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				Sin is lawlessness. Lawless people have sauntered across the face of the earth since the Garden of Eden. But perhaps no era has had its lawlessness so romanticized and remembered like that of the Old West. Even a hundred years later, the desperados are recalled and portrayed in movies, books, and songs.

				Often, we can remember their demise.

				In the early morning hours of July 14, 1881, Billy the Kid was shot and killed by Pat Garrett in Pete Maxwell’s bedroom at Fort Sumner, New Mexico.

				On April 3, 1882, Jesse James was shot in the back by Bob Ford in St. Joseph, Missouri.

				On October 5, 1892, Grat and Bob Dalton were killed by irate citizens of Coffeyville, Kansas.

				On August 19, 1895, John Wesley Hardin was shot in the back at the Acme Saloon in El Paso, Texas, by John Selman.

				And of course, George Leroy Parker (Butch Cassidy) and Harry Longbaugh (the Sundance Kid) were killed in . . . well, that all depends on who you choose to believe—family or film.

				However, the Old West did not have bandits hiding behind every sage and cactus. Most folks were law-abiding, but they lived in a land so new, few laws had been established. Temptation was always before them: stagecoaches, banks, and railroads provided a good supply of targets. With law enforcement stretched thin or non-existent, crime often succeeded. Lawless lifestyles needed to be supported because whiskey cost only ten cents a glass and morphine only a quarter. And sometimes, sheer desperation motivated the crime. The civil war left many homeless, shiftless, and jobless.

				But not every outlaw met a violent end.

				Over seventy years old, Frank James sold tours of the James brothers’ farm for fifty cents a person.

				In 1910, Cole Younger still toured the country, lecturing on “What Life Has Taught Me.”

				And some bad men turned out good.

				The Lord has always been in the redemption business. He came to the earth to “save sinners.” Some of whom, like Samuel Fortune, had spent many a day on the owlhoot trail. Sam Fortune finds that Jesus’ work for him provides more than an eternal home.

				It drastically affects life on this earth as well.

				It’s a lesson we all need to learn.

				Because, it seems to me, all of us come into this world as spiritual outlaws. And for many, it’s a long trail home.



				Stephen Bly

				Broken Arrow Crossing, Idaho

				Fall of ’00
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				“Have mercy upon me, O God, according to
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				Near Dry Fork, Indian Territory,

				June 17, 1885



				You ain’t got no friends left but me, Sammy. All the rest are dead or in prison. Except maybe some lady friends.”

				In a night too dark to see dirt, Sam Fortune stooped at the waist and tried to catch his breath. The prairie dirt radiated a stifling heat and masked the normal aroma of scattered sage. A lineup of past acquaintances paraded across his mind. T-Bow: gunned down in a Chinese chophouse in Wichita. Grant: ambushed by a posse while trying to cross the Red River. Elmer Red: knifed in the Signal Mountains along Wildhorse Creek. Whitey and Harmon: hung by Judge Parker. And the rest . . . rotting in some jail, someplace. Sam stood up straight. He couldn’t see the man’s straight, black hair that hung well past his shoulder, or his ragged duckings, or his dirty, black felt, wide-brimmed hat, but he could hear him gasp for breath.

				“I can’t for the life of me figure out how you lasted so long, Kiowa,” Sam panted.

				“Devilishly good looks and a superior brain,” came the low, almost musical reply.

				“Well, pick up your saddle, handsome—we need to keep hikin’.”

				“Do I detect white-man jealously in that sarcastic reply?”

				“Right at the moment, neither of us have a horse, a home, or a meal. In the darkness behind us, six men are ridin’ after us, apparently to kill us. I figure your good looks and great brain are in the same fix as mine.”

				“Fortune, you’re a lucky man!” Kiowa called out somewhere ahead of him.

				“How do you figure that?”

				“Look down there.”

				Reaching the top of the rise, Sam peered at lantern light that flickered out the front door of a shadowy building.

				“That’s Dry Fork!” Sam reported.

				“Yeah, well all the other folks must be in bed, ’cause only one building still has lanterns lit.”

				“There is only one building in Dry Fork.”

				“We hiked ten miles to get to a town with only one building?”

				“You want to turn around and hike back?” Sam challenged.

				“Well, . . . as long as we’re here, we could survey it for possibilities.”

				After a short hike, they sat their saddles on the boulders across from the saloon door. “Stay here. I’ll take a look inside. If you hear a ruckus, steal the best horse and ride west. No one’s dumb enough to chase you out on the staked Plains.”

				“If I hear a ruckus, I’m comin’ in to save your pitiful white skin again, and you know it.”

				The building pitched to the right, windblown like everything else for a hundred miles. The clouds that had covered the night sky several hours earlier made the air heavy, smelling of sulfur. It felt too hot to rain but not too hot to hail. In the distance, thunder rolled somewhere out on the Llano Estacado.

				Four men with cards in their hands and wide-brimmed hats pulled low huddled around a blue-painted table in the back corner of the twenty-by-thirty-foot room. Two others leaned on the mahogany bar. One propped his massive stomach on the bar itself. To the left, a man wearing a vest embroidered with gold cord sprawled on top of a faro layout. A big woman in a straight-hanging, gray cotton dress and jowls caked with rouge rifled his pockets.

				Bullet belts crisscrossed the bartender’s chest. A vertical scar on his forehead forced a permanently raised eyebrow as if always asking a question. His chin was clean-shaven but his mustache was bushy and ragged.

				Sam ambled slowly up to the bar. Next to the faded portrait of a rotund brown-skinned lady—draped in nearly transparent gauze—a sign read: “Whiskey—10 cents/Water—25 cents.”

				The bartender sponged the sweat off his forehead with a flour-sack towel. Then he used it to wipe the glass in his hand. “I didn’t hear you ride up, mister. What can I get you?”

				Sam studied the four at the card table. They, in turn, surveyed him. “I had a friend that said he might leave a message here for me.”

				“What’s your friend’s name?” the bartender asked.

				“Lafayette Wilson,” Sam said.

				“He’s dead.” The bartender slapped the glass upside down next to several others. “Some ol’ gal up in Hays City shot him twelve times in the back. Can you imagine that? Twelve shots in the middle of the back.”

				Sam brushed his mostly gray mustache, then slid his fingers down his narrow chin. “I reckon he didn’t leave me a message, then.”

				The bartender, reeking of sweat, whiskey, and onions, leaned closer. “I don’t know. What name do you go by?”

				Sam heard shouts from upstairs. Several bullet holes punctured the unpainted, planked ceiling. The holes were old, and he couldn’t tell if they’d been made by firing up or down.

				“I said, what name do you go by?”

				Sam stared into the man’s coal black eyes. “Sam Fortune.”

				The bartender took a step back. “The outlaw? I heard you was in jail.”

				The two men at the bar eyed Sam, slapped coins on the counter, and lumbered out the front door.

				“I was.” Sam watched the two depart, but kept an eye on the four men in the corner. “But I’m out now.”

				“You escape?”

				Fortune’s right hand rested on the walnut grip of his Colt .44 revolver. “Why do you ask?”

				The bartender again wiped the sweat off his round face with the towel, leaving a clean streak across his cheek. “You’re right, ain’t none of my business. But there’s a woman upstairs who claims to know you. I heard her say that. Maybe she has a message.”

				“What’s her name?”

				“Ladosa.”

				The image of a very short, black-haired woman with long braids and riding boots up to her knees flashed in Fortune’s mind. “What room is she in?”

				The bartender held up a large, puffy hand. “She’s busy right now, but she should be down pretty soon. You want the dime whiskey or the two-bit whiskey?”

				“Neither.” Sam surveyed the comely woman on the painting behind the bar. “I’d like . . . something to eat.”

				“It’s midnight. Why would you want that?” The bartender wiped his nose on the towel.

				“’Cause I’m hungry.” Sam studied the worn brass rail of the bar. Half a pair of handcuffs were still fastened to it.

				The bartender peered at the woodstove at the end of the bar and waved his hand. “I can give you a fried beef chop and some beans for two bits.”

				Fortune spied several flies buzzing around a slab of dark red, almost black meat on a chopping block by the stove. “Is the meat spoiled?”

				The man shrugged. “Just a little.”

				“Then fry it extra done, and give me two plates full and a cup of coffee.”

				The bartender surveyed the open front door. “You expectin’ company?”

				“Either that, or I’m very hungry.”

				The bartender shooed the flies with a sweep of his hand and sliced the meat. Then he waved the knife toward the corner table. “You want in on that poker game?”

				“No. They haven’t dealt a hand since I walked in. It’s too slow a game for me.”

				The big man leaned over toward Sam. “I reckon they cain’t figure out whether to shake your hand or shoot you in the back. They ain’t got a full cup of brains among the lot of ’em. You want whiskey?”

				“Just that coffee.”

				“Help yourself, but it’s gettin’ a little rancid. I ought to wash that pot one of these weeks.”

				Fortune poured himself a tin cup of steaming, black, lumpy liquid, then strolled to the open doorway; one hand rested on the grip of his revolver.

				They don’t have the nerve to shoot me in the back. At least, not yet. He pulled off his hat with his right hand and took a sip of coffee. Without glancing out into the darkness beyond the doorway, he replaced his felt hat and meandered over to the big woman who stood behind the faro table. The man with the black beard still sprawled on his stomach, motionless on the green felt table. She was dealing out a hand of solitaire on the back of the man’s gold braided vest.

				She looked at Sam. A soft, pleasant smile broke across her puffy lips.

				“You want to play faro, honey?” she asked.

				Fortune pointed his coffee cup at the man on the table. “Is he dead or alive?”

				“Don’t matter, does it?” she winked. “But, I’ll throw him on the floor if you want to play.”

				He stepped closer to the lady and caught a whiff of very strong, lilac perfume. “Darlin’, I’m just wonderin’ if that’s the way all your customers end up.”

				She grabbed a handful of the man’s oily, dark hair and yanked his head up off the table then dropped it down with a thud. “Only them that welch a bet.”

				Sam took another sip of hot, bitter coffee. “Leave him there. Looks sort of picturesque, you playin’ cards on his back.” He turned a one-armed wooden chair so its back was to the wall and plopped down beside the woman.

				Kiowa Fox entered the saloon and meandered to the bar. His duckings looked even more tattered in the lantern light of the saloon.

				The large woman continued playing cards on the unconscious man’s back. “You hidin’ out or just lost?”

				Sam took another sip of coffee but didn’t look up at her. “Neither.”

				“Mister, no one comes to Dry Fork unless they’re hidin’ or lost. There is absolutely no other excuse for being in this place.”

				“Which is it for you?” he challenged.

				“Hidin’ from an angry husband.”

				“Yours? Or some other gal’s?”

				Her laughter rolled out like the lowest notes on a piano. “Both! Now, it’s your turn.”

				He peered at the stairway in the back of the room. “I’m waitin’ for someone.”

				She studied the numberless playing cards in her hand. “The half-breed you signaled at the door is over at the bar now.”

				“You don’t miss very much.”

				“There ain’t very much happenin’.” She poked two cards in front of him. “Which one of these queens do you think I look like?”

				“Neither, darlin’—they are both old and fat-faced.”

				She buried the queens in the deck and looked around the room. “Who are you waitin’ for?”

				Sam sipped the now tepid, rancid coffee. “Ladosa.”

				She sorted three cards in her right hand. “I should have known.”

				He rocked the chair back on its hind legs. “I just want to talk to her.”

				The woman raised her thin, dark eyebrows. “Honey, this is Dry Fork. We don’t give a cow chip what you two do.”

				“I’m waitin’ to see if she has a message for me.”

				“She’s up visitin’ with the deputy.”

				Fortune sat his chair back down with a thud. “Who’s up there?”

				She reached over with long fingers and patted his shoulder, as if patting a favorite dog’s head. “You ain’t much of a card player, precious. You jist tipped your hand. You on the run?”

				“Let’s just say I’d rather avoid a deputy U.S. marshal.” He stood up and glanced at her makeshift table. “The jack of hearts will play on the queen of clubs.”

				“You talkin’ cards?”

				He grinned and squeezed her hand. “Yep.”

				“That’s too bad.” She tugged at the sleeve of his cotton shirt. “You sure you don’t want to play?”

				“I’m lousy at cards, remember?”

				“Of course I remember, honey.” Her light, girlish giggle did not match her size. “That’s why I asked you.”

				“I think I’ll check on my chops.”

				“The meat’s rank,” she warned him.

				“Anybody get sick on it?”

				“Not yet.”

				“Well, if it kills me, you can have first rights to rifle my pockets.”

				A big grin broke across her face. “I’ll take you up on that, darlin’.”

				Sam Fortune headed toward the bar. The four men at the poker table followed his every step. Their cards still laid facedown on the round blue table. He backed up against the bar next to Kiowa Fox.

				“Is that man on the faro table dead?”

				“Nobody seems to know . . . or care,” Sam reported.

				“You want a whiskey, yet?” the bartender called from the frying pan.

				Kiowa set down his glass. “My compadre don’t believe in drinkin’ alcohol. Course, he could drink this dime stuff. There ain’t nothin’ in it but prickly pear juice and strychnine.” He leaned a little closer to Fortune, and lowered his voice. “Those four in the corner drinkin’ up the nerve to start a fight?”

				“Sort of looks like it.”

				“Spot anyone you know?”

				“Not yet,” Fortune whispered.

				“Good, let’s go steal us a horse.”

				“What? And miss a fine meal?”

				Kiowa pointed at the woodstove. “You ain’t really goin’ to eat that, are you? I hear it’s spoiled.”

				Fortune pointed at the whiskey glass. “You aren’t really goin’ to drink that, are you?”

				Kiowa threw his head back and gulped down the amber liquid. “Maybe we ought to leave. There’s only six horses left out there.”

				“Which direction did the first two head?”

				“East.”

				“Good. We won’t trip over them later. Did you ever know a girl over at Fort Still named Ladosa? She’s not much more than four foot eight.”

				Kiowa raised his thick, black eyebrows. “Ladosa McKay is in Dry Fork?”

				“How many other Ladosas do you know?”

				“Maybe I’ll wait, too,” Kiowa grinned. “She may be short, but she’s fully growed elsewhere.”

				Sam kept his eyes focused on the front door and the black Oklahoma night. “She’s upstairs with a deputy U.S. marshal.”

				Kiowa’s hand slipped down to his holstered .44. Chairs scooted from the corner table, and two men jumped to their feet. All faced the bar; hands rested on pistol grips.

				“You boys aren’t gettin’ much poker played,” Sam called out. “You seem to be a little nervous.”

				“We’re jist waitin’ for you to make your move, Fortune,” a shallow-eyed man mumbled.

				Fortune looked each of the men in the eyes. “Boys, all I’m here to do is eat a chop.” There’s not a one of ’em that would draw on me face-to-face.

				“That there meat’s a little spoiled.” The spokesman kept his left hand buried in the pocket of his jacket.

				Fortune’s face returned no expression. “A man has to take a few risks in life.”

				“Ain’t that the truth,” a short, red-haired man agreed. His right hand now clutched the grip of his revolver. His finger rested on the trigger of the barely holstered gun.

				“Mister, that ain’t a risk you want to take,” Kiowa informed him.

				The men slowly pulled their hands away from their guns. The two that stood sat back down.

				“Your chops is ready,” the bartender interrupted. Two tin pie dishes, piled with slabs of blackened meat and smothered in pinto beans with hunks of sourdough bread plopped on top, appeared before them. “You want a fork or a knife?” the cook asked.

				“Both,” Kiowa instructed.

				“Well, ain’t you choosy?” He tossed the tinware on the counter. “That’s four bits for the two suppers.”

				Sam Fortune paid the money. “Think we’ll eat out in the dark on the porch,” he announced. “That way we don’t have to see how spoiled the meat is.”

				“How do I know you ain’t goin’ to steal them plates?” the bartender protested.

				“Why on earth would we do that?” Kiowa picked up his plate and walked to the door.

				“Tell Ladosa I want to talk to her,” Fortune commanded as he scooted out into the night.

				The men hiked across the dirt road, then sat on the boulders in the shadows, and faced the front of the saloon.

				Kiowa took a big bite of beans and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “How long before they sneak up the side of the building?”

				“Not until Ladosa comes out,” Sam surmised. “They’ll use her for a diversion.” He cut off a chunk of meat, stabbed it with the knife, and plopped it into his mouth. It tasted like fried fat and burnt toast.

				“The longer we sit here, the harder it will be to steal a horse,” Kiowa stated. “They’ll have someone at the window.”

				Sam swallowed a wad of half-chewed meat and felt it rub all the way down his throat. “I don’t aim to steal a deputy’s horse.”

				Kiowa mopped beans with sourdough bread. “We goin’ to wait until he rides off?”

				“The others will just fret and drink themselves into a stupor. Maybe we ought to wait until they all pass out.” Sam scooped beans into his mouth with his knife. They tasted crusty and smothered in hot spices.

				“You know what’s funny, amigo?” Kiowa laughed. “That deputy is goin’ to come out here looking for us carrying a lantern tryin’ to cut our trail—but he’ll look for horse prints, and he won’t find any. The amazin’ Kiowa Fox is impossible to track on horseback, especially when he doesn’t have a horse!”

				For several minutes the only sounds were the scraping of tin pie plates and the smacking of lips.

				“Here she comes!” Fortune pointed across the dirt road to the open door of the saloon. “In the black dress.”

				“That ain’t no dress,” Kiowa whispered.

				“Sure it is.”

				“There ain’t enough of it to be a dress.”

				Sam took a big bite of sourdough bread. “Well, it’s Ladosa, all right.”

				Kiowa scratched the back of his neck. “Ever’one includin’ the angels in heaven can see that.”

				They pulled back into the deep shadows of the boulders.

				“Sammy?” the lady called out staring into the June night.

				Fortune pointed to both sides of the Dry Fork Saloon, where men snuck in the shadows. Kiowa Fox scooped up a rock the size of a sweet potato and chunked it fifty feet to their left.

				Four shots flared almost in unison.

				“What are you doin’?” Ladosa screamed. “Sammy’s a friend of mine!” She yanked a broken crate off the front porch and tossed it at the shadowy gunmen. Then she spun around and stomped back into the building.

				Sam watched through the saloon door. Ladosa marched across the room and up the stairs. Several men entered the saloon from the back door, then all the lights dimmed to black.

				“They’re layin’ in for a siege,” Kiowa whispered. “What are we goin’ to do?”

				“Finish our supper. We’ve got the advantage.”

				“How do you figure that? They’ve got six men and two women.”

				“Seven men,” Sam corrected.

				“Are you countin’ the dead one?”

				“Yep, but we got the edge. We know where they are—but they don’t know where we are.”

				“You think they’ll try to sneak out after us again?”

				“Nope.” Sam picked his teeth with the fingernail of his little finger. “They’ve got no motivation. No reward’s out on me. No warrants. And they don’t know you.”

				“Some of ’em jist want to be the one who shot Sam Fortune.”

				“I don’t know which is sadder, Kiowa, them or us.”

				“I’ll sneak up there and get us two horses.”

				“Not until I talk to Ladosa.”

				“She ran upstairs.”

				“She’ll come see me.”

				“The old ‘Sammy charm’?”

				“I just treat ’em decent, that’s all.”

				“She ain’t a decent woman.”

				“I figure that’s for the Lord to decide, not me.” Fortune pointed to the side of the leaning building. “Over there! She’s climbing down that escape ladder.”

				“I don’t see nothin’,” Kiowa insisted.

				“Neither do I,” Sam replied. “But, I hear the rustle of her petticoat.”

				“She wasn’t wearin’ a petticoat.”

				“She is now,” Fortune assured.

				“Sammy, you’re crazy.”

				“Finish your supper. We’ll be leavin’ soon,” Sam whispered.

				“On horseback?”

				“That remains to be seen.”

				“I ain’t walkin’ out on that Staked Plain,” Kiowa declared.

				“Maybe we’ll go north.”

				“I ain’t walkin’ north either.”

				Fortune sat his tin plate quietly on the boulders, then crept to the edge of the road. By crouching low on his haunches, he could spy the dark silhouette of Ladosa McKay.

				“Sammy?” she whispered.

				He scooted far to her right, then answered softly, “Don’t walk to my voice, Ladosa, keep walkin’ straight.”

				She had crossed the road in the dark and was about to stumble into the boulders when he called out again, “Stay right there, darlin’. I’ll come to you.”

				She flinched but didn’t say a word when he slipped his hand into hers. He tugged her back into the safety of the rocks.

				He could not see her face, but he smelled her rose perfume and felt her dancing brown eyes on him.

				“Sammy, who’s with you?” she asked.

				“You remember Kiowa?”

				Her voice dropped to a soft murmur, “I thought he was dead.”

				Kiowa’s voice was low, lilting: “I am . . .”

				“That ain’t funny,” Ladosa complained.

				“His death was just a vicious rumor,” Fortune added.

				“Who would start a rumor like that?” she quizzed.

				“Me,” Kiowa chuckled. “Bounty hunters don’t go after dead men.”

				“What are you two doin’ here? Don’t you know there’s a deputy U.S. marshal in there?”

				“Which one?” Kiowa queried.

				“Roberts.”

				“We’re out here whisperin’ because of S. D. Roberts?” Kiowa groaned. “He couldn’t hit a buffalo with a shotgun at ten feet.”

				Ladosa pressed her chest against Sam Fortune’s arm, her hand still in his. “As long as you don’t go near that saloon, they won’t come after you. At least, not until daylight. They’re all scared to death of the legendary Sam Fortune.”

				“We’ll be out of here by daylight.” Fortune released her fingers and stepped back. “How have you been, Ladosa? Why are you out here at the edge of the plains?”

				“Sammy, how long has it been since you were in Fort Still?”

				“Not since I got out of jail.”

				“Well, it’s bad. The Apaches and the Comanches were knifin’ each other, and the soldiers stayed drunk most of the time. Then the Ratton Boys moved up, and it was like a civil war. I hitched a ride with a drummer and got out. This is as far as he made it.”

				“What do you mean, ‘this is as far as he made it’?”

				“He got shot in a poker game. I was stuck without a penny. Well, I do have one valise of clothes, two jack mules, and a wagon half full of General Marsh’s Health Restorer. Now you know why I’m here, but I don’t know why you’re here.”

				“We rode our horses down. We stopped to pick up a couple new ones,” Sam announced.

				Ladosa clutched onto Fortune’s arm. “There ain’t any horses for sale around here.”

				“That’s OK,” Kiowa laughed; “we don’t have any money.”

				“If you steal that deputy’s horse, he’ll follow you for sure. Course, he might follow you, even if you don’t steal the horses,” she warned.

				Sam sat back on a boulder and pulled her closer. Her bare arms felt soft, smooth, and warm to his calloused hands. “I served my sentence. They can’t arrest me in Indian Territory.”

				“No one wants to arrest you, Sammy,” she clarified, “they want to shoot you. Pat Garrett, Bob Ford, Jack McCall—everyone knows the names of the men who kill famous gunfighters. They’re lookin’ for fame and some free drinks.”

				“Sam Fortune doesn’t rank up there with those.”

				“Maybe not in the states, but you certainly do in the Territory. Ain’t that so, Kiowa?”

				Fox scraped his tin plate with his knife. “Ladosa’s right, amigo.”

				“You want to go for a ride, darlin’?” Sam invited.

				“I thought you said you didn’t have a horse?” she countered.

				“We don’t. But we can all ride in your wagon.”

				With him sitting and her standing, their heads were about the same height, though she was still unseen in the darkness. “You want me to hitch up my wagon and take you somewhere?”

				“If we don’t steal a horse, they got no claim on following us. We could swing over to Texas and drive up to the Washita.”

				“And then where?” She pulled away. “Once you two get horses, you’ll leave me in some dump worse than Dry Fork.”

				Sam reached out and felt a satin dress at her shoulders. He began to rub her neck and back. “There is no place worse than Dry Fork.”

				She leaned into him. Her neck muscles relaxed.

				“Where do you want to go, Ladosa darlin’?”

				“Dodge City, Kansas.”

				“We’ll take you there,” Sam assured.

				“No we won’t! I’ll get hung on sight in Dodge,” Kiowa protested.

				“Then, we’ll take you near Dodge City,” Fortune promised.

				Excitement filled her voice, “Really?”

				“Yep.”

				She stepped toward the darkened saloon. “OK, I’ll do it. Let me sneak back in and pack my things. My mules are in the corral behind the saloon, and the wagon is behind the privy. But I don’t know how you two will hitch it up and ride out of here without them shootin’ you.”

				“I thought I’d tie ’em up first.” Fortune took a hold of her small hand.

				“How are you goin’ to do that?” she asked.

				He tugged her close. “I’ll sneak back in with you, darlin’.”

				“You’re crazy, Sam Fortune,” she said.

				He pulled her fingers up to his lips and kissed them. “You’ve known that for a long, long time.”



				Overpowering the aroma of dirt and grime in Ladosa’s room was the waft of a recently extinguished vanilla candle, and the sweet sickening smell of rose perfume filled the room.

				“Can you find your things in the dark?” he whispered.

				“I spent most of my life in the dark. Besides, my valise has been my dresser ever since I arrived in Dry Fork.”

				He cracked open her door and tried to eavesdrop on the hushed conversation in the room below. He felt Ladosa’s hand touch his shoulder. “I’m ready,” she whispered.

				“Darlin’, when you get down, help Kiowa hitch up your mules to the wagon, but don’t drive it around front until you see light come on in the saloon.”

				“And the saddle horses?”

				“Leave ’em at the rail for now. I want ’em to see that we didn’t steal any horses.”

				“Are you sure you can handle the deputy and five men?” she worried.

				“Six, countin’ the dead one on the faro table. Where’s the big woman goin’ to be?”

				“Monique went to her room, locked the door, and took her laudanum as soon as the lanterns went out. She won’t wake up until afternoon.”

				“Monique? Her name’s Monique?”

				“Yeah. So what?”

				“She doesn’t look like a Monique, that’s all.” He clutched her arm. “Before you go back down, call the deputy up here.”

				Her lips were only an inch away from his. “You goin’ to kill him?” she questioned.

				“Of course not. I wouldn’t have to go to all of this trouble to kill him. I’ll just crease his head and let him sleep it off in your room.”

				“What shall I say?”

				“Anythin’ that’ll make him hurry in here with his gun in his holster.”

				“What if he won’t come?”

				“Honey, any man that won’t come when you call ain’t much of a man.”

				She kissed his lips then scooted over to the partially open door.

				“S. D.?” she sang out. “I’m scared up here by myself. Why don’t you come up here and keep me company?”

				A deep voice rumbled up from the room below, “We’re waitin’ for Fortune to make his move.”

				“Well, havin’ one gun at the head of the stairs would be a good position, wouldn’t it?” she persuaded. “I’m really, really lonesome.”

				Boot heels rattled across the wooden saloon floor and started up the stairs. Sam motioned toward the bed, Ladosa stepped back, and he crouched behind the now open door.

				“Don’t just stand in the doorway, Deputy,” Ladosa cooed.

				He took two steps forward.

				Fortune slammed the barrel of his .44 revolver into the back of the man’s head and kicked the door closed.

				The deputy collapsed on the bed.

				Ladosa scampered to the window and out on the ladder with her valise.

				Sam opened the door slowly, grateful it didn’t squeak. He sat on the stairs and slid down one step at a time, his pistol in his right hand, his head behind the handrail. The room was coal black. He listened carefully as he neared the saloon floor. The voices were muted, anxious.

				“That deputy has the right idea.”

				“It sure beats sweatin’ here in the dark.”

				“They’s left for sure. There ain’t nothin’ in all of Dry Fork that Sam Fortune wants to steal.”

				“Our horses are still out there. I say they’re out there, and they’re goin’ to steal our horses.”

				“Well, they ain’t gettin’ much there. We stole ’em three days ago and purty near rode ’em down. I say we’re missin’ out on a good poker game.”

				“Ain’t nothin’ good about it. You was cheatin’, Leon, and you knowed it.”

				Fortune heard the hammer on a revolver click.

				“You callin’ me a card cheat?”

				“Not in the dark, I ain’t. Simmer down. Let’s have another whiskey.”

				“Cain’t—the bartender is asleep on top the bar, a pistol in each hand.”

				“The deputy went upstairs. The bartender’s snorin’. They ain’t takin’ this seriously!”

				“If it’s so blame serious, why don’t you go out there in the dark after Fortune and that half-breed?”

				“I ain’t goin’ out there until it breaks day.”

				“Well, ain’t this a fine sight? They probably stole our horses and rode off, and we is hidin’ under our desks like schoolgirls.”

				“Our horses are still there,” one voice reported.

				“Well, if somethin’ don’t happen soon, I’m goin’ to play poker.”

				Sam Fortune tugged off his boots and padded slowly toward the bar in his stocking feet. With his eyes adjusted, the room’s shadows varied from dark gray to black to dark black.

				His big toe stuck out of his sock and brushed along the sticky wooden floor. He slipped behind the bar and sniffed his way to the unbathed bartender. Sam pinched the man’s nose closed and shoved the barrel of his .44 into his mouth. The startled man jerked up but found his head pinned to the top of the bar. Fortune yanked both revolvers out of the man’s hands.

				“Hey, barkeep, you awake? We want some whiskey over here—the good kind,” someone demanded.

				“He’s still asleep,” another guessed.

				“He ain’t snorin’.”

				“I’ll get the whiskey.”

				Sam hunkered down behind the bar and listened to the man’s boots.

				“How am I goin’ to see which is the good whiskey?”

				“Light a match.”

				“Fortune will shoot me fer sure if he sees a light in here.”

				“Squat down behind the bar to light it. He can’t see through walls, and you’re too far from the door.”

				Sam held one of the bartender’s revolvers in each hand. Only a few feet away, he heard the man fumble for a match. Suddenly the light flared and Sam jammed a barrel in each of the man’s ears.

				The man’s eyes widened.

				The match dropped.

				“Tell them to light a lantern,” Fortune hissed as he forced the man to his feet with guns in place.

				“Light a lantern . . .,” the man managed to choke out.

				“We ain’t goin’ to light no lantern. Use a match.”

				Fortune pulled both hammers back at the same time. “I said light a lantern!” Sam’s captive hollered.

				“Get away from the windows, boys,” one warned. “I want to see what’s goin’ on over there.”

				When the kerosene lantern began to glow, Fortune sat on the bar behind a frightened man with one gun in his ear. The other revolver pointed at the three near the front door.

				“How’d you get in here?” one of them roared.

				“Lay your guns on the floor,” he ordered.

				“What’s he doin’?” one of the men pointed to the bartender, who laid on his back on the bar. Fortune’s revolver stuck in his mouth like a steel sucker.

				“He’s lyin’ real still. I’ve got such a hair trigger on that gun—if he even moves his head a half-inch, it will go off.”

				“But you ain’t got your hand on it.”

				“Doesn’t matter. You so much as stomp your foot, and it will send a lead ball through the back of his brain.”

				“I don’t believe that,” one growled.

				“I doesn’t matter what you believe. It’s what the bartender believes that counts,” Sam added.

				“Do what he says, boys. You ain’t got a gun stuck in your ear,” the one next to Fortune blurted out.

				“We ain’t goin’ to put down our guns and let you kill us unarmed,” another insisted.

				“You ever known Sam Fortune to shoot an unarmed man?” The three spun around to see the grinning face of Kiowa Fox.

				The bartender mumbled something.

				“What’d he say?”

				“I think he said to lay down your guns,” Fortune smiled. “Either that, or he wants me to uncock the pistol in his mouth.”

				The three dropped their revolvers on the floor of the saloon.

				“Now stand up,” Sam ordered.

				“What are you goin’ to do, Fortune?”

				“I’m just goin’ on down the road, boys. I don’t aim for any back shooters to be followin’ me. Kiowa, hunt up all the rope you can find. Let’s tie these boys tight.”

				The man on the bar continued to sweat and stare at the pistol in his mouth while Kiowa tied the four others to their chairs around the poker table. He tied their hands in their laps and their shoulders and feet to the straight-backed wooden chairs, and then he shuffled the cards.

				“What are you doin’?” one asked.

				“Figured you might want to do a little bettin’.” Kiowa dealt out four hands of five cards each. Then he fanned the cards and wedged them into their bound hands.

				“We ain’t takin’ this lightly,” the heaviest of the men sneered. “They hang horse thieves around here!”

				“Since when?” Kiowa challenged. “You four are still alive. Besides, we aren’t taking your horses,” he added.

				Kiowa strolled behind the bar. “How about this one?” he indicated the barkeep.

				“Retrieve my gun for me.”

				Kiowa yanked the gun out of the barkeep’s mouth. “Look at this, Sam—you had this gun clicked only once, not even at full cock. It couldn’t have gone off even if you’d pulled the trigger.”

				Fortune grinned. “Well, I’ll be!”

				“That ain’t funny!” The bartender raised his head straight up, and Kiowa crashed the barrel of the revolver into it. The man crumpled back onto the bar. “I ran out of rope,” Kiowa shrugged. “Shall we leave the lantern on?”

				“Sure, we don’t want these boys to play poker in the dark.”

				A shot crashed into the painting behind the bar and showered Kiowa with splinters. He dove down. The man who had been passed out on the faro table now propped on one elbow and waved an old Walker Colt. Sam dropped to the floor and rolled. The man’s second shot misfired in the barrel of the gun, and the recoil sent the barrel flying back into his temple. Again he collapsed on the faro table.

				“I think he knocked himself out,” Sam informed Kiowa, who crouched behind the bar.

				Kiowa stood up and peered across the shadows. “I liked that ol’ boy best when he was dead.”

				“Yank off his belt and tie his hands to the legs of that table before he resurrects himself again,” Fortune instructed. “I’ll go get the horses.”

				“You steal our horses, and we’ll track you down!” one of the men at the poker table screamed.

				“I didn’t say I’m goin’ to steal the horses, I said ‘get the horses.’”



				Ladosa McKay sat in the front seat of the wagon and watched as Fox and Fortune tossed saddles into the boulders and tugged, pushed, and cajoled each of the six horses through the front door into the saloon. When they had finished they threw the bridles into the rocks with the saddles.

				Kiowa stared at the darkness of the saloon, “You change your mind about the lantern?”

				“Didn’t want those horses kickin’ it over and startin’ a fire,” Sam explained.

				“They’ll get panicky pretty soon,” Kiowa reported.

				“The men or the horses?”

				“Both. Did you nail the doors shut?”

				Sam pushed his hat back. “All the doors and windows.”

				“That ought to make for an interestin’ evenin’.”

				“And who said it’s boring out here on the plains?” Sam swung up in the wagon to Ladosa’s side. Kiowa Fox on the other.

				Sam slipped his arm around her shoulders. “All right, darlin’, take us to Kansas.”

				The wagon lurched forward into the dark June night.

				“Sam Fortune, I cain’t for the life of me see how you ever stayed alive this long,” she said. “It must be your mama’s prayers.”

				Fortune’s voice was soft. “Mama died thirteen years ago. But Daddy is a prayin’ man.”

				“Good,” Ladosa encouraged. “’Cause we might need them prayers tonight. If they get loose, they’ll follow us. A mule wagon is mighty easy to track.”

				Sam hugged her shoulders. “They won’t follow. We didn’t steal anythin’.”

				“Yeah, somehow that don’t seem right,” Kiowa added. “At least we could have taken some food.”

				“You don’t want anything from that kitchen,” Ladosa warned. “The meat’s spoiled.”



				By sunrise they crossed into the Texas panhandle and headed north toward the Canadian River. The heavy clouds kept the air hot and humid. Kiowa slept in the back of the half-empty wagon as Ladosa continued to drive.

				Her voice sounded sleepy, “We’ve got to buy some supplies if we’re goin’ all the way to Dodge.”

				Fortune studied the treeless horizon. “Maybe we ought to drive over to Antelope Flats and buy some food.”

				“I’ll get arrested if I show up in Antelope,” Kiowa called out.

				“Is there anywhere you could go and not get arrested?” Ladosa questioned.

				“Dry Fork . . .,” he laughed. “But go on into Antelope Flats. I’ll jist hide out back here. Besides, I could use the sleep.”

				“I presume you two are flat out busted, being on foot and all,” Ladosa probed.

				“We’ve got a couple dollars,” Fortune confessed.

				“Let me get this straight,” she brushed her fingers through her long, black, uncombed hair: “You two talk me into leavin’ with you, only I have to provide the rig and the grub?”

				“Mighty presumptuous, ain’t it?” Kiowa called out.

				She wiped the back of her hand across her small, round nose. “It’s sad. Course, it was the best offer I’ve had in months.”

				“Now, that’s sad,” Sam laughed. He glanced back at Kiowa. “We’d better buy some bullets in Antelope Flats . . . if Ladosa can afford it.”

				She slapped the lead lines on the mule’s rump, but the animal kept to its plodding gait. “We need to go to Antelope Flats for your package, unless you’ve already picked it up.”

				Sam stretched out his arms and tried to loosen a dirty, stiff neck. “What package are you talkin’ about?”

				“Piney Burleson has been lookin’ all over the Territory for you, because she has a package for you. Last I heard she was in Antelope Flats,” Ladosa explained.

				“I haven’t seen Piney since I got out of prison.”

				“Well, she told me to tell you about a package from Deadwood, Dakota Territory.”

				Kiowa sat up in the back of the wagon. “You got family in Deadwood, don’t you, Sam?”

				“My older brother and his wife . . . Li’l sis is there with—”

				“Your daddy’s in Deadwood, ain’t he?” Kiowa pressed.

				“Last I heard,” Sam mumbled.

				Kiowa reached forward and slapped him on the back. “Well, they done sent you a Christmas present, boy, and you ain’t picked it up.”

				Sam stared out across the bare panhandle plains. A stiff wind blew from the south. “It’s June.”

				“Piney’s held onto it for months,” Ladosa added.

				“I thought she was in Fort Smith,” Fortune murmured.

				“Nope. She’s up at Antelope Flats. She opened up a . . . sewing business.”

				“Could be a trap,” Kiowa warned. “Someone might jist be using the parcel to get you within shootin’ distance, Sammy.”

				“Kiowa’s got a point. It might not be smart to go where someone’s expectin’ me, just for a moldy fruitcake.”

				“It ain’t a fruitcake. It’s a Sharps carbine.” Ladosa asserted, “And we ain’t goin’ to Dodge City until you pick it up.”

				Sam Fortune jerked around. He felt like someone had kicked him in the ribs. “A what?”

				“Piney peeked at it and told me it was a converted .50-caliber Sharps, saddle-ring carbine. Now, that’s worth gettin’, ain’t it?”

				Sam yanked the lead lines out of her hands and jerked the rig to a stop. “That’s Daddy’s gun!” he blurted out.

				“Well, it’s yours now.” She grabbed the lead lines away and lurched the rig forward.

				“He wouldn’t give that gun to anyone on the face of the earth.” A cold sweat broke across Fortune’s forehead. “Not while there was a breath of life in him, anyway.”
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