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Preface

Both real and fictional places are named in this book. However, the characters and events portrayed in this book are purely fictional. The story is in no way intended to reflect on any real people including the current or past residents or citizens of any actual places. Any similarities to real events or actual persons are strictly coincidental and should not in any way be considered factual.
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It was late in the afternoon when former Territorial Marshal turned bounty hunter, known simply by most as Warsaw, rode into Coffin Creek leading his mule and two other horses with bodies slung over the saddles. Warsaw could feel the eyes watching him as he continued down the main street toward the cut stone building that was the town marshal’s office and jail. After securing the horses and mule to the hitching post in front of the jail, Warsaw made his way past the small crowd that was gathering without saying a word.

“Hello, Wes,” Warsaw said as he entered the office and closed the heavy pine door behind him.

“Howdy, Saw,” the man behind the desk with a tarnished star pinned to his faded red flannel shirt said as he peered over the top of the newspaper he was reading. 

“You here to collect a bounty or you just come to town for supplies?” the marshal asked as he set the newspaper aside.

“Brought in those two brothers that robbed the train and killed the express guard over by Silverton,” Warsaw replied.

“The Fisker brothers?”

“Yep.”

“Wish you’d tie off your horses around back when you come in with bodies draped over the saddle instead of leaving them out front on Main Street,” the marshal said as he stood up and glanced out the window. 

“Last time I did that, somebody dumped the body on the ground and stole the thirty dollar horse it was lashed to.”

“That was two years ago, Saw. Coffin Creek is much more civilized now than it was back then,” the marshal replied in a defensive voice. “What do you care about a thirty dollar horse, anyhow? If I recall, the damned bounty on the fella you brought in that day was five hundred dollars!”

“That’s not the point, Wes. The point is, I left the horse out back like you asked, and some bastard stole it. And besides the thirty dollars for the horse, I was out another fifteen dollars for the saddle and the bridle.”

“I got the point, but it just ain’t good for the town’s image to have bodies slung over horses out on Main Street.”

“Well, what about horses being stolen right next to the marshal’s office? What does that do for the town’s image?” Warsaw chuckled. “Anyhow, the sooner you make positive identification, the sooner I can take ‘em to the undertaker's place and get ‘em off the streets.”

“Alright, let’s have a look,” the marshal said as he pulled the wanted poster for Ben and Aaron Fiskers off the wall by his desk.  

Warsaw followed the marshal outside and while the marshal ordered the onlookers to go on about their business, Warsaw unlashed the canvas wrapped around the bodies just enough to expose their heads.

“That looks like them, alright,” the marshal said after comparing the faces to those on the wanted posters. “Okay, take ‘em on over to Mister Jefferson’s place. I’ll send a wire to Denver first thing in the morning and I’ll get word to you once I get the bank draft for the reward money.”

“Okay, Wes, you know where to find me.” 

“Yeah, I know. About time you make an honest woman of Lil, too!”

“You know Lilly as well as I do, Wes. She and I got too much in common. I like money too much to quite bounty hunting and she likes money too much to stop being a whore.” 

“All that money you got saved up ain’t gonna mean nothing if you ain’t alive to spend it.”

“Well, I don’t plan on dying anytime soon,” Warsaw laughed. “Anyway, I’ll probably see you sometime tomorrow even if that bank draft don’t come. I’d like to come by and take a look at the new wanted posters you got.” 

“Matter of fact, I just got one that will probably interest you. Two men serving life sentences in Canyon City killed a guard and escaped from a work detail.”

“How much is the reward?”

“Six hundred dollars apiece.”

“Dead or alive?”

“You ever take any other kind?”

“Not if I can help it,” Warsaw replied in a flippant voice.

Warsaw led the horses and his mule to Mister Jefferson’s Funeral Home on the far side of town and after helping Jefferson’s apprentice carry the bodies inside, Warsaw went to the livery stable to board the horses and mule.

“Howdy, Saw, been a while,” Tom Clancy, the stable owner, said as Warsaw walked into the large barn.

“Hello Tom,” Warsaw said as he shook hands with the man. “Will you rub Buckshot and Dixie down good? Give ‘em some grain and plenty of hay. They’ve had a rough week.”

“What about the other two?”

“I’d like you to sell them for me.”

“Same arrangement as always? You pay for their keep and I keep ten percent of the sale price?” Tom asked.

“Suits me fine,” Warsaw agreed. “If I’m not around when you sell ‘em, you can give my share to Oliver Hanley over at the bank. He’ll see that it gets deposited in my account.”

“Will do, Saw. How long you gonna be in town?”

“Couple days,” Warsaw replied as he pulled the saddlebags from his horse. “Just store the rest of my gear for me, will you, Tom?”

“Sure thing, Saw. How about your Remington...does it need cleaning?”

“Only fired it twice, but if you get around to it...I’d appreciate it.”

“I’ll have my boy do it...He kinda gets a kick out of messin’ with guns.”

“That’ll be fine. Will four dollars cover everything?”

“You bet, Saw, that’ll be plenty.”

Warsaw reached into his vest pocket, pulled out a five-dollar gold piece, and flipped it to Tom saying, “Keep the change, Tom.”

“Appreciate it, Saw!”

Warsaw left the stable and walked the few blocks to the Sheridan Hotel. 

“Good to see you, Mister Warsaw,” the desk clerk said when he noticed Warsaw walking toward the registration desk.

“Hello Dean, how about a room and a hot bath?” Warsaw replied with a tired look. 

“Yes, sir, Mister Warsaw. How long will you be staying?”

“Two ...three days at the most.”

“You need help with your luggage?” Dean asked automatically as he reached behind him for a key.

“You know me, Dean... I always travel pretty light when I’m out on the job,” Warsaw chuckled as he signed the registry. “But I’d appreciate it if you would have that trunk you keep for me sent up to my room. I’d like to take a bath and get out of these trail clothes.” 

“Yes, sir, I’ll see to it right away. Is there anything else you need?”

“Is Miss Holiday around?”

“I believe she’s tied up right now, Mister Warsaw,” Dean said with raised eyebrows and a trace of uneasiness in his voice.

“Okay, when she’s free, tell her I’m here and uhhh...send up a bottle of champagne, a bottle of that Jim Beam Bourbon, and a couple of cigars.”

“Yes, sir, Mister Warsaw.”

Within minutes after getting to his room, there was a knock on his door. Warsaw instinctively pulled his pistol from the gun belt draped over the chair by the small writing desk and held it behind his back as he went to the door.

“Who is it?”

“It’s Bill Flint, Mister Warsaw. I got your trunk.”

“Just put it in the corner there by the bed,” Warsaw said after opening the door. 

“I’ll be right back with the champagne, bourbon, and cigars, Mister Warsaw, and Amos here will be up directly with your hot water,” the bellman said after setting the trunk down. 

“That’ll be fine, Bill,” Warsaw replied as he handed each of the two men a silver dollar.

The men left and returned a few minutes later with the hot water and the rest of Warsaw’s requests. While the steward filled the tub, the bellman poured Warsaw a glass of bourbon. 

“Thank you, Bill,” Warsaw said as he took the glass. “Nothing like a good bourbon to dull the pain after a long day in the saddle,” Warsaw said after taking a big swig. Then, looking at Bill, he added, “You two gentlemen are welcome to a quick snort.” 

“Thank you, Mister Warsaw, but we better not. If Dean was to smell whiskey on our breath, he’d have our hides.”

“Yeah, I reckon he would at that,” Warsaw chuckled.

“Will there be anything else, Mister Warsaw?”

“No thanks, Bill,” Warsaw said as he handed each of the men another silver dollar.

Warsaw closed and locked the door and he was just about to take another swig of bourbon when there was another knock on his door.

“Who is it?” Warsaw barked in a gruff, annoyed voice.

“It’s me,” came the reply.

Warsaw opened the door and smiled.

Lilly threw her arms around Warsaw and they kissed a long kiss.

“By God, you look like you’re on your way to the governor’s ball,” Warsaw said once their lips parted and he took a step back to look her over from head to toe. 

“If you expect to be paid like a thoroughbred, you have to look like one,” Lilly laughed.

“I was just about to take a bath, if you want to join me?” Warsaw said as he pulled Lilly into his room and closed the door. “And I got a bottle of champagne in that fancy bucket there if you care for some.”

“You’re awful sure of yourself,” Lilly said, grinning as she again wrapped her arms around Warsaw. “What if I hadn’t come?” 

“Well, I thought of that, too. So, I had ’em send up a bottle of bourbon just in case, so I could drown my sorrows and drink away my loneliness,” Warsaw said, laughing. Then, after tossing his pistol onto the bed, he said, “Come on, get out of those fancy clothes and get into the tub with me before the water gets cold.”

The room was full of laughter as Warsaw and Lilly began stripping off their clothes. Once they were both naked, Warsaw picked Lilly up and they kissed as he carried her to the tub. After lowering her into the water, he slithered in behind her and then opened the champagne. Warsaw laughed as the cork shot across the room and Lilly shrieked as the chilled bubbly spilled onto her bare shoulders. They drank a toast to happiness and then Lilly settled back against Warsaw’s chest.

“How long are you planning on being in town, Saw?”

“Couple days, I reckon,” Warsaw said after taking another sip of champagne. “Probably be day after tomorrow before a bank draft for the job I just finished gets wired here from Denver.” 

“I suppose you already have another job lined up,” Lilly said with a hint of disappointment in her voice.

“Yeah, Wes said he just got flyers on a couple fellas that broke out of Canyon City. I reckon I’ll go after them next.”

“I know Wes is your friend, but I still don’t care for him,” Lilly replied.

“You would if you ever took the time to get to know him.”

“Well, it’s not as though we walk on the same side of the street, you know. Are you forgetting what I do for a living?”

“Wes has got nothing against...” 

“Whores,” Lilly interjected. “It’s alright. You can say it.”

“Well anyway, Wes has got nothing against women in your profession. God knows he’s been with plenty of them,” Warsaw chuckled. “He ain’t nearly as serious as he pretends to be. It just takes a while to figure him out.”

“Maybe, but I still don’t care for him. Besides that, all the two of you do is argue when you’re together.”

“Those are just spirited discussions,” Warsaw laughed. “He asked me an interesting question today.” 

“Oh?”

“He asked me when I was gonna make an honest woman out of you,” Warsaw said, grinning.

“What was your answer?” Lilly asked after taking a sip of champagne. 

“I told him the truth. Told him we both liked money too much to change our ways.”

Although what Warsaw said was the truth, a momentary look of sadness showed on both their faces.

“When are you seriously going to consider doing something else, Saw?”

“Oh...I don’t know. Soon, I reckon. It gets mighty lonely out there when I’m on a job all alone. And I’m getting tired of sleeping on the cold ground all the time, eating hard tack, and cold beans. It’s not as easy as it used to be...seems to wear on me more each time I go out. But then I get my man, and once I collect the reward money...Well, I guess I forget all about the loneliness and hardships. Sure beats the days when I was a Territorial Marshall making forty dollars a month for doing basically the same thing. Hell, I couldn’t even dream of staying in a fine hotel like this, much less drinking champagne and spending the night with a...”

“It’s okay, Saw. You can say it...I keep telling you I’m not ashamed of being a high-priced whore. It beats doing men in the back of a saloon or in an alley for a dollar like I had to when I was sixteen.”

“I don’t hold what you are against you, Lilly. You know that. We both come from hard times and we both had to do whatever it took to survive.”

Both Lilly and Warsaw were silent for a few minutes until Warsaw asked, “You’re still planning on going to San Francisco in the fall, aren’t you?”

“You could come with me,” Lilly replied in a wishful tone.

“Well, I’m not sure having a man like me tag along makes sense. Especially, if you still plan on going out there to find yourself a rich husband,” Warsaw laughed. “I doubt a rough old cob like me would fit in with the likes of the men in San Francisco.”

“You can’t be a bounty hunter all your life.”

“I don’t intend to. I figure in another year or two... maybe I’ll get serious about starting that ranch I always dreamed about.”

“What happened to opening a saloon?” Lilly asked after a quick laugh. “Last time we were together, you said you were thinking about opening a saloon.”

“Well, I don’t really care for the idea of actually running a saloon. I just thought it would be nice to have a place where I could go to meet my friends and drink bourbon for free. But the more I think about...owning a saloon ain’t all that easy. For one thing, I’d have to find an honest bartender. One that wouldn’t steal all my money and drink up all my whiskey. And you can’t have a fine saloon without a few saloon gals... I’m not sure I could manage a gaggle of women. Now if you was to be my partner and take care of managing the women...well, that might be different.”

“I told you, Saw...I’m going to San Francisco!”

“I don’t understand why you gotta go to San Francisco...Hell, there are plenty of rich men right here in Colorado. Denver is full of rich men!”

“Yes, but not as many as in San Francisco and like my mother always said, men are a lot like cake...the richer the better. Besides, I want to go someplace where it’s pleasant all year long. I’m sick of having to wear two layers of long johns under my petticoats just to keep from freezing my you know what off! And if you really wanted to ...you could open a saloon in San Francisco just as easily as you could here in Colorado.”

“I’m not sure if they even got saloons in San Francisco.”

“Don’t be silly. Of course they do!”

“Well, like I said, I’m thinkin’ ranching might be more the way to go. I know about ranching. I don’t really know anything about running a saloon.” 

“You’re just trying to find an excuse not to go with me!”

“Well, why would I go with you? If you plan on finding a husband in San Francisco, what do you expect me to do...be there to give you away at your wedding?”

“I don’t know,” Lilly said in a sad voice. “Maybe, we could still see each other on the side.”

“No. it wouldn’t work, Lilly...you know that. After a while, I’d probably meet someone and we’d end up going our own ways and there I’d be... stuck in San Francisco with a bunch of dudes that I doubt I could even carry on a conversation with.”

“So, you would rather spend your time on a ranch talking to a bunch of cows?”

“Probably be a more enjoyable conversation,” Warsaw laughed.  

Warsaw’s evening with Lilly had started much as it always did and it was also destined to end much as it always did. After a few more minutes in the tub, they got out and once they were in bed together, the bickering ended and they spent the rest of the night in each other’s arms. 
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“Morning, Wes,” Warsaw said as he entered the marshal’s office on the following day and walked directly to the potbellied stove.

“Morning, Saw,” Wesley said, grinning.

“Coffee pot’s empty,” Warsaw complained as he started to help himself to a cup of coffee.

“This ain’t no café you know!” Wes replied, still grinning.

“You gonna make another pot or do I gotta walk over to the Ore Bucket Cafe?”

“Would you like me to make another pot?” Wesley asked with a satisfied smile.

“Of course I do. You think I just picked up this empty pot to exercise my arm?”

“Alright, don’t get your long handles in a bunch!”

“Hope you ain’t just gonna add a teaspoon of fresh grinds to the used ones!” Warsaw said as he watched Wesley add grinds to the pot. 

“What’s wrong with that?”

“I swear, Wes, you’re so tight it’s a wonder you don’t squeak when you walk,” Warsaw said in an agitated tone. 

“Well, coffee grinds ain’t free, you know and I don’t see you offering to help pay for ‘em neither.

“Hell, I’m only in town a couple times a month. I doubt I drink a whole pot of your coffee in a year’s time. Besides, I don’t reckon you’re the one paying for the coffee anyhow. I imagine if I check with the mayor, he’ll tell me the town reimburses you for the coffee you use here in the office. So, for god’s sake, man...throw out those old grinds and use fresh ones. And don’t be so stingy with the new grinds, neither.”

“Not everyone likes their coffee strong enough to float a brick, Saw. I know I don’t!”

“Did you send off that telegram to Denver?” Warsaw asked, changing the subject.

“Yeah, I reckon the Western Union Money Order will be wired here sometime tomorrow,” Wes replied.

“Can’t understand why it always takes so long,” Warsaw complained.

“Well, I doubt getting you your reward money is on the top of everybody’s list of things to do,” Wesley replied with an irritated look.

“I know, but all the state treasurer has to do is put his signature on a piece of paper and hand it over to one of his assistants,” Warsaw replied as he started looking over the wanted posters pinned to the wall by Wesley’s desk.

“Long as you’re here, Saw, would you give me a hand fixing one of the bunks back in the cells?” Wes asked as he put the replenished coffee pot back on the stove.

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Just a loose leg,” Wesley replied as he started down the short hallway leading to the four jail cells. 

“You always leave the keys hanging on that peg?” Warsaw asked with a short chuckle as he spotted the keys hanging on the wall by the cells.”

“I do when the cells are empty,” Wesley snapped. “That way I don’t forget to bring ‘em with me when I’m escorting a prisoner back here. What difference does it make to you anyway? It ain’t your jail and I certainly don’t need you to tell me how to run one, neither! I been in law enforcement just as long as you have. Matter of fact, it’s been two years since you quit being a Territorial Marshall.  So, I been in law enforcement two years longer than you have!”

“So, I guess you figure you know everything, now!” Warsaw said, grinning.

“No, but I sure as hell know enough about running a jail that I don’t need advice from the likes of you,” Wesley replied. “Now give me a hand turning this bunk over.” 

After stripping off the mattress, the thin woolen blanket, and bare pillow, the two men turned the bed on its side.

“Hell, I forgot the hammer and nails,” Wesley said as he let go of the cot and stood up. “Just hold it steady. I’ll be right back.”

Once he was out of the cell, Wesley quickly closed the cell door and locked it. When Warsaw heard the jingle of keys and the lock latch closed behind him, he turned around quickly. Then, with an irritated look, he said, “Very funny, Wes! Now unlock the damned door. I ain’t in the mood to play games.”

“This ain’t no game,” Wesley said with a big grin. “I got orders to hold you.”

“The hell you say! On what charges?” 

“Ain’t no charges. But I got orders to hold you until the afternoon train gets here.”

“What the hell for?”

“Couple of government men want to talk to you.” 

“That’s no reason to lock me up. I’ll talk to ‘em...just let me out of here.”

“Sorry, Saw, but I got orders to hold you until they get here from Denver and finish with what they got to say.”

“Orders from who?”

“The governor, himself,” Wesley said, still grinning. “Got a telegram from him shortly after I sent the state treasurer the telegram authorizing payment of the reward for the Fisker brothers. The governor wants to make sure you can’t just walk away before those government men finish talking. So, I’m afraid I gotta hold you.”

“In that case, I reckon you should have taken my gun,” Warsaw said as he drew his pistol.

“Put that thing away,” Wesley laughed. “You wouldn’t shoot me no more than I would shoot you. So, you might as well settle down and relax. In fact, you can make that bunk back up while I go get us each a cup of coffee.”

“What about the loose leg?”

“Oh, I fixed that last week,” Wesley chuckled.

“Fine friend you are! Playing a trick like that on me.”

“You have to admit it was pretty clever,” Wesley laughed as he walked down the hall, jingling the keys.

“Sneaky is more like it!” Warsaw said loudly.

***
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Later that afternoon, Wesley was waiting at the station when the train arrived with the two government men on board. Their crisp new derby-style hats and gray tweed suits made it easy for Wesley to pick them out from the dozen or more other male passengers who got off the train. 

“Gentlemen, I’m Marshal Montgomery,” Wesley said as he walked up to the two men.

“Nice to make your acquaintance, Marshal,” the taller and more distinguished-looking of the two men replied, extending his hand. “I’m Phillip Ardmore and this is William Wayne. We’re from the United States Bureau of Indian Affairs.”

“Nice to meet you,” Wesley replied with raised eyebrows as he shook hands with the two men.

“Well, if you don’t mind, Marshal, we’d like to get right to it. We hope to be on the last train back to Denver later this afternoon.

“Alright, gentlemen, if you’ll just follow me, I’ll take you over to the jail.”

“How well do you know this man, Warsaw?” Ardmore asked as they were walking toward the jail.

“Better than most, I reckon. We served together during the war.”

“The governor speaks very highly of his abilities,” Ardmore replied. “But I understand he’s tough to deal with.”

“Hard headed is the term the governor used,” Wayne added. 

“That’s one way to put it,” Wesley said with a short chuckle. “He can certainly be stubborn at times and he’s pretty set in his ways. I can tell you he was none too happy about being locked up. So, you’re likely to get an ear full when we get to the jail.”

“I want you to know, locking him up wasn’t our idea,” Ardmore said. “It was the governor’s idea. He said it was the only sure way to guarantee Mister Warsaw would listen to us.”

“I reckon the governor was right, too. He knows Warsaw pretty well,” Wesley laughed. “Warsaw don’t care much for politicians or government men.”

“But I understood he was a former Territorial Marshal.”

“Yes, Sir, he was. Which is exactly why he doesn’t care for politicians and government men!”

“I’m not sure I understand, Marshal.”

“Well, I reckon I’ll let Warsaw explain it to you. I wouldn’t want to put words in his mouth. What do you fellas want with Warsaw anyway?”

“I’m afraid that’s a rather sensitive and confidential matter, Marshal. One we’re not at liberty to discuss,” Ardmore replied. “In fact, we’re going to request that you keep our visit to Coffin Creek a secret.”

“We would like your word on it,” Wayne added.

“Fine, sounds like the reason you’re here is none of my business, anyway.”

“I don’t mean to seem rude, Marshal...but that’s the way it has to be,” Ardmore replied with a politician’s smile.

“Well, here we are. Sounds like you men want to talk to Warsaw in private, so I guess I’ll just make my rounds and after that I’m gonna grab a bite to eat. If you need me, I’ll be at the Ore Bucket Café right up the street there.”

“Might be best to have the Marshal accompany us inside for a few moments,” Wayne suggested to Ardmore with a hint of concern in his voice. “Just to make sure Mister Warsaw is civil and respectful.”

“Perhaps you’re right, William,” Ardmore agreed.

Wesley shrugged his shoulders and after holding the door for the two government men, he followed them inside.

“You got company, Warsaw!” Wesley shouted. 

“About time!” Warsaw replied in an angry voice.

“This way, gentlemen,” Wesley said, grinning as he walked back to the cells.

“Saw, this is Mister Ardmore and this is Mister Wayne. They’re the two men I told you about.”

“Fine, now let me out of this cell!”

“Not until after they finish with what they came for, Saw. I got my orders, so there’s no sense arguing. Now they came all the way from Denver ....”

“Actually, we came all the way from Washington, DC, “Ardmore said, interrupting Wesley.

“Anyway, Saw, you owe it to them to listen to what they got to say...at least do it for the governor. You owe him that much!”

“Could we speak to you in the outer office for a moment, Marshal?” Wayne asked in a nervous voice.

“Sure,” Wesley replied with a confused look as he followed Ardmore and Wayne down the hallway.

“Marshal, forgive me... but...Mister Warsaw still has his revolver,” Wayne said once they were in the outer office.

“Yeah, I had to trick him in order to get him into that cell and he was wearing his pistol at the time,” Wesley replied.

“But why didn’t you disarm him at gunpoint, once he was in the jail cell?” Ardmore asked.

“Because he would have just laughed at me if I pulled my gun on him,” Wesley replied with a big grin. “He knows I would never shoot him. Just like, I know he’d never shoot me. And he’d never shoot either of you, neither, if that’s what you’re worried about. Besides that, Saw ain’t in the business of making friends. If folks knew I had Saw looked up in here unarmed, there are probably a dozen men in town that would come gunning for him.”

“Well, if you’re sure we’re safe, I guess we can take it from here, Marshal,” Ardmore said.

“Okay, I’ll be at the café when you’re finished,” Wesley said as he walked to the door.

“Mister Warsaw, I apologize for the manner in which this meeting is being conducted. I want you to know, it was the governor’s idea to have you locked up,” Ardmore said as he and Wayne cautiously approached Warsaw’s cell. “I assure you I’m telling you the truth!”

“I believe you. That sounds like something the governor would dream up,” Warsaw replied in his normal tone. “So, what’s so important that the two of you come all the way out here from Washington?”
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