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BULLETS AND BAD MEN

Fargo was so quick that the men hadn’t even stopped laughing before his Colt was in his hand. The one whose pistol was on the table made a grab for it, but Fargo put a bullet into the bridge of his nose before he could get it clear of the tabletop.

The other man threw open his robe and pulled his own gun. Fargo let him get it almost level before he shot him in the eye.

Then he whirled around to see that Tom had thrown the woman aside and had his pistol out. He was smiling at Fargo.

“You shouldn’t have done that, friend.”

“I’m not your friend,” Fargo said.

“No, I guess you ain’t,” Tom said.

He was about to pull the trigger when Fargo shot him. Tom slumped to his knees on the floor, looking up, eyes stunned.

“You son of a bitch,” he said.

Fargo didn’t bother to answer.

Tom fell forward on his face. His left leg twitched once, and the toe of his boot kicked the dirt floor. Then he was still.
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The Trailsman

Beginnings . . . they bend the tree and they mark the man. Skye Fargo was born when he was eighteen. Terror was his midwife, vengeance his first cry. Killing spawned Skye Fargo, ruthless, cold-blooded murder. Out of the acrid smoke of gunpowder still hanging in the air, he rose, cried out a promise never forgotten.

The Trailsman they began to call him all across the West: searcher, scout, hunter, the man who could see where others only looked, his skills for hire but not his soul, the man who lived each day to the fullest, yet trailed each tomorrow. Skye Fargo, the Trailsman, the seeker who could take the wildness of a land and the wanting of a woman and make them his own.




Bitterroot Valley, 1862—  
There’s gold in Devil’s Creek, and madness  
in the marshal.
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The trading post west of Fort Sheridan wasn’t any different from a lot of those that Skye Fargo had seen—not much more than a ramshackle hut, dark and dirty, smoky and smelly, with a few tables and a makeshift bar. Anybody could turn up in a place like that, from the best to the worst, but it was usually the worst. The man should have known that, Fargo thought. He should never have brought the woman there.

But it was none of Fargo’s business, or so he told himself. He had other things on his mind, but even so, his lake-blue eyes turned icy when he heard the comments of the men at the table in the darkest corner of the room.

There were three of them, and they wore heavy buffalo robes, though it was too far into the spring for such things. They smelled worse than the dead animals they’d taken the hides from, and their faces were hidden by heavy beards. Their voices were coarse and loud, as if they’d been drinking for quite a spell.

The couple could hear them, too, probably better than Fargo could. It was plain that they were trying to ignore the roughnecks, but Fargo figured that it would soon be impossible.

He was right. It wasn’t long before one of the men stood up and said something that made the woman avert her face. The man and his friends laughed, and he walked over to the table where the woman sat, his heavy robe dragging on the hard-packed dirt floor. He wore a beaver hat that had seen better days. Some of the fur was missing, and what remained was stained and greasy.

The trading post owner, a short, skinny man named  Barsett, was behind the rickety bar, and he started to reach for something that Fargo couldn’t see, but one of the men still sitting at the table reached inside his robe and brought out a heavy Navy Colt and laid it on the tabletop with an audible thump. Barsett looked up, and the man shook his head at him. Barsett smiled a weaselly smile and walked to the far end of the room, where he pushed aside a dirty cloth that served as a curtain and went out. It was clear that he wasn’t going to interfere with whatever happened.

The man with the pistol looked over at Fargo and gave him a gap-toothed grin as if to say that the fun was about to begin. The grin was not, however, an invitation for Fargo to join in. It was a clear sign that Fargo wasn’t to do anything at all, other than to stay right where he was and ignore what was going on. Fargo took a drink of his sorry-tasting whiskey and didn’t say a word.

The big man had reached the woman’s table by then, and he was looking down at the man Fargo assumed was her husband, who started to stand up.

“Don’t, Moses,” the woman said, but she was too late because Moses was already halfway out of his chair.

The big man put out a ham-sized hand and shoved Moses back into the chair so hard that it wobbled backward and nearly overturned.

“You just be quiet and keep your seat, Moses,” the big man said, “while I talk to this pretty little lady here.”

She was pretty, all right, Fargo thought, or at least what he could see of her was. She had night-black hair and delicate features, with a wide mouth and big black eyes. She was wearing a man’s heavy shirt that effectively covered any other charms she might have above the waist, and her lower body was hidden by the table where she sat.

She looked up at the man and said, “Leave us alone. Please. Just go away.”

He grinned down at her and said, “You can call me Tom, and I ain’t goin’ away. I like the way you say please. I think I’d like to hear you say it again.”

“Please,” she said, looking down at the table.

The big man looked around at his friends and said, “Ain’t that just about the sweetest thing you ever heard?”

He laughed, and one of them said, “It sure is, Tom. Tell her to say it one more time.”

“You heard him,” Tom told her. “Say it again.”

The woman, who was still looking down at the table, opened her mouth, but this time no sound came out.

“Say it,” Tom told her, his voice rough with anger.

“Leave her alone,” Moses said.

“No, Moses,” his wife said, but again she was too late. Moses was already clawing awkwardly for the pistol he wore at his side.

Tom didn’t give him a chance to get it. He grabbed Moses by the collar and jerked him out of the chair.

“Don’t ever try to pull a gun on me, son,” Tom said.

He threw Moses to the floor and nodded toward the table in the corner. The man who had laid the pistol on the table picked it up and fired twice. The first bullet struck Moses in the center of the chest. He was probably already dead when the second bullet took off the side of his jaw.

The sound of the shots echoed in the room, and for a while all Fargo could hear was the ringing in his ears. He smelled the bitter powder smoke and wondered again what a man like Moses had been doing in the trading post and why he’d brought the woman there.

Tom was saying something to the woman, but he kept his voice low, and Fargo couldn’t quite hear what it was. The woman probably couldn’t either, as she stared in shocked silence at the dead man, her eyes wide in disbelief.

The two men at the other table were laughing. Fargo couldn’t hear them, either, but he saw their wide mouths and squinted eyes as the shooter dropped his Colt back on the table.

Fargo looked back at the woman. She eased out of the chair and onto the floor as if she wanted to cradle the dead man’s head in her arms but was too sickened by the blood and tissue to do it.

Tom reached for her, but she struck away his hand. She was spirited, and that seemed to make him angry. He reached again, grabbing a fistful of her shirt. She tried to pull away, but he drew her up from the floor and to him. When he had her standing, he opened the buffalo robe with one hand and hugged her against his chest with the other. He pressed his bearded face to hers for a kiss. She turned her head aside, but that didn’t bother Tom. He nuzzled her neck like a horse eating oats while she struggled to break his grip.

Fargo told himself that it wasn’t his problem. He had things to do, and he couldn’t let himself be distracted by the troubles of other people. They should have known better than to get themselves in such a bad fix, and if they had blundered into a bad situation, well, they deserved what had happened. Besides, Fargo had learned the hard way that nearly every time he got mixed into somebody else’s business, it led to trouble for him. And he didn’t need any more trouble right at the moment.

He told himself all that, but it wasn’t helping much. He could see the two men laughing at their table, licking their lips in anticipation of what was to come. Fargo had a good idea of what that would be. As soon as Tom had his way with the woman, he’d give her to them, and by the time they were done with her, there wouldn’t be much more left of her than there was of those buffalo the men had skinned for their robes.

Fargo sighed. He couldn’t see himself letting that happen, even though he was sure he’d regret stepping in. He stood up and faced the men at the table. He was so quick that they hadn’t even stopped laughing before his Colt was in his hand. The one whose pistol was on the table made a grab for it, but Fargo put a bullet in the bridge of his nose before he could get it clear of the tabletop.

The other man threw open his robe and pulled his own gun. Fargo let him get it almost level before he shot him in the right eye.

Fargo then whirled around to see that Tom had thrown the woman aside. She had landed on the table, knocking it over, and it had fallen on top of her after she hit the dirt floor.

Tom had his pistol out, and he was smiling at Fargo.

“You shouldn’t have done that, friend.”

“I’m not your friend,” Fargo said.

“No, I guess you ain’t,” Tom said.

He was about to pull the trigger when Fargo shot him the first time. Dust puffed out of the robe where the bullet struck, and Tom looked surprised. He looked even more surprised when Fargo shot him again, the bullet striking him in almost the same place the first one had. He slumped to his knees on the floor, looking up at Fargo, his eyes stunned. His beaver had fallen off and rolled to the side.

“You son of a bitch,” he said.

Fargo didn’t bother to answer. He just waited. He didn’t have to wait long.

Tom fell forward on his face. His left leg twitched once, and the toe of his boot kicked the dirt floor. Then he was still.

The room was full of acrid smoke. Now that the shooting was over, Fargo waved it away from his face. Then he went back to his table and had a drink from his whiskey glass.

The woman stirred and looked around, wide-eyed. Fargo put the whiskey glass down on the table. He went over to the woman and helped her to her feet. What with all the shooting in the enclosed space, it would be a while before either of them could hear much of anything, so he led her outside and leaned her against the wall. Her shoulders shook as sobs racked her body, and Fargo left her to her grief.

It was a warm spring day. There wasn’t a cloud to be seen in the high blue sky, and the grass around the trading post waved in the breeze. Fargo stood and let the sun warm him.

After ten or fifteen minutes, he started hearing sounds again, mainly the sobs of the woman. He was surprised she hadn’t stopped crying by now.

He left her where she was and went back inside. The weasel-faced Barsett was standing over Tom’s body, looking like he was about to cry, too. He wasn’t grieving, however. He was just angry.

Barsett turned to Fargo and said, “You son of a bitch. What are you gonna do about all this?”

“Not one damn thing,” Fargo told him. “This is your fault, Barsett. If you’d pulled your shotgun out from under the bar before it started, it never would’ve happened.”

“Goddammit, I’ll set the law on you.”

“The hell you will. You know what they’d have done to that woman. You probably would’ve helped, you little bastard.”

Barsett opened his mouth, then looked at the face of the big man in the buckskins and closed it.

“That’s better,” Fargo told him. “What you’d better do is bury those three and forget about anything ever happening here. It won’t be the first time.”

Barsett didn’t deny the accusation. Finally he said, “Who’s gonna pay me for the damages?”

“I don’t see any damages,” Fargo said. “Just four dead men. You can keep the robes off those three, and you can take whatever else they have on them for your trouble.”

Barsett thought it over while Fargo watched him. It didn’t matter to Fargo what the man decided. Fargo was leaving, no matter what.

“I guess that’s fair,” Barsett said after a few seconds. He seemed about to say something else, but he caught himself and clamped his mouth shut.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Fargo said. “You can have their horses, too. I don’t care.”

Barsett rubbed his hands together in satisfaction.

“What about the other fella?” he asked.

“His things go with the woman.”

“Yeah, I figured. What about her?”

“You can’t have her,” Fargo said.

“A man like you don’t need a woman taggin’ along with him. What’re you gonna do with her?”

It was a good question, and Fargo hadn’t really thought that far ahead. He said, “We’ll have to see about that.”

He left Barsett standing there and went outside. The woman was still right where he’d left her, but she’d stopped crying. Fargo looked at her appraisingly.

“They killed Moses,” she said, meeting his gaze.

“They did that,” Fargo agreed. “He should’ve known better than to bring a woman like you out here with nobody to back him up. You should’ve been with a party, or had a guide.”

Fargo had taken people all over the west. He knew about guides, and he knew about all the dangers that people could encounter, from Indians to animals to weather. And men like Tom and his partners.

“We couldn’t afford a guide,” the woman said.

Fargo looked back at the door of the trading post as if he could see what was inside it.

“I know what you’re thinking,” the woman said. “If we’d spent the money, Moses would be alive now. But we didn’t have the money to spend even if we’d wanted to. That’s why we were going west. My brother’s here. He says there’s gold. Moses was going to try his luck.”

Fargo looked the woman over. He’d been right about her looks, and now that he could see more of her, he knew that her body lived up to the promise of her face. She was wearing denim pants that fit tightly around her well-rounded rump, and her legs were long and slim.

“Where were you headed?” he asked.

“Devil’s Creek. Did you ever hear of it?”

“I’ve heard of it,” Fargo said.

“I’ll never get there now. My God. What am I going to do?”

“I can take you there,” Fargo told her.

“What?” She looked at him quizzically. “Why would you do that?”

“Because,” Fargo said, “I’m headed there myself.”

 

The woman’s name was Ruth, and she didn’t want to spend the night at the trading post.

“I want to get as far away from here as we can,” she said. “But I can’t leave until Moses is buried.”

Fargo hadn’t planned to stay around for that part of things, but he helped Barsett drag the bodies out behind the building, and then he helped dig Moses’s grave. Ruth insisted on saying a few words over her husband before they covered him over, and then she started crying again. While she was getting over it, Barsett went back inside, and Fargo got the horses ready to go. He mounted up on the big Ovaro and rode back to the grave, leading Ruth’s horse and her husband’s.

“You ready?” he asked.

She looked at him and said that she was. She mounted her own horse with practiced ease and said, “Let’s go.”

They rode away, and neither one of them looked back.
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After they’d ridden a few miles, Ruth started talking. She explained that she and her husband had come from Kansas. Moses had failed as a farmer and then failed as a business-man. He’d even tried a little school teaching and failed at that.

“So he decided we needed a fresh start,” Ruth said. “He thought that if we could find gold, things would be all right.”

Most men who thought along those lines went out on their own, Fargo thought. They didn’t take their wives with them. He said as much to Ruth.

“I know, but Moses didn’t like to be alone. He needed somebody with him.”

Fargo had known men like that. It was as if they’d never quite figured out how to get along in life, and they needed someone else to take care of them. The western territories were no place for men like that, as most of them had found out the hard way.

Ruth went on to say that she and Moses had gotten as far as Denver without too much difficulty, but after that, things had grown worse. Moses didn’t really know anything about the country or about how to travel in it. They’d more or less wandered from one place to another, and while Moses kept promising Ruth that they’d get to the Bitterroot Valley and start getting rich on a gold claim, they didn’t seem to be making a lot of progress.

“He said he just knew that things were going to work out,” Ruth said. “He told me that we’d be rich.” She shook her head. “I guess he was wrong.”

“I guess he was,” Fargo said.

“Is that why you’re going to Devil’s Creek?” Ruth asked. “To get rich?”

“No,” Fargo said.

“Why, then?”

“I have my reasons,” Fargo said.

He wasn’t going to talk about them with Ruth, however. What he was going to do in the territory was none of her business.

They were silent for a time, and then she said, “I can tell you’re not like Moses. You know your way around out here.”

It was true. Fargo was a trailsman, and he had traveled over the whole of the west. He had spent some time down Texas way and seen the Gulf waters roll onto Galveston island. He had seen the Tetons in the Yellowstone, and he’d seen the silver mines of Nevada. When you got right down to it, there wasn’t much he’d missed.

But being a trailsman meant more than just traveling around and being able to find his way where others couldn’t. It meant that he had developed a kind of sensitivity to his surroundings, that he could read the signs that were visible and the ones that weren’t. He could respond to the unseen, the unheard, the unsaid. It was a special kind of receptiveness that most white men never even understood, much less cultivated, but Fargo had it. And it was warning him now, warning him that there was more to the woman Ruth than met the eye and that there was danger ahead of him and danger behind him.

He knew about the danger in front of him. That was why he was headed to Devil’s Creek in the first place. But the danger behind was something different, something that he was keen to even though he couldn’t name it. It caused a prickling at the base of his neck, but he didn’t worry about it. He knew he’d meet it soon enough.

 

They camped that evening by a small stream. It became clear that Ruth had spent time in the open before. She knew how to build a fire, and she set about it while Fargo tried his hand at fishing. He caught a couple of small trout and cleaned them beside the stream, tossing the offal on the ground for the scavengers that would show up soon after nightfall.

Ruth fried the trout in a black iron skillet, and Fargo had to admit that they tasted as good as if he’d done the job himself. He said so.

“Thank you,” Ruth said. “I’ve always prided myself on my cooking.”

When they were finished, she took the skillet down to the stream and scoured it out with sand from the bank. Dusk was gathering, and Fargo suggested that they might as well get out their bedrolls.

Ruth was careful to carry her things quite a distance from Fargo. She chose a spot under a large tree. Fargo preferred to be in the open.

It grew dark. Fargo settled his head back and looked up at the stars that glittered like fiery pinpricks in the black sky. A three-quarter moon, pale as ice, rose slowly and cast dark shadows around the trees. Fargo thought he heard Ruth crying just as he drifted off to sleep.

 

He didn’t know what woke him, but he was instantly alert, his pistol in his hand. He saw Ruth’s silhouette in the moonlight a few yards off.

“What’s the matter?” Fargo asked.

“I didn’t mean to bother you,” she said. “I couldn’t sleep, and I thought a walk around might help.”

“You don’t want to be walking around out here,” Fargo told her. “You never know what you might run into.”

She shuddered. “Could anything be worse than what I’ve already encountered?”

Fargo smiled ruefully, though he knew she couldn’t see.

“You’ve got a lot to learn about this place,” he said. “There are a lot worse things here than Tom.”

Ruth walked closer.

“You know what he wanted,” she said.

Fargo said that he knew, all right.

“Do you want it, too?”

“What the hell kind of a question is that?” Fargo asked.

“It’s just a question. I’ve never quite been able to figure out why men act the way they do. Moses never did. He just never seemed interested.” She paused. “Well, hardly ever. And when he did, it was never very exciting.”

“You think it would’ve been exciting with Tom?” Fargo asked.

Ruth moved closer still. She was standing so close now that Fargo could have reached out and touched her leg.

“I don’t think it would have been exciting,” she said. “I think it would have been painful and sad.”

Fargo wasn’t sure she was right about the sad part, but she was damn sure right about the painful, at least as far as she was concerned. It wouldn’t have hurt Tom much.

“I wonder what it would be like with you,” she said.

Fargo didn’t answer because he didn’t know what to make of her. Here she was, after all her crying and her husband not dead more than a few hours, practically offering herself to him. One thing was for sure, though. It was an offer he wasn’t going to turn down, not if she really meant it.

“You could always find out,” he said.

“I guess I could, at that.”

Ruth knelt down beside him and looked into his eyes, smiling almost shyly. Then she put her hands to the sides of his head and put her mouth on his. The kiss started off awkwardly, but it soon caught fire. Ruth’s tongue darted into Fargo’s mouth, tangled with his, then withdrew. She leaned away from him, breathing heavily.

“Moses never kissed me like that.”

Fargo could tell. He was thinking that there must have been a lot Moses hadn’t done, or at least hadn’t done right. Fargo could do it right, and he was glad that Ruth was curious enough to find out what she’d been missing. Most women would have been afraid. He reached out and started to undo the buttons of her shirt.

He didn’t work fast enough, and Ruth moved his hand away. Fargo was surprised at the speed with which she got her clothing off. When she stood before him naked in the moonlight, she said, “Do I look all right?”

Fargo admired the creamy hills of her breasts, her slim calves, her tight, flat belly, the fleecy hair at the juncture of her legs.

“You look better than that,” he said. “Didn’t Moses ever tell you?”

“Moses never saw me like this,” she said. “He didn’t want to. He thought it wasn’t right for a woman to show her nakedness to a man.”

Now Moses would never know what he had missed,  Fargo thought. He must have been as crazy as a donkey grazing in a patch of loco weed.

She ran her hands tentatively over her breasts and shivered. Fargo shivered a little, too, and started shucking off his clothing. Soon he was as naked as she was, his pole jutting out in front of him.

“My God,” Ruth said. She reached out a hand and touched him gingerly. “Moses never looked like that!”

Fargo was beginning to feel truly sorry for Moses, who was never going to know what he’d missed out on by being such a pantywaist. He stepped close to Ruth, pressing the length of his shaft up against her belly and letting her feel its heat. Her soft breasts flattened against his chest, and their hard tips felt like tiny hot coals.

They kissed again, and this time when they drew apart, Ruth was shaking as if she had a chill, and her skin was hot to the touch.

“I feel feverish,” she said.

“It’s not fever,” Fargo said. “And if it is, I have the cure for it.”

They lay down side by side on the grass, and Fargo let his hands roam over her body, feeling the fullness of the ripe breasts and the rise of her hips. His fingers lingered in the tangled curls of Ruth’s pubic hair, and she moaned softly as he ran his hand between her legs and down her inner thighs.

She opened her legs and let him explore her more fully. His finger found her nether lips and stroked them for a moment before he slipped it between them. When he did that, Ruth cried out.

“Oh! Oh!”

So that was something else Moses had never done, Fargo thought. He stopped the motion of his finger.

“Oh, don’t stop!” Ruth said. “Please! Please!”

He continued to caress her, and soon her hips were bucking against his hand. He pressed down on her pubic mound and held his finger still while she did the work, rocking herself in ecstasy. She raised her hips high, and almost without volition his finger slipped inside her. She was so wet and slickery that it went in right past the second knuckle.

“Ah! Ah!” Ruth cried, and thrust at him.

Fargo moved his hand away and looked at her. She grew calmer and reached for his stiff pole.

“Put it in me now,” she said. “I want to feel it in me.”

Fargo was more than ready to oblige, up to a point. He settled himself between her legs, but he didn’t insert himself. Instead he let the hairs around her sweet spot tickle the sensitive tip of his tool. Then he slid inside just enough to bring her excitement to a new level.

“Oh, sweet Jesus!” Ruth said. “Now, Fargo! Please! I have to have it now!”

Fargo didn’t see any reason not to give her what she was asking for. He wanted it as much as she did, if not more. He slipped into her as easily as if she had been oiled, all the way to the bottom of his root. For a second or two they remained like that, completely motionless, Fargo buried in her so far that their pubic hair tangled. Then Ruth began to moan deep in her throat. Suddenly she threw her legs around Fargo’s back and locked her ankles together. She thrashed beneath him as if she were in her death throes, and Fargo had to struggle to match her movements. In moments, however, they were working together as if they’d been doing it for years, and Ruth became even more frenzied.

Then all at once she stopped moving completely. She lay still as death, and a small noise began to come from somewhere deep inside her. It grew louder and louder. She dug her nails into Fargo’s back and began to rock under him, slowly at first and then faster and faster. Finally a loud cry burst from her.

“Now! Now! Now!”

Fargo could hold back no longer. He pushed his hips against her with each shuttering climax, forcing himself deeper and deeper into her until they both came to a stop, exhausted.

They lay without speaking for a long while. Then Fargo said, “Was it exciting?”

“My God, yes. Yes. I didn’t know it could be like that. It was never like that with Moses. Never. Will it ever be like that again?”

“Could be,” Fargo said.

“Good. When? How soon?”

“Well, I figure it’ll be at least a few minutes,” Fargo said. “You think you can wait that long?”

Ruth laughed. It was a sound of pure joy.

“I’ll try,” she said.
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The next morning, Fargo wasn’t sure he was going to be able to walk, much less ride a horse. For the rest of the previous night, Ruth had been like a woman possessed. He had never met one more insistent or demanding. Not that he minded. It had been quite an experience for both of them. Ruth had never known real sex before, and Fargo had enjoyed teaching her what it was all about. He wondered if she would ever cry for Moses again. Somehow he didn’t think so.
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