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Prologue

Sounding something like gunfire, the sharp rapping of hammers driving nails deep into wood drifted past the iron bars in the jail cell’s small single window. The man lying on the uncomfortable bunk underneath the window listened to the racket, and a grim smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

“You think it’s funny, Jensen?” The angry voice came from a man who sat on a three-legged stool in the aisle that ran between the iron-barred enclosures in the cell block. His hat was pushed back on a balding head, and a soup-strainer mustache drooped over his mouth. He had a lawman’s star pinned to his vest and a double-barreled Greener shotgun across his lap. He was taking no chances with that prisoner.

The badge-toter went on, “Don’t you know what that is? Mr. Longacre’s men are buildin’ a gallows for you, boy.”

The prisoner nodded without looking over at the lawman. “I know, Sheriff.”

“I wouldn’t be grinnin’ if I was you. I’d be tryin’ to make my peace with the Lord, although I ain’t sure He’d pay any mind to prayers offered up by a lowdown murderer like you.”

The prisoner didn’t respond. He’d had his say in court already and declared his innocence. Of course, it hadn’t done any good. How could it when the judge and the jury were bought and paid for by Cyrus Longacre’s money, the same as the so-called lawman who was guarding him? The defense attorney had been a pitiful drunk, the witnesses had all lied, and the verdict was a foregone conclusion.

The young man on the bunk had always tried to stay on the right side of the law—well, most of the time, anyway—but what passed for law in that town wasn’t the real thing. The place was like a medieval fiefdom, where the only real law was the word of Cyrus Longacre, its iron-handed king. Bloody-handed, too, when you got right down to it, because Longacre was responsible for the death of at least one person the prisoner knew of and probably more. For sure, Longacre planned to be responsible for more deaths, unless somebody came along to stop him.

Somebody was going to, the prisoner thought. Help was on the way.

If it got there in time.

The cell block door was ajar, so both the prisoner and the sheriff heard the door into the lawman’s office when it opened. Heavy footsteps thudded on the plank flooring. The cell block door swung back even more. A large, powerful figure appeared in the opening, his bulky frame practically filling it.

“The boys and I thought we’d come give you a break, Sheriff,” the newcomer said.

The prisoner sat up and swung his legs off the bunk. He moved with a swift, easy efficiency that spoke of a man in peak physical condition. As he came to his feet, he looked past the man who had just entered the cell block and saw several more hardbitten hombres. They wore cold grins on their faces as they looked through the bars at him.

The sheriff stood up to greet the visitors. “I’m all right, Judd, I don’t reckon I need any relief right now—”

“Sure you do, Sheriff,” the man called Judd broke in. “It’s getting on toward suppertime, and you must be hungry.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Why don’t you go down to the Swede’s place and get yourself something to eat?”

“I-I dunno . . .”

“We’ll watch the prisoner.” Judd’s voice hardened. “Don’t you worry about a thing.”

The sheriff lowered the shotgun to his side, holding it with one hand while he wiped the back of his other hand across his nose. “Well, I, uh, reckon it wouldn’t hurt anything. I am feelin’ a mite hungry.”

Judd nodded. “That’s what I thought. Go on now. Take your time. We’ll be here when you get back.”

The sheriff glanced at the prisoner, swallowed hard, and shuffled out of the cell block. One of the hardcases who had come in with Judd slammed the door closed behind the lawman.

Judd sauntered over to the door of the only occupied cell. He was tall, lean-hipped but broad-shouldered, with heavy slabs of muscle on his arms, back, and chest that bulged the shirt he wore. His hat was thumbed back on crisp, curly, black hair. As he grinned at the prisoner, he reached down to unbuckle the gunbelt strapped around his hips.

“How are you doing, Jensen? Starting to worry about what’s going to happen come morning?”

The prisoner shook his head. “I’m innocent. They’re not going to hang an innocent man.”

Judd threw back his head and gave a booming laugh. “You’re joking, right? Plenty of innocent men have wound up dancing at the end of a hang rope. But that doesn’t matter, because you’re guilty. You slaughtered that poor girl, and you know it.”

“I never hurt her. You know that.”

Judd touched his chest. “Me? How would I know?”

“Because if you didn’t kill her yourself, you know who did . . . and why.”

“You’ve got it all wrong, mister,” Judd declared.

“Why are you here?” The prisoner had a hunch he knew the answer, but he asked the question anyway.

“The boys and I are just public-spirited citizens, doing our civic duty. Helping out the sheriff by guarding his prisoner while he gets some supper.”

“He has deputies to handle that job,” Jensen pointed out.

“Maybe so, but you don’t see any of them around, do you?”

That was true enough. Nobody was there except Judd and his friends, and the man inside the cell.

Judd had coiled his shell belt around the holstered Colt. He handed it to one of his companions and said, “Hang on to that for me, would you?”

“Sure, Judd.” The man practically chuckled with anticipation. “I’d be glad to.”

Judd reached into his pocket. “Just so happens I’ve got a key here that’ll unlock this cell door. You want me to unlock it, Jensen?”

“If you do, are you going to let me walk out of here and ride away?”

“You know better than that.” The key rattled against iron as Judd thrust it into the lock. “But even if I said yes . . . even if we let you go . . . you wouldn’t do that, would you? You wouldn’t just ride away and never come back.”

Judd didn’t deserve an honest answer, but the prisoner gave him one anyway. “No. I wouldn’t.”

“Of course you wouldn’t. You’re too blasted stubborn for that. Step back.”

Jensen didn’t budge. Several of the men with Judd raised the guns they had drawn and pointed the revolvers at him.

“You’re not going to shoot me,” the prisoner said in a cool, steady voice. “It’s too important to Longacre that I swing.”

“Oh, you’ll swing, all right,” Judd said, “but there’s nothing saying you can’t be carried to the gallows with a couple of bullet-shattered knees. It’s up to you whether you’re able to walk to your death or not.”

With his face hardening into bleak lines, Jensen backed away from the iron-barred door.

Judd pushed it open and stepped into the cell. “Might as well get this over with.” He balled his hands into massive fists. “You won’t enjoy it, but it won’t kill you. That’s for the hangman to do.” With that, he launched a punch at the prisoner’s head.

Judd was taller and heavier, and for a man of his size, he was quick.

But the jailbird was quicker. He ducked under the blow, causing Judd’s fist to sail harmlessly over his head. Missing threw Judd off-balance. He stumbled forward a step, right into the hard punch that slammed into his midsection.

With Judd’s cronies right outside the cell, Jensen had little chance of escaping a beating. He was going to deal out as much damage in return as he possibly could.

Judd gasped and turned pale as the blow drove most of the air from his lungs. Twisting aside, his assailant clubbed his hands together, and brought them crashing down against the thick muscle on the side of Judd’s neck, knocking him against the bars on the cell’s side wall. His hat fell off.

The prisoner lowered his head and drove his shoulder into Judd’s chest, causing Judd’s head to bounce hard off the bars. Almost too fast for the eye to see, Jensen landed a left jab solidly on Judd’s nose. Blood spurted as cartilage crunched under the impact. He howled in shock and pain.

One of the men outside the cell shouted, “Get in there and get him!”

Judd swept out an arm like the trunk of a young tree and bellowed, “No! He’s mine!”

Like a maddened bull, he charged.

The cell was too small for him to work up much momentum. Jensen’s superior speed, quickness, and agility once more came into play as his hands shot out and grabbed the front of Judd’s shirt. Pivoting smoothly, he used the bigger man’s momentum against him and with a heave sent Judd crashing face-first into the bars on the other side of the cell.

Judd rebounded and went down hard, landing on his back on the cell’s stone floor. The prisoner pounced on him, drove a knee into his belly, and locked his hands around Judd’s neck. Caught without much air in his lungs, Judd’s face turned red as he struggled for breath. Jensen’s grip on his neck prevented him from getting any.

Judd bucked and writhed, but the prisoner hung on with grim determination, like a cowboy riding a wild bronc. He ducked his head and hunched his shoulders so Judd’s flailing fists fell harmlessly on his back. He wasn’t going to choke the life completely out of the big man, but wanted him to wake up sweating and crying out from nightmares when he dreamed about what happened in that cell.

With his pulse thundering so loudly inside his head Jensen barely heard the swift rush of feet behind him. He didn’t have time to turn, and he probably wouldn’t have let go of Judd’s throat anyway. Something slammed into the back of his head and drove him forward. Probably a gun butt, he thought fleetingly. The men surrounded him, knocking him loose from Judd, kicking him, stomping him, pistol-whipping him. He still thought they wouldn’t kill him unless it was by accident. Cyrus Longacre wanted the show that a hanging would provide.

So he could endure the beating, Matt Jensen told himself. He could endure, and soon Smoke and Preacher would be there and everything would be different. Longacre would realize the truth of that scripture about reaping the whirlwind.

But at that moment, as red-shot darkness descended on him, Matt couldn’t help wish he had never ridden into Helltown.




BOOK ONE





Chapter 1

Ten days earlier

When the sign was first put up, it read HALLTOWN, probably because the town’s founder had been named Hall, Matt Jensen mused as he brought his horse to a stop and smiled. Some wag had crossed out the A and above it painted a somewhat shaky E, so the sign now welcomed travelers to HELLTOWN.

Funny, Matt thought, the settlement didn’t look very hellish. It looked like hundreds of other Western cowtowns. Tucked into a rugged region of Nevada, it was surrounded by rangeland that rolled up to the snow-capped mountains visible in the distance. It was pretty country in its way. Matt wondered how the hunting would be in those mountains. He was willing to bet the fishing would be good in the icy streams tumbling down from the heights.

A few weeks of hunting, fishing, and just taking it easy sounded pretty good to him. He would pick up some supplies in the settlement and move on. Might spend one night here, he told himself, sleep in a real bed with a roof over his head for a change.

Matt Jensen was young, but his face bore the permanent tan of a man who spent most of his time outdoors. The slight squint around his pale blue eyes spoke of the same thing. Those eyes had seen a lot. The frontier often grew an hombre up fast . . . either that or it killed him. The fact that Matt had survived revealed a lot about him.

So did the ease with which he carried the .44 double-action Colt on his right hip and the Bowie knife sheathed on his left. The stock of a Winchester .44-40 stuck up from a sheath strapped to his saddle. He rode a big sorrel and didn’t have a pack horse. He was in the habit of traveling light. Everything he owned was in his saddlebags or rolled up in the bedroll tied on behind the saddle. That was the way of a wanderer.

And Lordy, Matt Jensen had done some wandering in his life, which he had begun with another name. Although he had never forgotten his murdered family, he considered his life to have really started on the day he met Smoke Jensen. Smoke had raised the youngster called Matt, becoming both adopted father and brother to him, teaching Matt everything he needed to know to survive on the frontier, but more important, teaching him to be a man. There was never any doubt in Matt’s mind that when it came time for him to leave, he would take Smoke’s last name.

Since striking out on his own, Matt had done a lot of things to make ends meet: cowboyed a little, ridden shotgun for various stage and freight lines, scouted for the army, cut trail for surveyors, guided wagon trains . . . anything to make a little money and at the same time keep him from being tied down. Anything legal and honorable, that is. Smoke wouldn’t have had it any other way, and Matt was the same.

But always, always, the lure of the unknown was there, calling him on, tantalizing him with the prospect of what might be on the other side of the next hill or the next river.

Those mountains he could see were sirens singing to him. He would heed their summons as soon as he could, but they were mountains, he reminded himself, and would still be there tomorrow.

As he rode into town, he noticed a large building under construction at the eastern end of the settlement. The frame and the rafters were up, but it didn’t have any walls or roof yet. Judging by its size, shape, and placement in the community, Matt thought it looked like a railroad station. But there were no railroad tracks running into Halltown.

Maybe some spur line was building in this direction, he thought. The folks in town could know about it and be getting a jump on the depot. Often the station would be built and ready before the steel rails ever reached a settlement.

Matt reined the sorrel to a stop in front of Gibson’s Mercantile. He swung down from the saddle and looped the horse’s reins around a hitch rail. He had cast a thoughtful eye toward Temple’s Saloon as he passed it, but told himself to deal with practical matters and buy supplies first. Once that was taken care of, he could wet his whistle. There might even be a pretty girl to flirt with.

He didn’t have to go to the saloon for that, he realized as he walked into the general store, which seemed empty of customers. The tiny clinking sounds his spurs made were magnified by the high ceiling and echoed slightly as he went down a central aisle between rows of shelves filled with clothing, buckets, washboards, clothespins, pots and pans, chamber pots, bedding, lanterns, fancy lamps with shades, framed lithographs of famous paintings, rolled-up rugs, and scores of other odds and ends of daily life. Glass-fronted cases to the sides displayed candy and toys for the youngsters, and for the adults, knives, hatchets, axes, pistols, rifles, and shotguns. Barrels full of crackers and pickles sat in front of a counter that ran along the rear of the store. Beans, coffee, sugar, flour, and other staples were in barrels and bins behind the counter.

Also behind the counter was a young woman who smiled at Matt as he approached. She had red hair, a scattering of freckles across her face, and brilliant green eyes. “Can I help you, sir?”

Matt thumbed his hat back on his blond hair and returned the smile. “Ah, that lilt in your voice tells me you’re from Ireland, and a prettier Irish Maureen I’ve not laid eyes on in a long time.”

“How did you know?”

“That you’re from Ireland?” Matt asked, a little surprised by her question.

“No, that my name is Maureen. Maureen Ferguson, and ’tis only your eyes you’ll be laying on me, good sir, and not even them if you don’t stop being so bold about it. I have a good broom back here, and I don’t mind using it to sweep trash out of my store.”

She was smiling, but Matt had no doubt she meant what she said. Her eyes had turned fiery. He laughed. “I meant no disrespect, Miss Ferguson. It is Miss, isn’t it?”

“’Tis.” She nodded and looked pointedly at his hat. “And to whom am I speaking?”

He reached up and took off the Stetson, holding it in front of his blue, bib-front shirt. “My name is Matt Jensen, and it’s an honor and a pleasure to meet you, Miss Ferguson.”

“Jensen. That’s a Scandahoovian name, isn’t it?”

“So they say,” Matt replied, not bothering to tell her that in his case, it was also an adopted name. “But I’ve never been any closer to Norway or Sweden than Kansas. I was born there. I’m afraid I haven’t seen as much of the world as you have.”

“World travel is vastly overrated,” Maureen said. “At least, it is when you have to travel in steerage. I much prefer Nevada.” For the first time, her smile disappeared. “At least I did.”

Matt wanted to ask her what she meant by that, but before he could do so, she brightened again and went on, “Now, what can I do for you?”

“I need some supplies.”

She nodded. “I’m not surprised. You have the look of a man who’s just passing through. Flour, sugar, salt, coffee, maybe some beans and bacon?”

“Yes, ma’am. Couple weeks’ worth of each, I reckon.”

“That I can do. I’ll put the order together. Can you come back in about an hour?”

“I’ll do better than that,” Matt said. “I’m going to be spending the night here, so there’s no rush. I’ll just come by in the morning and pick the things up when I’m ready to ride out.”

“That’ll be fine, if you’re sure it won’t inconvenience you.”

“Not at all.” He gestured toward his clothes, which were coated with a fine layer of trail dust. “I think I’m going to get a hotel room, clean up a little, and try to act civilized for a night. Can you recommend a hotel?”

“Of course. The Ferguson Hotel.”

Matt tilted his head slightly. “Same name as yours.”

“My Uncle Colin owns it, as he does this mercantile.”

“The sign says Gibson’s.”

“’Twas Mr. Gibson who started the store. My uncle bought it from him several years ago and didn’t see the need to change the name. The Fergusons are not vain people.”

“Evidently not,” Matt agreed. He put his hat on and gave the brim a tug. “I’m obliged to you for the help. If you want to figure up what the bill will be, I’d be glad to go ahead and pay you.”

Maureen shook her head. “That won’t be necessary. You can pay when you pick up the supplies in the morning.”

“All right. Thanks.” He gave her a friendly nod. He wanted to tell her that he had enjoyed the flirting, but decided she would probably think that was a mite too bold.

She might take that broom after him yet, and he didn’t want that.

As Matt turned and walked up the aisle toward the double front doors of the mercantile a big shape filled the opening. Three men were coming into the store. The one in the lead was built like a mountain, tall and broad. He was sort of a dandy, wearing boots with fancy stitching on them, tight whipcord trousers tucked into those boots, an expensive shirt with mother-of-pearl snaps instead of buttons, and a cream-colored Stetson that looked like it had never seen much mud or sun. The only well-worn thing about the man was the butt of the revolver that stuck up from the holster on his hip.

Matt disliked the hombre on sight.

But he wasn’t looking for trouble, so he moved easily to the side of the aisle as if he were looking at the overalls stacked on the shelves. He gave the big gent and the man’s hard-faced companions a curt nod as they passed.

The sneer on the big man’s face showed he thought Matt had stepped aside out of fear, and the man took that as his due. Matt had a good mind to point out to him just how wrong he was, but . . . he wasn’t looking for trouble and continued toward the door.

He stopped when he heard the fear in Maureen’s voice as she asked, “What are you doing here, Mr. Talley? My uncle told you he didn’t want your business.”

As Matt turned and walked up the aisle toward the double front doors of the mercantile a big shape filled the opening.

“People don’t tell me when they want my business, Maureen. I tell them when I’m going to give it to them. And I’ve asked you before to call me Judd.”

“Are you here to give me some business, Mr. Talley?” Maureen still sounded afraid. Matt paused in the doorway to listen.

A burst of lewd laughter came from the two men with Judd Talley. He joined in with them. “I reckon you could call it that.”

Matt’s jaw tightened until a muscle jerked. He swung around, and his voice rang out clear and strong, echoing against the high ceiling. “By God, that’s enough!”




Chapter 2

Like panthers, the two smaller gunmen whirled toward him. They reached for their guns, and Matt was ready to hook and draw. He figured he would have to kill them fast, to minimize the danger of Maureen getting hit by a stray bullet.

But before anybody could clear leather, Judd was between his friends and Matt, holding out his hands in a placating gesture. “Hold it, boys, hold it,” he murmured. “No need for gunplay here.”

Or maybe it was just a matter of if anybody was going to show off, it was going to be him.

Matt watched all three closely. If any of them made a move, he intended to burn powder.

“Did you have something you wanted to say, friend?” Judd asked in a mocking drawl. He hooked his thumbs behind his gunbelt.

“You heard me,” Matt snapped. “I said that’s enough. Miss Ferguson doesn’t want you here, and where I come from, a man doesn’t talk like that to a lady.”

“Where you come from.” Judd repeated. “Where’s that?”

“Colorado.” That was where Smoke’s Sugarloaf Ranch was located, and the ranch was as close to a home as Matt had. Smoke and his wife Sally, and the old mountain man called Preacher, were the only people in the world Matt considered family.

“Well, you’re not in Colorado anymore, and around here, I say and do as I please. You’d better remember that if you don’t want to get hurt.”

One of the other men spoke up, saying, “Yeah, you don’t know who you’re bracin’, saddle tramp. This here is Judd Talley.” He said the name like it ought to mean something.

Matt shook his head and smiled faintly. “Sorry, I can’t keep track of every cheap, two-bit gunman west of the Mississippi.”

Judd’s contemptuous grin vanished. He lost his casual stance and squared up toward Matt as he snarled a bitter curse.

Matt knew he had pushed the confrontation right back into being a shooting matter. He didn’t regret it. He had seen dozens of men like Judd Talley. They were a blight on the Western landscape.

Of course, he didn’t know how fast that fella might be, he reminded himself. It might be the day Matt Jensen crossed the divide, but his instincts told him otherwise.

Before things could go any further, Maureen Ferguson came out from behind the counter and screamed, “Stop it! Stop it, you fools! I won’t have anybody dying in here!”

Judd nodded toward the street and asked in a tight voice, “What say we take this outside, Colorado?”

“Fine by me.” Matt backed toward the doorway.

He had just stepped onto the high porch in front of the mercantile when a pair of hard metal rings pressed against his back. Even through his shirt, he knew the twin muzzles of a shotgun when he felt them. He stiffened. If both barrels of that scattergun went off, they would blow him in two, literally. His bottom half might fall one way and his top half the other.

“Keep backin’, mister,” a man’s voice told him. “Just keep backin’, and keep your hand away from that gun.”

Matt had no choice but to do as the shotgun-wielder commanded. The man sounded tense and nervous, even scared, and that was a mighty bad combination in a man who had a Greener against your back.

“Take it easy.” Matt took a couple more steps backward. He kept his hands well away from his body.

“That’s far enough.”

Judd Talley and his friends came out of the store. “What are you doing, Sheriff?” Judd demanded. “This is none of your business. Just stay out of it.”

“No, sir. Any blood spilled in my town is my business. When somebody told me there was fixin’ to be a shootout in Gibson’s store, I hustled right down here.”

Judd sneered again. “It’s just some blasted saddle tramp. Nobody’ll give a damn if I kill him.”

“No killin’.” The sheriff was trying to sound firm and in command, but Matt could tell it was hard for him. Even armed with a shotgun, the lawman was a little afraid of Judd and the other two hardcases. “You and your pards just go on now, Judd.”

“What about that smart-mouth drifter?” Judd demanded as he gestured with his left hand toward Matt.

“I’ll lock him up for disturbin’ the peace. All right?”

Maureen had followed the men out of the store. Stepping forward on the porch she said, “That’s not fair, Sheriff. Mr. Jensen didn’t do anything except chastise these hooligans for being disrespectful to me.”

A crowd was gathering on the boardwalks on both sides of the street. Any potentially violent fracas always brought gawkers out of the woodwork in frontier settlements. From the corner of his eye, Matt saw one man separate himself from the crowd and walk quickly across the street toward the general store. The man moved awkwardly with a limp and used a cane, but despite that he didn’t waste any time.

“It sounds to me, Sheriff, like it’s Talley and his bully boys you should be arresting,” the man said. “They were harassing my niece, and I won’t stand for it.”

“Dadgummit, Mr. Ferguson, don’t get mixed up in this,” the sheriff muttered.

“I already am. That’s my niece, and they were in my store.”

“I’m not gonna arrest Judd and his pards. Wouldn’t do no good. You know Mr. Longacre’d just bail ’em right out and pay any fine the judge levied against ’em.”

“And I know that Judge Hiram Dunwoodie, venerable jurist that he is, would probably just dismiss the case with a stern warning, seeing as those men work for Cyrus Longacre.” Ferguson sighed. “All right, then. Don’t arrest anyone. Just order the combatants to disperse.”

Judd threw his hands in the air in disgust. “God, this is stupid!” he burst out. “All you people do is talk, talk, talk. It makes my head hurt. Come on, boys. Let’s get back out to camp.”

He stalked to the end of the porch, stomped down the stairs to the street, and went to a hitch rack in front of the next building. His steely-eyed companions followed him.

“You’re going to let them go when they’re the ones who caused the trouble, Sheriff?” Matt asked in a low voice.

“Dang right I am,” the lawman replied without hesitation. “That way nobody gets killed, includin’ me.”

The three men mounted up, Judd onto a silver-decorated saddle on a magnificent black big enough to support his weight. He galloped out of town with the other two following him. As soon as they were gone, the crowd started to break up.

The man with the cane climbed to the porch. “You can take that shotgun out of the poor man’s back now, Sheriff Sanger.”

“All right,” the sheriff said, lowering the twin muzzles, “but I don’t want no more ruckuses around here.”

“You should tell that to Cyrus Longacre and his gun-wolves,” Ferguson said with a nod toward the east, the direction where Judd and the other two men had disappeared. The cloud of dust that had boiled up from the galloping horses had all but dispersed.

Matt sighed in relief, turned, and saw that the sheriff was a round-faced, middle-aged man with a drooping mustache. Sanger glared at him and asked, “What’s your name, mister?”

“Matt Jensen.”

“What brings you to Helltown . . . I mean, Halltown.”

“Just passing through,” Matt told him honestly. “I’m on my way to the mountains. When I saw there was a settlement here I thought I’d pick up some supplies.”

“Well, get ’em and get gone. We don’t need no saddle tramps in town stirrin’ up trouble.”

Matt could tell that Sanger knew good and well who had started the trouble. The lawman was just trying to hang on to a shred of self-respect by blaming Matt for it, since he had let the real culprits go.

“Mr. Jensen was planning to spend the night, Sheriff,” Maureen said. “He was about to go over to Uncle Colin’s hotel and rent a room.”

“Well, he won’t have to do that now.” Ferguson stuck out his hand. “The best room in the house is yours, Mr. Jensen, at no charge. I’m Colin Ferguson.”

“Matt Jensen,” Matt introduced himself as he shook hands with the man. Ferguson was lean, with a look of sardonic humor on his face below a thatch of graying dark hair. “But I should warn you, by extending your hospitality to me, you risk offending that fella Longacre, whoever he is.”

Ferguson snorted in contempt. “The day I worry about offending Cyrus Longacre is the day you can box up my remains and ship me back to County Cork. Come along, lad. I’ll see that you’re well taken care of. What would you say to a tub full of hot water to soak away the dust of those long trails you’ve obviously been riding?”

“I’d say that sounds like a little bit of heaven,” Matt replied with a grin.




Chapter 3

He was right about that. Hot water and soap went a long way toward making Matt feel human again. After he dried off, he put on the one change of clothes he owned. Colin Ferguson had promised to have the dirty garments cleaned at the Chinese laundry down the street.

Still interested in having that drink he had thought about earlier, Matt went downstairs from his room on the second floor of the solidly built frame-and-stone hotel. Colin Ferguson was in the lobby, and it quickly became apparent that he’d been waiting for Matt.

“Come back to my office and have a drink with me, Mr. Jensen,” he invited.

“I was just about to head over to the saloon—”

Ferguson scoffed. “My whiskey is better than any of that who-hit-John you’ll get over there.”

“That’s a hard offer to turn down,” Matt said with a smile.

“Then don’t. Come along. As an added incentive, I’ll tell you all about what sort of hornet’s nest you’ve stepped into by making an enemy out of that brute Talley.”

Matt nodded. “All right. Thanks. And call me Matt.”

“All right, I will. I’m Colin.”

They went through a door at the end of the registration desk and along a short hallway to Ferguson’s simply furnished but comfortable office. Ferguson waved Matt into a red leather chair and moved to sit behind the desk. Taking a bottle and a couple glasses from one of the drawers, he poured drinks for both of them.

“Slainte,” Ferguson toasted as he and Matt lifted their glasses.

“To your health,” Matt said. He drank, enjoying the smooth fire of the liquor. Leaning back in his chair he went on, “I got the idea Talley works for this Cyrus Longacre you mentioned.”

Ferguson took another sip of his whiskey and nodded. “That’s right. He’s Longacre’s chief troubleshooter. And by that I mean—”

“Anything troubles Longacre, Talley shoots it,” Matt finished for him.

Ferguson sighed and nodded. “That’s exactly right, my boy. Talley’s a hired gunman. And don’t let the fact that he’s such a hulking brute fool you. He’s fast on the draw. He doesn’t have to demonstrate that fact very often, though. He’s so big that mostly he just pounds his opponents in submission, or cows them into going along with what he wants.”

“I’ve seen men like him before. They can be whittled down to size.”

Ferguson shook his head. “Not by the likes of the men we’ve got around here. Halltown has always been a pretty peaceful place.”

“I saw the sign outside town.”

“Helltown, you mean? I suspect that was the work of Roscoe Goldsmith, one of our local attorneys. Roscoe thinks he’s funny, you see, especially when he’s in his cups, which he frequently is. Talley was angry when he saw the sign and was going to tear it down, but Longacre ordered him to leave it alone. I think it appeals to Longacre’s twisted sense of humor. Either that, or he thinks it functions as a warning for people not to cross him.”

“You still haven’t told me who Longacre is,” Matt pointed out.

“That’s right, I haven’t. He’s become such a dominant figure around here in the past six months, it’s difficult to grasp the concept that somebody doesn’t know who he is.” Ferguson leaned forward and clasped his hands together on the desk. “Longacre is the railroad, and the railroad is Longacre. He owns it, lock, stock, and barrel.”

“The railroad that’s coming to Halltown, you mean.”

Ferguson nodded. “You know about that?”

“I saw the building going up at the edge of town and thought it looked like a depot,” Matt explained. “I take it there’s a spur line coming up this way from the Union Pacific, and Longacre owns it.”

“That’s right. The line is under construction now and is supposed to be here in another month or so. After that, Longacre plans to extend it even farther toward the mountains, into all the rich rangeland between here and there. He has a problem, though.”

“What’s that?”

“Paiutes,” Ferguson said.

Matt shook his head in confusion. “I thought the Paiutes were pretty much friendly these days. I haven’t heard anything about them being on the warpath.”

“They’re not. This particular bunch has signed a treaty, and they’re trying to abide by it. The agreement gave them the land for several miles along either side of Big Bear Wash. It’s not particularly good country, but the Paiutes seem satisfied with it.”

Matt wasn’t sure why Ferguson was telling him all this, but he gave in to curiosity and asked, “Why is that a problem for Cyrus Longacre?”

“Because Big Bear Wash lies between here and the big stretch of rangeland where the finest ranches in this part of the state are located. If Longacre could extend his railroad line that far, he’d stand to make a small fortune. But he’d have to build a bridge over the wash in order to do that, because it would cost too much to go around.”

“And the Paiutes won’t let him build it,” Matt guessed.

Ferguson nodded. “That’s exactly right. Longacre sent surveyors and engineers to take a look at the ground and figure out the best way to handle the job, and some of the young Paiute warriors chased them off. A couple days later, some of the elders from the tribe rode into town and hired Roscoe Goldsmith to file a motion in court preventing Longacre’s men from trespassing on their land to build his bridge. Judge Dunwoodie ruled against them right away, of course, since he didn’t want to cross Longacre, but Roscoe managed to contact Carson City by wire and got a lawyer friend of his to file an appeal with the federal courts before the telegraph mysteriously went dead.”

“Do you think Longacre had Talley pull down the wires to disable the telegraph?”

Ferguson shrugged. “I’d say it’s highly possible, even probable. Longacre had to have had an idea what Roscoe would do. That’s where things stand now. The railroad is still headed this way, but where it goes from here is up to the courts.”

Matt downed the rest of the whiskey in his glass. “It’s an interesting story,” he said as he set the empty glass on the desk, “but what does it have to do with me?”

“I just wanted you to know what you’re getting into by making an enemy out of Judd Talley, and by extension, Cyrus Longacre.”

Matt shook his head. “Talley, maybe, because I stood up to him when he was bothering your niece. But I don’t have anything to do with Longacre. And unless Talley wants to follow me up to the mountains and interrupt my hunting and fishing, I’m done with him, too.”

“Unfortunately, Talley’s liable to do exactly that, and Longacre will back him. You see, Longacre doesn’t want anybody standing up to his men and getting away with it. They’ve come in here, run roughshod over the town, done pretty much anything they wanted, and cowed Sheriff Sanger and Judge Dunwoodie into letting them get away with it. It’s sheer arrogance, is what it is. They do those things because they can.” Ferguson toyed with his glass. “Some of us here in Halltown would like to see a stop put to it. We’re willing to do what it takes to make that happen.”

Matt’s eyes narrowed as he looked across the desk at the man. “Now I see what’s going on,” he said slowly. “You want me to be your hired gun, the same way Talley packs iron for Longacre.”

Ferguson shook his head. “I didn’t say that—”

“But it’s what you were driving at,” Matt insisted.

Again, Ferguson’s shoulders rose and fell in a shrug. “It’s clear that you can handle yourself, Matt, and you’re not afraid of Talley and those other gunmen who work for Longacre. Nobody else around here can say that.”

“I’m just one man,” Matt pointed out. “Going up against all of Longacre’s men would be the same as suicide, wouldn’t it?”

Ferguson’s eyes narrowed in speculation. “I’m not so sure about that. I’ve got a hunch that if anybody could take on the whole lot of them and have a chance of coming out on top, it would be you.”

“I’m flattered,” Matt said, although his tone of voice made it clear that he didn’t really mean it. “But I’m not a hired gun, Mr. Ferguson.”

“Colin,” the hotel owner reminded him.

Matt came to his feet. “I’m sorry, Mr. Ferguson. If you’re making me an offer, the answer is no. I’m riding on in the morning. If you’ve changed your mind and want me to pay for my room tonight, I’ll be glad to.”

Ferguson waved away the offer. “No, no, you’re welcome here for helping out my niece the way you did. Maureen and I are the only family we each have left, so she means a great deal to me. Actually, you’re welcome to stay as long as you want. I’m in that much debt to you.”

“Consider it square any time you want,” Matt said with a shake of his head. He gestured toward the empty glass on the desk. “Thanks for the drink.”

Ferguson nodded gloomily. He was obviously disappointed by Matt’s reaction to the conversation.

Matt left the office and walked back to the lobby. He slid his pocket watch out of his jeans and opened it to check the time. The hour was late enough to start thinking about supper. He gave the clerk behind the desk a polite nod and went to the front doors.

Halltown’s main street was still busy. Cowboys from the large ranches in the area went in and out of the town’s several saloons, restaurants, hash houses, gambling dens, and dance halls. Some of the houses at the edge of town were probably more unsavory establishments that also catered to the local ranch hands. Men came and went on horseback, and buckboards pulled up in front of Gibson’s Mercantile and the other general stores in town. As afternoon wound down and evening came on, Halltown didn’t look like a place that had been buffaloed by a bunch of hired guns.

Of course, Talley and his friends had ridden out earlier, so they weren’t around to cause trouble. The townspeople and the punchers from the nearby spreads might be taking advantage of that fact. It might be different later, Matt reminded himself.

He wondered if the camp Talley had mentioned was the railroad construction camp. That seemed likely.

He didn’t know which restaurant in town was the best, and he didn’t particularly want to go back in the hotel and ask Ferguson for a recommendation. He would just have to make a choice and take his chances, he decided. He was about to do just that when a voice spoke behind him.

“Mr. Jensen?”

Matt swung around. The voice belonged to a woman.

And a mighty pretty one at that.




Chapter 4

The woman was a blonde, maybe twenty-five years old, Matt judged, and compactly built but with an intriguingly curved shape that was well displayed by the dark blue dress she wore. A hat of the same shade adorned with a feather perched atop the blond curls. Her eyes weren’t quite as dark a blue as the dress and hat, but almost. Her lips curved in a smile as she looked at Matt. He had a feeling she was well aware of the way his eyes assessed her, and she didn’t mind a bit.

“That’s right. I’m Matt Jensen, Miss . . . ?”

“Barry. Virginia Barry. Why do you assume that I’m unmarried, Mr. Jensen?”

Matt gestured toward the hand that held an elegant bag. “No wedding ring.”

“I’m wearing gloves.”

“They’re tight enough that I think I’d see a ring through them.”

Actually, Matt was guessing. It was pure instinct on his part that told him Virginia Barry didn’t have a husband. That, and a vibrant boldness to her gaze that he thought would be uncommon in a married woman.

“Well, how about it?” he said. “Am I right?”

Smiling, Virginia tucked the bag under her arm and used her right hand to pull the glove off her left hand. When her fingers were uncovered, she held them up where Matt could see them. Just as he had suspected, there was no wedding band on her ring finger. In fact, no jewelry of any kind decorated the slim, supple fingers.

“You’re a perceptive man, Mr. Jensen.”

“I try to be. Now that we’ve settled your marital status, Miss Barry . . . what can I do for you?”

“I’d heard that you were probably staying at Mr. Ferguson’s hotel. I looked you up so I could extend an invitation to you.”

That took Matt a little by surprise. He didn’t know Virginia Barry, or hadn’t until a moment ago. He didn’t know anyone in Halltown except Colin Ferguson and Ferguson’s niece Maureen. Who else could be inviting him anywhere?

“What sort of invitation?” he asked.

“For dinner,” Virginia replied.

“With you?” If that turned out to be the case, it wouldn’t be the first time an attractive woman had decided to pursue him. Matt was far from vain, but he was pragmatic enough to know that women often thought he was good-looking.

“I’ll be there”—Virginia continued to smile—“but actually I’m delivering the invitation on behalf of my friend, Mr. Cyrus Longacre.”

That really took Matt by surprise. So far he hadn’t heard anything good about Longacre, and the fact that an arrogant varmint like Judd Talley worked for Longacre was another mark against the man. But Matt had to admit he hadn’t heard both sides of the story.

“I’m not acquainted with Mr. Longacre,” he said. “I’m not sure why he’d invite me to dinner.”

“Well, you weren’t acquainted with me just a few minutes ago, were you? Mr. Longacre has heard about you, and he wants to meet you.” Virginia paused. “And Cyrus is the sort of man who usually gets what he wants.”

Her casual use of Longacre’s first name told Matt quite a bit. He was curious. “Where’s this dinner going to take place?”

“In Mr. Longacre’s suite at the hotel.”

Matt turned his head to glance at the building he had just left.

“No, not this hotel,” Virginia said. “The Sierra House. It’s two blocks down, on the other side of the street. You can’t miss it.”

Matt wasn’t the sort to spend a lot of time brooding or fussing over a decision. He made up his mind quickly. “What time should I be there?”

Virginia’s smile brightened. “You’re accepting?”

“I am.”

“Then we’ll be expecting you at seven o’clock. Good evening, Mr. Jensen.”

Matt touched a finger to the brim of his hat. “Good evening, Miss Barry.”

She turned and moved off along the boardwalk. Matt watched her go, and he would have been lying if he’d said that he didn’t enjoy the view.

He hadn’t accepted the invitation just because Virginia Barry was a beautiful young woman. He was genuinely curious what Cyrus Longacre thought he stood to gain by wining and dining an hombre who was just passing through Halltown. From what Matt had heard about Longacre, the man struck him as the sort who wouldn’t do anything if he didn’t think he might somehow profit from it.

Maybe Longacre was afraid Matt would stay around town and cause trouble for him because of the little ruckus with Judd Talley. Maybe he worried some of the town’s citizens might try to recruit Matt to stand up to Longacre’s rule. After all, that was what the conversation with Colin Ferguson had amounted to. Longacre might be trying to get to him first.

He wasn’t going to be bought off by either side, Matt told himself. His gun wasn’t for hire unless you counted things like riding shotgun on a stagecoach, which was an honest job. But it wouldn’t hurt anything to let Longacre buy him a meal, he thought.

Besides, he would get to see Virginia Barry again, and there was no denying he was looking forward to that.





Since there was a little more than an hour until he was supposed to show up at the Sierra House for his dinner engagement, Matt walked down the street to the livery stable where he had left his sorrel earlier. The old-timer who ran the place greeted him with a friendly nod.

“I’m takin’ good care of your horse, son,” the hostler said. “You don’t have to worry.”

“I’m not worried,” Matt assured him. “I just thought I’d stop by for a minute.” He reached over the stall gate and patted the sorrel’s shoulder. “I’ve heard a lot of talk around town about this fella Cyrus Longacre. What do you think about him?”

Matt knew that fellas who ran livery stables were often good sources of information about what went on in a town. They dealt with many of the citizens, and they saw most of the strangers who came and went, as well. And when they were old-timers, like that one, he knew they could be counted on to have a hankering to talk.

The short, wiry, grizzled hostler grimaced, twisting up his weathered face in a look of distaste, like he had just bitten into a rotten apple. “Longacre,” he repeated. “Well, he’s got a lot of money, I reckon. But that’s just about the best thing I can say about him.”

“To some people, that’s all that would matter.” Matt picked up a curry comb and began running it over the sorrel’s sleek hide.

The liveryman shook his head. “Not to me. Oh, I don’t mind money. I wish I had more of it. But that ain’t all that counts in the world. There’s such a thing as bein’ honorable, too.”

“You wouldn’t describe Longacre as honorable?”

The old-timer took a deep breath. “You had your own run-in with that hombre Talley who works for him. You reckon an honorable man would hire a skunk like that?”

“You can’t always condemn a man just because of what his employees do.”

“I know that. But the first thing Longacre done when he come to town was to sic Talley on poor ol’ Joe Dunaway.”

“Who’s that?” Matt asked.

“He owned the freight line that ran betwixt here and Reno. Longacre tried to buy him out.”

“Why would he do that? Because Dunaway was competition?”

The old-timer nodded emphatically. “That’s right. The way I see it, Longacre thought he could buy the freight line and shut it down, so there wouldn’t be no way to get goods up here for a while, until the railroad rolls in. By that time, folks’d be so desperate for regular freight service again, they’d pay whatever Longacre wants to charge for shippin’ things on his trains.”

Matt frowned. “But he could’ve just waited until the tracks get here, undercut Dunaway’s prices, and run him out of business that way.”

“Would’ve cost more, at least startin’ out, and would’ve taken longer,” the liveryman explained. “One thing about Longacre, son, and it didn’t take folks long to learn it . . . he wants what he wants when he wants it and how he wants it. He don’t take kindly to anybody gettin’ in the way of that.”

Matt nodded slowly. That agreed with what Ferguson had told him about Cyrus Longacre. It was starting to sound familiar. Matt had run into men like that before.

“What happened with Dunaway and his freight company?”

“Joe told Longacre to go to hell. I reckon he knew he couldn’t compete with the blasted railroad over the long run, but he was bound and determined to hang on as long as he could.” The old-timer shrugged. “Somebody jumped him one night, beat the hell outta him, and busted him up so bad he didn’t have no choice but to go back east and live with his daughter and her family, so they could take care of him. Longacre wound up buyin’ the freight outfit after all, but he only give Joe pennies on the dollar for what it was worth.”

“I suppose everybody thinks Judd Talley is the one who attacked Dunaway.”

“Joe said it was like a mountain fell on him. Ain’t nobody else around here who’s that big.”

“But the sheriff didn’t do anything about it,” Matt guessed.

The liveryman snorted in disgust. “By that time Walt Sanger had figured out it was in his best interests to go along with whatever Longacre wants, even if it ain’t best for the town. Walt never was what you’d call real strict on the law, but he was always pretty honest . . . until Longacre and Talley scared it outta him.”

“Aren’t you a little worried, talking about them like this? What if it got back to them?”

“Shoot, son, you was ready to shoot it out with Talley, I was told. I don’t figure you’re pards with him and his boss.”

“No,” Matt admitted, “I’m not. I was just curious, and you’ve confirmed what I suspected.”

“If your suspicions were that Cyrus Longacre and Judd Talley and the rest of that bunch are lowdown polecats, you’re sure as shootin’ right about that!”

“Longacre has a friend, a Miss Barry . . .”

“Friend would be a polite word for what that gal is, and Lord forgive me for sayin’ such an ungentlemanly thing.”

“She’s a looker, though.”

“That she is,” the old-timer agreed. “But looks don’t count for as much when you associate with the likes of Longacre.”

Matt patted his horse’s shoulder again. “Well, I’ve got to be going . . .” Something stirred in his brain and made him pause. “What about Longacre’s trouble with the Paiutes?”

The liveryman shook his head in dismay. “The dang fool’s gonna wind up causin’ an Indian war if he keeps tryin’ to push ’em off that land of theirs. It’s theirs by rights. They signed a treaty and they’ve abided by it. If Longacre had tried to strike a deal with ’em, he might’ve been able to. But he figured since they was redskins, he’d just take what he wanted.”

“Do you happen to know the chief?”

“I sure do. Fine old fella name of Walkin’ Hawk. Pretty fierce warrior in his time, I suspect, but now he just wants peace for his people. I don’t know if Longacre’s gonna let him have it.”

Matt nodded. Everything he had heard about Cyrus Longacre was starting to remind him of something else. He wanted to learn more, though, before he sent a couple wires.

He couldn’t do that anyway, he reminded himself. The telegraph lines were down.

Maybe they wouldn’t stay that way. Western Union probably had a crew on their way to repair the line. As soon as the wires were humming again, Matt might have to get in touch with Smoke and Preacher. Awhile back, the three of them had run up against a problem big enough that it took all their guns to settle it. The situation in Halltown was shaping up to look like it might be connected.

If that turned out to be true, Helltown really was a better name for the place.

Matt said good-bye to the old-timer and left the livery stable. He had killed enough time that it was late enough for him to stroll toward the Sierra House. Earlier he had told himself to be fair and give Longacre the benefit of the doubt. After everything he had heard, he wasn’t sure if he could still do that.

The Sierra House was as nice as the Ferguson Hotel, maybe even a little nicer. That didn’t surprise Matt. A rich man like Longacre wouldn’t want to stay in a construction camp when there was a town nearby, and he would stay in the best place in that town. When Matt told the desk clerk he had an engagement with Cyrus Longacre, the man nodded instantly and said, “You’re Mr. Jensen?”

“That’s right.”

“Miss Barry instructed me to tell you that you should go right up. Mr. Longacre’s suite is at the end of the hall, the biggest door up there. You’ll see it.”

Matt nodded. “Obliged.” He went up the stairs.

The door to Longacre’s suite was indeed bigger and fancier than any of the others on the second floor. Matt knocked on it, then took off his hat and held it in his left hand.

He kept his right hand free, and it didn’t stray far from the butt of the .44 holstered on his hip. Habits like that helped keep a man alive.

When the door opened, Virginia Barry stood there, a smile of welcome on her lovely face. Her hair was down, in two shining blond wings, and she had traded the more sedate dark blue gown with its long sleeves and high neck for a pale pink dress that left her arms bare except for short, puffy white sleeves. Her shoulders were uncovered, and the dress’s neckline dipped low enough to reveal the twin swells of creamy breasts.

“Right on time, Mr. Jensen,” she said. “Won’t you come in?”

It was an invitation most men wouldn’t be able to resist. Matt could have, if it were necessary, but after hearing so much about Cyrus Longacre—all of it bad—he wanted to meet the man for himself.

That introduction was imminent. As Matt stepped into the room, a man strode toward him, thrust out a hand, and said in a hearty voice, “Mr. Jensen! It’s good to meet you. I’m Cyrus Longacre.”
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