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Chapter One




When news that Nelson Pepper had discovered
gold along Glacier Creek near the 13,460 foot summit of Half Moon
Pass, fortune seekers flocked to the area in hopes of striking it
rich. By month’s end, nearly a thousand claims had been filed in
the nearby town of Dredge, which was the closest town with a land
office. Soon after discovering gold, Nelson sent a telegram to his
four brothers, Ralston, Jack, Lance, and Lester, who were still
trying to make a go of it on the family farm near Dodge City,
Kansas. After two years of drought and grasshopper infestations,
three of the brothers made up their minds quickly to sell the farm
and join Nelson on his claim, but the oldest, Ralston, was against
it. Three months and several heated discussions later, the brothers
still couldn’t reach a unanimous decision, so Ralston, who went by
the nickname of Red, stayed behind while his three brothers boarded
a train bound for Colorado. After traveling by train for several
days, the three brothers arrived in the town of Dredge on the
4th of July. They spent an hour in town enjoying the
Independence Day festivities, then the three brothers set out for
the diggings on Half Moon Pass.

Initially, several of the claims downstream
from Nelson’s produced some color and two significant veins of
silver were discovered along the rocky ridge that bordered Nelson’s
claim, but most of the claims produced nothing but hard work and
heartbreak. So, by the time the aspens began to change, all of the
claims had been abandoned except for Nelson’s and the two
silver-producing claims. Harold Adolf and his brother, Horst,
continued working their silver mine, as did the men hired by the
owners of the other silver-producing claim, until mid-October when
the first snow carpeted the area. The following day, the silver
miners boarded up their mines, packed up their gear, and headed for
Dredge with plans to return the following spring.

“I guess we best make up our minds if we’re
staying or heading down the mountain, too,” Nelson said as he and
his brothers huddled around their campfire. “There was a thin layer
of ice on the creek this morning when I filled the coffee pot.”

“Not surprised,” Jack, the oldest of the
four, replied. “Won’t be long before the creek will be frozen
solid.”

“Yeah, and once it freezes solid, that’ll be
the end of it until spring,” Nelson said as he stirred the coals in
the fire.

“So, does that mean you think we aughta pack
up?” Lester asked.

“No, I say we stay the winter. If we forget
about panning for more gold and start building a cabin, we could
have it finished in no time,” Nelson replied.

“I say we aughta pack up and spend the
winter in Denver,” Lance said, after swallowing a mouthful of
coffee. “With the gold we already got, we could live mighty high on
the hog until spring.”

“I’m with Lance,” Lester, his twin brother,
agreed quickly.

“Yeah, and we deserve a break after working
our tails off all summer,” Lance added.

“What do you say, Jack?” Lester asked.

“I say we leave it up to Nelson. It’s his
claim.”

“Well, I’d hate to leave and have some claim
jumper weasel in on my claim,” Nelson said.

“I thought you said your claim was all
legally registered with the government land office,” Lester said
with a wrinkled brow.

“It is, but land grabbing and claim jumping
happens all the time and I’ve heard a lot of stories about crooked
land agents, too. Some of the old timers, I’ve talked to, say half
of the land agents are as crooked as a snake with a broken
back.”

“Hell, Nels, if we come back here in the
spring and find some claim jumper has moved in... we’ll take care
of ‘em just like we did those jayhawkers back in Kansas,” Lance
said, grinning.

“I’d just assume not have to deal with
trouble like that again if’n we don’t have to,” Nelson replied with
a troubled look. “Besides, just because we found plenty of gold
this year doesn’t mean we will next year. Look at all the other
claims up here that already went bust. The same thing could happen
to us. So, I’m not real keen on spending more of our gold than we
have to and I damned sure can’t see wasting it on whiskey and
whores.”

“You obviously ain’t never had a good poke
if you considered it a waste of money,” Lance laughed.

“Maybe, I consider it a waste of money,
‘cause I ain’t never had to pay for it,” Nelson said, grinning.

“That’s a lie and you know it, Nels!” Lance
said, laughing again. “You forgetting about the time me and Lester
caught you and Jack sneaking down the back stairs of Lou Ann
Jackson’s whorehouse!”

“Yeah well, maybe just because Jack talked
me into visiting Lou Ann’s once doesn’t mean I’m in the habit of
paying for a poke,” Nelson chuckled.

“The way I remember it...wasn’t me that did
the convincing and we visited Lou Ann’s a lot more than once or
twice,” Jack said with a big grin.

“Wonder what ever happened to the rest of
the gals that worked for Lou Ann after she was murdered?” Nelson
asked with a reminiscent smile.

“I heard Mary Jane and Sue Ellen opened up a
house of their own, over in Hayes,” Lance said.

“Well, how about we stop talking about
whores and get back to deciding what to do,” Nelson said.

“It’s your claim, Nels. So, I reckon it’s
your call,” Jack said.

“Alright then, I say we build a cabin and
hunker down here for the winter. There’s lots of elk up here. So,
we’ll have plenty of meat and we can stock up on enough other
supplies to carry us over until spring.”

“I sure hate the thought of being cooped up
in a damned cabin all winter long,” Lance said, frowning.

“We won’t be cooped up the whole time. There
will be plenty of days when we can get out and go hunting,” Jack
said.

“Yeah, and to keep us from getting cabin
fever...we can make a trip into Dredge now and then when the
weather’s good,” Nelson added.

“Well, I reckon it can’t be any worse than
the winters we spent on the farm,” Lester said with an optimistic
smile. “At least we won’t have no milkin’ to do every day and no
barn full of cow shit to clean out.”

“Yeah, but I imagine it’ll be colder than a
witch’s tit up here,” Lance said with a disapproving scowl.

“Well... we’ll just have to get us a good
stove and make sure we got enough wood chopped to last us until
spring,” Jack said after licking the coffee grinds off his teeth
and spitting them into the fire.

“If we all do our share, that should be easy
enough to accomplish,” Nelson said in a reassuring tone.

“In case you haven’t noticed...your claim is
above timberline!” Lance said with a sarcastic chuckle.

“Hard not to notice,” Nelson said with an
agitated expression. “But what the hell... there’s a whole forest
full of trees just a half mile down the hill.”

“Half mile don’t sound far now, but it’ll
seem a hell of a lot further once we start dragging logs up here,”
Lance argued.

“I don’t plan on dragging the logs,” Nelson
said, grinning. “I plan on buying a wagon and a team of mules to
haul the logs and once we get enough logs for the cabin, we can
start stockpiling enough firewood to last us until spring.”

“If we had a wagon and a team of mules...we
could haul in some tin for a roof, too,” Jack added.

“That’s right and we could even haul in some
glass for a couple of windows and enough boards from the sawmill in
Dredge to put down a floor,” Nelson said with a big smile.

“Hell, we’d be snugger than a bunch of fleas
on a coon dog,” Jack laughed.

“So, what do you say?” Nelson asked, looking
at Lance and then Lester.

“Well, sounds like the two of you are set on
staying,” Lance said in an unenthused tone. “So, I reckon you can
count me in.”

“Me too,” Lester said, nodding his head.

Over the weeks that followed, the four
brothers built a small but comfortable cabin with two south-facing
windows. After adding a large pot-bellied stove and some basic
furnishings, the four brothers turned their efforts to stockpiling
firewood. They continued cutting and hauling wood to the cabin
until the accumulation of snow made it impossible to use the wagon.
At which time, the brothers sold their mules and used the money to
buy an assortment of supplies.

By mid-November, the snow was almost up to
the eaves of the roof, but the brothers had mastered the art of
snowshoeing by then, which allowed them to venture out of the cabin
on clear days to hunt deer and elk, split wood, and make an
occasional overnight trip into Dredge.

The town of Dredge was just over seven miles
from the cabin. It had nearly tripled in size and population during
the short-lived gold rush to Half Moon Pass. The prospectors that
flooded into the region were followed by the usual onslaught of
whores, gamblers, conmen, and others set on pursuing their fortunes
by means other than mining. But as the claims were abandoned, and
the fortune seekers went elsewhere, the town’s population quickly
shrank and it would have certainly joined the growing list of ghost
towns had it not been for the fact that it served as a watering and
coaling stop for the Rio Grande locomotives and a much needed rest
stop for the weary travelers that were on their way to and from the
various other mountain towns in South Park.

After a three week stretch of seemingly
endless snowstorms, the four brothers woke one morning in early
January to a clear, sun-filled sky and after a quick breakfast of
coffee and elk jerky, which was the main ingredient in every meal,
they packed their knapsacks, donned their snowshoes, and headed
down the mountain toward Dredge. The trek down the mountain
typically took less than three hours, but the return trip might
take the better part of a day, depending on how deep the snow
drifts were. When the brothers arrived in Dredge, they made a quick
stop at the bank where they exchanged two ounces of gold for fifty
silver eagles before continuing to the Dredge Cafe. Alice Wonder,
one of the cafe’s three regular waitresses, hurried to the door to
greet the brothers as soon as they walked into the cafe.

“Well, if it isn’t the hot Pepper brothers,”
Alice said in a cheerful voice. “I’ve missed you, boys.”

“We missed you, too, Alice,” Jack replied,
smiling.

“I bet you say that to all the women in
town,” Alice said with a slight laugh. “Anyway, sit wherever you
like and I’ll be right there with some hot coffee.”

The brothers paused briefly to warm their
hands by the large potbellied stove in the center of the cafe and
then continued to their customary booth, which was the one furthest
from the door. After shedding their heavy elk hide coats, wool
scarves, and hats, they hung them on the deer antler coat rack and
sat down.

“Here you are, boys,” Alice said as she
arrived with four large mugs and a pot of steaming coffee.

The four brothers replied with different but
similar responses as Alice filled the coffee mugs and set them on
the table. Then, staring into Alice’s eyes, Jack asked, “How about
some sugar, sugar?”

“Since when did you start taking sugar with
your coffee?” Alice asked with a slight laugh.

“Well, I just had an inkling for something
sweet,” Jack said, grinning. “We been cooped up in our cabin for
the better part of three weeks.”

“Maybe, you should stop by Alkire’s
Mercantile while you’re in town. Misses Alkire usually stocks a
wide selection of peppermint sticks and hard candy,” Alice said
with a teasing wink.

“Maybe, I’ll do that,” Jack said,
chuckling.

“Now what can I get for you boys?”

“What’s the special?” Nelson asked.

“Fried chicken with mashed potatoes and
gravy... and it comes with two fresh-baked biscuits,” Alice
replied.

“Is the fried chicken...a breast or a leg?”
Jack asked, grinning.

“Which do you prefer?” Alice asked with a
flirtatious smile.

“I prefer the breast,” Jack replied, still
grinning.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Alice said as she
turned slightly, causing the wrinkles to disappear from the front
of her blouse. “What about the rest of you boys, any preference?”
she asked, looking at the other brothers.

“I’m like Jack,” Nelson replied. “I prefer
breasts.”

“I’m a leg man, myself,” Lance replied,
grinning.

“Me too,” Lester said, turning a shade of
red.

“I’ll let the cook know,” Alice said with
another laugh as she sashayed away.

“She sure is a sassy one,” Jack chuckled as
Alice disappeared through the door leading into the kitchen.

“Yeah, too bad she’s married,” Nelson
replied with a cautioning look.

“Were we still talking about chicken there
at the end?” Lester asked, still blushing.

“Of course we were,” Jack laughed.

Alice had come to know the Pepper brothers
quite well over the past few months, but her teasing and
flirtatious demeanor was not limited to the Peppers. The fact that
Alice had five brothers made her quite comfortable around men and
since this was not her first job as a waitress, she was no stranger
to the innuendoes and word games that men liked to play. She was
also well aware of the rewards that a flirtatious demeanor could
bring in the way of tips, which explained why she typically made
twice as much in tips as the other waitresses.

When Alice brought the brothers their food,
she again engaged in some innocent verbal jousting and then turned
her attention to the other patrons, most of whom were single or
unaccompanied men.

The four brothers finished their meals and
after paying for the meals with three silver eagles, Jack returned
to the table and left two shiny new quarters on the table. He was
hoping to make eye contact with her as he was leaving, but Alice
was busy waiting on the customers who had just arrived on the
afternoon train. So, after pausing briefly by the door, Jack joined
his brothers, who were waiting for him in the street and they
walked to the hotel, which was across the street from the train
depot.

After checking into the hotel and obtaining
two adjoining rooms on the second floor, the four brothers
deposited their gear in their rooms and walked to the Antlers
Saloon, where they drank whiskey and played cards until well after
sunset.

“What do you say we give it a rest and grab
a bite to eat before the cafe closes,” Nelson suggested after
losing another hand.

“I ain’t hungry,” Lance replied.

“Me neither,” Lester said. “Besides, it’s my
turn to deal.”

“I’ll go with you,” Jack said as he raked
his winnings off the table.

After donning their coats, scarves, and
hats, Jack and Nelson walked out into the bitter cold night where
the temperature was hovering just above zero.

“Damn it’s cold!” Jack said as a shiver ran
down his spine.

“Yeah, it’s nights like this that make me
wish we had gone to Denver for the winter,” Nelson said through
chattering teeth. “But don’t tell Lance or Lester I said that.”

“It’s not too late to change your mind,”
Jack said as he glanced up at the full moon and noticed the halo of
ice crystals around it. “We could board the morning train and be in
Denver by tomorrow night.”

“Good thing we only brought a couple ounces
of gold with us, or I might seriously consider your suggestion,”
Nelson replied.

“How much gold you figure we got now,
Nels?”

“Well, I figure there’s close to fifty
ounces or more in our hideaway under the floor of the cabin and at
least ten times that amount buried under that boulder over by the
sluice boxes.”

“I sure wish Red would have come with us,”
Jack said in a sad tone. “I feel sorry for him knowing we got all
that gold and he’s back in Kansas still trying to survive on that
damned farm of ours.”

“Yeah, me too… hard-headed fool!”

“Maybe, we should send him another telegram
and try to convince him to come out once the snow melts,” Jack
suggested.

“Excuse me, fellas,” a man, reeking of
whiskey, said as he suddenly appeared from the alley next to the
saloon. “Could you spare me two bits for a drink? I’m down on my
luck and it’s awful cold out here.”

“I doubt another drink is what you need, Old
Timer, but we’re on our way to the cafe up the street and I’ll buy
you a meal if that’ll help you out.”

“Well, I’m obliged to you, Mister, but I
ain’t hungry. I just need something to warm me up if you know what
I mean.”

“Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you with
that, but the offer for a hot meal stands,” Jack said in a firm
voice.

“Well, thanks anyway. Maybe, I’ll take you
up on it after I get a drink,” the man said as he turned away and
stumbled back into the alley.

“Suit yourself, we’ll be in the cafe if you
change your mind,” Jack said as he resumed walking.

“You should have just given him the money
for a drink,” Nelson said.

“What for?” Jack snapped. “So, he could pass
out in that alley and freeze to death.”

“That’s probably what’ll happen to him
anyway,” Nelson replied, shrugging his shoulders. “All you did was
prolong his suffering.”

“Don’t lecture me with fancy words,” Jack
said in an irritated tone. “If that’s the way you feel, why didn’t
you give him the money?”

“I don’t know...but maybe, I will if he’s
still there when we come back.”

When Jack and Nelson walked into the cafe,
Alice again rushed to the door to greet them.

“What are you still doing here, Alice?” Jack
asked in a surprised voice. “I thought you only worked the day
shift.”

“I normally do, but Mary wasn’t feeling
well, so she asked me if I would stay until closing,” Alice
replied. “Anyway, have a seat and I’ll get you some coffee.”

Jack and Nelson paused by the potbellied
stove to warm their hands and then they continued to the booth in
the far corner. They were still shedding their outer layers of
clothes when Alice returned with two mugs and a pot of steaming
coffee.

“I just made a fresh pot before you got
here,” she said as she filled the cups.

“As long as it’s hot, it’ll be fine, “Jack
said as he sat down.

“It’s gonna be a cold one tonight,” Nelson
added as he slid into the booth.

“Well, chili was our dinner special. It’s a
bit spicy, so I imagine it’ll warm you up,” Alice said, ‘And it
comes with two pieces of corn bread.”

“Sounds good to me,” Jack said, smiling. “I
like spicy.”

“Me too,” Nelson said.

“Okay, two spicy bowls of chili coming right
up,” Alice said with another smile.

“You ever meet her husband?” Nelson asked as
he noticed Jack’s eyes following Alice toward the kitchen.

“No, I never have. I hear he’s a conductor
for the railroad. So, I guess he’s out of town a lot,” Jack replied
in a matter-of-fact tone.

“I hear he’s a real big fella and meaner
than a rattlesnake,” Nelson said after swallowing another gulp of
coffee.

“Where did you hear that?” Jack asked,
chuckling as he looked at Nelson.

“Oh...around town,” Nelson said,
grinning.

“I heard he was a small fella, just a few
inches taller than Alice,” Jack said, chuckling again.

“Yeah well, even a short man can own a big
gun,” Nelson said, still grinning.

Alice returned carrying a tray with two
bowls of chili and a plate stacked high with corn bread.

“I thought you said the chili came with two
pieces of corn bread,” Jack said as Alice unloaded the tray.

“I did, but we’ll be closing soon and we
still have quite a bit of corn bread left over,” Alice replied,
smiling. “No sense letting it get stale.”

“Thank you, Alice. That was real nice of
you,” Jack said with an appreciative smile.

“You’re welcome. I’ll be right back with
some more coffee.”

“How about some honey, honey,” Jack asked.
Then grinning, he added, “You know...to go on the corn bread.”

“I’ll see if we have any,” Alice replied
with a flirtatious smile.

Jack and Nelson began spooning down the
chili as Alice walked to the kitchen. She returned quickly,
carrying a pot of coffee and a mason jar of honey.

“Here you are...honey and coffee,” Alice
said with another smile. “Can I get you anything else?”

“Not for me,” Nelson replied after wiping
his mouth on the red and white checked napkin.

Jack tried to think of something clever to
say, but after a brief silence, he merely said, “No, thanks.”

“Alright, we’ll be closing soon. So, I’m
going to give Earl a hand in the kitchen. Just yell if you need
something.”

“I imagine your husband will be coming by
soon to walk you home,” Jack said as Alice started to walk
away.

“No, Carl is out of town... I don’t expect
him back until tomorrow afternoon.” Alice replied with an innocent
look.

“Well...it’s not safe for a woman to be out
on the streets of Dredge alone at night,” Jack said, looking into
Alice’s soft brown eyes. “If you’d like, I could wait and walk you
home.”

Then, after detecting what he thought was an
offended look, he added, “That is...we both could. Me and Nels
could both see you to your front door.”

“That won’t be necessary, my house is close
by,” Alice said, still looking somewhat surprised. “Besides, it’ll
be a while before I’m ready to leave. I still have napkins to fold
and I have to change all the tablecloths.’’

Jack’s face was slightly flushed as he
nodded, but said nothing and Alice again turned toward the kitchen.
Then after taking a few steps, she stopped suddenly, hesitated, and
turned slowly to face Jack.

“If you happen to be close by around eight
thirty...I guess there wouldn’t be any harm in walking me home,”
Alice said, blushing slightly.

“Alright... maybe, I’ll see you then,” Jack
said in a soft voice as he again stared into her dark eyes.

A few minutes later, Jack left enough money
on the table to pay for their meals and an extra quarter as a tip,
which was ten cents more than most patrons would have left.

“You ain’t really thinking of coming back,
are you?” Nelson asked once they were outside.

“I’m considering it,” Jack replied,
grinning. “No harm in just walking her home. Wouldn’t you feel
terrible if something was to happen to her?”

“Not as terrible as I would feel if her
husband showed up at our cabin some day with a shotgun.”

“He ain’t gonna show up with no shotgun. You
heard Alice...he’s out of town until tomorrow. Besides, I’m just
walking her home.”

“I know you better than that,” Nelson
scoffed. “So, don’t waste your time trying to convince me that
walking her home is your only intention.”

“Well, I reckon if she was to invite me in
for a cup of coffee, I would be inclined to accept,” Jack said,
grinning. “Besides...it takes two to dance.”

“Yeah, and I doubt her husband would approve
of your version of swing your partner!”

“Well, if I don’t make it back to the hotel
by morning, no need to wait for me,” Jack said, grinning again.
“You and the twins go ahead and start back to the cabin without me.
I’ll be along eventually.”

The streets of Dredge appeared to be empty
as Jack and Nelson left the cafe, but two men were watching them
from the shadows of the mercantile on the opposite side of the
street.

“Hey, Old Timer...are you still there?”
Nelson shouted as he stopped by the alley next to the Antler’s
Saloon. “I’ll buy you that drink you wanted.”

“Come on, Nels, he ain't there,” Jack said
after a brief wait and hearing no reply. “Some other sucker must
have come along.”

“I ain’t no sucker...I’m just
compassionate,” Nelson chuckled.

“There you go with those fancy words again!
Why don’t you just talk like the rest of us?”

“Well, if you and the twins would ever take
the time to read something besides the label on whiskey bottles,
you might learn a few fancy words yourselves,” Nelson said with a
short laugh.

Nelson and Jack paused by the door once they
were inside the saloon to take off their coats and hang them on the
series of wall hooks that had been fashioned from old
horseshoes.

“You two lose all your money yet?” Jack
asked his brothers as he and Nelson joined them at the bar.

“Damned near,” Lance replied.

“Worst run of luck we ever had,” Lester
added.

“Hey Jack...Isn’t that the old timer from
the alley?” Nelson asked as he motioned at an old man at the end of
the bar.

“Could be, I didn’t really get a good look
at his face,” Jack replied as he glanced at the old man.

“Neither did I, but I recognize that wool
coat he’s got on.”

“Well, judging by that half-empty bottle
he’s suckin’ on, he must have run into a bigger sucker than you!”
Jack chuckled.

“He came in with two men a little while
after you two left,” Lester said.

“Seemed like they were old pals of his,”
Lance added. “They bought him that bottle, and after having a drink
with him, they left.”

“Speaking of which...how about buying us
another round before we turn in,” Lester suggested.

“I guess I got time for one more,” Jack said
after looking at his pocket watch.

“You act like you got someplace to be,”
Lance laughed.

“Matter of fact, I do,” Jack said,
grinning.

“He’s walking Alice home,” Nelson added,
frowning.

“Alice from the cafe?” Lester asked with a
wide-eyed expression.

“That’s right,” Jack replied, still
grinning.

“Why, you old fox!” Lance said, laughing.
“You always did have a way with women!”

“Mama always said Jack was the best looking
of all her boys,” Lester added, smiling.

“Yeah, she sure was upset when you came home
from the war with that scar on your cheek,” Lance said.

“Well, it don’t seem to bother the ladies
none,” Jack said as he rubbed the two-inch scar that resulted when
a mini ball grazed his right cheek.

After the bartender filled their glasses,
Jack downed his whiskey and then left the saloon. He was still a
short distance from the cafe when Earl, the owner and cook, blew
out the flame in the last kerosene lamp and walked to the door
where Alice was waiting. Jack stopped in the shadow of the shed
roof that extended over the boardwalk in front of the assay office
and waited as Alice and Earl said goodnight and then started
walking in opposite directions. Once Earl was across the street,
Jack hurried to catch up with Alice and called her name when he was
within earshot. His voice startled her and she spun around with a
scared look until she saw Jack’s face in the bright moonlight.

“I thought you changed your mind,” Alice
said, smiling.

“I guess my watch must be slow,” Jack
replied, returning her smile.

“Sure is a beautiful moon,” Alice said as
she resumed walking.

“Yeah, but a clear night means it’ll be a
cold one,” Jack said as he started walking beside her.

“Yes, I dread the thought of going into my
cold house,” Alice said. “I stoked the stove with as much coal as
it would hold before I left for work, but I didn’t expect to work
late. So, I’m sure the fire is out by now.”

“You’re lucky you got coal to burn,” Jack
replied. “We burn wood up at the cabin and pine don’t last near as
long as coal.”

Jack and Alice continued to engage in small
talk as they walked to her house, which was located down a side
street some two blocks from the main street.

“I’d be glad to come inside just long enough
to start you a fire,” Jack said as they stopped at the gate of the
picket fence in front of her modest three-room house.

“No need,” Alice replied, smiling. “With
Carl away so much, I’ve gotten used to doing things for
myself.”

“Well, I just thought it would be a shame to
get coal dust on that pretty dress you were wearing today,” Jack
replied.

“I’m surprised you noticed,” Alice replied
with a slight chuckle.

“Oh, I noticed all right,” Jack said,
fidgeting slightly.

“Well...if you’re sure you don’t mind...”
Alice said with a soft smile.


Chapter Two


Nelson woke as soon as the first rays of
sunlight hit the frost-covered window in his room. He lifted his
head and looked across the small room at the other bed. He could
see his breath as he let out a slight chuckle.

Since the rooms had no heat, Nelson used his
coat as another layer of cover and slept in everything else he was
wearing except for his boots and hat. So, Nelson decided to put on
a clean flannel shirt and clean socks. After pulling the garments
from his knapsack, he undressed and dressed quickly. Then he left
his room.

On his way down the hall, Nelson banged on
the door of the room shared by the twins, and after ensuring that
they were awake, he hurried down the rickety stairs to the lobby.
While he waited for Lance and Lester, he pulled a chair close to
the rock fireplace where a roaring fire kept the lobby at a
comfortable temperature and read a two-day old copy of the Denver
Gazette Telegraph newspaper.

The Dredge Cafe didn’t open until eleven on
Sunday mornings, but the hotel dining room opened at eight. Prices
in the hotel dining room were a bit more expensive than the cafe,
but the food was good and since the weather was unpredictable, the
brothers liked to get an early start back to the cabin. So, they
typically ate breakfast in the hotel after spending a Saturday
night in town.

The three brothers ate their breakfasts and
then lingered for another cup of coffee, hoping that Jack would
show up. But when the clock in the lobby chimed nine times, Nelson
decided it was time to go.

“Well, boys, I guess we’ll just have to
leave without Jack,” Nelson said finally after taking his last
drink of coffee, which had already grown cold.

“Why don’t we give him a few more minutes?”
Lance suggested. “I’d like to hear about last night.”

“Yeah, me too,” Lester said in an eager
tone. “It would sure make the trip back to the cabin seem
shorter.”

“No, we’ve waited long enough,” Nelson said
in a firm voice. “Clouds are starting to roll in, which means we’re
probably in for some more snow. Besides, what makes you think Jack
is gonna talk about last night anyway? You know how he is when it
comes to talking about his encounters with women. He likes to keep
such things private.”

Nelson paid for their breakfasts and the
three brothers went to their rooms to collect their knapsacks and
snowshoes. The hotel normally required payment in advance for
rooms, but since the four brothers were the closest thing to
regular guests that the hotel had, the desk clerk had no problem
holding the room that still contained Jack’s snowshoes and
knapsack.

When the three brothers reached the edge of
town, where the road to Half Moon Pass was blocked by a huge snow
drift, they strapped on their snowshoes and began following the
trail that they had blazed on their way into town.

“Looks like somebody else has been using our
trail,” Lance commented as he took the lead and noticed three sets
of fresh snowshoe tracks.

“They must have gotten an early start,”
Nelson said with a hint of concern in his voice.

“Probably just some hunters going out to bag
themselves an elk,” Lester replied in a casual tone.

Clouds driven by a strong westerly wind
continued to sail over the high peaks as the three brothers plodded
along the trail toward the cabin. Then, as if someone had suddenly
slit open a giant goose down pillow, the sky became filled with
large, fluffy snowflakes.

 


***

Back in Dredge, Jack was sleeping soundly,
but he woke with a sudden jerk as a gust of wind rattled the window
pane in Alice’s bedroom. He reached for his pants that were on the
floor by the bed and pulled his watch from the watch pocket. Then
he sat up quickly.

“What’s the matter?” Alice asked in a sleepy
voice.

“It’s nearly eleven o’clock!” Jack replied
as he threw back the covers.

“Good heavens! I’ll be late for work,” Alice
said in a panicked voice.

Alice and Jack said little to each other as
Alice scurried about, getting ready for work and Jack threw on his
clothes. Once Jack was dressed, he and Alice embraced tightly and
kissed a long kiss by the back door. Then Jack slipped out the
door, hoping that no one would see him and Alice concentrated on
making sure that all signs of his visit were erased.

The snowflakes pelted Jack’s face as he
circled the block and then headed for the hotel. The high peaks to
the west were shrouded in a thick layer of clouds and Jack began to
wonder if they weren’t in for a full-blown blizzard.

“Morning, Jack,” the hotel manager said as
Jack entered the lobby.

“Mornin’, Sam, don’t suppose my brothers are
still here.”

“No, they left a couple of hours ago,” Sam
replied, grinning. “Nelson told me you would be along sometime this
morning for your things. But from the looks of this weather...you
probably aughta think about staying another night.”

“You’re probably right, but I reckon I’ll
give it a try. The snow could stop just as fast as it started.”

Jack rushed up to his room and after
gathering his things, he dropped his room key off at the front desk
and headed for the edge of town. When he reached the snow drift
that blocked the road to Half Moon Pass, Jack strapped on his
snowshoes. The new snow had already covered the tracks left by
those ahead of him, but the sunken path created by their snowshoes
was still visible and Jack was able to follow the trail for almost
two hours before the howling wind and blowing snow totally erased
the trail. Jack’s thoughts turned to his brothers and he began to
worry about them as he trudged on for another mile in the white out
conditions. As he stopped to catch his breath, he turned his back
on the brutal wind and tried to get his bearings. A momentary
feeling of panic set in as he realized that he wasn’t sure where he
was and his mind filled with the stories he had heard about men who
had perished after becoming disoriented in snowstorms.

“Time to turn back,” he told himself as his
eyes focused on his own tracks.

Then, after a quick look uphill, Jack
started following his tracks back toward Dredge.

 


***

 


After two hours on the trail, Lance and
Lester tried to talk Nelson into turning back, but when the tracks
they had followed since leaving Dredge never veered off the trail,
Nelson was sure that the men ahead of them were headed for their
cabin. So, he was determined to press on. They were within a
hundred yards of timberline when Nelson suddenly felt a searing
pain and instinctively clutched his side as he crumpled to his
knees. When Lance and Lester saw Nelson drop to his knees, they
assumed that he had merely stepped in a hole, which is not an
uncommon event when snowshoeing. The howling wind had prevented
them from hearing the rifle shot that had just mortally wounded
their brother, but when Nelson fell forward and planted his face in
the snow, they knew something was wrong. Their legs began churning
through the fresh snow as they frantically scrambled to reach their
brother. Lance was the second one to go down and when Lester saw
the snow around his brother turn a bright crimson red, he threw off
his elk hide mitts and fumbled for the pistol beneath his heavy
coat. But before he could get to his pistol, a man with a
Winchester aimed at Lester’s head, suddenly appeared from behind
the twisted trunk of a bristlecone pine. The man shouted something,
but the howling wind prevented Lester from hearing the words. Then
another man, a big man with a layer of snow caked to his clothing
and icicles extending from his beard, appeared out of nowhere just
a few feet away from him.

“Unbutton your coat!” the big man shouted
with a thick accent.

Lester hesitated with his eyes fixed on the
half-frozen, bear-like man until he felt the barrel of a pistol
prodding him in the back.

“He said...unbutton your coat,” the man said
from behind as he prodded Lester again with his pistol.

Lester’s hands had already grown numb since
shedding his mitts, but after a few tries, he finally managed to
undo the buttons on his coat.

“Now hand over that pistol and I’ll take
your knife too if you got one, but don’t try nothing unless you
want to end up like them other two,” the man with the iced-over
beard said in a gruff voice.

“Can I button my coat back up and put my
mitts back on?” Lester asked through chattering teeth after handing
his pistol to the man.

“Yeah, go ahead and then get going toward
your cabin,” the man ordered. “But don’t forget we’re right behind
you.”

“What about my brothers?” Lester asked with
watering eyes.

“If they ain’t already dead...they soon will
be,” the man behind Lester said.

“And you will be too, if you don’t do what
we tell you!” the man with the frozen beard threatened.

Lester took a final look at Lance and then
began plodding on toward the cabin.

 


***

Nightfall comes early to the Colorado high
country in the winter, especially during stormy weather. So, by the
time Jack returned to Dredge, it was shrouded in a veil of darkness
and blanketed in nearly two feet of new snow. Jack glanced at the
cafe as he shuffled by on his snowshoes, but it was already closed
and dark inside. When Jack reached the hotel, he quickly unbuckled
the bear trap bindings on his snowshoes and kicked them off before
entering the lobby.

The night desk clerk, Cecil Potter, peered
over the top of the dime novel he was reading when he felt the
piercing blast of bone-chilling air.

“Good God, Jack, you look like you’re about
played out!”

“Damn... near,” Jack replied through
chattering teeth as he paused by the door to brush off
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