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  Chapter one
Regrets


Phoebe clutched the frayed edges of her skirt, willing herself not to burst into tears. The stagecoach jolted and swayed over the bumpy terrain, making her already sore back and legs ache even more. When she left on this journey, she never imagined it would be this long and grueling. As the dust clouds settled around them, she peered out the window, hoping to glimpse Golden City in the distance. 
Phoebe’s heart ached for Virgil. She could picture him in their house, pacing back and forth, his fists clenched, as he realized she was gone. The poor sweet man would be terrified something horrible had happened to her. This wasn’t like her at all; she had always been the obedient daughter and wife.
But something in her snapped. The stories her parents brought back from their trip to Colorado stirred up a longing in her she couldn’t deny. They spoke of her sister Dinah, who had been living there and was now recovering after being shot by Indians. As they regaled tales of cowboys, gunfights, Indian villages, brave sheriffs, and handsome deputies, Phoebe’s mind wandered to faraway places that she had never dreamed of before.
For the first time in her life, she felt a spark of excitement and adventure within her, a desire to break free from the expectations placed on her as a woman and explore the wild unknown. And though she tried to suppress it, it had overcome her sense of reason, and now here she was.
As the stagecoach clattered along, the three men riding with her to Golden City sat and talked to one another, each boasting about who he was and what he did or had done. There was a banker who said little. The others were from Denver and spoke of a criminal who had been killing the homesteaders and stealing their property, now someone killed him, and his relatives are selling the property. The other man talked about buying cattle from a nearby rancher, hoping to start his own ranch south of Denver. They didn’t talk to her, and she didn’t want to talk to them. She wasn’t used to speaking to strangers, and she didn’t like them. 
She felt herself dozing off when the stage bolted, and gunshots came from behind them. 
“Bandits!” one man exclaimed.
Phoebe’s hands shook as she clutched the leather strap above her head, trying to steady herself as the stagecoach jolted and bounced along the rough terrain. Through the back window, she saw a band of outlaws on horseback, their faces masked with red kerchiefs, firing bullets at them. Her heart raced in terror as she ducked down and prayed for safety.
One driver fell off the roof of the stage right in front of her, then the bandits trampled his body, as they approached. Eventually, they surrounded them and brought the stagecoach to a halt. She heard a shot, and the other driver fell to the ground from his perch. The door opened, and a big man commanded them to get out of the stagecoach. The three men went first since they were closer to the door, then she got out. 
Phoebe’s heart raced as she felt the nausea rising in her throat. Her palms became slick with sweat and her head swam with dizziness. Forcing a brave demeanor she couldn’t keep her whole body from trembling with fear. She tried to steady herself, but her breathing came in short, shallow gasps.
One bandit stared at her. It made her feel even more uncomfortable and frightened than she already was. As the other bandits threatened the men from the stage and demanded their money and jewelry, he dismounted his horse and swaggered over to her. He stood there watching her. 
He touched her hair. “You’re a genuine beauty,” he whispered. “I’ve seen a lot of women, but never one as lovely as you.” His hand trailed down her arm, and she stiffened. 
All she could see were his eyes behind the red kerchief that covered his face. They were gray and hungry, like a picture of a wolf she had seen once. “I am a married woman, sir,” she said defiantly. “I would thank you to keep your hands to yourself.” 
“That’s fine,” he said, still whispering. “I have ways to take care of pesky husbands if they are in the way of something I want.” 
She tried not to cry, wanting to be strong. She wished Virgil were there. He would deal with this criminal. Why had she been so foolish to leave like she had? How had this happened to her? At that point, on this journey of hers, she had had enough and just wanted to go home to Virgil where she knew she was safe. 
One robber jumped up on the stage and was going through the luggage. The other man was getting the money, watches, and valuables that were with the men. They also took a large metal box from the top of the stage.
One passenger protested. “You can’t do this to me!”
Phoebe heard a shot, and her body jolted, and she lost her breath for a minute. When her head spun to see what had happened, the protester was dead. Then they shot the other two men. She jumped at each shot, terror filling her, wondering if she would be next.
One robber hit the horses on the backside and the stage took off. 
Now, she was alone in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by four criminals. I just want to go home. 
She pulled her rosary out of her pocket and began praying to Mother Mary for protection, mumbling under her breath. 
“Let’s go,” one criminal said. 
“I’ll see you again, sweetheart,” the robber told her. He got on his horse along with the others and rode off.
Phoebe didn’t know what to do. Eventually, when she was sure they were gone, she looked for her luggage, but they had strewn some of it on the ground near her, some still on the roof of the stage. 
She started walking in the direction where the stage was going. 
The sun was out, but it wasn’t hot. She took off her hat. There was a cool breeze, but her feet were hurting. She considered taking off her shoes and walking barefoot when she heard a wagon coming up behind her. 
Immediately she jumped, afraid more bandits had arrived.
She turned to see a large man in rough clothing and a wide-brimmed hat sitting in front of a small wagon with a beautiful brown-haired woman with big dark eyes next to him. 
The wagon pulled up beside Phoebe and stopped. 
“What are you doing out here?” the man asked. 
She told him what had happened and then began crying. 
“It’s all right,” the woman said. “We’ll take you to Golden City. That’s where we’re headed.” 
She climbed into the back of the wagon. 
“I’m Lucy, and this is my husband, Jake. We have a farm east of here. What’s your name?” the woman asked. 
“Phoebe.”
“What business do you have in Golden City?” Jake asked her. 
“I was coming to visit my sister, Dinah Kingston.” 
“We know Dinah, she’s Wesley Kingston’s niece. She runs the general store,” Lucy said. 
“Yes, that’s right,” Phoebe replied. “Wesley is my uncle. Although I haven’t seen him since I was a girl.”
“I’m sorry about what happened. You’re lucky they didn’t kill you.”
“Yes, I am.” 
“We’ll go to the sheriff the first thing,” Jake said. “You can tell him what happened so he can get a posse and search for those outlaws.”  
“Those poor men,” Lucy said. “Killed just like that for nothing.” 
“There are some evil men out here, Phoebe,” Jake said. “You’d done better to stay in New York.” 
“I’m thinking that is the truth,” she said.
As the small wagon approached Golden City, the outlines of the mountains loomed behind the town. They stood so close she thought she could reach out and touch them. The land had been relatively flat until now, although she could see mountains in the far distance while she waited for the stage in Denver. 
Densely packed buildings, mostly made of wood and a few of brick, filled the area. Jake pointed out the general store as they passed by, and she saw the sign with the words:
Kingston’s General Store

All she could think about was returning to her own home and her husband. The excitement of going out west to see her sister had died even before the robbery. Jake continued pointing out the saloon, some outfitters, other shops, a gunsmith, the livery, and now the sheriff’s office. The streets were unpaved and dusty, horses were everywhere, and there were wagons filled with equipment. There seemed to be many people, men, and women, walking up and down the busy street and crossing the road in front of them. There were also some people standing, watching, and it seemed like they were all staring at her as she sat in the back of the wagon behind Jake and Lucy. 
She could hear the clatter of horses’ hooves on the road, the sound of a creek, people talking and laughing, children playing, boisterous men speaking loudly, and piano music coming from where Jake had pointed out the saloon. 
They stopped in front of a building where the sign informed them they were at the Sheriff’s office. Phoebe stood, searching for a graceful way to exit the wagon, but she couldn’t find one. Jake came over and helped her out, then led her through the door. 
The scent of tobacco smoke, coffee, and leather met her first. Three men looked up, one lounging with his boots propped on a desk, another hunched over paperwork, pen paused mid-word, and the third standing by the window, arms crossed, eyes sharp beneath the brim of his hat.
“Sheriff,” Jake said, “we found this woman on the roadside walking toward town. Bandits robbed her stagecoach, and shot all the men.” 
“We wondered what was keeping the stage when it hadn’t come in,” a man replied. He was a big man, good-looking, with brown hair and strong features. “Darius, you, and Sylvester ride out and see what happened. Take the undertaker with you and get the bodies back to town in his wagon.” 
The two younger men, both strikingly attractive in a rough sort of way, immediately left the building.
“Hello, ma’am,” the sheriff said to her. “I’m Sheriff Brinshaw. Welcome to Golden City.”
“Thank you, sir,” she said weakly. 
“She’s Dinah Kingston’s sister,” Lucy told him. “Do you want to go see your sister now?” 
“No, I just need a place to stay, a hot bath, and rest. I can see her later.”
“You’re probably shocked by what you witnessed,” Sheriff Brinshaw said.
Just then, a black man dressed in a fine suit and looking quite striking himself walked into the sheriff’s office. 
“Cornelius is there a problem at the saloon?” the sheriff asked. 
“No, I wanted to discuss something with you,” he said. 
“Okay, just a minute. This woman was a victim of a stage robbery, and she just arrived in town, I need to arrange a place for her to stay.”
Cornelius looked at her and smiled. “We have rooms at the saloon, and she could get a hot bath and plenty of rest.” 
“What about the others that stay there?” the sheriff asked. “She’s already been through more than is necessary for one woman’s lifetime.” 
“No one will bother her,” Cornelius said, then turned to her. “We don’t rent out the rooms to cowboys other than Sylvester. It would be nice to have a respectable tenant.”
“Thank you, sir,” Phoebe said. 
“I can take her there now. Come with me and you’ll be safe.”
Phoebe started crying.
“I’ll talk to you about the matter later,” Cornelius told the sheriff, then took her arm. “It’s okay,” he told her, and gently led her out the door and across the street to the saloon. 
He took her around the back of the saloon, and they entered that way, climbing up the back stairs to the second floor. She was nervous, not knowing what would happen next. Can I trust this man? The sheriff didn’t object, so maybe I could. 
“What’s your name?” he asked her after he had opened a door to a room. 
“Phoebe Hammond,” she said. 
“Phoebe, I’ll have a hot bath for you shortly, then you can rest.” 
“I don’t have my clothing because they ransacked my luggage.” She wiped a tear from her face. “Then they scared off the horses with the stagecoach and my luggage on the roof.” 
“I’ll tell the sheriff. Darius and Sylvester will find the stage and we can see what we can salvage from your things. In the meantime. I will find you a dress to wear. I’ll have John leave it inside the bathing room for you.” 
“Thank you,” she said.
After he left, she looked around the room. It was quite large. There was an elaborate four-poster bed made of dark, polished wood. When she sat on it, she could tell the mattress was of high quality, similar to her bed in New York. There was a handmade quilt done in beautiful gold and green designs, and a green duvet stuffed with down, folded along the foot of the bed. 
Heavy drapes hung from the bedposts. When she reached up and felt them, they were soft like velvet and the color was a rich dark green with gold tasseled ropes that tied them back. 
There was a large window in the room’s front covered in the same velvety drapes and golden ties, with lace sheers hanging down between them. She walked over to the window and pulled a sheer to the side. Her view was of the immense mountains that stood on the west side of the town.
Here she was, on her grand adventure to the west. The room was unnecessarily beautiful, and she was thankful for it, but now what would she do? She was still so frightened and didn’t want to leave the room. 
Phoebe heard a noise in the next room, suggesting a connection to her own. She opened the tall wooden door, just a crack, to see a black man in simple clothing, pouring hot water into a standalone tub. 
White towels and pretty pink soap lay on a side table beside the tub. The man looked up at her and smiled.
“Howdy, ma’am. Mr. Cornelius told me to bring you bath water. Mr. Cornelius gave you the fanciest room in the saloon.”
“He did?”
“I came in this door here,” he said, pointing to another tall wooden door on the other side of the room. “I hope I didn’t scare you none. It locks from the inside, so you make sure you lock it good when you is ready for the bath. Ya here?”
“Okay, thank you.”
The man poured the water carefully into the tub, which filled it about halfway. “I’ll be back with a couple more buckets. That’ll be time to let this cool a bit.”
“What’s your name?” she asked. 
“You can call me John.” 
“Thank you, John. I am Phoebe.”
“Nice to meet you, Miss Phoebe.” 
He left, and she went back into the bedroom but kept the door open, not wanting to miss him when he returned. She sat in the big soft chair by a smaller window that looked out over the town. Watching the town below the saloon, she must have dosed off because when she heard the knock on the door, she was startled awake. 
John came in with another bucket of water, and a black woman behind him had a basket in her hand. 
“I brought you some food,” the woman said and put the basket on the small table beside her chair. “Mr. Cornelius said you would be hungry. I have fresh vegetables and meat pies, and some fresh clean water, cold from the well. Here is some flowers Cornelius sent up to you. He thought they’d cheer you a bit. He’s a fine man, he, and his brother. They come here all the ways from England. We sure is glad they’s here.”
Phoebe looked at the food in the basket and at the woman putting the flowers in a vase on the table in front of the large window. “Thank you so much,” she said then began crying again. 
“Now, now don’t be a crying,” the woman said. “You get your bath and get some rest, eat some food and you’ll be feeling better.”
John came out of the other room. “You is all set, Miss Phoebe. We gunna leave you alone. If’n you need anything, we be downstairs in the kitchen.” 
“Thank you, John and. . .” 
“My name is Josephine. You can call me Josie, everyone else does.” 
“Josie is my wife,” John said. “We been living in Golden City for about five years now. We just started working here in the saloon for Mr. Cornelius and Mr. Reuben. They is good people.” 
“It’s nice to meet you both, and thank you so much for your help.” She couldn’t stop the tears from coming again.
“Now honey,” Josie said, “go in and get your bath before the water is too cold. We’ll see you later. Come on, John.”
They left, closing the door gently. Phoebe locked it behind them, still feeling afraid after her ordeal. 






  
  Chapter two
Dynamite


Darius and Sylvester saw the stage horses grazing in the tall grass on the side of the road, still hooked to the stage as if nothing had happened. 
As they continued further down the road, the bodies of the four dead men lay on the ground. Sylvester approached them first. “They’re all dead,” he said. “The bandits shot them in the gut and left them to bleed out.” 
Darius looked around the area. The sound of a wagon clanking and horse hooves on the road caused him to twist his head in that direction. He saw two sturdy horses pulling a wagon, and Fred Jewett, the undertaker, pulled up beside him. 
“Good thing I brought the big wagon,” he said as he jumped off and headed for the bodies. Darius and Sylvester helped him load them into the back of the wagon. “I think we’re missing one,” Fred said. 
“Look here,” Sylvester said. “It’s a bunch of women’s stuff scattered among the other luggage that they went through. It must belong to that lady that was held up here too. We should gather up what we can and get it back to her.” 
“There’s probably more over where the horses are grazing,” Darius said. “We can do that later. Right now, we’ll go down the road. They may have shot the other driver while he was fighting them off further down.” 
“I’ll gather it up for her,” Fred said. “Her bag may still be on the stage. I can take it to her, poor little thing. She’s lucky to be alive.”
Darius and Sylvester rode slowly down the road, watching out in case the bandits were nearby and spotted them. Fred pulled his wagon behind them. About a quarter mile down the road they found the body of the other driver on the road, shot and trampled by horses. 
“They were a mean bunch of sons of bitches,” Sylvester said. 
“Can you get the bodies back to town all right, Fred?” Darius asked the undertaker. 
“Yeah, I reckon. I didn’t find nothing on them to tell who they was,” Fred said. “There may be something at dispatch in Denver that’ll tell us who the passengers were, but knowing which one was which will be a problem.”
“Get ‘em back to town and we’ll figure it out. Sylvester and I need to see if we can find any hint of which way the bandits went.” 
“I’ll talk to the sheriff when I get back,” Fred said. “Bringing in these bodies will stir up the town.” 
“Yeah, it will,” Darius said. “Vance will notify Denver about what happened. They may stop the stage until we find the culprits.” 
“At least they didn’t kill the woman,” Fred said. He turned his wagon around and headed for Golden City. 
“What are you thinking, Darius?” Sylvester asked. 
“I’m thinking we got a problem.” 
“You think it’s related to that gunman that came through town a couple of months ago?” 
“I don’t know. Let’s go back to where we found the other bodies.”
Sylvester and Darius had found the tracks of the bandits and followed them as far as they could, but it looked like they had fled. There didn’t seem to be any kind of hideout or place they were going.
“Maybe they’re further down the road,” Sylvester said. 
“Could be,” Darius replied, “or they’re gone.” 
“It’s getting late afternoon,” Darius looked up at the sun. “We can keep going for a little while longer.” 
The two deputies headed down the trail for a while, and then Darius stopped. 
“What is it, Darius?” Sylvester asked. 
“I saw movement in the bushes over there,” he said, his voice low. “Let’s just mosey by, but be ready for a gunfight. Let’s head to those rocks for cover, just in case.” Sylvester and Darius made their way toward the cluster of boulders stacked against the low hill, as though some giant hand had gathered them and forgotten to come back.
Sure enough, as soon as they started moving again, a bullet flew by Darius’ ear. He and Sylvester spurred their horses into a gallop, racing toward the towering rocks ahead. They tethered the horses out of sight and crept behind the rocks, scanning the open land—but saw no one. 
“They trapped us here,” Sylvester said, checking his gun to make sure it was fully loaded. 
“You still carrying dynamite in your saddlebag, Sylvester?”
“Yeah, I got some,” he said. 
“I think they’re over in those trees. They may not be shooting, but I can see movement, and it ain’t deer or jackrabbits. I’m going to shoot in that direction, and you sneak over around from behind and throw a couple of sticks of dynamite at them. That’ll flush ‘em out.” 
“Yeah, it’ll kill ‘em.”
Darius shrugged. 
Once Sylvester got the dynamite out of his saddle bag, he nodded at Darius, who started shooting. He used two guns, with his arms wide, hoping they would think both men were shooting at them. As expected, the bandits started shooting back. 
Sylvester, quiet as an Indian, moved around to come in from behind them. 
Darius was almost out of bullets when he heard a yell, and three men came running out of the woods toward him. He shot them, and they fell to the ground just as an enormous explosion erupted. Trees toppled down, and some caught fire, branches exploded everywhere. 
Darius hunched down behind the big rock and covered his head as pieces of trees, brush, and dirt hurled down on top of him. 
“I think that’s all of them,” Darius said as Sylvester joined him. 
“Are they dead?”
“I don’t know,” Darius said. “Go get the stage and bring it here, we’ll load them in it and head back to Golden City.” 

      ***At the general store, Wesley was cleaning some new pots and pans that had come in. He was getting them ready for Emlynn to make a nice display when Jake and Lucy Simmons walked in. The couple were like clockwork, showing up for supplies every Wednesday at around one o’clock. Wesley looked at the big clock on the counter and saw it was almost two. 
“You all are running behind this week,” he said in his friendly, warm manner. “Is everything all right?” 
“We found a woman walking to town. She’d been on the stage that was robbed with everyone else killed,” Jake told him while Lucy went over to look at the new fabrics that had come in. 
“Oh no,” Wesley said. “Where is she now?” 
“We took her to the sheriffs, and then Cornelius came in and offered her a room at the saloon.” 
“She was a mess, poor thing,” Lucy said. “I couldn’t imagine being so distraught and shocked like that.” 
“Yeah, and she told us she was your niece,” Jake said. 
“My niece. Dinah? She’s in the back.” 
“No, Phoebe is her name.”
“Phoebe?” Wesley said, so shocked he couldn’t contain his surprise. 
“I take it you didn’t know she was coming?”
“No, I didn’t know. Was her husband with her? Was he one of the men who was shot?” 
“She didn’t say, but she was alone.” 
“Oh, this is horrible,” Wesley said. “You say she’s at the saloon?” 
“Yeah, but I’d give her time. She needs rest,” Lucy said. “I hope Cornelius gets Doc Hawkins to look at her.” 
“If he doesn’t, I will,” Wesley said. “Thanks for telling me. I have your stuff ready for you in the back. Let me know what else you need, and please don’t say anything to Dinah about this. I’ll tell her.” 
“That’s fine. We got to get our stuff and get back to the farm, anyway. As you know, we’re running late,” Jake said. 
Lucy picked out a few more things, some fabric, and ribbons, sewing notions, then eyed the new pots. 
“Not this week, hon,” Jake said. Lucy smiled at her husband, and Wesley wrapped up her things and gave them to her. They loaded their wagon and headed home. 
Wesley stood out on the porch in front of the store watching them ride away, his mind was on this horrible story about Phoebe they had told him. 
He walked back into the store and went into the back office where Dinah was doing books. “Dinah, I need to run some errands. I’ll be back in a while. Business is slow, and Emlynn is making a display for the new pots. She can take care of any customers that come in.” 
“Okay, Uncle Wesley,” she said, her head not even coming up to look at him. She was so engrossed in what she was doing, that he wondered if she even heard what he told her. 

      ***About an hour later the stage pulled into town just as Wesley and Cornelius came out of the saloon. “That must be the stage she was on,” Wesley said. “Thank you for taking her in, Cornelius. Tell her to see me when she’s ready, but not to rush it. I’m extremely concerned for her.” 
“I’ll tell her. She can stay here as long as she likes. We gave her the best room with a private bath,” Cornelius said. “John and Josie are looking out for her, too. I’ll get Doc Hawkins over here as soon as I know she’s awake again.” 
Wesley and Cornelius walked over to where Darius and Sylvester were bringing the stage into town. 
“Did you get them?” Vance asked. 
“We got ‘em,” Darius said. “Thanks to Sylvester and his love of dynamite.” The two deputies laughed. 
Vance opened up the stage to see three rough-looking cowboys lying dead inside. No survivors. 
Darius looked at him. 
“I want to know if there are more and who they are working for,” Vance said. 
“We are missing one,” Darius said. “There were only three there, but that woman told us four men attacked the stage.” 
“It was the leader, I’ll bet,” Vance said. “Once she’s able to talk more, I’ll try to get a description of him from her.” 
“I’ll go get Fred,” Sylvester said. 
Vance said, “I’ll send a wire to Denver and tell them we have the stage.” 
Wesley and Cornelius helped Darius and Sylvester get the bodies to Fred’s wagon, listening to the undertaker complain about all the work he had. 
Wesley watched as Amanda Brinshaw and her daughter Paula came walking up the walkway. “Papa, papa!” Paula yelled. 
Vance turned toward her voice, picked her up in his arms, and spun her around. “How’s my girl?” he said. 
“I’m good, Papa. We want you to come home for supper.”
He looked at Amanda, who Wesley noticed was more pregnant than the last time he had seen her. 
“Have you been taking care of Mama and the baby?” 
Paula nodded her head. “It’s my baby brother.”
“Or sister,” Amanda said. 
“I won’t be the baby anymore,” Paula said. Her hands came up to her side, her elbows bent trying to do a little shrug. 
“You’ll always be my baby,” Vance said. 
“Are you coming for supper, Vance?” Amanda asked. 
He looked at Darius. “Go ahead,” Darius said. “We can finish here.” 
“Thanks, I’ll see you in the morning.” 
Darius just nodded and tipped his hat to Amanda. 
“Bye, Darius,” Paula said. “Bye, Sylvester. Bye, Uncle Wesley. Bye, Cornelius.” She waved at them, still in Vance’s arms as they headed home. They all waved back at her. 
“Anything I can do to help?” Wesley asked. 
“No,” Darius said. “We’re going to park the stage, take the horses to the livery, and get something to eat at Jimmy’s. You can join us.”
“Thanks, but I got to get back to the store and get it ready to close.” 
“I need to get back to the saloon and get it ready to open,” Cornelius said. 
“Cornelius, wait,” Darius said. He pulled a suitcase out of the stage. “We think this is that woman’s things from the robbery, or what’s left of them. Can you make sure she gets them? Fred was going to bring them earlier but I think he’s overwhelmed with all the bodies.” 
“I will,” Cornelius said as he took the bag. “Fred did come by with a few things he had found. She’ll be happy to have them, I’m sure. We gave her one of Josie’s dresses. I thought they’d be about the same size, but Josie says Phoebe is taller and smaller than her, built differently I guess. I don’t know, it’s a thing women seem to know.” 
After they all parted, Wesley went into the store with some trepidation. He didn’t want to tell Dinah that Phoebe was in town, and he didn’t want to tell her what had happened. He knew he had to, but Dinah had a bad temper, and the last thing Phoebe needed was her jumping down her throat after what she’d been through, but he knew it was inevitable. 






  
  Chapter three
Ruthless


Inside the Denver saloon, smoke hung in the air, thick and swirling under a canopy of gas lamps that flickered erratically. The bar stretched along one side of the room, polished to a gleam despite the scratches and gouges on its surface. Behind it, bottles of whiskey and gin lined the shelves. The clatter of glasses and the raucous laughter of patrons created a chaotic symphony, accompanied by the off-key tinkling of an upright piano in the corner. 
Round tables dotted the room, surrounded by a mix of gamblers, ranch hands, and drifters. The smell of tobacco, sweat, and spilled beer was as constant as the inaudible murmur of conversation. Women in corseted dresses flitted between the tables, balancing trays laden with drinks and flashing smiles at leering patrons.
Marcus Currie sat at a table playing another hand of poker. An enormous pile of cash lay neatly beside him. He never cheated when he played cards. He was just this good. As he looked at his hand, he smelled the scent of lavender. One of the saloon girls walked behind him. He turned his cards down where she couldn’t see them and waited for her to pass on by.
Saloon girls were like anyone else; they were out for themselves. He respected that and didn’t judge; he was the same way, but he had to be careful because that was the name of the game. 
Another girl came over with a tray of drinks and moved around the table, setting them in front of each of the players. When she came to him, she set his drink down and winked at him. He smiled and winked back. When she left the table, he gave off a long breath. He’d have a rendezvous with her later, and she was a beauty.
Immediately, the image of another beauty came into his head. Lord, she was fine. He hadn’t been able to get that gorgeous blonde that was at the stage robbery out of his head. It wasn’t just her beauty. There was something else he had never experienced with a woman, something inside her. Her eyes were innocent, but also more, and it intrigued him. 
He didn’t know if he would ever see her again, but he hoped if she was on her way to Golden City, she had made it and was still there. He would be there tomorrow, and his plan would immediately go into effect. 
Abner Peacock had paid him a huge amount of money to kill Darius Royal. After some investigation, Marcus found out that Darius was no ordinary deputy, but an agent for the government. 
“Don’t make me take your money while you’re daydreaming.” Marcus heard one of the men at the table say, “Don’t make me take your money while you’re daydreaming.” He returned his focus to the game, tomorrow was another day. 
He sat with his lean frame relaxed and his expression unreadable. He leaned back in his chair, shuffling a coin through the fingers of one hand. The cards in his other hand rested loosely as if the game were nothing more than a passing diversion.
It wasn’t.
The men at the table with him were a mix of rough-edged men with calloused hands and tempers to match. A bead of sweat slid down the temple of the man sitting to Marcus’s left, a stocky rancher with a sunburned face and a glare that could melt steel. Across the table, a wiry fellow with a mustache that twitched like a nervous animal scowled as he tossed his cards into the middle.
“Fold,” the wiry man spat, his voice dripping with frustration. “You sure know how to pick your hands, don’t ya, Currie?”
Marcus smiled faintly, his dark eyes glinting with amusement. “Just lucky, I guess.”
“Luck, my ass,” the rancher growled, his fists clenching as he glared at Marcus. “Nobody’s that lucky.”
The tension around the table grew heavier with every hand. More chips slid Marcus’s way, and the muttered grumbles of “cheat” became louder, less guarded. The rancher slammed his cards down on the table and leaned forward, his face inches from Marcus’s.
“Got a real pretty way of winnin,’ don’t ya?” he sneered. “Mighty suspicious, if you ask me.”
Marcus’s smile didn’t waver. He calmly gathered the cards and began shuffling them. “If you’ve got something to say, friend, best say it plain.”
The rancher stood abruptly, the legs of his chair screeching against the wooden floor. His hand hovered near his hip, where the glint of a revolver peeked out from its holster. The wiry man and another player followed suit, pushing back their chairs, and standing, their hands also moving toward their guns.
“Looks to me like you’re cheatin’,” the rancher declared, his voice loud enough to draw the attention of nearby patrons. “Ain’t no other way you’d be walkin’ outta here with our money.”
Marcus remained seated, still shuffling the cards with deliberate precision. His calm demeanor only riled the men further. “If I were cheating,” he said evenly, “you’d know it. Now, why don’t you sit back down before you do something you’ll regret?”
The rancher’s hand twitched toward his revolver. “I ain’t sittin’ nowhere! You’ve been stackin’ the deck, and we ain’t gonna let you walk outta here.”
The other players drew their guns, their barrels gleaming in the low light. Marcus’s eyes flicked over them, assessing the situation with the detached air of a man who’d seen it all before.
Marcus’ tone was still infuriatingly calm as he set the deck of cards down. “If you’re gonna shoot me, at least let me finish my whiskey first.”
The rancher snarled, but the slight waver in his hand betrayed his uncertainty. Marcus leaned back in his chair, one hand casually resting on the edge of the table while the other reached for his glass. The saloon had gone quiet now, as the other patrons watched the standoff. A couple of men had left the saloon. He figured it was to get the sheriff.
Marcus sipped his whiskey, savoring the burn as if the room weren’t full of drawn guns. When he set the glass down, his eyes locked on the rancher’s. “You’re making a mistake,” he said, his voice low but firm. “And you’ve got three seconds to decide if you’re going to fix it.”
Without notice, Marcus stood and shot all three men before anyone in the saloon could take a breath. His finger tightened on the trigger of his Colt when he noticed a man at the bar pulling a gun. Marcus saw him move in the corner of his eye. He was quick and dodged to the side, avoiding a fatal shot, but still taking a bullet to the shoulder.
Turning toward the man, he shot. The shooter ducked, as the gunshot echoed through the air and the panicked screams of the customers filled the saloon. Marcus violently grabbed a woman roughly around the waist, held a gun to her head, and pulled her toward the front door, pushing his way through the crowd.
The saloon patrons parted like the Red Sea to let him pass, but before he cleared the threshold, he aimed at the man at the bar again and shot. “Get down!” the man yelled, as he ducked the shot again. The mirror behind the bar shattered into pieces as it exploded. 
The shooter and another man followed him out. He shot at them, but they moved behind the wide posts in front of the saloon. Marcus threw the screaming woman onto the ground, jumped with one leap onto his horse, and rode away, shooting at the men behind him. 
It seemed like a long time to Marcus, he had gone some distance before he slowed down, and no one was following him. He had taken a side road that led basically to nowhere. A sharp pain from a bullet in his shoulder burned like a red-hot knife twisting deeper with every breath. The wound was bleeding and throbbing with every jolt of his horse's movement. The pain was severe enough that it was difficult to focus and maintain control of his horse. There was a mix of fear and relief coursing through him. His relief stemmed from having successfully escaped immediate danger, but he had to consider his next steps. The rush from the confrontation and the escape would keep him alert and somewhat numb to the pain, but as it wore off, the apprehension of being caught or dying from his wound would set in. He knew because this wasn’t the first time he had found himself in this situation.
As he rode away, he spotted a farmhouse. After he reached the front of the small building, he carefully and
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