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Read on for an excerpt from Ralph Compton’s West of the Law,  coming in October  ...




THE BLOODY TRAIL

Until now, Jeremiah had forgotten about the old Navy model Colt at his side. The pistol was used mostly for target practice. Other than that, there was the occasional wild animal or wounded horse that needed to be put out of its misery. At the moment, Jeremiah wondered if he even had the strength to pull the gun from its stiff leather holster.

‘‘What the hell you think you’re doing?’’ the shorter of the three men asked.

Jeremiah stepped back, but didn’t take his eyes from the trio. His mind raced for a response to the man’s question, but his mouth had already refused to do much more than suck in a few shallow breaths.

All three of the other men let their hands drift to the holsters strapped at their waists.

When he saw that, Jeremiah felt his heart slam against the inside of his ribs and his arm twitch toward the grip of his Colt in what he quickly realized was the worst possible move for him to make.
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THE IMMORTAL COWBOY

This is respectfully dedicated to the ‘‘American Cowboy.’’ His was the saga sparked by the turmoil that followed the Civil War, and the passing of more than a century has by no means diminished the flame.

 
True, the old days and the old ways are but treasured memories, and the old trails have grown dim with the ravages of time, but the spirit of the cowboy lives on.

 
In my travels—to Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska,

Colorado, Wyoming, New Mexico, and Arizona—I always find something that reminds me of the Old West. While I am walking these plains and mountains for the first time, there is this feeling that a part of me is eternal, that I have known these old trails before. I believe it is the undying spirit of the frontier calling, allowing me, through the mind’s eye, to step back into time. What is the appeal of the Old West of the American frontier?

 
It has been epitomized by some as the dark and bloody period in American history. Its heroes— Crockett, Bowie, Hickok, Earp—have been reviled and criticized. Yet the Old West lives on, larger than life.

 
It has become a symbol of freedom, when there was always another mountain to climb and another river to cross; when a dispute between two men was settled not with expensive lawyers, but with fists, knives, or guns. Barbaric? Maybe. But some things never change. When the cowboy rode into the pages of American history, he left behind a legacy that lives within the hearts of us all.

—Ralph Compton




Chapter 1

Martha’s Ferry, Wyoming  
1878

 
When Jeremiah Correy stepped up to the bank of the Sweetwater River, it was his first step onto a trail of blood that led straight into a storm of lead. But, like any other deer caught in a hunter’s sights, Jeremiah didn’t know about the approaching storm, so he smiled and enjoyed his last bit of clear sky.

The pier in Martha’s Ferry wasn’t much to look at, but it served its function well enough. Warped wooden planks were stacked two and three high in places after holes were patched up or breaks were repaired along the four feet it extended into the Sweetwater River. As water lapped against these planks, it thumped against the empty barrels underneath the pier that kept sections of it from going under. As Jeremiah stepped onto the pier, he felt the boards creak and bend under his boots.

Jeremiah stood just over six feet tall. His lean frame was solid, with a slight hint of a paunch around his midsection. The black hair under his hat had been freshly cut, but the stubble on his face was growing  out. Thick, callused hands hung at his sides and friendly eyes glanced down at the pier before looking around at the few other people that were nearby.

None of the faces were familiar to Jeremiah and only one of them acknowledged him with an open-mouthed scowl.

‘‘You mind steppin’ aside?’’ the scowling man asked.

Jeremiah grinned and took half a step to the side, which brought him within an inch of slipping into the river. ‘‘Both of us probably shouldn’t be on this,’’ he said with a chuckle. ‘‘It feels like it’s gonna give us a bath any second.’’

The other man wasn’t amused. ‘‘Pier’s been here more’n twelve years. It ain’t goin’ nowhere.’’

Although Jeremiah thought of ways to pass off his comment as a joke, he gave up on winning the other man over. Instead, he simply nodded and walked back onto dry land. From there, Jeremiah could see where a few posts had been sunk into the ground, but could also find plenty of cracks in that weathered lumber.

‘‘You waitin’ for the three o’clock?’’

Jumping at the sound of the other voice, Jeremiah straightened up and turned to look over his shoulder. ‘‘Yes, I am. Is the boat still meant to arrive at three?’’

‘‘That’s why it’s called the three o’clock,’’ replied a squat man with enough thick layers of muscle under his skin to make him look like a tree trunk. ‘‘Wait over there with the rest.’’

‘‘Oh. Sure. Sorry about the . . .’’

But the squat man was already moving along. He carried a barrel on one shoulder and had a few lengths of rope looped around his arm. Walking along that short length of rickety planks, he and the scowling man transferred enough crates, barrels and sacks to  fill up the entire right side of the pier as well as a good portion of the nearby bank. Now that Jeremiah was no longer in their way, those two men continued moving past one another like ants building an impossibly tall pile of dirt.

Jeremiah stood with his arms crossed while rocking on his heels. There was space on the bench behind him, but he was the only one who seemed unwilling to settle down. The others around him were content to remain in the spots they’d chosen and tend to their own affairs.

One pretty woman in her twenties fussed with a young boy’s shirt collar while he told her why there were so many birds in the trees.

A preacher in his fifties sat perched upon the bench and stared quietly out at the water.

A man wearing a dented beaver hat leaned back with his legs stretched out in front of him. Only now did Jeremiah realize that this man was watching him from beneath the dark shadow created by the brim of his hat.

‘‘You a rancher?’’ the man in the beaver hat asked.

Jeremiah looked around to make sure there was nobody else around him. Smiling affably now that he knew he was the target of that question, Jeremiah replied, ‘‘That’s right. Do I know you?’’

The man in the beaver hat remained stretched out as if he were taking in the sunset from his front porch. His arms were crossed over his chest, holding a worn jacket closed around him. A few beads of sweat rolled down his face, but that was to be expected on a warm spring day. In response to Jeremiah’s question, the man only shook his head.

‘‘Then I guess I must have seen you around town,’’  Jeremiah said while hooking his thumb back toward the trail that led into the little town of Martha’s Ferry.

The man in the beaver hat shook his head once again. ‘‘Nope. You just look like you’re about to jump out of your skin since you can’t take charge of what’s going on. You’re not wearing a badge and you’re not long enough in the tooth to be a land or cattle baron, so that leaves rancher.’’

‘‘That leaves a lot of things, I’d suspect,’’ Jeremiah said.

‘‘Perhaps, but you dress like you used to be a cowboy. That narrows the field down a bit more.’’

Jeremiah looked down at the clothes he was wearing. There weren’t any holes in his pants, his boots were well maintained and his shirt was clean. He even wore the pocket watch his wife had given him with a new chain crossing his belly.

The man in the beaver hat chuckled to himself and shifted his eyes back toward the river. ‘‘No offense meant, mister. I was only saying.’’

‘‘Saying what?’’

‘‘That you looked like a rancher.’’

Shrugging, Jeremiah stepped forward and extended his hand. ‘‘The name’s Jeremiah Correy. What’s yours?’’

The man in the beaver hat glanced up at Jeremiah and then down at the hand that was being stretched out toward him. For a moment, it seemed as if he were about to take hold of that hand and pull it clean off. Instead, he shook it in a quick, firm grasp. ‘‘Emmett Blaylock,’’ was all he said.

‘‘Waiting for the boat, Emmett?’’

‘‘I’d say all of us are.’’

Looking at the others sitting on the bench, Jeremiah nodded. When he realized that none of them were so  much as looking in his direction, he said, ‘‘I suppose so. Did you book passage or are you waiting for cargo?’’

‘‘Why would you want to know?’’ Emmett asked in a tone that wasn’t exactly menacing, but held the possibility that it might head that way.

‘‘Just making conversation. Since I’m not allowed to oversee those workers, I’ve got to find some way to pass the time.’’

When Emmett laughed, it cracked the seriousness that had settled into his features. It was an easy laugh that seemed all the more genuine since it didn’t thunder outward for everyone to hear. ‘‘I’m hoping to get a ride downriver.’’

‘‘Hoping?’’

‘‘Yeah. I was supposed to meet up with this raft a few days east of here, but got held up. I just hope they still have room for me.’’

‘‘And I just hope this is bigger than a raft,’’ Jeremiah said. ‘‘The supplies I ordered should take up a lot of room.’’

Folding his hands behind his head, Emmett looked back toward the water and said, ‘‘That means there should be room for me after they unload.’’

Jeremiah felt uncomfortable standing still and it showed. The more he fidgeted, the more Emmett seemed like a statue in comparison. In fact, Emmett had picked a point along the river and was staring at it now that he’d gotten comfortable on the bench. Jeremiah, on the other hand, was already tired of looking at the water and had gone back to watching the men pile crates upon the pier.

‘‘I’m pulling together an expedition,’’ Jeremiah said proudly.

Emmett didn’t take his eyes from the river. ‘‘That so?’’

‘‘Yes, sir. I’m packing up and headed into Oregon.’’

‘‘That’s passing for an expedition, huh? I was thinking you might be bound for Canada or California at the least.’’

‘‘Why’s that?’’ Jeremiah asked.

Emmett shrugged. ‘‘Sounds more worthy of being called an expedition.’’

‘‘Look, Ma!’’ shouted the little boy who’d been enduring his mother’s fussing. ‘‘The boat’s coming!’’

Jeremiah took his eyes away from the workers and looked in the direction the boy was pointing. It was also the direction that Emmett had been staring the entire time.

Less than a hundred yards away, a boat rounded a bend along a particularly narrow stretch of the Sweetwater River. It was about twice as long as it was wide and resembled a large raft with a shack toward the back of it. An engine chugged loudly to turn a short, wide paddle wheel while sending gouts of smoke into the air. The boat moved at a slow, steady pace down the middle of the river as several men scurried on the deck.

The boy on the shore was jumping around excitedly. ‘‘Are we going on that, Ma?’’ he asked. ‘‘Are we?’’

‘‘Yes, sweetie,’’ the young woman said. ‘‘We are.’’ Only now did she look around to acknowledge any of the others sitting around her. ‘‘We’re heading to see my parents, and he’s so excited.’’

The preacher put on an unconvincing smile, which Emmett mimicked perfectly. Since she didn’t look at the others for more than a second, the young woman  looked back to her precious child and smoothed out his hair.

‘‘This is gonna be a hell of a long trip,’’ Emmett muttered.

Jeremiah looked at the woman and caught her shooting Emmett a scolding glare. ‘‘Here, now,’’ Jeremiah said to the closest worker as he put the bench behind him and walked to the pier. ‘‘Let me give you a hand so we can be done faster.’’

‘‘Go on back and take a seat,’’ the squat worker told him. ‘‘Looks like we’re gonna have all the help we need.’’

Stopping with his heels in the mud and his toes on the pier, Jeremiah squinted at the approaching boat. Sure enough, there were three other men standing on the deck. All of the workers on the boat wore blue scarves tied around their necks.

As the boat drew closer to the pier, the three men standing on the deck locked eyes with Jeremiah. They weren’t wearing scarves.

Glancing around to be certain he was the one in those men’s sights, Jeremiah saw that nobody else around him seemed to be concerned. On the contrary, the folks at the bench were getting excited at the prospect of boarding the craft and the workers were anxiously preparing to receive the vessel.

Since he didn’t have much experience with boats, Jeremiah had to assume that things were moving along normally. By the time the side of the boat bumped against the pier, the workers were already tossing ropes. Two of the boat’s crew caught the ropes and pulled the boat even tighter against the pier so they could start tying it off. Now that the boat was docked,  Jeremiah realized the craft wasn’t nearly as big as he’d been picturing it in his head. In fact, it barely seemed big enough to carry the things he’d ordered. After fishing the list of items he’d been expecting from his pocket, he got ready to check them off as they were unloaded.

‘‘Where the hell is he?’’ asked a voice from the boat.

Jeremiah looked up from the crumpled piece of paper and immediately spotted two of the three men who’d been staring at him from the deck.

The man who’d spoken was short and had a muscular frame. Behind him stood another fellow whose face was twisted into a nasty snarl. Upon a second glance, Jeremiah saw that gnarled expression came from the fact that the man’s right eye socket was covered by a thick mass of leathery, scarred flesh.

The shorter man was talking to one of the fellows wearing a blue scarf. They conversed for a few seconds before the worker waved his hand toward the shore where Jeremiah was standing.

Once the shorter man and the one-eyed fellow jumped off the boat, the workers got busy loading and unloading cargo.

Suddenly, all of the mystery of watching the boat’s arrival faded away. Jeremiah was left standing in the sights of those two men with his back to an open stretch of land.

But the boat was quickly pushed from Jeremiah’s mind as the third man who had stared at him from the deck stepped onto the pier. His bald scalp caught the sunlight and a dark beard covered most of his face. Narrowed eyes bored straight through to the back of Jeremiah’s head.

Until now, Jeremiah had forgotten about the old Navy model Colt at his side. The pistol was used mostly for target practice. Other than that, there was the occasional wild animal or wounded horse that needed to be put out of its misery. At the moment, Jeremiah wondered if he even had the strength to pull the gun from its stiff leather holster.

‘‘What the hell you think you’re doing?’’ the shorter of the three men asked.

Jeremiah stepped back, but didn’t take his eyes from the trio. His mind raced for a response to the man’s question, but his mouth had already refused to do much more than suck in a few shallow breaths.

All three of the other men let their hands drift to the holsters strapped at their waists.

When he saw that, Jeremiah felt his heart slam against the inside of his ribs and his arm twitch toward the grip of his Colt in what he quickly realized was the worst possible move for him to make.




Chapter 2

All three of the gunmen walking off the pier cleared leather before Jeremiah could even pray to lift his gun from its holster. But no matter how much he wished he hadn’t even reached for the weapon, it was too late for Jeremiah to do anything but follow through. The workers scattered as soon as they got a look at the guns in the three men’s hands.

When he heard the first shot, Jeremiah felt every muscle in his body clench in expectation of being hit. His arm still moved of its own accord and lifted the old Colt up so he could tighten his finger around its trigger.

Another shot cut through the air, sending a loud ringing through Jeremiah’s ears.

The scent of burned gunpowder drifted through his nose as he caught sight of those three gunmen moving forward.

So far, Jeremiah was still on his feet. That much, alone, was enough to make him wonder what kind of miracle was protecting him.

‘‘Get down!’’ another man shouted into Jeremiah’s ear.

When he turned toward that voice, Jeremiah wasn’t  quick enough to see who’d spoken before a rough hand took hold of his shoulder and shoved him to one side. Jeremiah staggered and started to fall over, but managed to catch himself with one outstretched hand.

Jeremiah looked up to see Emmett standing beside him with a gun filling one hand. Emmett’s coat flapped open to reveal the holster that had been previously hidden from view.

The three men fired their guns as they fanned out at the base of the pier. The bald man dropped to one knee and sighted along his pistol barrel while the other two pulled their triggers at will. The shorter one took one step forward and fired while gritting his teeth and letting out a curse that was swallowed up amid the thunder of his weapon.

A bullet tore through the flap of Emmett’s coat, causing him to step back with one foot so his body was lined up sideways to the other three men. From that position, Emmett fired a round that caught the shorter man in the chest.

Letting out a pained howl, the short man stumbled backward toward the river. Another round from Emmett’s pistol sent him into the water as an inky cloud spread out from his wounds.

Emmett was sighting his target when a gunshot to his immediate right brought him spinning around on the balls of his feet.

The pistol in Jeremiah’s hand was still smoking. Blinking quickly, Jeremiah watched as both of the gunmen along the riverbank ran away from the pier. ‘‘Did I hit one of them?’’ he asked.

‘‘No, but you sent them running,’’ Emmett replied as he reached down to offer a hand to Jeremiah.

Accepting the hand as well as some help to his feet,  Jeremiah got his legs under him and let out a wheezing breath. ‘‘That’s good.’’

‘‘Not hardly.’’

As soon as he saw where those other two gunmen were headed, Jeremiah realized why Emmett hadn’t been so optimistic.

The folks seated at the bench had been rattled at the sudden burst of gunshots, but had nowhere to run. Now that the bald gunman and his one-eyed partner were headed their way, the young woman and her son ran toward the river while the preacher froze in his spot.

As the bald man ran around the bench, the one-eyed gunman reached out for the preacher with his free hand.

Emmett aimed and tightened his finger around his trigger. Just as the hammer of his pistol was about to fall, Emmett shifted his aim. The one-eyed man in his sights had not only gotten a hold of the preacher, but was reeling him in like a bass at the end of a fishing line.

The gun in Emmett’s palm barked once.

The one-eyed man snapped his head back and hopped away from the preacher as hot lead burned through the top of his shoulder. Blood sprayed from the messy wound, quickly causing him to forget about his prisoner.

Like a deer that had finally come to its senses after being surprised by a hunter, the preacher bolted away from the gunman as quickly as his legs would carry him.

Jeremiah swallowed hard and turned toward a movement he’d caught from the corner of his eye. Seeing the bald gunman trying to get a clear shot from  that side, Jeremiah raised his Colt and pulled the trigger. He shut his eyes as the hammer dropped so he couldn’t see much of anything. The rest of his senses weren’t worth much either since his ears were filled with thunder and his nose was filled with the biting scent of acrid smoke.

When he forced his eyes open once again, Jeremiah saw the bald man running away.

Emmett fired at the bald gunman, but was rushed and his shot hissed through the air well over the man’s head. By the time he shifted to put the one-eyed man back in his sights, Emmett was just about to squeeze off a quick shot when a gruff voice roared from the direction of the pier.

‘‘That’s enough of this!’’ the man announced before following up with a deafening shotgun blast.

Jeremiah hunkered down and tried not to panic. Only after he felt both of his hands pressed tightly against his ears did Jeremiah realize that he’d dropped the Colt.

The man who’d fired off the shotgun was a barrel-chested fellow wearing a blue scarf around his neck. He stormed onto the pier without taking his eyes from the men onshore. ‘‘Damned thieves!’’ he bellowed. ‘‘You ain’t about to touch none of this cargo nor any of these passengers!’’

The bald gunman, now returning from his retreat, locked eyes with Jeremiah before motioning toward his one-eyed partner. ‘‘Next move is yours,’’ he said.

Jeremiah held up his empty hands as his tongue fumbled to come up with a reply. Thankfully, the man with the shotgun was more than happy to break the momentary silence.

‘‘I told you to move on! Do it or I’ll blast your head off your shoulders.’’

The gunmen holstered their pistols and raised their hands high.

‘‘Now get the hell out of my sight,’’ the man with the shotgun said. ‘‘I see either of you again and I’ll send you to hell.’’

Looking down for his Colt, Jeremiah only found dusty ground at his feet.

‘‘Here you go,’’ Emmett said as he handed over the old pistol. ‘‘Best not to drop this again.’’

After taking his pistol back, Jeremiah looked for the gunmen. Between the workers that were now swarming from the pier and the others who’d been in the area, he couldn’t see much of anything through all the chaos. Jeremiah spotted the preacher and finally let out a relieved breath when he also found the young mother and her little boy. By the looks of it, they were all alive and well.

The only gunman to be seen was the one lying half in and half out of the river.

The worker who’d shooed Jeremiah away a little while ago now walked up to him and asked, ‘‘Do you know those men? Why were they shooting at you?’’

‘‘I . . . I don’t know who they were,’’ Jeremiah replied. ‘‘But didn’t someone mention thieves?’’

‘‘Hell yes, I mentioned thieves,’’ the man with the shotgun said as he stomped forward while cradling his weapon like a baby. ‘‘They boarded two stops before this one and I had my eye on ’em the whole time. I knew they weren’t no good. You’d be the man here to pick up all this equipment?’’

‘‘I’m here for these things,’’ Jeremiah said as he handed over the folded paper he’d already read over several dozen times.

The captain took the list in his free hand and nodded while glancing it over. ‘‘That’s you, all right. You came here to pick up almost all the cargo I’m carrying and you only bring one man to watch your back?’’

‘‘Actually, I didn’t bring anyone. I didn’t think there would be a problem. It’s just traveling supplies,’’ Jeremiah said. ‘‘Nothing too valuable.’’

Laughing under his breath, the captain looked behind him at the workers gathered on the pier. ‘‘You must be the preacher we’re set to pick up, mister. No other man I know would have so much faith in the kindness of others. I’ve seen thieves gut a man for the boots on his feet. Did you bring enough cash to pay for all these here supplies?’’

Jeremiah might have been ready to shake the captain’s hand before, but he sure didn’t like the way the barrel-chested man was sizing him up now. ‘‘Yes, I did,’’ he said.

‘‘Then hand it over. Since you’re on your own, my men can help load up whatever wagons you got. There’ll be an extra fee, though.’’

‘‘No need to charge extra,’’ Emmett added while stepping up to Jeremiah’s side. ‘‘This man isn’t on his own.’’

Squinting at Emmett while handing the list back to Jeremiah, the captain said, ‘‘He just said he didn’t bring anyone.’’

‘‘He didn’t bring me. I met him here. Besides, that’s not any business of yours, now, is it?’’

‘‘I suppose not.’’ Shaking his head as if to rid himself of the entire matter, the captain turned his back on both Jeremiah and Emmett so he could address the folks huddled near the bench. ‘‘Any of you waiting to come aboard needs to show me your papers. And I won’t allow any weapons on board, neither. After  this fracas, you can leave whatever firearms you may be carrying with me and I’ll see you get ’em back when we drop you off.’’

The young woman waited for the preacher to start moving before she rushed ahead of him. Before she even reached the captain, she was explaining the special needs she and her son would require. Jeremiah walked over to the supplies stacked near the pier, and Emmett was more than happy to follow him.

‘‘Are you all right?’’ Emmett asked. ‘‘You look rattled.’’

‘‘Wouldn’t you be? Those men were shooting at me. They shot at both of us!’’

‘‘It wasn’t anything personal. They probably just wanted to come after whoever showed up to pick up those supplies.’’

‘‘But why, for Christ’s sake? It’s nothing but food and gear for my expedition. Is there a sudden demand for tarps, bedrolls and wagon parts that men are willing to kill for them?’’

Emmett watched Jeremiah without much of an expression on his face. He did grin a bit, however, when he asked, ‘‘Did you manage to get these things shipped for free?’’

With his heart only now starting to slow to a normal rhythm in his chest, Jeremiah wiped the sweat from his brow and said, ‘‘No.’’

‘‘And did you pay for all of these supplies in advance?’’

‘‘No,’’ Jeremiah said. ‘‘I brought the rest . . .’’ Faltering a bit as he patted the folded bunch of money in his pocket, he suddenly felt like the biggest, most oblivious fool west of the Mississippi. ‘‘I brought the rest with me,’’ he finally muttered.

‘‘You just need to think like a thief,’’ Emmett said while tapping his forehead. ‘‘That’s all. And you should try doing that before walking around with so much money in your pockets. I would’ve thought a rancher would know better than that.’’

‘‘I do know better. That’s why I feel like such an idiot right around now.’’

‘‘I don’t suppose you were also planning on carrying this stuff back to your house?’’ Emmett asked.

‘‘No, but shouldn’t you be getting onto that boat?’’

Emmett glanced over his shoulder at the captain. The barrel-chested man stood at the base of the pier, overseeing the workers stomping on and off his boat while also talking to the passengers one at a time. When he turned back around to face Jeremiah, Emmett was shaking his head. ‘‘I’ll catch another boat or maybe even a stagecoach. I don’t trust those men and I don’t want to hear what they tell the law when they show up to look into this shooting.’’

‘‘That’s one less worry you should have,’’ Jeremiah said. ‘‘The closest lawman’s got an office two towns away.’’

Jeremiah looked back at the pier and saw the workers moving back and forth between the boat and the growing pile of supplies he’d ordered on the shore. None of the men were particularly threatening, but none of them seemed to be put off by the shots that had been fired not too long ago.

‘‘I hope those passengers aren’t in any trouble,’’ Jeremiah said.

‘‘That captain’s robbing them enough by charging them to ride on that heap,’’ Emmett replied. ‘‘He doesn’t strike me as the sort who’d go much further than that. I don’t suppose you’d need a little help? I’d  be willing to put in a day’s work in return for enough to pay for a hot meal and a bunk for the night.’’

‘‘Come on,’’ Jeremiah said as he walked to the spot where he’d left his wagon. ‘‘Seeing as how you stood up for me back there, I might be able to accommodate you.’’
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