	home,	debating	whether	to	reveal	himself	to	his	grandfather	or not.	If	his	grandfather's	posse	were	behind	the	last	holdup,	it	would	serve	as	a warning	that	the	law	and	the	bank	were	onto	him,	and	he	would	likely	abandon	his plans.	Matt	could	warn	him	to	stay	away	and	not	try	to	rob	Coleman	and	Co.	again. 

The	bank's	owners	would	be	grateful.	It	was,	after	all,	what	they	ultimately wanted—for	the	outlaws	to	leave	them	alone. 

On	the	other	hand,	if	Jed	 wasn't	responsible	for	the	last	holdup,	and	wasn't involved	in	plans	to	rob	the	next	bullion	transfer,	he	could	ruin	everything	Matt	had set	in	place	if	he	told	Brash. 

In	both	scenarios,	Matt's	identity	would	be	revealed	and	his	life	and	Willie's put	in	danger.	The	alternative	was	to	hide	and	hope	Jed	left	in	the	morning. 

Like	Willie,	Matt	didn't	like	to	hide,	but	for	her	sake	he	would. 


***

Matt	should	have	known	it	wouldn't	work.	Broken	Creek	noticed	when	four	of its	newest	residents	didn't	show	up	at	the	saloon.	Matt	had	been	a	frequent	visitor since	his	arrival	and	his	absence	was	felt	keenly,	particularly	by	Frank	Brash.	The outlaw	sent	one	of	his	men	to	Matt's	cottage	on	the	second	night	with	a	demand	that Matt	join	them	for	poker. 

"I	have	to	go,"	Matt	said	after	sending	Brash's	man	away. 

Willie	paced	the	parlor	and	chewed	on	her	thumbnail.	Duke	had	already	told her	to	stop	but	his	heart	wasn't	in	it.	He	looked	worried.	Even	Cyclops	looked worried,	and	he	was	usually	unflappable. 

"You're	sick,"	Willie	declared.	"You	can't	go." 

"I've	been	at	the	bank	each	day.	Clearly	I'm	not	sick." 

She	stopped	pacing	and	threw	her	hands	in	the	air.	"So	what	are	you	going	to do?	Just	show	up	and	give	old	Granddaddy	Jed	a	hug?" 

"I	hoped	he	would	have	left	town	by	now." 

"He	ain't	just	passing	through,"	Duke	said. 

"No.	Nor	is	Brash	or	he	would	have	left	days	ago.	So	what's	keeping	them	both here?	For	one	of	them	it's	the	heist,	but	for	the	other?" 

"Brash	has	been	mighty	hard	to	track,"	Cyclops	said.	"I	reckon	he	knew	I	was following	him." 

"Aye,"	Willie	said	quietly.	"I	lost	him	for	an	hour	here	and	there,	but	his	men weren't	with	him	so	I	figured	he	was	visiting	Mrs.	Lind's	establishment." 

"So	what'll	you	do?"	Duke	asked	Matt. 

"I	have	to	show	up.	But	first,	I'm	going	to	make	sure	Jed	doesn't	reveal	my	true identity	to	Brash." 

"How?" 

Matt	fetched	the	portable	writing	desk	from	the	bedroom	and	pulled	out	a fresh	pen,	paper	and	ink.	He	wrote	a	few	lines	and	gave	the	message	to	Cyclops. 

"Deliver	this	to	Jed." 

"What's	it	say?"	Willie	asked,	trying	to	snatch	the	note	off	Cyclops.	Cyclops simply	held	it	out	of	her	reach. 

"I've	made	him	an	offer	he	can't	refuse." 


***

The	response	came	a	mere	ten	minutes	later.	"He	agreed,"	Cyclops	said. 

"Now	will	you	tell	us	what	you	said	in	that	note?"	Willie	snapped	at	Matt. 

It	had	been	a	tense	ten	minutes	that	felt	like	an	hour	while	they	waited	for Cyclops's	return.	Matt	hadn't	divulged	his	plans	because	he	didn't	want	them	to attempt	to	change	his	mind.	And	he	knew	Willie	would	try	very	hard. 

"Get	your	weapons,"	Matt	told	them.	"I'm	going	to	play	poker	and	you	three	are my	eyes." 

"Are	you	mad?"	she	shouted,	hands	on	hips. 

"Quite	possibly."	Matt	put	on	his	hat	and	handed	Willie	hers. 

She	hesitated	before	snatching	it	from	him.	"I	don't	like	this." 

"Neither	do	I	but	I	don't	have	a	choice.	We	can't	leave	town	now.	Too	much	has been	set	in	motion	and	we'll	never	be	employed	again	if	we	ruin	this." 

"Employment	ain't	worth	risking	your	life	over,"	Cyclops	intoned. 

"I	never	take	unnecessary	risks." 

Willie	threw	her	hands	in	the	air.	"You	do	too!	You	take	all	the	risks,	Matthew Glass.	That's	your	problem.	You	don't	know	when	to	back	down	and	lay	low." 

"I'm	not	the	sort	who	backs	down,	Willie."	He	put	his	arm	around	her shoulders	and	kissed	her	forehead.	"Nor	are	you.	So	let's	get	this	over	with." 

They	checked	their	weapons	and	ammunition	while	Matt	locked	his	gun	away. 

He	would	not	be	armed	tonight,	much	to	Willie's	anguish.	He	told	them	his	plans	as they	worked. 

"I	identified	myself	in	the	note	and	invited	Jed	to	join	me	and	Brash	at	the poker	table.	You	know	how	he	loves	to	play	and	hates	to	lose,	especially	to	me.	He won't	turn	down	the	opportunity	to	beat	me.	He	has	been	wanting	to	play	poker against	me	for	years." 

"Ever	since	you	learned	to	best	him,"	Willie	added.	"You	were	nineteen	when you	figured	him	out." 

"So	that's	it?"	Cyclops	asked.	"You	challenged	him	to	a	poker	game	and	he accepted?	Ain't	he	going	to	try	to	kill	you?" 

"He	might	if	he	loses,"	Matt	said. 

"Then	 you	lose." 

"No." 

His	three	friends	stared	at	him.	"You	better	know	what	you're	doing,"	Willie said,	holstering	her	gun. 

"I	told	him	not	to	tell	Frank	Brash	who	I	am	until	after	the	game.	If	Jed	wins,	he can	tell	Brash	what	he	likes.	If	he	chooses	to	tell	the	truth,	Brash	might	try	to	kill	me for	duping	him	and	taking	his	money	tonight.	If	I	win,	I	get	to	ask	Jed	anything	I	want and	he	has	to	tell	me	the	truth.	Our	conversation	will	be	private,	just	the	two	of	us. 

And	I	won't	tell	anyone	what	I	learn." 

Duke	and	Cyclops	both	scoffed,	but	Willie	nodded	slowly.	She	knew	Jed	better than	them. 

"That	plan's	holier	than	the	pope,"	Duke	muttered. 

"Don't	do	it,	Matt,"	Cyclops	said. 

"It	might	work."	Willie	shifted	her	weight	to	her	other	foot	and	wagged	her finger	at	Matt.	"Jed	taught	him,	see,"	she	told	the	others.	"He	taught	Matt	to	hustle and	Matt	got	good	at	it.	Real	good.	It	was	around	that	time	Matt	wanted	to	leave	the gang,	but	Jed	wouldn't	let	him	go." 

"Hustling	was	my	way	out	at	first,"	Matt	said,	picking	up	the	story.	"I	thought Jed	would	let	me	leave	the	posse	if	I	became	a	hustler." 

"But	he	didn't,"	Willie	said.	"Jed	hated	that	Matt	wanted	to	go,	so	Matt challenged	him.	They	each	put	in	forty	dollars	and	whoever	lost	all	their	money	first got	their	way.	If	Matt	won,	he	got	to	leave.	If	Jed	won,	Matt	had	to	stay." 

"I	won,"	Matt	said.	"I	hustled	my	way	around	California,	Nevada	and	Arizona after	that,	until	Jed	ordered	me	to	return.	I	refused."	He	shrugged.	"And	he's	been trying	to	find	me	ever	since." 

Duke	knew	most	of	the	story,	but	Cyclops	hadn't	heard	all	of	it.	Not	the	poker part,	anyway.	He	sat	heavily	on	the	edge	of	the	desk	and	scrubbed	a	hand	over	the undamaged	part	of	his	face.	"You	think	you	can	beat	him	again?" 

"If	he	doesn't	cheat,"	Matt	said.	"That's	where	you	three	come	in.	I'll	watch	Jed but	you	have	to	watch	the	others." 

"You	sure	he	won't	just	kill	you	the	minute	you	walk	into	the	saloon?"	Duke asked. 

"The	fact	he	didn't	come	back	with	Cyclops	means	he	agreed	to	my	proposal." 

"And	if	he	loses	tonight?	What	if	he	shoots	you	before	you	get	to	question him?" 

"He'll	become	a	hunted	man	and	his	plans	to	hold	up	the	stagecoach	will	fall apart.	If	Brash	is	in	fact	our	robber	and	not	Jed	then	he'll	be	forced	to	lie	low	as Sheriff	Fordyce	gathers	a	posse	together.	Broken	Creek	will	become	too	dangerous for	outlaws	until	things	settle	down.	The	transport	will	go	ahead	safely. 

"And	you'll	be	dead,"	Duke	said	with	a	shake	of	his	head. 

"And	what's	to	say	Jed	won't	tell	Brash	who	you	are	anyway,	win	or	lose?" 

Cyclops	asked.	"Then	he	could	just	sit	back	while	Brash	kills	you." 

"It's	a	risk,"	Matt	agreed.	"But	I	suspect	Jed	will	desperately	want	to	beat	me, and	he'll	keep	his	side	of	the	bargain	until	the	game's	over." 

"He's	an	outlaw,"	Duke	said.	"He	don't	play	by	the	rules." 

Cyclops	looked	to	Willie.	"Do	you	think	Jed	will	play	fair?" 

Willie's	lips	pressed	together	in	a	bloodless	line.	She	began	to	shake	her	head, then	changed	her	mind.	"He'll	want	to	win	fair,	that	I	believe.	But	if	he	loses…"	She rested	her	hand	on	her	gun	holster.	"The	way	I	see	it,	we	either	sneak	out	of	town tonight	and	abandon	the	investigation,	or	we	stay	and	Matt	plays.	I	know	which	one I	prefer." 

Cyclops	slapped	Matt's	shoulder.	"Me	too."	He	gave	Duke	an	arched	look	and Duke	finally	nodded. 

"No	one	has	to	do	this	with	me,"	Matt	said.	"I	won't	think	less	of	you	if	you decide	to	leave." 

"I	ain't	walking	away	from	a	fight,"	Duke	said.	"And	I	ain't	walking	away	from my	friends.	Come	on.	Let's	go	play	poker." 

Matt	followed	his	friends	out,	wishing	he	had	another	choice.	But	he	could	see none.	He	wasn't	a	quitter,	not	when	he	had	a	chance	to	make	a	murderer	pay	for	his sins.	He	wrote	in	his	note	that	he	wouldn't	reveal	to	anyone	what	Jed	told	him	in confidence,	but	that	didn't	mean	he	couldn't	use	that	information	to	catch	Jed—or Brash—red-handed.	Matt	just	hoped	his	three	friends	were	better	sharp	shooters than	Jed's	gang,	if	it	came	to	that,	and	that	Brash	preferred	to	stay	out	of	trouble	this time. 

Matt	entered	the	saloon	first	and	paused	just	inside	the	door.	The	room seemed	more	crowded	than	usual.	Four	of	Mrs.	Lind's	girls	shared	their	delightful presences,	one	of	them	sitting	on	Cousin	Isaac's	lap.	He	dislodged	her	upon	seeing Matt	and	stood,	his	hand	on	his	holster.	He	spat	on	the	floor	in	Matt's	direction. 

Grandpa	Jed	quietly	ordered	him	to	sit.	Isaac	sullenly	obeyed.	Jed	cast	an	eye over	Matt	then	looked	away	as	if	he	didn't	recognize	him.	No	one	who	wasn't	aware	

of	the	family	connection	would	have	thought	they	were	relatives.	Matt	had	learned to	bluff	from	the	best. 

Frank	Brash	certainly	didn't	suspect.	He	hailed	Matt	with	a	friendly	gesture. 

"Well	now,	look	who	finally	showed!	I	thought	you'd	run	scared,	Mr.	Hoyt.	Scared	of losing,	that	is." 

"I've	been	ill,"	Matt	said,	joining	him.	"But	I'm	better	now." 

"As	long	as	you	brought	something	to	stake,	I	don't	care	if	you	got	the	Spanish disease."	Brash	laughed	until	he	snorted	something	out	of	his	nose.	It	stuck	to	his beard.	"Sit	down,	Mr.	Hoyt.	My	friend'll	buy	you	a	drink."	One	of	his	men	got	up	and signaled	to	the	barman.	"Tully!"	Brash	called	out	to	Jed,	sitting	on	the	other	side	of the	saloon.	The	room	quieted	to	a	hush.	"Tully,	this	is	the	man	I	been	telling	you about.	Mr.	Hoyt	here	likes	a	game	or	two.	He's	been	on	a	losing	streak,	but	I	reckon his	luck's	about	to	turn.	What	say	you?	Does	he	look	like	a	winner?" 

Jed	tipped	his	hat	back,	revealing	a	face	ravaged	by	years	in	the	sun.	Leathery skin	folded	into	a	myriad	of	wrinkles	that	radiated	from	his	eyes	and	mouth.	The long	gray	hair	clinging	to	the	sides	of	his	head	blended	into	his	beard	so	it	was impossible	to	tell	where	hair	ended	and	beard	began.	His	shoulders	were	stooped too,	particularly	the	right	one,	and	he	hunched	over	his	tankard.	He'd	aged considerably	since	Matt	last	saw	him	and	Matt	was	surprised	to	find	it	shocked	him to	see	his	grandfather	like	this.	Jed	had	always	been	a	huge	man,	tall	and	broad shouldered,	towering	over	most	people.	He	liked	to	show	his	strength	by	bullying those	weaker	than	him.	Now	he	looked	like	an	ordinary	old	man.	Like	a	grandfather should	look. 

Except	for	his	eyes.	Those	cold,	mean	orbs	still	had	the	power	to	send	a	chill through	Matt's	bones. 

Jed	got	up	and	walked	slowly	toward	Matt,	never	taking	his	gaze	off	him.	He did	not	look	at	Willie—she	was	a	woman	and	therefore	beneath	Jed's	notice—nor did	he	glance	at	Duke	or	Cyclops.	He	stared	at	Matt	with	a	fierce	intensity	that	used to	make	Matt	cower	when	he	returned	to	America	at	aged	fifteen.	By	the	time	Matt turned	nineteen,	he'd	learned	to	meet	that	stare	and	hide	his	fear. 

Bluffing.	He'd	been	doing	it	for	years.	His	life	and	that	of	his	friends	depended on	him	doing	it	well	tonight. 

Jed	stopped	in	front	of	Matt,	his	posse	behind	him,	arms	hanging	at	their	sides near	holsters.	"Hoyt	is	it?"	Jed	drawled. 

"Matthew	Hoyt,"	Matt	said.	"You're	Mr.	Tully?" 

Jed	lifted	his	chin.	"My	new	friend	Mr.	Brash	has	been	telling	me	all	about	you, how	you	lost	bad	to	him.	Seems	to	me	that	poker	ain't	your	thing	when	you	come	up against	a	good	player.	Maybe	you	shouldn't	play	no	more.	You	sound	like	an educated	man.	Go	home	and	read	a	book." 

Matt's	cousins	and	uncle	sneered.	It	was	a	long-standing	family	joke	where Matt	was	the	punch	line,	and	sometimes	the	punching	bag.	According	to	Grandpa Jed,	an	education	was	a	waste	of	time	and	Matt	was	the	living	proof.	His	"fancy" 

European	education	did	nothing	to	improve	his	circumstances	in	America's	Wild West.	Jed	called	Matt	useless	because	he	couldn't	shoot	straight	at	fifteen,	couldn't ride	bareback,	and	didn't	have	the	stomach	for	thieving.	He	didn't	even	have	the skills	to	take	up	an	honest	trade	like	blacksmithing	or	farming. 

"Now,	look	here,"	Frank	Brash	said	from	where	he	sat	at	the	table.	"Mr.	Hoyt has	every	right	to	play	if	he	wants.	'Sides,	I	think	his	luck's	gonna	change." 

"I'm	just	concerned	the	boy's	not	going	to	be	able	to	pay	his	debt	if	he	loses again.	I'm	the	caring	grandfatherly	type,	see,	and	I	don't	like	to	see	a	young	man	lose everything."	Jed's	beard	twitched	in	what	could	have	been	an	attempt	at	a	smile. 

Matt	had	never	seen	Jed	smile. 

"I	can	pay	if	I	lose,"	Matt	said.	"But	Mr.	Brash's	right.	I	feel	my	luck's	going	to change."	He	clapped	his	hands	and	rubbed	them	together.	"Want	to	join	us,	Mr. 

Tully?" 

"Sure,"	Jed	said	before	Brash	could	protest. 

The	younger	outlaw	didn't	look	too	happy	with	the	newcomer	muscling	in	on his	meal	ticket,	but	he	could	see	he'd	been	outplayed	and	had	no	choice.	He	made space	for	Tully	to	pull	up	a	chair. 

Brash's	man	deposited	a	tankard	of	ale	in	front	of	Matt	while	Jed	and	Brash drank	bourbons.	Brash	dealt	and	set	out	the	standard	rules,	no	variations.	He	won	

the	first	round,	Jed	won	the	second,	and	Brash	the	third,	fourth	and	fifth.	With	Matt down	to	his	last	few	coins,	he	decided	it	was	time	to	win.	Jed	must	have	had	the same	idea	because	between	the	two	of	them,	they	cleaned	Brash	out. 

Brash	shot	to	his	feet,	thrusting	his	chair	back.	It	crashed	to	the	floor,	silencing the	conversations	around	them.	His	eyes	flashed.	"You	cheated!" 

"No	one	cheated,"	Jed	said,	not	even	bothering	to	look	at	him.	"You	lost.	Go away." 

So	there	was	no	friendship	between	the	two	of	them.	That	meant	they	were unlikely	to	be	organizing	the	heist	together.	Matt	didn't	think	they	had	but	he	felt better	now.	Soon	he	would	know	for	certain	which	one	of	them	knew	about	the bullion	transfer. 

Brash	kicked	over	a	chair	then	a	table.	"God	damn	it!	You!"	He	pointed	a	finger at	Matt.	"You	cheated!	You	lost	bad	the	other	night	but	tonight	you	won.	Why?" 

"Because	he's	better	at	poker	than	you,"	Jed	said. 

Brash	drew	his	weapon.	Six	men	and	one	woman	drew	theirs.	Not	even	Brash's men	had	time	to	draw.	He	knew	he'd	be	dead	if	he	took	a	shot. 

"We	don't	want	no	trouble,"	the	barman	squeaked	from	behind	the	bar.	"Let's all	just	have	another	drink.	Come	and	have	one	on	me,	Mr.	Brash,	before	you	leave." 

Brash's	lips	peeled	back,	baring	his	teeth.	"I	ain't	staying	in	here	another minute	with	them	cheaters."	He	holstered	his	gun. 

Jed	sighed.	"You	were	beaten	by	better	players.	Go	find	yourself	a	nice	soft woman	for	the	night	and	leave	the	cards	to	us	men." 

As	always,	Jed	liked	to	poke	the	bear.	Fortunately	this	bear	knew	when	he	was outnumbered.	Brash	left	steaming,	but	kept	his	gun	holstered.	His	men	followed. 

"Looks	like	it's	just	you	and	me,	old	man."	Matt	knew	it	riled	his	grandfather	to be	reminded	of	his	age	but	he	didn't	care.	Poking	bears	could	sometimes	be satisfying. 

Jed	signaled	to	the	barman.	"Bourbon	for	my	opponent.	Make	it	double." 

"You	don't	have	to	do	that,"	Matt	said.	"I	can	buy	my	own." 

Jed	stabbed	his	finger	on	the	table.	"Deal." 

"Are	we	keeping	to	the	arrangement	as	specified	in	my	message?"	Matt	asked quietly. 

Jed	leaned	forward,	his	beard	sweeping	the	table	surface.	He	indicated	the piles	of	money	in	front	of	each	of	them.	The	piles	were	even.	"When	one	of	us	runs out,	the	other	is	the	winner.	If	I	win,	I	get	to	tell	Brash	all	about	you." 

"Or	not,"	Willie	said	from	behind	Matt.	"You	have	a	choice,	Jed." 

"If	you	win,"	Jed	said,	ignoring	his	granddaughter,	"you	get	to	ask	me something	and	I	have	to	tell	the	truth." 

"Yes,"	Matt	said.	"And	you	can't	tell	anyone	who	we	are." 

Jed	glanced	at	the	other	patrons,	some	of	whom	drew	closer,	sensing	an intriguing	tussle	ahead.	His	gaze	shifted	to	Willie,	Duke	then	Cyclops,	ranged	behind Matt.	No	doubt	he	was	calculating	the	odds	of	winning	a	shootout,	if	it	came	to	that. 

He	stroked	his	beard. 

"That's	what	he	wants?"	Uncle	Bill	whispered	loudly	at	his	father.	"Don't	agree to	it,	Pa.	He	gets	more	than	you	if	he	wins.	What	do	you	get?" 

"The	satisfaction	of	beating	me,"	Matt	said	with	a	smile	for	Jed.	"You've	wanted to	get	revenge	on	me	for	years,	and	now	you	can.	So	lets	see	if	you're	still	up	to	it,	old man.	Or	is	that	mind	of	yours	withering	away	like	your	body?"	It	may	sound	cocky and	cruel	but	modesty	and	kindness	wouldn't	convince	Jed	to	agree	to	stakes	that favored	Matt.	He	had	to	appeal	to	his	arrogance,	something	Jed	had	in	abundance. 

Jed	leaned	slowly	back	in	the	chair.	It	creaked	under	the	shifting	weight.	"Bill's right.	You	get	more	than	me	out	of	this.	So	how	about	if	I	win,	you	have	to	rejoin your	family." 

The	four	men	in	Jed's	posse	drew	in	deep	breaths.	It	felt	as	if	they	sucked	all the	air	out	of	the	saloon.	Matt's	chest	tightened	but	he	did	not	take	his	gaze	off	Jed. 

The	rest	of	the	saloon	didn't	know	that	Matt's	family	sat	in	front	of	them,	and	that they	were	the	notorious	Johnson	clan.	They	didn't	know	that	Matt	had	shunned them	years	ago.	Not	yet	anyway. 

"Don't	agree,	Matt,"	Willie	urged.	Cyclops	and	Duke	echoed	her. 

Jed	picked	his	teeth	with	the	nail	of	his	little	finger.	"Either	you	agree	or	the game's	off." 

"I	agree,"	Matt	said. 

Willie	swore	under	her	breath.	Cyclops	and	Duke	exchanged	worried	glances. 

Matt	regretted	leaving	his	weapons	at	the	cottage. 

Jed	accepted	the	glass	of	bourbon	delivered	by	one	of	the	barman's	daughters and	saluted	Matt	with	it.	"You	may	be	younger	than	me,	Mr.  Hoyt,	but	I've	got	more experience	than	you.	Experience	counts,	Boy,	never	forget	that."	He	downed	the contents	of	the	glass	and	Matt	followed	suit.	"Another	double!"	Jed	called	out.	"And keep	'em	coming	all	night." 

Matt	dealt.	He'd	already	studied	his	grandfather's	mannerisms	during	the rounds	with	Brash,	but	in	the	next	few	games,	Jed	changed	them.	He	was	trying	to confuse	Matt.	So	Matt	did	the	same. 

Every	time	he	won,	Matt's	cousins,	uncle	and	the	McTierney	lad	whooped	and slapped	Jed	on	his	back.	Jed	enjoyed	it.	He	liked	to	win,	and	he	lapped	up	the accolades.	The	entire	saloon	couldn't	take	their	eyes	off	the	play.	They	knew	they were	watching	two	skillful	masters	use	every	trick	to	win,	or	lose	when	necessary. 

The	only	two	ignoring	them	were	the	doctor	and	his	friend,	drinking	and	talking quietly	at	the	bar.	Occasionally	they	looked	around	when	a	victorious	shout	erupted, but	they	otherwise	seemed	disinterested.	Matt	wished	he	could	join	them. 

God	how	he	hated	his	grandfather.	He'd	hated	him	from	the	moment	he	met him.	Jed	manipulated	the	Johnson	clan	through	bullying,	threatening	and	sometimes physical	harm.	He	always	got	what	he	wanted.	He'd	been	thwarted	only	twice—

when	Matt's	father	married	Jed's	daughter	and	taken	her	away,	and	when	Matt refused	to	ride	with	the	posse.	Jed	had	raged	and	vowed	vengeance.	None	of	the family	dared	to	side	with	Matt,	except	for	Willie. 

Looking	at	Jed	now,	it	was	almost	impossible	to	reconcile	him	as	the	father	of Matt's	mother.	She'd	been	gentle	and	kind,	witty	and	spirited.	Somehow	she'd	found the	courage	to	leave	America	and	her	hateful	family	with	her	beloved.	Looking	back and	hearing	the	stories	of	how	his	father	wooed	her,	Matt	had	no	doubt	his	love freed	her	from	Jed's	tyranny	and	gave	her	the	wings	to	fly.	Charlotte	Johnson	had grasped	Harry	Glass's	love	with	both	hands	and	gone	on	to	live	a	happy	and	full	life, away	from	Jed. 

She	would	have	been	devastated	to	know	that	Matt	returned	to	the	Johnsons after	his	English	uncle	refused	to	help	him,	according	to	Harry's	London	lawyer. 

Matt	owed	it	to	his	mother	to	free	himself	from	Jed,	and	stay	free	or	die	trying. 

Matt	won	the	first	two	hands	and	lost	the	third.	Jed	didn't	look	worried	in	the least.	He	kept	on	drinking	double	bourbons	and	Matt	matched	him	glass	for	glass. 

They	matched	each	other	hand	for	hand,	too,	winning	as	much	as	they	lost.	Jed	was good.	Damned	good.	But	Matt	eventually	saw	the	pattern.	Most	players	have	tells,	a small	sign	they're	unaware	of	when	they	have	a	good	hand	or	bad	one.	Once	you figure	out	their	tells	you	can	beat	them	easily.	That's	how	he'd	beaten	Brash.	The best	players	didn't	have	tells,	but	they	did	have	a	pattern	of	deliberate	winning	and losing	which	revealed	itself	over	several	hours.	It	was	after	midnight	when	Matt finally	saw	it.	His	eyes	felt	heavy	and	his	head	light	from	the	bourbons,	but	somehow he'd	been	able	to	concentrate	long	enough	to	spot	the	system	Jed	followed.	It	wasn't the	same	system	he'd	had	years	ago,	which	Matt	found	interesting.	Or	he	would have,	if	he'd	been	able	to	focus	on	the	thought	long	enough.	All	he	could	think	about was	that	he	was	about	to	beat	Jed. 

And	Jed	was	going	to	get	mad. 

Matt	won	round	after	round,	using	Jed's	pattern	coupled	with	the	quality	of	his own	hand.	Every	time	he	lost,	Jed	gritted	his	teeth	and	threw	down	his	cards.	Uncle Bill	leaned	forward	and	whispered	something	in	his	father's	ear.	Jed	merely	lifted	a hand,	accidentally	smacking	Bill	in	the	face.	Matt	laughed.	Then	he	couldn't	stop laughing,	even	though	he	knew	he	should. 

Something	touched	his	shoulder.	It	took	a	moment	for	his	foggy	head	to register	that	it	was	Duke's	hand,	silently	urging	him	to	shut	up.	Matt	bit	down	hard on	his	tongue. 

He'd	had	too	much	to	drink.	Matt	was	good	at	holding	his	liquor	but	he'd	not thrown	back	this	many	bourbons	in	a	long	time.	Had	that	been	part	of	Jed's	plan?	Get Matt	too	drunk	to	think? 

Ha!	The	plan	had	backfired.	Matt	could	win	at	poker	even	if	he	was	on	the verge	of	passing	out.	He	wasn't	quite	at	that	point,	but	he	suspected	he	wasn't	far	off. 

No	more	drink	for	him. 

Jed	didn't	offer	another.	He	dealt,	slapping	the	cards	down	hard	on	the	table. 

He	scowled	at	Matt,	scowled	at	his	cards,	and	said,	"You	in?" 

Matt	looked	at	his	cards.	He	had	enough	wits	remaining	not	to	smile,	not	to give	any	indication	that	he	had	the	start	of	a	good	hand.	A	little	bit	of	luck	would make	it	a	great	one.	He	discarded	two	cards	and	Jed	dealt	two	replacements.	He threw	out	only	one	of	his	original	hand	and	gave	no	sign	whether	the	replacement was	a	good	one	or	not. 

Matt	started	the	betting.	He	began	low	but	not	too	low.	It	didn't	matter.	Jed pushed	all	his	remaining	money	into	the	middle.	Cocky	but	predictable.	Either	Jed was	confident	in	his	hand	or	guessed	Matt	wouldn't	dare	match	it.	Considering	Matt had	bet	conservatively	all	night,	it	was	a	good	gamble. 

So	Matt	pushed	in	all	his	winnings.	"Let's	bring	this	to	an	end.	I'm	tired." 

Jed	swallowed	hard.	"Tired	and	drunk.	Can't	hold	your	liquor,	eh?	Pathetic. 

That's	what	you	are,	just	a	pathetic	and	weak	 boy." 

Why	was	Jed	bothering	to	rile	him	now	that	the	betting	was	complete?	Matt tried	to	make	sense	of	it	but	couldn't.	His	head	felt	stuffed	with	cotton,	his	eyes	raw and	gritty.	Too	much	damned	bourbon. 

"You	don't	fit	in	around	here,	Boy,"	Jed	went	on.	"You're	too	soft	for	this	life, too	 English."	He	didn't	seem	to	care	who	overheard	him.	The	fog	in	Matt's	head cleared	just	enough	for	him	to	realize	one	thing—Jed	was	slinging	insults	because he'd	lost.	He	had	a	hand	full	of	nothing,	and	now	he	was	mad.	Mad	and	desperate. 

"Shut	up,"	Willie	hissed	at	her	grandfather. 

"This	ain't	your	home,	Boy,"	Jed	went	on.	"Nobody	here	wants	you.	Your	family don't	want	you.	Go	home	to	England	and	play	at	being	a	lord.	Oh.	Wait."	He	snorted. 

"Your	English	family	didn't	want	you	either."	He	chuckled.	The	brittle	sound shredded	Matt's	nerves. 

He	swallowed	his	retort	and	roped	in	his	temper.	He	wasn't	sure	he	could stand	let	alone	win	a	fight	against	his	cousins	and	uncle	if	it	came	to	it.	But	he	was just	sober	enough	to	feel	every	word	burrowing	under	his	skin. 

"I	said	shut	it!"	Willie	snapped.	"You	had	an	agreement." 

"You	might	drink	and	gamble	like	one	of	my	kin,	but	you	ain't,"	Jed	said, abandoning	all	pretext	of	being	strangers.	He	thrust	a	finger	at	Matt.	"You're	as	soft as	your	mother.	I	disown	you." 

Shocked	gasps	and	whispered	questions	filled	the	saloon.	Questions	about Matt's	true	identity	and	purpose	for	being	in	Broken	Creek. 

"God	dammit,	Jed!"	Willie	shouted. 

"Get	away,	Girl,"	Jed	snarled.	"No	one	cares	what	you	think." 

Matt	went	to	stand	but	staggered.	He	gripped	the	edge	of	the	table	for	balance. 

Jed	barked	a	laugh.	"Look	at	you.	You	don't	belong	here.	You're	not	wanted	and you	know	it.	That's	why	you	drink	and	gamble	and	do	it	better	than	anyone,	because you	 want	to	be	a	part	of	this	family,	any	family.	But	drinking	and	gambling	ain't enough,	Boy.	It	ain't	never	going	to	be	enough.	Because	no	one	here	cares	about	you. 

No	one	in	England	does	either.	You	don't	belong	anywhere." 

The	part	of	Matt	that	could	still	think	felt	the	words	like	a	stab.	Jed	was	right. 

Matt	didn't	belong	in	New	Mexico	or	California.	He	wasn't	American,	despite	it	being his	mother's	home.	But	he	wasn't	English	or	European	either.	He	might	be	able	to speak	multiple	languages	and	know	his	way	around	several	grand	cities,	but	he'd never	lived	in	any	long	enough	to	set	down	roots.	He'd	lost	touch	with	childhood friends,	and	Willie	was	the	only	family	member	he	knew	and	liked.	It	was	enough.	It had	to	be	enough. 

But	it	wasn't. 

Bluffing.	He'd	been	doing	it	ever	since	his	parents	died.	Bluffing	to	survive	the brutal	reality	of	living	with	the	Johnsons,	bluffing	to	fit	in,	then	bluffing	to	break	free of	that	life.	He	was	tired	of	bluffing.	Tired	of	running	from	Jed.	Tired	of	trying	to	be accepted.	He	just	wanted	to	stop	pretending	to	be	someone	he	wasn't	and	start being	himself. 

"Show	your	cards,"	Matt	said	in	the	calmest	voice	he	could	muster.	He	hoped	it was	calm	enough	to	ruffle	Jed's	feathers.	He	seemed	far	too	assured	for	a	man	who loved	to	win	but	was	about	to	lose. 

Jed	fanned	them	out	on	the	table.	He	had	a	pair	of	kings.	A	murmur	of	surprise rippled	around	the	saloon.	They	expected	him	to	have	more	after	betting	so	high. 

Matt	set	down	his	cards.	Three	nines.	Willie	whooped.	Several	people	clapped and	declared	Matt	the	winner.	Cyclops	slapped	Matt's	shoulder. 

Across	the	table,	Jed's	beard	twitched.	His	eyes	gleamed.	He	picked	up	a	coin, fumbled	and	dropped	it.	"Fetch	that,	Isaac." 

Cousin	Isaac	peered	under	the	table	to	see	where	the	coin	went.	"Whoa!"	he shouted,	suddenly	standing.	He	pointed	at	Matt.	"Cheater!	Cheater!" 

"What	you	talking	about?"	Willie	shouted	above	the	mutterings.	"Matt	ain't	no cheat	and	you	know	it." 

"Look	under	the	table,"	Isaac	said.	"Near	his	feet	there's	two	cards,	an	ace	and a	king." 

Everyone	ducked	to	look	except	Matt.	He	didn't	need	to	see	the	evidence.	He knew	they	were	there,	just	like	Isaac	said.	He	watched	Jed	and	Jed	watched	him,	his lips	curved	in	a	bitter	smile. 

"You	put	them	there,"	Willie	said	to	Isaac.	But	the	uncertainty	was	clear	in	her voice.	His	hands	had	been	visible	the	entire	time. 

"The	cards	are	near	Matt,	not	Jed,"	Bill	said.	"Brash	was	right.	Matt's	a	cheat. 

He's	been	cheating	for	years.	How	else	would	he	beat	Jed?" 

Willie	scrubbed	her	jaw	and	looked	at	Matt.	She	was	scared.	This	wasn't	an outcome	she'd	predicted.	None	of	them	had.	But	Matt	should	have	seen	it	coming during	that	last	round. 

Jed	may	not	have	intended	to	lose	all	along,	but	he	had	a	backup	plan	if	it began	to	look	as	if	he	would.	From	the	outset,	Jed	knew	he	could	accuse	Matt	of cheating	if	things	didn't	go	his	way.	It	would	justify	a	showdown	between	them, otherwise	it	would	have	looked	like	cold-blooded	murder.	If	Matt	had	been	sober,	he would	have	recognized	the	signs	earlier	and	anticipated	this.	He'd	asked	his	friends to	watch	Jed's	men,	leaving	Jed	to	him,	and	that	had	been	a	mistake.	Jed	had	placed those	cards	near	Matt.	Perhaps	he'd	stuck	them	to	the	sole	of	his	boot	and	picked them	off	with	his	other	boot.	However	he'd	done	it,  Jed	had	been	the	man	to	watch, not	his	posse.	And	Matt	had	missed	this	maneuver	because	he'd	been	too	drunk.	No wonder	Jed	had	plied	him	with	bourbon	all	night. 

Duke	got	up	and	pointed	a	finger	at	Jed.	"You	brought	them	cards	here.	Not	us. 

You	put	them	there." 

"Why	would	I	do	that	and	not	use	them?"	Jed	tapped	his	cards	still	fanned	out on	the	table	in	front	of	him.	"I	could	have	used	them	and	won." 

"Because	you	wanted	to	accuse	Matt	of	cheating,	that's	why!"	Willie's	voice came	out	strangled,	as	if	she	were	trying	hard	to	hold	back	tears.	Whenever	she became	angry	she	either	cried	or	shot	at	something,	sometimes	both.	Matt	suspected this	was	going	to	be	one	of	those	times	unless	he	put	an	end	to	it	now. 

"You're	a	dang	fool,	Girl,"	Bill	said	to	his	niece.	"A	stupid,	crying	little	baby	girl. 

Go	home	to	your	Mammy	and	find	yourself	a	husband.	You	need	a	master." 

"Ain't	no	one'll	have	her,"	Ezrah	said,	laughing. 

Willie	stalked	over	to	him	and	punched	him	in	the	mouth.	At	least	she	hadn't drawn	her	gun,	but	it	did	start	the	brawl. 

Ezrah	tried	to	hit	back	but	Duke	pulled	Willie	away.	Ezrah	missed	them	both and	hit	a	bystander.	He	stumbled	into	one	of	Mrs.	Lind's	girls	who	in	turn	fell	back into	another	man,	spilling	his	ale.	He	shouted	and	pushed	her.	Someone	took	offence and	punched	him. 

Then	the	entire	saloon	jumped	into	the	fray,	drowning	out	the	barman's protests.	He	abandoned	his	attempts	to	calm	them	and	grabbed	his	bottles	to	take them	to	safety	out	the	back.	He	had	a	word	to	one	of	his	girls	and	she	dodged	the fists	and	flying	furniture	to	the	front	door.	The	sheriff	would	arrive	soon,	but	Matt wasn't	sure	he'd	be	able	to	do	much. 

The	saloon	descended	into	anarchy	except	for	Jed	and	Matt	who	remained seated,	hands	laid	out	flat	on	the	table	surface	in	front	of	them.	Matt	was	unarmed, but	his	grandfather	was	not.	Did	Jed	have	enough	morals	not	to	shoot	an	unarmed man?	Matt	couldn't	be	sure. 

"You're	a	dead	man."	Jed's	voice	sounded	quiet,	but	somehow	Matt	heard	him over	the	din. 

"Then	why	haven't	you	killed	me?" 

"Not	here.	Not	tonight.	Ten	tomorrow	morning	out	front." 

"Not	high	noon	like	the	cliché	you	are?" 

"It's	going	to	be	my	pleasure	to	kill	you,	Boy.	I	wanted	to	do	it	for	a	long	time, but	you're	kin	and	I	don't	kill	kin	without	good	reason.	Now	I	got	reason." 

"That's	why	you	planted	those	cards.	So	you	could	accuse	me	of	cheating	and have	a	reason	to	kill	me."	Matt	huffed	out	a	humorless	laugh.	"Not	even	Bill	would have	trusted	you	again	if	you	shot	me	simply	because	you	lost.	You	knew	it	wouldn't look	right	to	kill	your	grandson	for	no	good	reason	so	you	invented	one.	You're	the pathetic	one,	Jed.	If	you	want	to	kill	me,	just	do	it.	A	real	man	would	take responsibility	for	his	own	actions.	You're	just	scared	of	losing	the	family	that	follow you.	You're	scared	of	them	seeing	you	for	what	you	are—weak.	But	it's	going	to happen	one	day,	Jed.	Looking	at	you	now,	all	hunched	over,	I	suspect	that	day's	not far	away.	Will	Bill	and	the	others	still	fear	you	then?" 

Jed's	eyes	turned	hard.	He	leaned	forward.	"You	talk	tough,	Boy,	but	I	know you.	I	know	you're	bluffing.	Inside,	you're	just	a	limp-fisted	fifteen	year-old frightened	of	his	American	relatives." 

"Any	sensible	person	would	be	afraid	of	the	Johnsons.	You	made	sure	of	that." 

Jed	grunted.	"I	wish	you'd	come	to	me	earlier.	If	I'd	got	my	hands	on	you	when you	were	five	instead	of	fifteen,	I	could	have	made	a	real	man	out	of	you.	You	could have	been	my	heir,	not	Bill.	You	would	have	made	a	great	outlaw,	remembered	for decades.	But	instead,	you're	nobody,	just	another	moral	crusader	who'll	be	forgotten the	minute	he's	dead." 

"No	doubt	you	plan	for	that	to	be	at	ten	tomorrow	morning." 

Jed	slowly	stood.	His	lips	parted	in	a	smile,	revealing	black	and	rotting	teeth. 

He	walked	out	of	the	saloon,	limping	a	little.	Bill	and	the	rest	of	the	posse	followed, and	the	fight	began	to	show	signs	of	easing. 

Matt	passed	a	hand	over	his	face,	down	his	chin.	He	glanced	at	the	longcase clock	by	the	piano.	He	had	nine	hours	to	decide	what	to	do. 





Chapter	3	

Matt	stood	behind	the	counter	and	peered	through	the	bank	window.	Main Street	was	as	busy	as	any	Friday	morning.	That	is,	not	very.	The	saloon	hadn't opened	yet	but	Matt	could	see	the	barkeep	working	inside,	probably	clearing	up from	the	previous	night's	brawl. 

Frank	Brash	leaned	against	a	post	out	front,	arms	crossed.	He	stared	at something	on	Matt's	side	of	the	street,	out	of	his	line	of	sight.	Two	of	his	men attended	to	their	horses.	They	looked	in	no	hurry	to	leave	town	yet.	Mr.	Spence entered	the	bank,	glanced	through	the	window	in	Brash's	direction	then	up	the street. 

"Everything	all	right,	Mr.	Spence?"	Matt	asked. 

"There's	a	strange	air	about	the	place	this	morning.	Stranger	than	usual	that	is. 

I	can't	wait	to	get	out	of	here,"	he	added	in	a	mutter. 

"You're	leaving	town?" 

He	blinked	at	Matt,	as	if	surprised	he'd	spoken	out	loud,	then	hurried	through to	his	office	and	shut	the	door.	So	he	was	leaving.	Interesting.	Matt's	employers	from the	bank's	head	office	in	Santa	Fe	hadn't	sent	word	of	their	Broken	Creek	manager's departure	to	him.	So	Spence	hadn't	yet	informed	them.	Because	he	was	planning	on running	away	after	taking	his	cut	from	the	holdup? 

Matt	jerked	his	gaze	back	to	the	window	at	a	flash	of	blue	outside.	But	it	was only	the	sheriff's	daughter	in	a	blue	bonnet.	Belle	smiled	coyly	at	him	as	she	walked past,	and	lifted	a	hand	to	wave. 

She	didn't	enter,	however.	Every	day	she	walked	past	and	either	waved	or smiled	at	him,	and	every	day	he	expected	her	to	enter	and	strike	up	a	conversation. 

But	she	hadn't.	Not	once.	Perhaps	she	was	waiting	for	the	dance	tomorrow	night.	Or perhaps	she	wasn't	interested	in	Matt	after	all.	If	that	were	the	case,	her	father would	be	disappointed—if	he	still	thought	Matt	was	simply	a	bank	clerk,	that	is. 

Despite	publicly	claiming	Matt	as	kin,	Jed	hadn't	let	on	that	Matt	was	related	to outlaws.	As	far	as	Broken	Creek	knew,	Jed	was	a	Tully	and	no	one	by	the	name	of Tully	was	wanted	by	the	authorities. 

Willie	pushed	open	the	bank	door	and	marched	to	the	counter.	She	looked tired,	her	features	pinched	tight. 

"Where	did	Spence	go	earlier?"	Matt	whispered. 

"Forget	him.	We	got	bigger	things	to	worry	about.	Jed	sent	the	others	out	of town." 

"Who?" 

She	threw	her	hands	in	the	air.	"His	posse,	of	course.	Bill,	Ezrah,	Isaac	and	the McTierney	boy.	They've	gone	to	fetch	reinforcements.	Ain't	no	other	reason	for	him to	send	them	off	before	dawn." 

Matt	glanced	at	the	wall	clock	behind	him.	Ten	minutes	to	ten.	If reinforcements	were	on	their	way,	they'd	better	hurry. 

"It	ain't	safe	here	for	you,	Matt.	You	got	to	leave	town	 now." 

"I	have	unfinished	business." 

"Forget	the	goddamned	heist!" 

He	pressed	a	finger	to	his	lips	and	glanced	at	Spence's	closed	door. 

Willie	lowered	her	voice.	"Cyclops	and	Duke	been	asking	around	and	seems like	Jed	hasn't	told	anyone	about	you	being	half	Johnson	yet.	Frank	Brash	still	thinks you're	just	a	hustler	related	to	a	man	called	Jed	Tully." 

"So	Jed	kept	quiet.	Perhaps	he	decided	to	keep	his	end	of	the	bargain	after	all. 

Perhaps	he'll	stroll	in	here	and	we	can	have	our	private	conference	and	I'll	find	out who's	behind	the	heist." 

"Don't	treat	me	like	a	fool,	Matt.	He	ain't	going	to	do	that."	Her	stubborn Johnson	jaw	set	like	a	rock,	but	her	eyes	pooled	with	tears.	"I	want	to	know	what you	and	Jed	talked	about	during	that	fight	last	night." 

"Just	exchanging	family	news."	Matt	hadn't	told	the	others	about	the showdown	at	ten	for	one	simple	reason.	He	didn't	know	how	to	tell	them.	In	that,	he was	certainly	a	coward. 

He'd	tried	to	send	them	away,	like	Jed	had	sent	his	men	away.	He'd	given	them innocent	errands	to	run	out	of	town.	But	they	refused	to	go,	wanting	to	stay	by	his side	and	protect	him.	If	he'd	told	them	about	the	showdown,	they	would	have	been even	more	determined	to	stay.	Or	they	would	have	knocked	him	unconscious	and squirreled	him	away	from	the	danger. 

With	Jed's	men	gone,	Matt	breathed	a	little	easier.	If	Jed	shot	Matt	first,	either Duke,	Cyclops	or	Willie	would	shoot	Jed—most	likely	all	three	would	hit	their target—and	there'd	be	no	one	to	shoot	back	at	them.	They'll	live. 

It	begged	the	question,	however—why	had	Jed	sent	his	men	away?	Not	to	fetch reinforcements	like	Willie	thought.	One	man	could	do	that,	not	four.	It	seemed	Jed had	sent	his	entire	posse	out	of	town	to	keep	them	out	of	trouble,	despite	knowing	it would	leave	him	outnumbered.	He	was	protecting	them,	his	family.	Not	out	of	love, Matt	felt	sure,	but	to	keep	his	legacy	alive.	The	best	way	to	live	on	after	death	is	to leave	heirs	who	will	remember	you,	remember	your	deeds,	and	talk	about	you	for years	to	come.	But	that	wasn't	what	surprised	Matt	most. 

It	was	realizing	that	Jed	didn't	intend	to	live.	He	might	kill	Matt	first,	but	he couldn't	shoot	all	of	Matt's	friends	before	they	shot	him.	The	old	man	was manipulating	his	own	death,	like	he	manipulated	everything	else.	Only	one	question remained—did	he	intend	for	Matt	to	be	his	killer	or	his	victim? 

"Matt!	Are	you	listening	to	me?"	Willie	reached	over	the	counter	and	grasped Matt's	forearms.	"This	don't	feel	right.	Something's	up.	Jed's	got	a	plan,	and	I	don't like	his	plans." 

Matt	pulled	free	and	touched	her	cheek.	"Whatever	happens,	Willie,	don't	go back	to	your	old	ways." 

Her	eyes	widened.	"What're	you	saying,	Matt?	Why	you	talking	like	this	is	the end?" 

"You're	my	family,	Willie.	You	were	the	only	one	who	was	good	to	me	after	I arrived	here	and	I	want	you	to	know	I	love	you	for	it." 

She	spluttered	a	sob	and	two	fat	tears	spilled	down	her	cheeks.	"I	love	you	too, Matt,	but	this	ain't	the	end.	You	hear	me?	This	ain't	the	end	or	I'd	know	it." 

It	would	be	the	end	for	him	unless	Jed	missed.	And	Matt	had	never	known	Jed to	miss.	He	leaned	across	the	counter	and	kissed	her	forehead.	She	sobbed	silently, her	entire	body	trembling. 

He	reached	under	the	counter	and	pulled	out	his	dueling	pistol,	inherited	from his	father.	He	found	the	pistol	was	better	suited	to	quick	draw	duels	than	the revolver.	Not	that	he'd	participated	in	a	real	one	before.	This	was	his	first,	but	he'd practiced	quick	drawing	with	his	friends.	Usually	he	won,	but	not	always. 

He	watched	the	clock	tick	over	to	ten.	On	cue,	Jed	strolled	down	the	street	into view.	He	stood	alone,	pointed	at	Matt	through	the	bank's	window	then	made	a	gun shape	with	his	fingers. 

"Always	the	dramatic	gesture,"	Matt	said,	removing	his	jacket	and	strapping the	holster	to	his	thigh,	not	his	hip.	The	hip	was	too	high	for	quick	draw.	"I	wonder	if he	informed	the	newspaper	men." 

"Don't	joke	about	it!" 

Mr.	Spence	emerged	from	his	office.	"Keep	down	the	noise." 

"It's	going	to	get	noisier,	sir,"	Matt	said.	"You	might	want	to	keep	your	door shut.	By	the	way,	if	you're	colluding	with	Jed	Johnson,	otherwise	known	as	Jed	Tully, don't	expect	to	see	your	share	of	the	money.	He's	going	to	die	today	and	with	him gone,	his	gang	won't	split	it	with	you	even	if	they	manage	to	hold	up	the	stagecoach, which	is	doubtful.	They'll	argue	that	you	struck	a	bargain	with	Jed,	not	them." 

Sweat	appeared	on	Mr.	Spence's	brow.	He	swallowed	heavily	and	retreated back	inside	his	office.	He	hadn't	denied	a	thing. 

Matt	unlocked	the	door	to	his	side	of	the	partition	and	joined	Willie.	She caught	hold	of	his	arm. 

"Don't	go	out!"	she	begged.	"Please,	Matt,	stay	in	here." 

He	gently	pried	her	fingers	off	and	kissed	her	forehead	again.	"Don't	ever	stop being	who	you	are,	my	mad	cousin.	If	I	can	love	you	for	who	you	are	then	so	will other	people." 

"Stop	saying	such	nice	things!" 

He	smiled.	He	couldn't	help	it.	He	felt	light,	happy	even.	Even	his	head	had stopped	pounding.	Indeed,	his	mind	felt	entirely	clear,	with	no	thoughts	of	the	future or	the	past,	only	the	present,	of	this	moment.	It	was	oddly	liberating. 

He	opened	the	door	and	nodded	at	Jed.	"Nice	morning	to	die,	wouldn't	you say?" 

"You've	lost	your	damned	mind,"	Willie	said	with	a	shake	of	her	head. 

Duke	and	Cyclops	joined	them	as	they	stepped	out	of	the	bank.	"What's	going on?"	Duke	demanded.	"Why's	Jed	here?	Where'd	he	send	everyone?" 

"It's	a	showdown,"	Cyclops	answered	for	Matt.	"He	challenged	you	last	night, didn't	he?" 

"In	case	I	don't	get	a	shot	in	first,"	Matt	told	them,	"be	sure	and	kill	him	cleanly. 

No	other	casualties,	understand?" 

Cyclops	gripped	Matt's	shoulder	and	squeezed	hard.	He	pressed	his	lips together	and	nodded	once.	"He's	old.	You're	fast." 

"Jed's	dang	fast	too,"	Willie	said	in	a	rush.	"And	he	always	draws	first." 

"I	know,"	Matt	said. 

"So	you've	got	to	draw	early." 

"I	won't	draw	first.	I	can	live	with	myself	if	I	kill	him	out	of	self-defense	but	not murder."	That's	if	he	got	a	shot	in	at	all. 

"Ain't	no	point	being	gentlemanly	if	 he	ain't!"	Duke	cried. 

"Besides,"	Matt	went	on,	"it's	not	about	speed,	it's	about	accuracy.	Now, promise	me	you	won't	shoot	unless	he	aims	at	you.	Not	even	if	his	first	shot	merely injures	me.	I	need	to	be	the	one	to	kill	him,	not	you,	or	you'll	be	tried	for	murder." 

They	all	looked	away.	"Promise!" 

"Aye,"	they	muttered. 

"Men!"	shouted	Sheriff	Fordyce,	emerging	from	his	office	building.	"There something	going	on	that	I	should	know?" 

"Sure	is."	Jed	pointed	at	Matt.	"This	man's	real	name	is	Matthew	Glass,	not Hoyt.	He's	one	of	the	Johnson	clan,	wanted	in	California.	He's	been	duping	you	all, Sheriff." 

The	sheriff	stilled.	Then	his	hand	whipped	to	the	pistol	in	its	holster	but	he didn't	draw.	"That	true?"	he	said	to	Matt,	a	thread	of	steel	running	through	his	voice. 

"Is	your	name	Glass	or	Hoyt?" 

"Glass,	and	my	mother	was	a	Johnson.	That	man	there	is	her	father,	Jed Johnson." 

The	name	meant	something	to	the	sheriff	if	the	flicker	in	his	eyes	was	an indication. 

"He's	a	murderer	and	thief,"	Willie	added.	"Me	and	Matt	might	be	his	kin,	but we	ain't	bad	like	him." 

The	Sheriff	looked	to	Jed.	"That	true?" 

Jed	spat	into	the	dust.	"Be	sure	and	spell	my	name	right	on	the	death certificate." 

"It	appears	there's	going	to	be	a	quick	draw	duel,"	Matt	said	to	the	sheriff.	"You might	want	to	get	everyone	inside." 

The	sheriff	eyed	one	then	the	other.	"Duels	are	illegal." 

"Then	lock	us	up	after,"	Jed	said.	"If	we're	still	alive." 

"Or	I	lock	you	up	now." 

Jed	rested	his	hand	on	his	pistol.	"Try." 

Fordyce	swore	under	his	breath.	"Anything	I	can	say	that'll	change	your minds?" 

"It's	his	you	have	to	change,"	Matt	said.	"I'll	stand	down	if	he	will." 

"The	brat's	a	cheater!"	Jed	shouted	so	that	everyone	on	the	street	could	hear. 

"A	traitor	and	a	cheater." 

Frank	Brash,	still	standing	on	the	other	side	of	the	street,	nodded. 

"I	didn't	cheat,"	Matt	said,	equally	loud.	"Those	cards	were	planted	there	by	Jed himself.	My	grandfather	doesn't	like	to	lose."	The	mention	of	the	family	connection got	the	desired	response.	Matt	could	hear	the	curious	mutterings	from	where	he stood. 

Sheriff	Fordyce	shook	his	head	and	heaved	a	sigh.	"I	don't	need	this	right	now." 

"By	the	way,"	Matt	said.	"You'll	want	to	speak	to	Mr.	Spence	about	the	theft	of the	bank's	bullion	from	the	stagecoach	back	in	May.	He	was	in	on	it,	either	with	Jed	

here	or	Mr.	Brash	over	there,	and	they	are	planning	on	doing	it	again.	My	employers, Mr.	Coleman	and	his	partners,	will	be	very	happy	if	you	stop	it	going	ahead." 

A	muscle	in	the	sheriff's	jaw	bunched.	"Thanks	for	the	information.	Appreciate it." 

"Now,	if	you	don't	mind,	I	have	an	appointment	to	keep	and	I	don't	want innocents	to	get	hit." 

Fordyce	stepped	into	the	middle	of	the	street	and	put	up	his	hands,	warding the	bystanders	off.	"Everyone	inside!	Go	find	shelter!	Now!" 

The	women	hurried	toward	their	homes,	and	the	barkeep	opened	up	the saloon	despite	the	early	hour	to	let	lingerers	in.	Matt	spotted	the	doctor	and	his friend	enter	then	saw	their	faces	reappear	at	a	window.	The	doc	might	find	himself busy	soon.	Hopefully	he	could	stay	off	the	liquor	long	enough. 

Only	Matt's	friends,	Jed,	the	sheriff	and	Frank	Brash	and	his	posse	remained outside.	Brash	folded	his	arms	over	his	chest	and	grinned.	He	was	enjoying	himself. 

Matt	approached	Jed.	"It's	not	too	late	to	end	this	now." 

Jed	snorted.	"I	ain't	afraid." 

"Very	well.	We'll	count	out	ten	paces,	turn	and	draw.	If	you	plan	to	shoot before	the	ten	paces,	make	it	a	good	shot.	I'd	like	to	die	quickly.	Or	you	could	miss altogether	if	you	like." 

Jed	bristled.	"I	never	shoot	early.	And	I	don't	miss." 

"Sure.	And	you're	not	trembling	like	a	leaf	either."	Matt	nodded	at	Jed's	hands. 

They	shook	so	slightly	that	few	people	would	have	noticed.	But	Matt	noticed.	"That from	age	or	last	night's	drink?" 

Jed	hawked	a	glob	of	spit	onto	Matt's	boot.	"Go	to	hell." 

"Let's	get	this	over	with." 

Jed	touched	the	handle	of	his	pistol.	He'd	tucked	it	into	the	waistband	of	his trousers	rather	than	a	holster	for	quick	access. 

"Hands	down,"	Matt	ordered.	"At	least	start	the	fight	fair." 

He	turned	and	so	did	Jed.	They	counted	together.	The	rhythmic	pace	helped empty	Matt's	mind	and	focus	on	the	task	at	hand.	He	became	acutely	aware	of	the	

heat	of	the	sun	on	his	face,	the	thump	of	his	heart,	the	smell	of	dust	and	his	own sweat. 

Eight…nine…ten. 

He	spun	round	and	so	did	Jed.	Neither	of	them	drew	their	weapons.	Jed	stood with	his	feet	apart,	his	hands	at	his	sides,	and	an	intense	look	in	his	eyes.	Why	didn't he	draw? 

Maybe	he'd	changed	his	mind.	Maybe	he	couldn't	kill	his	own	grandson	after all. 

Jed's	fingers	flexed.	Matt	could	feel	his	own	fingers	aching	but	he	dared	not wriggle	them	to	loosen	the	tightness.	The	seconds	wore	on	and	Matt	opened	his mouth	to	ask	Jed	if	he	wanted	to	step	down. 

Then	Jed's	hand	slammed	against	the	gun.	He	drew.	Fired. 

Red-hot	fire	pierced	Matt's	upper	thigh.	His	leg	buckled	and	he	fell	to	his knees.	Another	bullet	sailed	over	his	head,	missing	him.	He	had	managed	to	draw	his own	weapon	but	not	fire.	He	had	to	get	off	a	shot	before	Jed's	third,	before	the	pain made	thinking	and	shooting	straight	impossible.	Or	before	his	friends	stepped	in, killed	Jed	and	found	themselves	arrested	for	murder.	Matt,	as	the	challenged	party, could	get	away	with	it,	but	they	couldn't. 

He	forced	his	hand	to	steady,	aimed	and	fired. 

The	bullet	hit	Jed	in	the	chest,	shoving	him	backward.	His	gun	went	off, shooting	aimlessly	into	the	air.	He	fell	heavily,	sending	up	a	cloud	of	dust.	It	settled gently	around	his	body. 

Somehow	Matt	ended	up	lying	on	the	street	too,	on	his	back.	People surrounded	him.	Willie,	her	dirty	face	stained	with	tears.	Duke,	looking	like	he would	cry	too.	Cyclops,	shouting	orders,	his	arms	out	to	keep	others	back. 

Voices.	So	many	voices.	But	they	grew	softer,	more	distant,	as	if	they	were talking	underwater.	Or	perhaps	Matt	was	the	one	underwater. 

The	pain	dulled	too,	oddly.	It	still	hurt	like	the	devil	but	it	no	longer	felt	like someone	had	rammed	a	hot	poker	through	his	thigh.	A	part	of	him	thanked	God	the bullet	hadn't	hit	him	higher.	He	still	had	his	manhood.	He	smiled	at	that.	At	least,	he thought	he	smiled.	He	couldn't	be	sure. 

The	faces	parted	and	another	appeared—Dr.	Parsons.	Matt	felt	himself	being lifted	by	a	thousand	hands.	He	was	being	carried.	By	angels	to	heaven?	Or	the	devil's minions	into	hell? 

Above	him,	the	sun	dulled.	The	blueness	leached	from	the	sky.	So	this	is	what dying	felt	like.	A	slow	fading	of	the	world,	like	dusk	on	a	hot	day.	It	was	beautiful. 

His	eyelids	felt	too	heavy	to	keep	open	so	he	closed	them.	He	was	tired.	So tired.	And	cold. 

"Don't	you	die	on	me,	Matthew	Glass."	Willie's	voice	was	clear	amid	the	hum surrounding	him. 

 I'm	sorry. 	He	wasn't	sure	if	he'd	said	it	aloud	or	in	his	head.	He	hoped	she heard	him.	He	 was	sorry.	Sorry	to	leave	her	when	she	had	no	other	family	to	rely	on. 

He	hoped	Duke	and	Cyclops	took	care	of	her	when	he	was	gone.	Took	care	of	one another.	They	were	good	people.	He	was	a	good	person. 

He	didn't	deserve	to	die	today. 





Chapter	4	

It	was	too	cold	to	be	hell.	Matt	couldn't	stop	shivering	and	his	toes	felt	numb. 

Definitely	not	hell.	He	opened	his	eyes	but	closed	them	again	against	the	bright	light. 

"I	think	it	worked,"	a	voice	said.	It	wasn't	a	voice	he	recognized.	In	fact,	it	was English.	How	odd.	"Bloody	hell." 

"It's	too	soon	to	tell	for	certain,"	an	American	muttered.	"But	his	pulse	is growing	strong,	he's	regaining	color	and	his	breathing	is	even.	All	good	signs.	If	this works	it'll	be	a	miracle." 

"Magic,	not	a	miracle,"	the	Englishman	said,	laughing. 

"Sir?"	the	American	said.	"Sir,	can	you	hear	me?	Are	you	awake?" 

Matt	cracked	his	eyes	open	again	and	this	time	a	face	blocked	out	the	bright light.	It	was	the	doctor	and	beside	him	stood	his	friend.	"Am	I	dead?"	Matt's	brittle voice	cracked. 

Both	men	grinned.	They	slapped	each	other	on	the	back	and	offered	one another	congratulations.	They	seemed	to	have	forgotten	Matt	in	their	jubilation. 

"Am	I	dead?"	Matt	asked	again,	sounding	stronger. 

"No,"	said	the	doctor's	white	haired	English	friend.	"You	are	very	much	alive. 

Can	you	sit	up?" 

The	two	men	hovered	but	Matt	managed	to	sit	on	his	own.	He	had	no	pain,	yet he	was	covered	in	blood	from	his	thigh	down.	His	trousers	were	torn	off	near	the wound,	the	bloodied	pieces	of	fabric	discarded	on	the	floor.	A	line	of	neat	stitches marked	the	bullet's	entry.	He	gingerly	touched	the	skin	around	it.	It	felt	a	little tender,	like	a	bruise,	but	that	was	all. 

He	blinked	up	at	the	two	men.	The	Englishman	couldn't	stop	grinning,	but	the doctor's	elation	had	subsided. 

Matt	looked	around.	They	were	indeed	alone,	and	in	the	Broken	Creek	saloon. 

Three	tables	had	been	pushed	together	as	a	makeshift	operating	table	where	Matt	

now	sat.	A	bloodied	knife	had	been	set	down	beside	a	black	doctor's	bag.	Dr.	Parsons strode	to	the	bar	and	poured	himself	a	drink	from	the	bourbon	bottle.	Then	he poured	another	and	handed	the	glass	to	Matt. 

"Where	is	everyone?"	Matt	asked. 

"We	sent	them	away,"	the	Englishman	said.	"We	couldn't	let	them	witness our…methods." 

"You	saved	my	life,"	Matt	said,	rather	stupidly.	"Thank	you." 

"Our	pleasure."	The	Englishman	took	the	doctor's	hand	and	pumped	it.	"Thank you	for	trying,	Doc.	We	did	it.	We	saved	this	young	man's	life." 

"But	for	how	long?"	the	doctor	said	thinly. 

The	Englishman	shrugged.	"That's	the	ultimate	question.	But	this	is	the	first step." 

First	step	to	what?	"Are	you	a	doctor	too?"	Matt	asked	the	Englishman. 

"I'm	a	watchmaker.	My	name	is	Chronos." 

"The	Greek	god	of	time?" 

"Something	like	that."	Chronos	indicated	Matt's	hand.	"There's	something	we need	to	tell	you." 

Matt	looked	down	at	his	hand.	He	was	holding	something,	he	realized.	He opened	his	fingers	to	reveal	his	pocket	watch.	Why	was	he	holding	it? 

The	watchmaker	inspected	the	wound	in	Matt's	leg.	"It's	working	remarkably well,	Doc.	Look.	The	skin	color	has	already	returned	to	normal." 

Matt	looked	too.	A	patch	of	skin	around	the	wound	had	been	cleaned.	It	was pink	and	healthy. 

Dr.	Parsons	nodded.	He	did	not	seem	surprised	by	the	speed	of	Matt's recovery.	"I	can	probably	remove	the	sutures	now." 

"So	soon?"	Matt	asked.	"Shouldn't	they	remain	in	for	weeks?" 

"You've	been	healed,"	Chronos	said,	looking	at	Parsons. 

The	doctor	glanced	toward	the	clock	at	the	back	of	the	saloon.	"No	other patient	that	close	to	death	has	lasted	this	long	after	my…magic." 

Magic?	"Where	are	my	friends?"	Matt	asked. 

"We	sent	them	away,"	Chronos	said.	"We	couldn't	have	any	witnesses.	What's your	name?" 

"Glass,"	Matt	said	numbly.	What	did	he	mean	about	witnesses?	"Matthew Glass." 

"Mr.	Glass,	what	we're	going	to	tell	you	will	come	as	a	surprise.	You	probably won't	believe	us	at	first,	but	you	must	listen.	If	you	choose	not	to	and	don't	follow our	instructions,	it's	likely	all	our	work	will	be	undone	and	you	will	die." 

Matt	stared	down	at	the	watch	in	his	hand.	"Then	I'll	listen." 

Chronos	told	him	a	ridiculous	story	about	magic	in	objects,	and	how	he	and	Dr. 

Parsons	were	both	magicians	and	had	combined	their	magic	in	Matt	to	extend	his life.	He	hadn't	died,	but	he	most	certainly	would	have	if	they	hadn't	intervened.	The healing	magic	was	held	in	Matt's	watch,	put	there	by	Dr.	Parsons,	a	medical magician,	and	stored	and	measured	out	by	Chronos,	a	watch	magician.	It	could	only be	used	by	Matt	because	the	watch	belonged	to	him.	However,	the	magic	might	not last.	One	day	it	would	probably	run	out	and	he	would	die.	Since	this	was	the	first time	they'd	combined	their	magic	to	keep	someone	alive,	they	weren't	sure	how long	he	had.	Until	the	magic	ran	out	altogether,	he	must	use	the	watch	whenever	he felt	ill.	It	would	be	restore	him	to	full	health.	Chronos	hoped	each	dose	would	last weeks,	but	sounded	uncertain. 

"You're	mad,"	Matt	finally	said	after	staring	at	them	wordlessly	for	several seconds.	"Both	of	you."	He	hopped	off	the	table	and	planted	both	feet	on	the	floor.	He felt	fine,	not	even	faint	from	blood	loss.	Remarkable	considering	how	much	of	it covered	him.	He	did	a	squat	and	sprang	up	again.	The	sutures	pulled	his	skin	but	he didn't	feel	sore.	His	leg	worked	perfectly.	"Thank	you,	Dr.	Parsons.	You're	a	gifted surgeon." 

Parsons	glanced	at	Chronos	then	back	at	Matt.	"It's	my	magic	that	did	it.	In	the past,	it	wouldn't	last	long	and	the	patient	would	bleed	out	within	a	few	minutes.	We hoped	to	extend	life	by	combining	my	magic	with	that	of	a	horology	magician.	It seems	to	be	working."	He	glanced	at	the	clock	again. 

Why	did	he	insist	on	talking	fantasy?	Why	not	accept	the	accolade	due	to	him? 

"Come,	now,	Doc.	Be	reasonable.	I'm	not	a	child." 

The	doctor	merely	sighed	and	shook	his	head.	"You'll	learn.	Just	remember, when	you	feel	unwell	and	exhausted	for	no	reason,	put	your	disbelief	aside	and	hold that	watch	in	your	palm	just	like	you	are	now.	Open	the	cover	and	draw	the	magic into	your	body.	Understand?" 

The	old	men	needed	another	drink.	Or	perhaps	they	needed	to	abstain altogether. 

Matt	pocketed	his	watch	and	held	out	his	hand.	"If	you're	still	in	town	tonight, I'll	buy	you	both	a	drink.	Hell,	I'll	buy	every	bottle.	It's	all	yours." 

"You	don't	believe	us,"	Chronos	said	with	a	disappointed	shake	of	his	head. 

"Despite	the	evidence,	you	don't	believe	us." 

"No." 

"Then	go	to	hell." 

"Not	today,	sir.	Not	today." 

Matt	walked	out	of	the	saloon	and	into	the	bright	sunlight.	He	felt	like whooping	in	victory	or	getting	down	on	his	knees	and	praying.	He	did	neither. 

Instead,	he	embraced	Cyclops	then	Duke.	Others	came	up	to	him	and	slapped	his back	and	asked	to	see	his	leg.	He	showed	them.	The	doctor	hadn't	removed	the stitches	but	Matt	could	do	that	himself	later.	Perhaps	it	was	best	to	leave	them	in while	everyone	wanted	to	check	the	wound	for	themselves	and	marvel	at	how	Matt could	now	walk	let	alone	breathe. 

After	satisfying	themselves	that	he	was	alive,	most	went	into	the	saloon	to celebrate	his	miraculous	survival.	Even	Frank	Brash	asked	Matt	to	join	him	to	show there	were	"no	hard	feelings."	Matt	agreed,	but	didn't	follow.	He	looked	to	where	his grandfather	had	lain…how	long	ago	was	it?	The	dirt	was	stained	dark	red	there	but his	body	had	been	removed.	A	lump	formed	in	Matt's	throat	but	he	swallowed	it down.	It	would	do	no	good	to	dwell	on	Jed's	death	and	his	hand	in	it.	No	good	at	all. 

Later	he'd	go	to	the	undertaker	and	arrange	to	send	the	body	back	to	California.	He doubted	Bill	or	the	others	would	show	their	faces	in	Broken	Creek	again,	even	to claim	their	kin.	It	was	Matt's	duty	as	Jed's	family	to	pay	all	costs. 

Speaking	of	family…	"Have	you	seen	Willie?"	he	asked. 

"We	can't	find	her,"	Duke	said.	"It	got	crazy	in	the	saloon,	everyone	shouting and	crying.	The	doctor	sent	us	all	out	and	she	must	have	gone	back	to	your	place. 

She's	going	to	be	surprised	to	see	you.	Surprised	and	happy."	He	embraced	Matt again	and	Matt	hugged	him	back.	"God	damn	it's	good	to	see	you	alive,	my	friend." 

"It's	good	to	be	alive."	Matt	smiled	at	Cyclops	over	Duke's	head. 

But	Cyclops's	gaze	slipped	to	the	saloon	door.	"There	she	is.	She	looks	like she's	seen	a	ghost." 

Matt	laughed	but	it	turned	to	a	frown	as	Willie	drew	closer.	He'd	never	seen her	so	pale.	She	was	shaking	and	her	huge	eyes	stared	at	Matt.	He	approached carefully. 

"Willie?"	he	hedged.	"Are	you	ill?" 

Her	mouth	worked	but	she	didn't	speak.	She	crossed	her	arms,	hugging herself. 

"Willie?"	he	said	louder.	"Say	something.	What's	wrong?" 

"I…I…saw,"	she	croaked. 

"Saw	what?"	Duke	asked. 

"Magic." 

Matt	rolled	his	eyes.	"You've	been	talking	to	Dr.	Parsons	and	Chronos." 

"Who?"	Cyclops	asked. 

"Parsons'	friend.	He	assisted	the	doc	in	there." 

"He	said	something."	Willie's	quiet	voice	shook	as	much	as	her	body.	Matt	had never	seen	her	so	distressed,	so	unsure.	She	really	did	look	as	if	she'd	seen	a	ghost. 

Matt	patted	his	chest.	Solid. 

He	shook	his	head,	shaking	off	the	odd	sensation	rippling	through	him.	No magic	had	been	performed	today.	The	two	old	men	were	mad.	Mad	yet	incredibly skillful.	Matt	was	damned	lucky	they	were	in	Broken	Creek	today. 

"Come	home	with	me,"	Matt	said,	taking	Willie's	hand.	"I'll	change	and	we'll return	to	the	saloon.	You	look	like	you	need	a	drink." 

Willie's	odd	mood	finally	shattered	when	they	reached	the	cottage.	Matt unlocked	the	front	door	but	before	he	could	enter,	she	threw	herself	at	him. 

"You're	alive,"	she	sobbed.	"Thank	God,	you're	alive." 

"It's	a	miracle,"	Duke	said. 

"No,	it	ain't,"	she	mumbled	into	Matt's	shoulder.	"It's	magic." 

"Stop	saying	that." 

"Let	her	speak."	Cyclops	pushed	open	the	door	and	waited	for	Willie	to	walk	in first.	"You	were	in	the	saloon	the	entire	time?"	he	prompted	her. 

She	sighed	into	one	of	the	chairs	in	the	parlor	and	removed	her	hat.	"I	didn't leave	along	with	everyone	else.	I	hid	under	a	table,	behind	some	chairs.	They	didn't notice	me,	but	I	saw	everything.	Matt…I	don't	believe	in	magic	either,	but	what	I saw…it	was	magic	all	right.	Chronos	and	the	doc	said	so	and	my	own	eyes	saw	the proof." 

Matt	and	Duke	began	to	protest,	but	it	was	Cyclops	who	silenced	them	again. 

Matt	decided	to	indulge	his	cousin.	She	was	still	pale	and	she	clearly	needed	to	get something	off	her	chest. 

"Tell	us	what	you	saw,"	he	prompted. 

She	pouted.	"You're	going	to	mock	me." 

"We	won't." 

"Duke	will." 

"He	won't	dare,"	Cyclops	said,	piercing	Duke	with	a	one-eyed	glare. 

Duke	held	up	his	hands.	"Don't	mind	me.	Go	on,	Willie.	What	happened	in	there after	you	hid?" 

She	told	them	how	she'd	seen	the	doctor	remove	the	bullet,	and	how	blood oozed	from	Matt's	leg.	The	doctor	declared	it	hopeless.	He	couldn't	save	Matt. 

"We	were	there	for	that,"	Duke	said. 

"Did	you	notice	how	the	other	man,	Chronos,	said	something	to	the	doctor then?"	Willie	asked.	"Chronos	told	him	they	had	to	hurry,	there	was	no	time	to	think about	it,	they	just	had	to	do	it.	Doc	agreed	and	Chronos	got	everyone	out.	I	hid.	I don't	know	why.	Guess	I	felt	like	a	friend	should	be	there	when	you	died."	She blinked	back	tears	and	swallowed.	"Chronos	told	the	doctor	he'd	seen	you	look	at your	watch	once.	He	went	through	your	pockets	and	pulled	it	out.	I	swear	I	almost called	him	a	thief	right	there.	But	I	stayed	hid.	I	was	scared.	You	were	so	white,	Matt. 

White	as	snow." 

"How	do	you	know	what	snow	looks	like?"	Duke	teased. 

Cyclops	thumped	Duke's	arm.	"Go	on,	Willie." 

"Chronos	put	the	watch	in	your	hand,	opened	the	case,	and	said	some	strange words.	They	must	have	been	French	or	something	because	I	never	heard	the	like before.	Then	the	doc	spoke	too,	different	words.	Like	a	poem	it	was.	That's	when your	watch	started	to	glow." 

"Glow?"	Matt	echoed. 

"Purple.	It	went	into	you." 

"Went	into	me?" 

"The	purple	glowing	light	spread	through	your	body,	starting	at	your	hand.	It worked	it's	way	up	to	your	face	and	down	through	your	leg." 

Silence	filled	the	parlor.	Matt	waited	for	her	to	laugh	or	tell	them	it	was	a	joke. 

But	she	did	not. 

"You	saw	it?"	Duke	said,	his	voice	cutting	through	the	thick	air.	"But	how	when you	were	under	the	table?" 

"I	saw	it,	Duke!"	She	pushed	off	from	the	chair.	"I	know	it	sounds	crazy,	but	it's true.	Matt's	veins	went	all	purple	like	the	watch." 

Matt	studied	the	veins	at	his	wrists.	They	looked	normal. 

"It	stopped	when	they	stopped	chanting.	They	just	looked	at	one	another	like they	couldn't	believe	what	had	just	happened.	Then	the	doctor	stitched	you	up.	He just	finished	when	you	woke,	Matt." 

He	remembered	the	rest.	Remembered	their	talk	of	magic,	and	their instructions	to	open	the	watch	when	he	felt	ill	and	draw	the	magic	into	him.	How	it wouldn't	last	forever,	but	seemed	to	work	for	now. 

"It's	madness,"	he	said.	"I	know	you	think	you	know	what	you	saw,	Willie,	but magic	doesn't	exist.	It's	just	a	word	they	use	to	describe	the	new	medicines	available now	because	that's	how	it	seems	to	old	timers	like	them.	The	medical	field	is improving	in	leaps	and	bounds	every	year.	What	you	saw	must	have	been	a	new, experimental	medicine	the	doctor	gave	me." 

"Medicine	can't	cure	a	bullet	wound!"	Willie	shot	back.	"Medicine	can't	make	a man	walk	around	like	nothing's	wrong	just	a	few	minutes	after	bleeding	out." 

"I	didn't	bleed	out,"	Matt	said.	"I	almost	did."	But	it	didn't	ring	true	to	his	ears either.	He	should	be	dead.	There	was	so	much	blood	on	his	clothing,	the	table,	the floor,	the	street.	No	one	lost	that	much	blood	and	lived.	No	medicine	could	work	that kind	of	miracle. 

But	what	other	explanation	was	there? 

"You	don't	believe	me."	Willie	wiped	her	damp	cheeks.	They	were	angry	tears now,	not	heart	broken	ones.	Matt	preferred	the	angry	tears. 

"I	believe	you,"	Cyclops	said	before	Matt	could	speak.	"One	day	I'll	introduce you	to	my	grandmother.	She	knows	a	little	about	magic." 

Matt	decided	against	arguing	and	thankfully	Duke	did	too.	It	wasn't	a	day	for arguing,	it	was	a	day	to	celebrate	life	and	living. 

"I'll	change,"	Matt	said.	"Then	we'll	return	to	the	saloon.	I	owe	Parsons	and Chronos	a	drink.	Hopefully	Spence	won't	mind	giving	me	the	rest	of	the	afternoon off."	That's	if	he	was	still	the	bank's	manager.	He	was	most	likely	either	in	the sheriff's	jail	or	had	skipped	town. 

Matt	removed	his	ruined	clothes	and	washed	away	the	blood.	After	he	dressed, they	walked	back	into	town	where	residents	greeted	him	like	an	old	friend. 

Everyone	wanted	to	shake	his	hand. 

Someone	had	washed	away	the	two	patches	of	blood	on	the	street.	If	not	for the	stitches	still	in	Matt's	thigh	and	the	dead	man	at	the	undertaker's,	it	would	be like	nothing	had	happened.	It	didn't	seem	right. 

"Don't,	Matt,"	Willie	said,	watching	him	through	narrowed	eyes.	"Don't	mourn him." 

"He	was	our	grandfather,"	he	said,	because	that	mattered. 

"Doesn't	make	him	worthy	of	your	sympathy	now	and	definitely	not	worthy	of your	regret.	He	wanted	to	kill	you,	Matt,	and	he	would	have	done	it	too	if	he	were	a better	shot.	He	deserved	what	he	got." 

"Mr.	Hoyt!"	Susan	Proudfoot	approached	and	made	to	take	his	hand	in	hers, but	hesitated.	She	blinked	lovely	eyes	at	him,	and	clasped	her	hands	in	front	of	her. 

She	was	the	picture	of	innocent	beauty,	of	demure	goodness.	He	still	couldn't	believe he	wasn't	in	love	with	her.	"Mr.	Hoyt,	are	you	all	right?" 

"It's	Glass	not	Hoyt,"	he	said.	"I'm	fine,	thank	you	for	your	concern.	I	hope	you didn't	witness	today's	events." 

"I	was	helping	my	father	in	the	schoolroom	when	we	heard	the	shots.	We	kept the	children	inside	but	soon	learned	what	happened.	I	needed	to	see	for	myself	that you're	not	injured."	She	looked	him	up	and	down.	He	thought	he	saw	a	flare	of	desire in	her	eyes,	but	it	could	have	just	been	the	sunlight.	"You	look	fine." 

"I	feel	fine." 

"I	am	glad."	She	smiled. 

He	smiled	back,	and	noticed	that	his	friends	had	left	them	alone.	He	cleared	his throat.	Almost	dying	had	a	way	of	revealing	the	path	forward.	Yesterday,	he	hadn't been	able	to	say	no	to	Susan.	Today,	he	knew	it	was	the	right	thing	to	do.	"I'm	sorry, Miss	Proudfoot,	but	I	won't	be	attending	the	dance	tomorrow	night.	I'm	leaving town	in	the	morning." 

Her	eyes	dulled.	She	bit	her	lip.	"I'm	sorry	to	hear	that." 

"It's	been	a	real	pleasure	knowing	you,"	he	said,	tugging	on	his	hat	brim. 

"And	you,	Mr.	Glass.	All	the	best." 

He	went	to	join	his	friends	on	the	saloon	porch	but	stopped	and	turned	to	her. 

"Miss	Proudfoot,	will	you	take	some	advice	from	someone	who	wishes	you	well?" 

"Of	course." 

"Don't	settle	for	what's	on	offer	here	in	Broken	Creek.	You're	worthy	of	much more." 

A	small	crease	lined	her	brow	and	her	lower	lip	wobbled	but	quickly	stopped. 

"Goodbye,	Mr.	Glass." 

He	entered	the	saloon	with	his	friends.	Welcoming	cries	erupted.	People slapped	his	back	and	asked	to	see	his	wound	again. 

"I've	got	trousers	on,"	he	protested	with	a	laugh. 

"Take	'em	off!"	someone	shouted. 

He	chuckled	and	ordered	a	round	of	drinks	for	everyone.	He	spied	Chronos and	Parsons	at	the	bar,	nursing	tankards.	The	doctor's	bag	sat	at	Parsons'	feet.	The men	were	arguing	but	stopped	as	Matt	approached. 

"How're	you	feeling?"	the	doctor	asked,	his	words	slurred,	his	eyes	watery. 

"Fine." 

"Still?"	Chronos	nodded.	"See,	Doc.	An	hour	later	and	it's	going	well.	He	could last	months,	even	years!" 

The	doctor	grunted	and	hunched	over	his	tankard.	"I'm	not	going	to	change	my mind." 

Chronos	grabbed	the	doctor's	shoulder	and	wrenched	him	back.	"You	have	to! 

This	is	a	breakthrough.	Imagine	what	we	can	do	together!" 

"I	have	imagined	it	and	I	don't	want	any	part	of	it.	I	shouldn't	have	agreed	to help	him,	but	I	thought	it	wouldn't	work.	Now	that	it	has…my	conscience	forbids	me to	do	it	again." 

"Ignore	your	bloody	conscience.	Christ,	man,	this	is	monumental!" 

"Go	find	yourself	another	doctor	then." 

Chronos	flinched	as	if	stung.	"It	took	me	years	to	find	a	doctor	like	 you.	I'm	old. 

I'll	never	find	another	before	I	die." 

Parsons	threw	back	his	ale	and	slammed	the	tankard	on	the	counter. 

"Something	stronger	this	time,	barkeep." 

"I'm	buying."	Matt	put	some	money	on	the	counter,	enough	to	cover	bourbons for	both	men	for	the	rest	of	the	night.	"Gentlemen,	is	there	anything	else	I	can	get you	as	thanks	for	saving	my	life	today?" 

"No,"	Parsons	grumbled. 

Chronos	shook	his	head	and	waved	Matt	away.	He	began	arguing	with	Parsons again.	Matt	left	them	to	it	and	found	himself	face	to	face	with	Frank	Brash. 

"You're	avoiding	me,"	Brash	said. 

"Not	really.	I'm	finding	there's	a	lot	of	people	who	want	to	speak	to	me." 

Brash	smirked	and	held	out	a	glass	of	bourbon	to	Matt.	"Drink	with	me." 

Matt	eyed	the	glass.	"No	thanks.	Drinking	seems	to	get	me	into	trouble.	As	does poker.	I	think	I'll	give	both	up	for	a	while." 

"No	drinking	or	gambling?"	Brash	snorted.	"You	lose	your	mind	out	there along	with	a	gallon	of	blood?" 

Matt	laughed.	"Maybe." 

A	woman's	bare	arm	snaked	around	Brash's	waist	and	Matt	thought	one	of Mrs.	Lind's	girls	had	come	in	early	since	there	were	so	many	customers.	But	it wasn't	one	of	Mrs.	Lind's	girls.	It	was	Sheriff	Fordyce's	daughter. 

She	tickled	Brash's	ear.	"Ready,	Sugar	Pie?" 

He	pulled	her	close	and	kissed	her	hard	on	the	mouth.	Matt	glanced	at	the door,	expecting	the	sheriff	to	enter	at	any	moment	and	demand	Brash	let	Belle	go. 

Matt	didn't	want	to	endure	another	shootout	today. 

Brash	smiled	down	at	her.	"We	better	get	out	of	here	before	your	daddy	finds you	gone."	He	took	her	hand	and	turned	to	Matt.	"Nice	meeting	you,	Glass.	Glad there's	no	hard	feelings	between	us,	but	don't	take	offence	when	I	say	I	hope	we don't	meet	again.	I	like	you	and	all,	but	if	you're	a	turncoat	like	Jed	said,	then	it's	best for	both	of	us	if	we	take	different	paths." 

Matt	nodded	but	made	no	promises.	If	he	were	employed	to	bring	in	Frank Brash	one	day	then	he'd	do	his	damnedest	to	do	it. 

"Come	on,	Honey,"	Brash	said	to	Belle.	"Let's	get	out	of	this	place." 

"Wait,"	Matt	said. 

Belle	Fordyce	was	so	young	and	foolish,	yet	calculating	too.	She'd	flirted	with Matt	so	her	father	would	think	she	was	interested	in	him	and	not	Brash.	Fordyce would	be	furious	when	he	found	out.	And	being	the	fool	he	was,	Matt	couldn't	let	her leave	town	with	an	outlaw. 

"Is	she	the	reason	you	were	in	Broken	Creek	all	this	time?"	he	asked. 

Brash	nodded	and	smiled	down	at	Belle.	"I	fell	in	love	with	her	the	minute	I saw	her." 

"Does	Sheriff	Fordyce	know?" 

"Christ,	no.	He	wouldn't	allow	it.	And	don't	you	go	telling	him	until	we're	long gone.	You	hear?" 

"Now	why	would	I	do	that?" 

Brash	narrowed	his	eyes.	"Belle's	changed	me,"	he	said	quietly.	"I	need	her." 

"And	I	need	him,"	she	said.	She	didn't	look	like	a	girl	anymore,	dressed	in	a simple	brown	traveling	dress.	She	was	a	grown	woman.	If	she	was	anything	like	the women	in	Matt's	family,	she	knew	what	she	wanted.	"I	know	what	I'm	doing,	Mr. 

Glass,"	she	said,	as	if	she	could	read	his	mind.	"Me	and	Frank	are	going	to	leave	New Mexico.	It	ain't	safe	for	him	here.	We're	going	north	where	no	one	knows	us	and open	a	tobacconist	store	in	a	city	somewhere.	Frank's	got	some	money	set	aside,	and he's	always	wanted	to	see	the	city.	Don't	worry	about	me,	Mr.	Glass.	This	is	what	I want.	I	don't	belong	in	Broken	Creek." 

"It's	what	we	both	want,"	Brash	said. 

"Then	I	won't	tell	the	sheriff,	as	long	as	you	promise	to	write	to	your	parents, Miss	Fordyce,	and	reassure	them." 

"I've	already	left	a	letter	with	a	friend	to	give	to	them	in	three	days,"	Belle	said. 

"That	should	give	me	long	enough	for	us	to	get	well	away	from	this	hole." 

Brash	held	out	his	hand	to	Matt. 

Matt	hesitated	then	shook	it.	"Good	luck." 

He	watched	them	go	and	decided	to	stay	put	and	not	look	for	the	sheriff.	It	was the	sheriff	who	found	him,	however,	some	two	hours	later. 

"Have	you	come	to	arrest	me?"	Matt	asked. 

Willie	shot	to	her	feet	and	fisted	her	hands	at	her	sides.	"You	better	not	touch him!" 

"Stand	down,"	Fordyce	said.	"I'm	not	going	to	arrest	anyone.	I	know	Jed Johnson	wanted	the	fight	and	you	couldn't	get	out	of	it.	I	just	came	to	thank	you	for telling	me	about	Spence." 

"You	questioned	him?"	Matt	asked. 

"I	put	him	in	jail	while	I	went	looking	for	the	rest	of	the	Johnson	clan." 

"They'll	be	long	gone,"	Matt	said. 

"They	were	but	Spence	didn't	know	that.	When	I	came	back,	I	told	him	I learned	he	gave	information	to	the	Johnson	clan	about	the	transport	last	time	and was	doing	it	again.	I	told	him	their	plans	fell	into	disarray	with	Jed	Johnson	dead.	He confessed	everything,	telling	me	how	Johnson	blackmailed	him." 

"How?"	Duke	asked. 

"Mrs.	Spence	is	an	opium	addict	but	that	stuff's	hard	to	get	out	here.	Spence bought	her	supply	off	Johnson	but	he	kept	increasing	the	price	and	Spence	could	no	

longer	afford	it.	So	when	Johnson	realized	that	Spence	worked	for	the	bank,	he	cut another	deal." 

"Information	in	exchange	for	the	opium,"	Matt	said.	"I	can't	believe	I	didn't notice	Mrs.	Spence's	addiction."	He'd	seen	addicts,	mostly	around	the	ports.	He knew	the	signs. 

"You	never	saw	her,"	Cyclops	reminded	him.	"Only	from	afar.	You	need	to	see an	addict	up	close	or	they	just	look	like	any	other	drunkard." 

"What'll	happen	to	Spence	now?"	Willie	asked. 

"He'll	stand	trial	in	Santa	Fe,"	the	sheriff	said.	"Then	go	to	jail.	Looks	like	his wife'll	have	to	go	to	an	asylum	there	too.	She	ain't	going	to	survive	out	here	alone." 

"It's	not	a	kind	place	for	some	women,"	Matt	said. 

"True	enough.	Take	my	Belle,	for	instance.	She	hates	it	here."	He	sighed.	"She wants	me	to	find	employment	in	a	city,	somewhere	there're	shops	and	other	girls her	age.	But	the	city	life	ain't	for	me.	I	tried	it	years	ago.	I	like	Broken	Creek.	Except when	there's	a	shootout	in	town."	He	chuckled	and	slapped	Matt	on	the	back.	"Glad you	weren't	too	badly	hurt,	Glass.	How	long	you	staying	on?" 

"We're	leaving	tomorrow.	The	holdup	has	been	foiled	this	time,	but	if	I	were you,	I'd	wait	to	arrange	a	different	date	and	route	for	the	transport." 

"It's	delayed	anyway	on	account	of	there	being	no	bank	manager.	I'm	sure Coleman	and	Co.	will	send	someone	new	and	when	they	do,	we'll	get	that	bullion	to Santa	Fe,	nice	and	safe.	Don't	you	worry.	You	done	your	bit,	now	it's	my	turn	to	do mine." 

Matt	liked	the	man.	He	even	felt	a	little	sorry	for	him	for	losing	his	daughter	to an	outlaw,	but	he	decided	that	keeping	quiet	was	in	her	best	interests.	If	Belle	and Brash	did	indeed	love	one	another,	then	they	had	a	chance	of	making	their relationship	work. 

"I'm	going	home	to	pack,"	Matt	said,	watching	Fordyce	leave.	"There's	nothing to	do	here." 

"That's	because	you	ain't	drinking,"	Duke	said.	"How	long	you	going	to	be teetotaler?" 

"I	don't	know." 

"You're	not	going	to	turn	all	righteous	on	us,	are	you?	We	won't	have	to	give	up drinking	and	gambling	too	if	we	want	to	remain	friends,	will	we?" 

Matt	grinned.	"No.	How	will	you	and	Willie	get	along	if	not	for	alcoholic fortification?" 

"We	get	along." 

"No	we	don't,"	Willie	shot	back.	"And	thank	Christ	you're	seeing	sense,	Matt. 

Ain't	no	fun	if	 we	can't	gamble	or	drink." 

"I	won't	make	you	stop	drinking	or	gambling,	Willie.	Cussing	on	the	other hand…" 

One	of	the	miners,	already	well	on	his	way	to	getting	drunk,	lost	his	balance and	bumped	into	Matt.	He	apologized	and	patted	Matt's	chest	near	the	watch	chain. 

Matt	covered	the	pocket	housing	the	watch	with	his	hand.	If	a	pickpocket	had bumped	him	like	that,	the	watch	would	be	gone	before	he	noticed. 

But	it	was	just	an	ordinary	watch.	It	could	be	replaced. 

He	glanced	toward	the	bar	and	caught	Chronos	watching	him.	Chronos	pulled out	his	own	watch	from	his	waistcoat	pocket	and	flipped	open	the	lid	with	his thumb.	He	tapped	his	chest	near	his	heart	with	his	other	hand. 

Matt	humored	him	with	a	flat-lipped	smile.	Chronos	nodded,	satisfied,	and turned	away.	Dr.	Parsons	no	longer	sat	with	him. 

"Come	on,"	Willie	said,	hooking	her	arm	through	Matt's.	"Let's	leave.	I	don't ever	want	to	see	this	town	again." 

"Where	shall	we	go	next?" 

"California,	now	Jed's	dead." 

Matt	pushed	open	the	door	and	stepped	into	the	afternoon	sunshine.	"What about	somewhere	further	afield?" 

"Texas?" 

"Virginia,"	Duke	said,	squinting	at	the	sky.	"I	always	wanted	to	go	there." 

"What	about	New	York?"	Cyclops	added. 

"Or	perhaps	further,"	Matt	said.	"We	could	travel	overseas.	There's	nothing	to stop	us." 

Willie	removed	her	arm	from	Matt's	and	thrust	her	hands	on	her	hips.	"I	ain't never	leaving	United	States	soil,	Matt,	so	there'll	be	no	more	talk	about	overseas. 

You	hear	me?" 

"What	if	I	have	a	hankering	to	visit	my	English	family?" 

She	poked	him	in	the	shoulder,	hard.	"You're	staying	right	here	with	me, Matthew	Glass.	They	don't	want	you.	I	do."	She	went	to	poke	him	again	but	he dodged	out	of	the	way,	laughing. 

Duke	laughed	too,	then	Cyclops	joined	in.	Willie	broke	down	and	giggled	like the	young	woman	she	was. 

Matt	draped	his	arm	around	her	shoulders	and	hugged	her.	"Wherever	we	go, we	go	together,"	he	said. 

She	hugged	him	back.	"Amen." 




THE	END	
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