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Chapter 1

​


 


As the two men burst out the doors they were met
with a volley of gunfire, the tall young man, who had just swung
down from his horse, felt a burning blow that spun him around. He
turned back just in time to see the two men taking the brunt of the
shooting. The immediate recognition showed on his face, as they
started returning fire.

He saw
both Buck and Aaron
racing into the gunfire. Aaron was down but was struggling to get
up, and Buck was standing over him with two guns smoking. The
gunfire continued, crashing into the wooden front of the building,
smashing the large glass window that read. . . Bank. The young
rider, ignoring the pain and blood streaming down his side, rushed
through the crashing glass to help Aaron, who was now returning
fire with deadly accuracy. His shooting slowed the crippling fire
from the angry townsmen as they scattered in all directions to find
cover.

The
young rider quickly surveying the situation turned just in time to
see a man plunge out through the saloon doors a few buildings away.
Their eyes met and held for a brief second as the man kept running
until he came to his horse tied in front of the saloon.

Nat Boyd
recognized the man immediately by the scar on his cheek…because he
had put it there. Just as suddenly Nat realized what he was doing.
He was going for the rifle in the scabbard hanging from his saddle!
With his left arm around Aaron, he drew with a blur of speed and
fired.

He did
not have a clear shot at the man because he was behind his horse,
so he tried to graze the horse enough to confuse the man. He was an
excellent shot with a pistol, taught to him mostly by the man he
now held in his arms, but in all the excitement his aim was off and
he hit the horse hard on the hip, flopping him against the
scar-faced man.

He saw
the startled look on the man’s face and knew he would be busy for
the moment trying to get out from under the falling horse. At any
other time, he would have gone after him, but now as he looked
around he could not believe what was happening. Buck had gone down,
but managed to get to his knees and was firing both of his guns,
one after the other.

There were at
least three men down in the street, two of them lying motionless
and the other crawling toward some cover. The rest were still
scurrying to get any cover they could find.

Taking
advantage of the lull in the firing, he swung Aaron around and
quickly threw him on one of the two horses still standing. The
other horse lay screaming and kicking on the ground, his head held
up slightly by the reins still tied to the rail.

A quick
look back at Buck told him he would not survive the sudden
onslaught. His shirtfront was completely covered with blood and he
was now down on his right arm firing the last few rounds from his
left gun. He looked at Nat through eyes that were starting to glaze
over and mouthed the words...Ride!

With the
quickness of youth, Nat vaulted the hitch rail onto his horse,
grabbed the reins of Aaron’s horse, and pounded down the street. The renewed shooting
of the townsmen sent bullets singing past their heads as they
rounded a building and rode into some small scrub brush that
offered them protection.

Bart
Jewell, the man with the scar on his face was still struggling to
get out from under his fallen horse. He cursed his bad luck, for
this was the best chance he had to kill Nat in years. His last try
had been a fiasco that had almost gotten him killed.

He had
been sitting in the
saloon having a quiet drink when someone burst in and yelled that
the bank was being robbed. This news did not cause him much concern
as he had no money in the bank nor did he live in this town, but
the sudden volley of shots some minutes later did pique his
interest and he stepped to the window for a look.

What he
saw was more than he ever dreamed of, here was the man he had spent
the last fourteen years, planning and wishing to kill, He was now
in a situation where his death would not be questioned, in fact, it
would be praised. His reactions had been as quick as his thoughts
when he ran out through the door.

Nat rode
hard holding the reins of the horse that carried his wounded
friend. He did not know how long Aaron could hold on, but he knew
they must reach some better cover before stopping. He was not sure
exactly what was happening, but he was certain there would be
pursuit.

They had covered
some distance and he waited until they were under the cover of
heavy trees before he came to a stop where Aaron relaxed his grip
on the saddle horn and slid to the ground.

Nat
jumped from his horse and pulled his friend up against a fallen
tree. They had not spoken since their mad dash from the main street
of Willow Creek. Now looking down on his badly wounded friend, he
still could not believe what had happened.

Only a
short time earlier he was riding down the quiet street in Willow
Creek to find the sheriff’s office and report the unfortunate demise of two rustlers
who had ridden across their 'A over B' range and left with
fifty-odd head of their cattle.

When he
had discovered the cattle missing, he tracked them and the two men
who made the mistake of thinking they could steal from the 'A over
B' and get away with it.

When he
caught up with them, they made their second mistake in thinking
they could fight their way out of it. Now they were buried in
unmarked graves and the cattle waited for his return from the trip
to Willow Creek to report the incident. Aaron had taught him that
it was always better to be on the safe side with the law in a land
where so many times one had to take the law in his own
hands.

He had
not had much sleep in the past week and as he rode along the single
street of the quiet town, he was sitting the saddle in the
half-sleeping slouch that most cowmen had learned from their many
hours spent in the saddle. He had to look twice at what he
recognized as Aaron and Buck's horses tied at the hitch
rail.

He
reined his horse around and started to dismount, when they came out
through the door and all hell broke loose.

As he tried to
stop the bleeding wounds, Nat saw Aaron's eyes open. He started to
speak but Aaron held up his hand and stopped him.

"Le... Let me
talk Nat, there isn't much time."

Nat could tell
by looking at him that he was right, so he tried to make him more
comfortable and sat closer to him to hear his weakening voice.

He could
hardly believe the story that unfolded between the gasps of pain
from his long-time friend, in fact had it come from anyone else he
would not have believed it.

Ever
since Nat had been with them Aaron and Buck had been taking, an
annual trip that everyone thought was a business trip. Instead,
they had traveled far afield and executed a bank robbery, sometimes
getting only a little money, but other times getting a large
amount.

As the
story unfolded, Nat still had trouble believing all he was hearing,
but when he looked at Aaron, he knew he was looking at a dying man
who would have no reason to lie.

The
shooting in the town had happened so fast he never realized that it
was a bank that they had come out of, but Aaron managed to point to
the blood-covered saddlebags still hanging from the horse standing
hipshot behind him.

Nat had
been with Aaron and Buck since he was eleven years old and he knew
that they took a trip each year, but he never dreamed that this was
their goal. They always seemed to have money and their ranch was
moderately profitable.
They never showed any signs of extravagance or loose spending, so
he was sure that none of their friends or neighbors had ever
suspected anything unusual going on either.

Through
gasps for air and blood bubbles frothing at his mouth Aaron
continued his story. What had started out as a plan to keep his
friend from committing a murder had mushroomed into a revenge plot
that had gone on for years.

Their
planning throughout the year ended with another robbery from the
man that had caused Buck the greatest sadness he had ever felt.
They were two men who had ridden hard and fast in their early
years, mostly on the side of the law but sometimes, because of
their hell-raising spirits, riding the shadows of the outlaw
trail.

Aaron knew he
was dying.

"Nat,
take the saddlebags and ride out, I won't be going any
further."

Nat
looked sadly at his friend, a man who had been his whole family for
the past ten years, and he too knew that Aaron would not be riding
away from this spot.

"You're
hit pretty hard but maybe we can get you under
cover, and I can find a
Doc."

He realized as
he spoke the words that they both knew that he would not last.

"I guess maybe
you're right. Is there anything you want me to look after for
you?”

Aaron grabbed
his collar and pulled him closer.

"I...I, left a
letter in my d..desk drawer giving y..you the ranch, j...just in
case anything like this h..happened. Remember w..what we taught
y..you."

Those
were the last words he spoke and Nat leaned over gently laying him
flat on the ground, an action that probably saved his
life.

He felt
the wind of the bullet whisk past his head at the same time as he
heard the shot. He was automatically drawing as he turned towards
the three men running towards him. All three were firing and the
bullets were smashing all around him as his gun leapt into his hand
firing in one smooth motion, two of them fell and the other dove
under a bush for cover.

Nat took
one last look at his fallen friend, jumped on his horse, scooped up
the reins of Aaron’s
horse and spun away leaving one man crawling in the dirt and
another unmoving. He was on the run, and now he was an outlaw. All
this had happened so fast he did not have a chance to choose either
way.

The
trail he took was an old game trail that wound through the woods
into taller pines and up a steady climb. His mind was racing with
the thoughts of the last few hours. What had happened? One minute
he was a tired, but happy, rider who just finished saving a stolen
herd of cattle, filled with pride thinking of what Buck and Aaron
would say, and now he was riding for his life...as an
outlaw.

The cattle
were waiting for him south of here, or at least he hoped they were
still there. He had caught up with the rustlers after three days of
hard riding. They had been camped in the mouth of a small box
canyon, with the cattle bunched behind them. Nat was mad. He had to
leave the ranch when Buck and Aaron were away and he hoped they
would understand.

The
oldest and steadiest hands, Shorty and Stubbs were there so he knew
the work was being done the same as if he were there. Shorty and
Stubbs had been with them before Nat came and they were the only
permanent help that Buck and Aaron kept.

He had
dismounted his horse a ways back and just walked directly up to
their fire. They both froze as they saw him and for a moment, he
held their attention. The first glance told him that they were both
hard cases.

"You gentlemen
are camped with my cattle, so I suggest you unbuckle your guns and
raise your hands."

His
voice seemed to jar them out of their sudden surprise and they both
went for their guns. He had expected this action because they did
not look like the kind of men who would do anything easily. His
reaction was fast, the years of teaching and practice now paid off.
He did not think, he just drew and fired hitting both men dead
center before either had time to pull the trigger.

When it
was over, he sat and stared at what he had done. This was not the
first man he had killed, but it was the first time he had set out
on a course of action that he knew might end up this way. It was
something he hoped would never happen again, but at least now he
knew that if it did he would be up to the task.

This
would have to be reported, so he buried the two in a shallow grave,
cut some brush, and made a makeshift corral to close off the mouth
of the canyon to keep the cattle from straying.

On the
ride to find the nearest town, he went over the events in his mind.
He knew he was in the right to have shot those men, it had been
self-defense. Men who rustled cattle most often ended up hanged so
when they were caught they usually put up a fight.

But he
also knew that even if they hadn't drawn against him, according to
the western code for rustlers, he would have been excused for
shooting them outright or even hanging them. The law officers in
the west were scattered everywhere and were often off chasing one
problem when another was occurring.

Now his
thoughts were jarred back to the present when his horse suddenly
stopped. There to the left of him was a rock ledge, about five feet
high, as he studied what appeared to be a barrier he suddenly saw
it in another light.

If he
could get the horses up and over they would not leave any sign and
he would probably lose any one who was following. Some ways back he
had stopped and hung the saddlebags that held the
bank’s money on the limb
of a gnarly old dead pine tree. Whoever followed could not help but
find it and maybe they would be satisfied with two dead men and the
money recovered.

This was
something he could not count on so, looking to the left, he saw
what he needed, a break in the ledge. He rode a short distance to
the right before doubling back, dismounted, and dusted the tracks
carefully away as he led the horses to the break.

It was
tough to get his horse up through the broken rocks, but when he
did, Aaron's horse followed easily. The ride across the flat hard
rock surface was leaving no sign, or at least none that anyone but
a professional tracker could follow. He doubted they would have
such a man along, but he could not take the chance, he would have
to pick his trail carefully and watch his back trail.

He had
to reach the herd and head back to the ranch. This was all he could
think of for now. Surly when the excitement of the chase settled
down they would believe his story. The cattle were still bunched in
the box canyon when he arrived. This was going to be a monumental
task. He would have to herd over fifty head of cattle a hundred
miles alone, while trying to elude a posse.

Knowing
it was not going to happen unless he tried, he removed the cut
brush, bunched the herd, and started for home. As he was riding
back and forth behind the herd keeping the stragglers moving, he
suddenly got an idea.

This could be
the best way to lose anyone following. Who would think that a bank
robber would be driving a herd of cattle during his escape? His
tracks would look like they were crossed by this herd and they
might consider him lost. Counting on this he was able to relax his
vigil to the rear and concentrate more on the task at hand.

Just as
he thought he had them moving smoothly, they started to bunch and
then came to a stop. He rode around through the trees to see what
had stopped the herd up front. Dropping out of the trees into a
clearing, he was suddenly facing four mounted Indians. They were
stopped in front of the herd and they spotted him at the same
time.

All four
were armed with rifles, and they looked like they were willing and
able to use them. He recognized them as Blackfoot, one of the most
feared of the western tribes. Buck had taken him among them to do
trading some years ago, and had taught him some of their
language.

Although
the white man was quickly overrunning their land, they were still a
formidable enemy in a one-on-one situation, and this was a
four-on-one situation. He was still leading Aaron's horse as he
continued his steady walk toward them. Although he had little
firsthand experience with Indians, Buck had taught him much about
their customs and habits. He wished Buck were here now, but he knew
what ever happened would be up to him.

He was
alone now and could no longer rely on help or advice from Buck and
Aaron. If he turned and ran, he would be dead before he got ten
feet. He remembered Buck saying that most Indians respected bravery
and despised cowardice, not unlike the white man, so he decided as
he rode on that he may die, but he would die facing them and he
would not go alone. He continued his steady walk toward them, and
they waited until he drew up about ten yards from them.

"What do you
want?" He spoke in English.

Something else Buck had taught him was never to give away
information voluntarily as it could affect the outcome of a
situation like this. The one who was obviously their leader stepped
his horse a half a pace ahead.

"We take
cows."

He spoke in
broken English.

So here
it was, he now knew his
problem.

"These cows
belong to another and it is my duty to return them all to him."

The leader
stiffened in his saddle and said again.

"We take
cows!"

As the
others all shifted their grips on their rifles Nat sensed that they
would not make any move on their own, without the approval of the
leader. Nat looked only at the leader now and fixed his eyes
directly on his opponent's eyes.

"If you try to
take these cows, you will die here. I may die, but you and at least
one of your friends will also die."

One of
the braves behind spoke something in a low guttural voice. Although
he did not pick it all up, he did get the words "kill" and "take
cows". The one Nat had pegged as the leader looked at his men and
then looked back at Nat for a moment.

"You are but
one, we many. How you stop us?"

At this
moment, Aaron's horse stepped up beside Nat and an idea came to
him. He spoke using a mixture of sign language and the Blackfoot
words he knew, pointing to the horse that stood quietly beside
him.

"I do not ride
alone, I ride with the spirit of my friend."

He had
left the saddle on and had not had a chance to clean the blood off,
and now he was glad he hadn't. Another thing Buck had taught him is
that Indians put a lot of faith in spiritual things.

He was
counting on this now, and Aaron’s horse had risen to the occasion just as if Aaron were
riding him. For a fleeting moment, it even crossed his mind that
his friend was sitting on the horse beside him, giving him that
extra energy he needed to carry it off.

The
Indians had all seen the blood and each had involuntarily pulled
back, and another idea was coming to mind. He reverted to English
and spoke directly to the leader.

"There is a
way that you may get some of these cows if you are willing to
work."

The
leader had regained his poise.

"Why take
some, when can take all."

Nat could see
a flicker of indecision in the eyes of the man in front of him, and
he pushed on.

"Why do
some of you die for all, when you can have some for a little work
and time?"

He knew
he had them when the leader started to explain to the others. They
all took a moment to think and then nodded in turn and the
agreement was made they would help him take the herd back to the
ranch and in turn they could keep ten head of cattle.

Since
the white man had come, the Blackfoot people had suffered great
disgrace and hunger, and as they had been on a hunting trip anyway,
this was a great find for them. Another thing that Buck had taught
him was that when a Blackfoot gave his word to someone he kept it.
He learned that the leader was Walks Alone and the others were
Hawk, Red Thunder, and One Buffalo.

It only took
him a short time to teach them what to do to keep the herd moving.
If they would stick to their agreement then he should be fine.
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Some members of the
posse had turned back when they found the three men who had scouted
ahead. One was dead, one badly wounded and the third had lost his
interest in the chase. Bart Jewell was not among the quitters, and
while the rest argued among themselves he pressed on.

He rode on
carefully, this was no time to ride into an ambush. He suspected
his quarry would not stop because he had no way of knowing how many
were riding behind him. With this thought, he pushed on a little
harder. He wanted to be the one who caught him. Then there would be
no question of taking him back alive.

It was not
long before he came upon the saddlebags hanging on the broken
branch of the old dead pine tree. This was something he had not
expected. He knew what was in those bags so he looked behind him to
make sure that no one had closed the distance, and it was not long
before he had the money removed and safely hidden in his saddle
roll.

Burying the
empty saddlebags, he continued following the trail. This was his
lucky day, he had some money unexpectedly fall in his lap, and if
he kept on the trail, he would have a chance to kill Nat Boyd.

Killing Nat
before the others arrived would not only keep him from telling
about the money but also keep an even deeper darker secret. He
thought back to the day his brother Brad died under the gun of the
man he was following.

They had been
riding back to their ranch from an unsuccessful hunting trip. They
lived in some low hills on a rundown spread that had gone even more
run downhill since the Indians killed their father.

He didn’t miss
his father because he had been a hateful man, and now only their
mother and they lived on the place. Their mother was somewhat slow
in her thinking and whenever they did something wrong she would
say

"You're a
couple of real jewels!"

Then she would
laugh and laugh.

They had
both been drinking when they came upon the wagon alone on the
flatland. To them, it was just another sodbuster wagon. When they
approached, they were welcomed and waved in by a man who explained
they had stopped for the evening and were setting up for supper.
Dismounting and walking around the back of the wagon, they saw the
woman.

She was a
looker and neither of the men had seen anything like her before.
The few good-looking women in that part of the country either were
married or would not give the Jewell boys the time of day.

Amos Boyd,
being a generous and trusting man, asked them to stay for dinner.
They talked a short while and Amos told them how they had broken
down, and the group they had been traveling with left them.

Everyone was
in a hurry to get to the West to get some free land and start
building their future. They noticed he was somewhat uneasy when he
realized that they had been drinking. Not too many men of good
character were taken to having a drink in the afternoon.

When they
asked him if they were alone he said yes, thinking that they would
probably ride on before Nat got back. He did not like the way
things were going and the way these men were looking at Mary.

Brad Jewell
quickly drew his gun
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