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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to Maggie Sherman.

			May the wind always bring her joy.
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			Prologue

			Coast of Scotland

			April 1889

			A somber Ian Vance stood over his mother’s headstone while a gale blowing in from the North Atlantic raised his black duster like wings. During his life, he’d been blessed with the love of two women, and now both were gone. His wife, Tilda, died at the hands of a murderer named Bivens, and his mother from loneliness and broken dreams.

			He gazed ruefully out at the jagged cliffs of Scotland’s coast. Angled-winged seabirds called to one another as they dove in and out of the spray. His mother, Colleen, had been like them, rising and falling on the winds of life. No matter the storm, she always had a ready smile and a twinkle in her eye to let him know she’d one last trick up her sleeve, but when her beauty faded, the men who’d eagerly provided for her in exchange for what she provided in bed faded, too. In her world, youth trumped age, and there were no tricks up the sleeve for that.

			The sound of carriage wheels traveling over the cobblestone road that ambled past the small cemetery caused him to glance up. The black coach rolling into view was a lavish one; the red and gold crest emblazoned on the door all too familiar. It belonged to the local laird, Ian’s grandfather.

			Two decades ago, and with Colleen’s blessings, Ian had fled Scotland for a new life in America. He’d vowed never to return to the land of his birth, but the letter he’d received from Colleen’s ancient cook about his mother’s passing drew him back to pay his respects.

			He watched the coach come to a stop. He’d expected his grandfather to get word of his presence; he hadn’t expected to be sought out.

			The stooped, weathered man who descended the step did so slowly. His hair was snow white and Ian realized he had to be in his late seventies. Colleen had given birth to Ian at a young age and without the benefit of a husband. That sin alone guaranteed her soul a seat in hell, but the revelation that the sire had been a Black seaman with the British Navy so enraged her father that he’d banished her, his only child, from their home.

			And now that same man approached. A gnarled cane aided his steps and his sun-lined face held the same green eyes as Ian’s. If Colleen’s father had been furious about the birth, he’d been doubly so to learn that her half-Black bastard child bore his name.

			“I heard you were here,” his grandfather offered by way of greeting while critically assessing Ian from head to toe.

			“I’ve no intention of darkening your doorway, if that’s your thinking.”

			“Why are you here?”

			Ian let the pun pass without comment. “I only recently found out about her death. Came to pay my respects.”

			His grandfather turned his eyes to the cliffs and the roaring sea. While the wind whipped at their clothing and the tall grasses covering the treeless plateau, he appeared to be lost in thought or maybe in the past. “I done her wrong,” he finally intoned in his thick Scottish burr. “She was me only child.”

			Ian kept his face void of emotion because the admission had come too late for that only child.

			The elder Ian added quietly, “She loved you.”

			“And I her.” But there’d never been so much as a smile from her father for Ian.

			“You passed university at Edinburgh.”

			“Yes sir, in the law.”

			“That what you do over in the colonies, practice law?”

			“A bit, yes.”

			“Everybody there dress in that fashion?” he asked, pointing the cane disdainfully at Ian’s Western-style leather clothing.

			“No.” Ian supposed he did look out of place in his wide-brimmed hat and the leather duster over his black shirt, leather trousers, and gun belt, but he felt no more out of place than he had growing up. England’s vast navy and merchant fleets were made up of men from all over the world, and as a consequence there were mixed-race children throughout the empire’s port towns. But in the tiny Scottish coastal village of his birth, there’d never been anything like Ian before, and many of the locals went out of their way to make certain he knew it. As a child, to be singled out and taunted simply for one’s parentage had hurt, but he’d used the slurs and bullying to make himself stronger and smarter. To cower and cry would have proven true all the negative things he’d been told about a man with his blood. He’d found prejudice in America, too, but he was no longer a child and could hold his own.

			His grandfather reached into a pocket of his worn red waistcoat and withdrew a small leather pouch that he passed to Ian.

			“What is this?”

			“The dowry I never allowed your mother to have. It’s your inheritance now.” And apparently he had nothing more to say. Turning away, he began walking to the coach where his driver stood ready and waiting beside its opened door. After taking a few more steps, however, he stopped and glanced back. The aged green eyes that met Ian’s held hints of regret. The two men faced each other with only the past and the howling wind between them until his grandfather spoke. “Because she loved you when I could not, go with God, Ian, but never return to my lands again.”

			Tight-lipped, Ian watched as his grandfather climbed inside and the coach rumbled away.

			Ian put the bag of gold into his coat and refocused his attention on his mother’s headstone. He offered a few prayers and whispered a final good-bye. “Farewell, my beautiful Colleen. May God love you as much as I. Rest in peace.”

			He mounted his stallion, Smoke. Taking one last look around at the wildly beautiful place that would hold her, and in many ways himself, for eternity, he reined his mount around and galloped off to meet the ship that would sail him back home to America, where he was known as a bounty hunter named the Preacher.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			The wind gave our children the spirit of Life.

			CHIEF JOSEPH

			Dowd, Kansas

			May 1889

			Preparing dinner in the kitchen of the whorehouse where she worked as the cook, Maggie Freeman decided she’d had enough. If the owner, Hugh Langley, tried to force himself upon her again, she’d have to give her notice. In truth, such a decision made little sense. In a town as small as Dowd, Kansas, the chances of hiring on somewhere else were slim to none, but she knew she had no other choice.

			Maggie’s father, Franklin, a Black Civil War veteran and staunch Lincoln Republican, and her mother, Morning Star, a woman of the Kaw tribe, had been killed in a fire when Maggie was twelve. She’d be twenty-five in December and had been on her own since the day they died.

			Dowd was a dozen miles south of Kansas City and she’d been employed at Aunt Phoebe’s whorehouse for two weeks. Her previous position as a washerwoman in the household of the mayor and his wife in the neighboring town of Madison had been short-lived. Because it was a well-known fact that all Blacks and Natives steal, Maggie had been accused of taking a brooch that belonged to the mayor’s wife, and in spite of her fierce claims of innocence she’d been promptly arrested and jailed. The brooch, which had actually been misplaced by its squat, hairy-chinned female owner, was found the next day in the pocket of one of the woman’s day gowns. The charges were dropped, but there’d been no apologies forthcoming from the mayor or his wife, nor had they offered to reinstate her. So Maggie’d saddled up her old mare and ridden the six miles west to Dowd where the only job available had been at Aunt Phoebe’s whorehouse. She’d taken it gladly.

			Now it appeared as if she would have to leave Dowd as well. Two nights ago, Phoebe’s business partner, Hugh Langley, had stumbled into Maggie’s room smelling of cheap whiskey, and tried to force his way into her bed, again. Showing him the business end of her father’s old Colt dampened his enthusiasm, but she’d had to endure his sullen, hate-filled slurs before he finally removed himself and left her in peace. That was the third time she’d had to run him off. After the first incident, she’d tried to talk to Phoebe about his behavior, only to be waved off dismissively and told that Hugh was the scion of a wealthy family, accustomed to getting what he wanted, and that Maggie should be honored by his interest. It became clear that there’d be no help from that quarter so she’d taken to sleeping with the Colt beneath her pillow.

			Putting the drunken Langley out of her mind, she concentrated on spooning the biscuit dough into the wooden dough bowl. She’d just picked up the rolling pin when she was suddenly forced against the counter and held there by someone behind her. She felt hands frantically snatching her shirt out of her skirt and forcing her skirt up her legs.

			“I got ya now, squaw!” Hugh Langley crowed, his hot, foul breath against her ear.

			Fighting to buck off his heavy weight and keep his hands out of her clothing, she cried out and reached for something to arm herself with. He spun her around and tore open her shirt all in one motion. She slapped him hard. In the split second that it took for him to grab his stinging cheek, she swung the heavy rolling pin across his jaw with all the force she had. The blow sent him staggering. His knees buckled. Simultaneously stumbling and falling, he hit his temple hard against the sharp corner of the wooden table in the center of the small kitchen and collapsed in a heap to the floor.

			In the silence that followed, she tried to calm her racing heart, hold her torn shirt together, and not cry out from the fear that had flooded her during the attack. Wary, she moved closer to where he lay unmoving. She held the pin high and at the ready in case he tried to grab her again, but she saw blood creeping from beneath his profiled face.

			Suddenly Phoebe swooped into the kitchen, asking, “Maggie, are those biscuits—” She glanced first at Maggie standing as she was holding the raised rolling pin, then down at Langley sprawled out on the floor lying in a widening pool of blood, and her overly made up eyes widened. She dropped to her knees beside him and screamed, “Someone run for the sheriff! She’s killed him! Oh my Lord! She’s killed Hughie.”

			“He attacked me!”

			Phoebe’s eyes held fury. “You’re going to hang!”

			“I didn’t kill him! He attacked me and hit his head! Look at my shirt!”

			But it didn’t matter. The sheriff arrived, and after all the yelling and accusations stopped, Maggie was once again arrested and taken to jail.

			Sullen and angry, she paced the small cell like a cat in a cage. No one cared that she’d been trying to protect herself. No one cared that her ripped shirt bore clear evidence of Langley’s dastardly intent. The sheriff, a middle-aged man named Wells, seemed to be a reasonable person and had asked that Phoebe find Maggie a shirt to replace the torn one, but he still put the shackles on her wrists and walked her past a crowd of jeering townspeople and down the street to the log building that held his office and the jail.

			“Going to be at least two weeks before the circuit judge comes back this way,” he told her once she was inside the cell with its straw-covered floor and bare mattress. “But I’ll try and make your stay as comfortable as possible.” And he departed.

			Although she knew crying wouldn’t alter her plight, tears of rage and frustration wet her eyes before she angrily dashed them away. It was difficult being a woman alone, having to secure food, shelter, and, most of all, safety. With no family or husband, she was easy prey for thieves and two-legged coyotes like Hugh Langley, but she was determined not to give in to fear. The year after her parents’ death, she’d worn fear like a coat. Her parents had loved her, educated her, sheltered her as best they could, and then to find herself suddenly without them had been the most frightening thing she’d ever known. Some of her neighbors had taken her in at first, but in the end she was just another mouth to feed. She’d gone door to door in an attempt to find day work but the roles were already filled by older women who lived nearby. Finally the sisters at a convent outside Lawrence took her. They gave her meals and a place to lay her head at night in exchange for chores like scrubbing floors and working in the kitchen. She stayed for six years.

			Although the sisters had been charitable, not a day went by without them reminding her that she would be condemned to hell if she didn’t renounce her ties to her Kaw mother and the rest of her savage kin, and transform herself into the godly young woman the sisters supposedly personified. It was a constant theme played out all over the country as churches and schools did their best to separate Native children from their tribes, their parents, and the cycles of life that had been practiced long before the landing of the first Europeans. According to the sisters, Maggie’s mixed blood presented an even bigger challenge for her immortal soul, seeing as how men and women of African descent were considered inferior in every way, and it didn’t matter that her parents had raised her to be proud of her blood, the sisters and the church were right and Maggie’s parents wrong.

			To stop the daily lecturing, Maggie let them believe she agreed, but in her heart she continued to honor her mother and father and her heritage.

			In the jail later that evening, after a dinner of ham and beans, Maggie got her first look at Hugh Langley’s daddy, Hank. The big, burly man and six other men rode into town with torches in their hands, firing their guns and circling the jail. She quickly moved away from the window to avoid being seen and prayed the sheriff would stop them before they stormed the jail.

			The rapid answering shots of a Winchester sent her hurrying back to the window. A crowd of townspeople had gathered, but it was impossible to tell if they were there to support the riders or just being nosy.

			The sheriff’s voice rang out, “Hank Langley! Next man to fire is under arrest!”

			The steeliness in his tone and raised gun brought the action to a halt. Maggie prayed Langley and his men didn’t respond with shots of their own.

			Langley called out to the sheriff in a reasonable-sounding voice, “Now, Sheriff, I know you were elected to uphold the law, but that nigger squaw killed my son!”

			The crowd reacted with a vocal agreement. From behind his still raised rifle, Sheriff Wells disagreed, “Coroner Potts says differently. Hugh died when he hit his temple against the table just like she claimed, so we’ll let the judge sort it out at trial.”

			“That’ll take too long!” Langley shouted back angrily. “I want justice, now! Step aside!”

			The sheriff’s voice remained firm. “She stays until the judge shows up. Take your men and go before I charge you with interfering with a peace officer.”

			Maggie didn’t know the sheriff personally but she was pleased that he respected the law enough not to hand her over. Vigilante justice was common all over the West, and she had no desire to swing from the end of a rope for something she didn’t do.

			The sheriff barked again, “Go home! All of you!”

			Maggie saw Hugh’s father’s angry face in the flicking light of the torches. He gave her cell a long, ugly look as if he knew she was in the shadows watching, but he signaled his men and they thundered out of town.

			The buzzing crowd dispersed soon after and Maggie finally exhaled her pent-up breath.

			For the next three nights, Langley returned, and with each visit the numbers of men riding with him increased. They didn’t rush the jail, but were seemingly content to ride back and forth with their torches held high while yelling, calling Maggie nasty names, and threatening her life.

			By the fourth morning, the sheriff came to her cell to tell her of the decision he’d made. “I’m taking you up to Kansas City on the afternoon train. You’ll be safer waiting on the judge there. I don’t think Langley’s got the nerve to follow you to a place that has United States marshals.”

			She hoped he was right. She also hoped she’d be able to get a full night’s sleep there instead of tossing and turning and worrying if she’d be dragged out of the jail to her death.

			“Got a real dislike for Hank Langley,” the sheriff revealed. “He and his money have been running roughshod over folks here for a long time. I ran for sheriff because I was tired of it.”

			“When do we leave?”

			“Train comes in around eleven. Langley’s got men watching the place so I’m hoping we can get to the depot and on board before he gets word.”

			She’d seen the men in question lounging against the doorway of the general store directly across the street. “Will you let me have my Colt in case we’re ambushed?”

			“No, but I’ll do all I can to keep you safe.”

			Maggie wasn’t happy. Her father had taught her to shoot at a young age. Being able to defend oneself was necessary, just as it might be on the way to the depot, but the sheriff had confiscated her ancient Colt and her small cache of personal belongings upon her arrest. The only thing she’d been allowed to keep was her father’s old army jacket, which she wore to keep herself warm and the memories of her parents alive.

			“You ride?” he asked.

			“Yes. My horse’s over at the livery. She’s old and slow, though. Not a mount I’d want for a dash.” Like most farm girls, she started riding before she could walk.

			“I’ll loan you one. Where’d you get that coat?”

			“Belonged to my father. He was with the First Kansas Colored and a sergeant with the Ninth Cavalry. He and my ma are dead now.”

			“Sorry to hear that. I’d just as soon let you go, but folks here wouldn’t like that, so I have to leave it to the judge.”

			“I understand. Thank you for standing up to Langley.”

			“You’re welcome.” He picked up the tray and plate that had held her breakfast of dried fruit and a small piece of bacon, turned the key in the cell door, and returned to his office up front.

			The sheriff returned for her later. Maggie had already decided that if she had a chance to escape she would. There would be no justice for a woman with her blood because there never had been, otherwise the Democrats wouldn’t be killing her father’s people all over the South, and her mother’s people would still have their lands, instead of being forced to eke out a living in the dusty poor soil of Indian Territory. She was a descendant of strong men and women on both sides of her family, and she refused to have her fate decided by courts that had proven time and again that people with her ancestry didn’t matter.

			“I’m going to have to put the bracelets on you again.”

			“How am I supposed to ride?”

			“Very carefully.”

			By his smile, she assumed he meant that to be a joke but she failed to see the humor. Apparently her cool gaze gave him second thoughts because he cleared his throat and said, “Give me your wrists, miss.”

			She complied and he clapped on the metal cuffs. He’d cuffed her wrists in front, but in spite of the restraints, she managed to get her foot in the stirrup, and use her immobilized hands to grab the horn of the saddle and pull herself up. Once mounted, she saw that people along the walks had stopped and were staring her way. A man whom she’d seen positioned in front of the general store most of the morning suddenly tossed his toothpick aside and eyed her and the sheriff keenly. She assumed the man to be one of Langley’s employees.

			“That’s one of Langley’s men,” the sheriff corroborated while lifting himself into the saddle of a big gray stallion.

			The Langley hand yelled out, “Mr. Langley ain’t gonna like you trying to sneak her out on the train, Sheriff.”

			Maggie wondered how he’d learned about the sheriff’s plan, and from the anger flooding the lawman’s face, it appeared he was wondering the same thing. Wells ignored the challenge, however. “Let’s go.”

			Holding on to the reins and the horn as best she could, Maggie rode out of town under the sheriff’s escort and the hostile eyes of the people of Dowd. She saw the Langley employee run to his horse and ride hard west. She wondered if she’d make it to Kansas City alive.

			The depot was only a few short miles away over wide-open land so she didn’t have much time to get herself positioned to make a run for it. It was a struggle for her to get the reins to fit her partially immobilized grip just right and not telegraph her intent to the sheriff riding silently at her side. Unlike her old mare back at the livery, this horse was younger and stronger. She could feel the black stallion’s strength and power beneath her and knew that at full gallop the animal would fly like the wind her mother’s people, the Kaw, were named for.

			A hawk circled lazily overhead and then swooped down after something hidden in the tall grass. While the sheriff’s vision followed the bird’s flight, Maggie dug her heels hard into the stallion’s flank and yelled at the animal to go. The big stallion took off. As it accelerated and adrenaline rushed through Maggie’s blood, she leaned low over his neck as if they’d been riding together all their lives. Suddenly she was brought up short. A lariat was imprisoning her arms. Eyes wide, she was yanked backwards out of the saddle and was airborne just long enough to scream with alarm before hitting the ground hard. Then she was being dragged behind the sheriff’s galloping horse over the rocky road. Stones scraped her face, dust filled her mouth and lungs. She twisted and cried out but there was no way to escape the sharp stones, sticks, clods of horse manure, and mud from last night’s rain. When the ordeal finally ended, she lay there with her lungs pumping like eagle wings. Pain screamed everywhere. She opened her eyes and saw him standing above her glaring down.

			“Get up!” he snapped. “Be glad I didn’t shoot you.”

			She wasn’t sure she could, but managed somehow and met his angry eyes with her chin raised.

			“I’ve done my best to treat you nice, and this is what I get?”

			“The judge isn’t going to let me go, and you know it. Once Langley and the others tell their lies, I’m going to hang.” Regardless of the extenuating circumstances, she’d caused the death of a White man, and for a person of color punishment would be severe. She could see her words taking effect, but his sworn duty apparently overrode whatever his conscience might have harbored.

			“Have to admit, I didn’t expect this much spunk.”

			She took that as a compliment.

			“Gotta tie you up for real this time, miss.”

			Maggie nodded and stood motionlessly while he twined the rope around her torso so that her arms were positioned flat against her sides, and her hands bound uselessly behind her. He cinched the knot tight before helping her back up on the stallion that had been waiting obediently. Trussed and defiant, Maggie rode the rest of the way to the depot trailered behind the lawman like a captured prize of war.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			As the Kansas Pacific slowly wound its way west, Ian gazed out the window at the flat, monotonous plains of Kansas and longed for the rugged mountains of Wyoming and home. After leaving Scotland last month, his ship had docked in Boston and he’d been riding trains across the continent for what felt like an eternity ever since. Jim Crow laws were making it difficult for people of color to travel, and he’d encountered some of the prejudiced attitudes from a few passengers and railroad agents along the way, but his imposing stature and all-black attire seemed to make the bigots think twice about voicing their displeasure at his presence in the main car, so no confrontations had been necessary. That suited him fine because he wasn’t looking for a fight. All he wanted was to put the years he’d spent tracking down murderers and bail jumpers as the Preacher behind him so he could reclaim his identity as Ian Vance, return to his ranch, and spend the rest of his life enjoying the mountains, his horses and cattle.

			The tall, red-haired conductor walked through the car to announce the next train stop, a small Kansas town called Dowd. Ian glanced out of the window and was about to return his attention to the Harper’s magazine he picked up in St. Louis, but was brought up short by the sight of a mounted woman waiting at the Dowd depot. Her arms and hands were bound by a length of rope. She was wearing a battered, blue Union jacket, a long skirt covered with mud, and boots. She appeared to be of mixed race. Black and Native, he thought possibly. There were cuts and scrapes on her autumn-colored face as if she’d been in a fight, and her long black hair hung down her back in an unruly plait. The older man mounted beside her wore a lawman’s star, so Ian assumed the woman to be his prisoner and wondered what the story on her was. Was she wanted, or simply under arrest for a recent incident? As if sensing his scrutiny, she glanced up and met his gaze with dark eyes that blazed contempt. The fiery contact lasted just long enough to pierce him before she looked away. For reasons he couldn’t explain he wanted her to look up at him again, but she’d apparently given him all the attention she intended to spare. The lawman was conversing with the conductor, who seemed to be gauging the female prisoner warily.

			His curiosity high, Ian watched the lawman lead her and her mount towards the back of the train. The sound of gunshots startled him. Through the window he saw five riders racing hell-bent for leather towards the depot. The other passengers crowded around the windows and panic swept through the car. Women began pulling off their jewelry and hiding it in their bosoms. The men quickly opened the windows closest to where they sat and waited to see if they’d be adding themselves to the fight. Ian cursed inwardly and got to his feet. In the same motion he reached into the inner pocket of his duster and smoothly withdrew the sawed-off pump action rifle he always carried. He set off to find the conductor. Even though train robberies were declining near the larger cities, out on the plains lawmen were stretched so thin there were still outlaws looking to prey on trains and help themselves to whatever valuables it or the passengers carried. He knew this to be true because at one point in his life, he’d been one of them.

			Angry that his peaceful ride home was being delayed by men bent on who knew what, Ian heard the train’s whistle blow. When he felt the cars begin to move he hoped the engine would be able to get up to full speed before the riders caught them.

			The harried-looking conductor was so distracted he ran right into Ian’s chest. Before the man could begin apologizing, Ian cut him off. “Are you carrying gold?”

			“No. The sheriff says they’re after his prisoner.”

			“The woman?”

			He nodded hastily. “I need to get to the front.”

			But before he could depart, Ian stayed him. “Where is he?”

			“Cattle car.”

			Ian headed for the end of the train.

			Inside the cattle car, he found the tense-looking sheriff feeding shells into his Colt while keeping an eye on the approaching riders through the opened door of the car. Ian surveyed the woman. The rope was no longer binding her but her hands were cuffed.

			The sheriff looked up and scanned him silently before saying, “You’re Vance Bigelow, the Preacher.”

			Ian adopted the Bigelow name when he became an outlaw in order to hide his true identity, and continued to use it when the death of his wife, Tilda, turned him into a bounty hunter. He acknowledged the sheriff’s words with a nod. “Came to see if you needed my gun.”

			“Heard Judge Parker made you a deputy marshal.”

			It was true, and although Ian still had the star, the appointment wasn’t something he crowed about.

			“My name’s Wells, by the way. I’m the sheriff over in Dowd. The riders belong to Hank Langley. He’s holding her responsible for his son’s death.”

			The sound of gunfire was steady and close.

			“I didn’t kill him,” the woman said hotly, “but Langley wants me to hang anyway. Give me my gun, Sheriff, so I can defend myself.”

			“And have you maybe shoot me and the marshal and make a run for it? No, miss.”

			Ian studied her while loading his gun. Was she a deadly beauty? The sultry set of her mouth alone could set brother against brother, and even with the fresh-looking scars and scrapes marring her skin, she was stunning.

			He was about to ask for more details on the riders when the scream of the emergency brakes filled the air and they were thrown off balance as the train screeched to a halt.

			“Now what?” Ian grumbled. “Stay with her, Sheriff. I’ll be back soon as I can.”

			There were three mounted men in the middle of the track. The brakes had been applied to keep the train from mowing them down. Surveying them from the engineers’ station at the front of the train, Ian sighed. At this rate, he wasn’t ever going to get home.

			One of the men yelled, “Send out the squaw and we’ll let you pass!”

			Ian assumed they meant Wells’s prisoner. To hear her called a word as demeaning as the ugly word nigger didn’t improve his mood.

			The scared-looking conductor whined, “I have a schedule to keep and lives in my hands. Tell the sheriff to send her out.”

			“How about we send you out instead?”

			The man drew back.

			Ian stepped out of the car and down onto the track. As he did, he noticed that the five riders had caught up with the back of the train. They had their guns leveled on the sheriff and the woman and were forcing them to walk up the tracks while the wide-eyed train passengers looked on.

			Ian added the number of men with the sheriff to the three waiting on the track. Eight against one, or maybe two, if the sheriff was able to wade in. Still, Ian liked the odds.

			When he reached the three riders on the tracks, the big bearded man positioned in the middle, who appeared to be too heavy for such a small mount, asked disdainfully, “And who are you?”

			Ian ignored the derisive tone and held up his star. “United States deputy marshal. You?”

			The man quickly covered his shock with bluster. “Hank Langley. That squaw murdered my son.”

			“And what are you going to do with her?”

			Wells and the woman arrived. Wells looked angry. The woman did, too, and Ian saw her meet Langley’s mocking eyes with disgust.

			“Gonna teach her about justice.”

			“Justice doesn’t need a mob.”

			Langley turned red as the conductor’s hair. “You calling me a coward?”

			“Sure am. Also advising you and your boys to head home before you get hurt. I’ve been on a train for weeks and my temper’s not real good. I’m liable to shoot you just for making us late.”

			Langley stared at his fellows as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

			Ian quoted, “ ‘There is a way that seemeth right unto a man, but the end thereof are the ways of death.’ Proverbs 16:25.”

			Out of the corner of his eye, he saw one of the men by the sheriff raise his gun. Ian whirled and fired. Horses reared, men cried out, and when the quiet resettled three of the five were on the ground writhing in pain from the bullets in their shoulders and arms. The two wide-eyed men still mounted slapped the reins across their horses and hightailed it out of there.

			Ian watched them riding hard across the plains.

			The three he’d shot slowly clambered to their feet. From the pain and fear on their faces, it was apparent they hadn’t been expecting resistance when they joined Langley’s merry band of vigilantes.

			Ian announced to them, “Boys, you have one minute to hand the sheriff your guns, mount up, and ride away.”

			They needed only a portion of the allotted time, and escaped on their mounts.

			Ian was liking the odds more and more. He turned a wintry gaze on the wide-eyed Langley. “Are you going to let the train pass or do I shoot you three, too?”

			The two men flanking Langley didn’t need the question repeated. One rode off without a word, while the other, eyeing Ian warily, stayed just long enough to say to his boss, “Sorry, Mr. Langley,” before wheeling his horse around and riding after the others.

			“Need your answer right now,” Ian told Langley.

			Sheriff Wells declared, “I’ll answer for him.” Irritation filled his face. A big Colt filled his hand. “Langley, you’re under arrest.”

			“The hell I am!”

			Wells shot him in the leg. The big man yelled out in pain as he tumbled from the horse. While he lay writhing and cursing, Wells walked over to his female prisoner. “Miss, if you’d hold out your arms, I need my bracelets back.”

			She obliged and while she massaged her freed wrists, Wells snapped the cuffs on Langley and hauled him to his feet.

			With a bullet wound in his leg, standing appeared to be difficult for Langley, but it wasn’t Ian’s concern. None of it was. He’d neutralized the situation and could now return to his seat. He gave the woman a passing glance and started back to the train.

			The sheriff’s voice followed his steps. “Bigelow, I’m going to take this vermin back to Dowd. Need you to take my prisoner to the sheriff in Kansas City.”

			Thinking he must have misheard him, Ian stopped and turned back. “Excuse me?”

			“Langley’s going to jail for impeding a train, assault on peace officers, and anything else I can come up with, but I can’t be in two places at once.”

			Ian stared between the watching woman, the mutinous-looking Langley, and the sheriff. “Who says I’m going to Kansas City?”

			“The train schedule says Kansas City is the next stop, and you are a peace officer.”

			Ian sighed. He’d taken the oath a few years back to help out a friend, nothing more. He didn’t even know if the appointment was still valid.

			“And make sure you keep a tight rein on her. She’s already tried to escape once.”

			Wonderful, he thought and glanced over at the dirty-faced woman. “Tell me what happened between you and his son.”

			She calmly detailed the times Hugh Langley attempted to force his way into her bed, and the sequence of events that led to his death. Having met Hugh’s father, Ian was inclined to believe every word, but he wasn’t the judge.

			“Bitch is lying!” Langley snarled.

			Wells glared. “Coroner says she’s telling the truth. I’d’ve already dropped the charges, but knew I’d have to deal with this one,” and he indicated Langley, “so I wanted to wait and have the judge rule.”

			“I need a doc, dammit!” Langley bellowed. Blood was beginning to seep through the hole in his trousers, but his demands were ignored as Ian mulled over the sheriff’s words. He could either argue with the sheriff and further delay his journey home or he could agree and get the train moving again. “All right,” he said to her. “Come on.”

			It was easy to see from her tightly set features that she’d rather not, but she had no choice and so fell in beside him for the walk back to the train.

			Once aboard, the conductor said breathlessly, “Thank you! Are you taking her back to the cattle car?”

			“No, she’ll be in the seat by me.” He pulled a pair of cuffs from his coat and clapped one ring on her wrist and the other on his.

			The startled man looked at her mud-stained skirt and boots. “But she can’t ride in the main car.”

			Ian shot him a dark look.

			“Um, well maybe she can, as long as you take full responsibility for the safety of the other passengers.”

			“Isn’t that what just happened?”

			The man cleared his throat. “I, um, I’ll have the engineer get us under way.”

			“You do that.”

			So the female prisoner now under his care took Ian’s seat by the window. Ignoring the outraged faces of the other passengers, he settled into the aisle beside her and the train resumed its journey to the next stop. Kansas City.

			Maggie didn’t know what to make of the marshal seated beside her, but she did know that she’d never witnessed anyone take down three men in the space of a breath the way he’d done back there. If Sheriff Wells had his way and all the charges against Langley stood, she’d never have to worry about Langley threatening her life ever again. But that left the problem of how to escape from Bigelow, or better still, convince him to let her go. After the astounding display of his gun prowess an escape attempt didn’t seem real smart. Convincing him to let her go might prove the better idea, but in truth, she was stuck with him, at least for the present.

			The train got under way and she was glad to be away from Dowd. She could see only a portion of Bigelow’s face because of the brim of his black hat, but the green eyes were memorable. He had a faded scar that ran vertically down his unshaven cheek. She looked around the car and found herself being scrutinized by the other well-dressed passengers. There wasn’t a friendly face in the bunch. Admittedly she looked like something the cat dragged in because she had been dragged through mud and manure and heaven only knew what else. Her hair had come loose of its single plait and was wild as an eagle’s nest, and she was so dirty she could smell herself from a mile away. Like the conductor, the paying customers probably wanted her in the cattle car, but she had the marshal to thank for not agreeing. He could have just as easily retied her, tossed her in with the cows and horses, and fetched her when they reached Kansas City. That he hadn’t made her wonder what kind of man he was.

			Something else that caught her attention was the tone of voice he’d used during the confrontation with Langley and his men. He hadn’t yelled or shouted. In fact, he had a way of speaking that might be considered soft-spoken until you heard the deadly power behind the words. Watching him scare the bejesus out of them, he’d reminded her of a coiled snake. You knew it would strike, just not when.

			She hazarded a glance his way and found him reading a Harper’s Weekly. That surprised her as well. Not many people in the West were literate enough to read just for the sake of reading, so she assumed him to be an educated man. She added that kernel of information to the pot and wondered what else she might learn about Deputy Marshal Vance Bigelow before he handed her over to the authorities in Kansas City.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Maggie Freeman.”

			“Bigelow,” he said by way of introduction, and returned to his Harper’s. She gave him another discreet glance and wondered how he’d gotten the scar. Not that it mattered. She was facing larger issues, and musing over the sheriff’s past would not save her from what lay ahead. People like her had been hanged for much less than what happened to Hugh Langley, and that scared her. No, her life wasn’t the best; she’d been living hand to mouth since the death of her parents, but it was her life, and she didn’t want it to end swinging from a scaffold.
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