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PROLOGUE
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Nebraska had only been a state for twenty-five years when Bob Erickson’s son, Troy, wandered into Sandbluffs to investigate a bank robbery and perhaps to find the gang leader who had murdered his father.

In 1892, Troy found that the state had been suffering from a prolonged drought, and farm prices had fallen to new lows. Immigration had ceased, causing a drop in train fares, while merchants and banks failed.

Although the Northern Cheyenne remained hostile toward the United States, the tribe was relocated to the Montana Reservation. Western Nebraska remained peaceful, untouched by the Cheyenne, Sioux, and Arapaho. But outlaws were still common in the 1890s, such as Sam Carey, better known as Laughing Dick Carey, who hung around the Hole-in-the-Wall Gang. The gunslingers’ bank and stagecoach robberies were common. Law enforcement was scarce.

Twenty-three-year-old Troy Erickson had been a United States marshal for one year. He had been assigned to his birthplace at Sandbluffs, Nebraska, in 1892 to try to locate Stormy Jarvis, who had robbed a bank there.

Some of the frontier women took on men’s jobs, but because of the West’s culture, jobs for young ladies were scarce, and many more became saloon girls and soiled doves. Ka’E, a Cheyenne, had worked for the Ericksons for many years, and Susy Bartlet, a saloon girl, didn’t like serving drinks to drunk ranchers and train men.

Because of their ability with firearms, Ka’E and Susy became deputies in Sandbluffs. Erickson needed them, and the women followed him on the most dangerous assignments to hunt down outlaws.

Stormy Jarvis had a natural habit of escaping the law. The uncharted West was a vast, open country, with many places for outlaws to hide. Communication was nonexistent among lawmen, except for the telegraph. Sometimes messages were late in arriving. Also, many lawmen were corrupted by low wages and the sheer number of crimes.

Trains were important to the West. Many tracks were laid, prompting many easterners to seek work and land away from the crowded cities. The Black Hills begged prospectors to search for gold in the hills around Deadwood, and soon the Fremont, Elkhorn, and Missouri Valley Railroad made trips to transport government gold to be melted into bars.

Stormy didn’t like the dirty work of mining. He decided to rob trains and people of their gold, which turned him into a murderer as well as a gold thief.
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Chapter One
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Omaha, 1892

Pat Lowe, in his seventies, had been the Douglas County sheriff for many years. He occupied a table at a far corner of Rosy’s Saloon at 29th and Farnam Street. He loved boilermakers, a stein of beer, and a shot of cheap whiskey.

A man had been shot at the front entrance, just inside the door. He had known the shooter since the young man was a toddler. Now, seeing him standing there talking with the sheriff and a policeman, he admired the young, handsome man of twenty-three years. His federal marshal badge reflected the noon sunlight from the large window facing the street.

Pat remembered the boy’s father, the man who outdrew the famous Bull Morrison back in 1868. Now, Bob Erickson had been dead for a year, shot dead at the Union Depot by a fugitive. Bob didn’t know what hit him. The coward shot him in the back, but the young Douglas County sheriff found him at Anna’s Whore House in the Burnt District and shot him in the head. Too bad the man didn’t live to tell what outlaw gang he came from. He had been seen with a dozen other saddle tramps, but they rode out of town.

Troy Erickson walked to the corner table. He removed his wide-brimmed felt Stetson and took a seat facing his friend, Pat Lowe. Pat noticed the young man wore his dark hair long, about shoulder length. He had a drooping mustache that he had begun to grow as a teenager.

Pat kept his reddish-gray hair cut short and his white beard long. He took a sip of his beer. “Troy, I bet you could outdraw your dad, bless his soul.”

“I don’t think I could. Pop was really fast, even in his fifties and up to the time that coward killed him.”

“I heard you’re thinking about selling your house. You’d probably get a lot of money for it since it’s a three-story house in the Dundee neighborhood. Where are you gonna live?”

“The government’s sending me out west. I’ll be working out of Sandbluffs. The sheriff is having problems with outlaws. No, I’m not selling. Abigail and Ka’E will stay there.”

Lowe smiled. “Your dad had a ranch out there. Do you still own it?”

“Yup. Rick Hirsch is still the top man operating the 20,000 acres. Had a telegram yesterday saying the cattle have a disease that is killing them. Besides the drought and hot days in the West, I’m not gonna have any profit this year.”

“I heard about that in the newspaper. It seems the hotter it gets, the worse it gets. Also, the climate plays a big role in the human mind. I’m sure crime’s out of control.”

“Yeah, you’ve been the sheriff here for many years. You know how these outlaws are.”

Erickson sat quietly. The old, retired sheriff thought back. Dolly, Troy’s mother, had died while delivering Troy’s sister, Abigail. Abigail had turned nineteen and become a schoolteacher. Dolly’s dress shop had closed its doors years ago. Lowe thought of Ka’E, the beautiful Cheyenne who had decided to stay with Bob Erickson. She listened to her grandfather and decided he had been right. She was tired of wars and killing. She looked forward to peace.

Troy stood. “Well, old man, I’m gonna pack and leave tomorrow morning on the train. I’d appreciate it if you’d check on my sister every so often.”

Susy Bartlet, dressed in buckskin with men’s trousers and boots, cleared the table of glasses and bottles. She had worked at Crystal Palace Saloon since she was a little girl. Now, being in her early twenties, she thought she shouldn’t be working in a saloon. She wanted to do anything that didn’t involve serving drinks to a bunch of ranchers, cowboys, and drunks. Of course, she had hunted buffalo and broken mustangs, but she wanted money so she could move out of Sandbluffs.

Dropping the empties onto the bar, she quickly glanced at the entrance. Sheriff Simon Flanders walked in and stood at the far end of the bar. He stood six feet three inches tall, slim, and Susy thought he was very handsome. She liked his long blond hair. He holstered his .45-caliber Colt like a gunslinger, with the butt pointed out on his left side.

Susy had always been formal with everyone until she got to know them better. She knew the sheriff had never shown interest in her since he had been seeing a woman who taught school and led Bible studies at the church.

“Howdy, Sheriff Flanders. Alberto will be out in a minute. He’s in the back, checking on yesterday’s invoices. You want a beer?”

“No, Susy. It’s too early in the day. I just came in for a cup of coffee and some of that son-of-gun stew.”

“Is your gut made of iron? That soup has been heating for the past two days. I see you have arrested Missing Eye Burt. What did he do this time?”

“He went gunning for Jim down at the barbershop. Burt didn’t like his haircut, and the bathwater was too dirty to bathe in. Of course, he was drunk and couldn’t aim well with his good eye.”

“Speaking of drunks, here comes Rhodes. I’m glad you took his gun away. That man’s crazy as a loon. He’s been hanging around that bed-fagot down at Perkins’.”

“Susy, you shouldn’t cut down Miss Lucy. She’s been trying to help him. But he insists on drinking that benzine they serve down the street.”

Suddenly, a series of gunshots erupted outside. Flanders pulled out his gun and ran out the door. Susy opened the door slightly and peeked through the two-inch gap. Six riders rode up Spruce Street, firing their weapons in the air. The cowboys started yelling as they tied up to the rail. Flanders held his gun pointed down along the seam of his jeans. He stepped aside as the cattlemen walked into the Crystal Palace. The sheriff returned to the bar, and Alberto Valentino walked out of the back room.

Alberto had taken possession of the saloon several years ago. He had been in the United States since 1866 and still had his Italian accent. At seventy-seven, he appeared much younger. He had two bartenders working for him, but he looked after his business until mid-afternoon.

Susy stood next to the sheriff, waiting for the cowboys to calm down before taking their orders. While Alberto placed a cup of hot coffee in front of the sheriff, she asked Simon, “Where did they come from?”

“They drove a herd up from Oklahoma, and they’re just blowing off steam.”

“I thought they all hung out south of the tracks. There are a lot of taverns that cater to them.”

Alberto placed a wooden bowl of stew on the counter. “If they pay and don’t give us any trouble, they are welcome here.”

Abigail Erickson lived in the large house in the city of Dundee, located to the west of Omaha. She taught school at Lake School in Omaha. She opened the rear entrance to her home and turned to watch Mose unhitch the carriage from the horse. The carriage driver and gardener had been with the family for years. Since he had to be in his seventies, she wanted to be sure he didn’t fall.

Walking through the kitchen and into the hall, she handed her parasol to Charles, the butler. She noticed Ka’E sitting in the parlor. She took a seat near the person who had raised her. Ka’E had been her mother since her birth mother died while giving birth. She never knew much about Ka’E, only that she was a Cheyenne Indian.

“Ka’E, you look upset. What is wrong?”

“I shouldn’t be sharing my grief with you. But I was dreaming of my Indian family back in the West. It’s been nineteen years since I’ve been in what the white people call the frontier. Your father called me when your mother died, and now you’re nineteen and an adult. I think it’s time for me to return.”

“When will you be leaving?”

“Soon, I think. I never liked wearing these long dresses. I want to get into a pair of buckskins.”

“My brother is leaving soon. He’s being assigned to Sandbluffs. Maybe you can leave with him?”

“No. I have a few things I have to take care of here.”

“Ka’E, you never told me anything about your family. You told me about your grandfather, Viho Otoahnacto, but who was your father?”

“I don’t know much about my father. He was a French trapper who married my mother, the Indian way. He died of the fever when I was very young. My mother and I returned to the Cheyenne tribe after his death. I was perhaps about twelve when my mother died of smallpox. My grandfather had a woman of the tribe take care of me.”

“You talk English like everyone does. Why?”

“My grandfather sent me to the white man’s school. I can pick up a language easily. I also can speak French and Spanish, as well as Cheyenne, Yankton Sioux, and Pawnee.”

“When you leave, may I go with you?”

Troy walked into the parlor and noticed his sister and Ka’E talking. He overheard some of the conversation. He stood tall, holding his Dakota hat in front of him. His broad shoulders made his brown leather vest appear too small. His denim trousers were stuck inside his high-heeled leather boots. He paid extra to have Mexican designs sewn on the sides of his boots. He carried his .44-caliber Smith & Wesson on his left side, with the butt forward. His father, Bob Erickson, had taught him to shoot when Troy was six years old. He had been practicing every day since.

He studied his sister, who had just turned nineteen. She had been teaching at Lake School for over a year. She didn’t have to work, but she wanted to be busy. He knew about the man who had been trying to see her, but she didn’t like him for some reason. He wished he knew why, but he figured she was a grown woman, and she had her reasons. He decided to ask, “Abigail, why would you want to go to Sandbluffs?”

“You and I own this ranch, and I haven’t been there. School won’t start for another two months, and I would like to see what the frontier is about.”

“I don’t think you’ll be happy out there. The towns are dirty and unhealthy. There isn’t much law enforcement there, and an inexperienced woman can get killed.”

She sat and looked up to her brother. “Troy, just let me be as I am. I’m a grown woman, and I’m sure I’ll be just fine out there visiting our ranch.”

At the Union Depot in Omaha, Troy Erickson walked along the platform. He stopped and stood next to the Overland Limited, the famous locomotive that could make it to San Francisco in seventy-two hours. He figured he would be at Sandbluffs in about six hours. He remembered his mother telling him that it took a couple of days to get there.

Down at the far end of the train, he noticed men walking his horse onto a ramp to be loaded. Thunder had leg wraps, shipping blankets, head bumpers, and a few other pieces of protective gear strapped to him. It wasn’t easy to transport a horse onto a stock car. For the past year, the government had sent him to many different locations, and he had met with a man from the Harrison Arms of the Arms Palace Horse Car Company. The horse car had two compartments, each with eight stalls. He had bought the car, and when not in use, the Union Pacific stored it in the yards.

The government gave him a coach ticket, but he turned it in and purchased a first-class ticket. However, President Harrison had pushed for funds to pay for government law enforcement. Congress didn’t want to spend extra money on train fares. Troy had inherited a fortune from his father and also held several stocks and shares. He felt entitled to ride in first class.

The conductor had placed the Morton Step Box at the car’s entrance.

“Good morning, Mr. Erickson.”

Troy nodded his head. “Good morning. Is the train leaving shortly?”

“Yes, sir, right at 8:00 a.m. We’re leaving in ten minutes. A cup of coffee is at your table in the lounge car. I do have a bed for you if you wish to rest.”

“No. That won’t be necessary. I’ll be spending most of my time in the lounge. I have some reading to do. Are my bags aboard?”

“Yes, sir. They will be offloaded for you at Sandbluffs.”

Erickson took a nap in the comfortable, cushioned chair. The car was the gentlemen’s lounge. He didn’t smoke, but he awoke to a cloud of pipe and cigar smoke. He reached over and pulled down the window. The June breeze at seventy miles per hour cleared the haze, and the cooler air felt good.

An older man, perhaps sixty, sat at a table beside him. His stovepipe felt hat sat on the table next to him. A long, expensive cigar hung from the man’s lips.

“Sir, I believe we met at one time.”

“Your face is familiar, but what is your name?”

“Ted Hopkins. I own a bank at Sandbluffs.”

“Yes, I met you when I was young. You visited my father.”

“That’s right. You do look a lot like Bob Erickson, but you have your mother’s blue eyes. You have that Roman nose, but not as big as your father’s. If I remember, your name is Troy?”

“Yes.”

“Doc Weber said your father had been killed. That’s about a year ago? I was friends with your parents. Your mother, bless her soul, was wonderful. I cried when I heard she died. You do know you have a sizable bank account in Sandbluffs?”

“Yeah. I receive monthly statements from Rick Hirsch. He’s doing a good job of taking care of the ranch.”

Hopkins sat silently for a moment, as if thinking. The train began to slow. Hopkins looked out the window. “We’re coming up to Cozad. I knew John Cozad. He was wealthy, you know. But he was a crook, a murderer, and a very immoral sort of man.”

“I’ve been asleep for this long. I only had a few hours last night. We should be in Sandbluffs soon.”

“Yes. We’ll be there at about four. Will you be staying at the ranch?”

“I’ll be checking into a hotel at first. I need to get information from the Keith County sheriff.”

Troy had last been to Sandbluffs about five years ago. Rick Hirsch had paperwork to sign for the real estate purchase. At the time, he only spent one night and left town the next morning. The Crystal Palace Hotel had redone the rooms to give them a more modern appearance. Now each room had a bathtub and a washbasin.

His Mexican-made western boots sank into the sandy soil as he walked his horse off the car ramp. The boots had high heels to keep his feet within the stirrups. One of the train personnel carried the saddle and tack from the car.

He groomed Thunder and checked for any injuries that may have happened during the trip. He saddled and rode north on Spruce Street. Troy wasn’t in any hurry and took the opportunity to glance around as the horse walked around the potholes and uneven grade of the dirt street. The familiar odors of animal droppings and garbage dumped on the street came back to him. Oxen and mules pulled heavy wagons of grain. Their traffic occupied most of the street. The breeze continued to blow dust into the air, causing Troy to clear his throat.

Someone had painted the brick jail a light gray. The storefronts seemed much taller than the last time he was in town. Most of the saloons he noticed were south of the tracks. He looked up at the large sign of the Crystal Palace Saloon. It had been painted in a classic old English, and the front windows were now much larger. The double oak doors were still there, but they were opened wide, with swinging saloon-style bat wings placed in front of them.

He tied Thunder to a hitching post in front and took a deep whiff of stale beer, urine, and vomit odors as he approached the door. A few men stood at the bar, and half the tables were taken in the large room. The dancing girls had just finished a routine on stage, but the piano continued, with the player swinging his upper half with the music.

Troy went to the far end of the bar to keep an eye on the front entrance. An elderly Italian man with gray hair soon stepped up to face him. “What’re you drinking, stranger?”

“Alberto Valentino, it’s been a few years. You don’t remember me?”

“Great Scott! Troy Erickson. When did you come to town?”

“Just got off the train. Have you got a room upstairs?”

“Yup. I see you’re still wearing a badge. You know you don’t have to pay a cent?”

“No. I’ve got the money. Whatever the cost, I’ll pay. Give me a beer.”

“We have Pabst or Schlitz in bottles, and they’re ice cold.”

“A Pabst.”

“Old man, Hank Bankowski makes a Polish beer. We have it on tap.”

Troy shook his head with a smile. “Pabst will be fine. I’m surprised Hank’s still alive. Does he still have his farm?”

“Yup. His lovely daughter, Alice, and her husband are running the farm. They sell chicken eggs and milk to the town. Their five kids are helping out. Are you going to be in town long?”

“Yeah, I’ll be living here. I’m the federal marshal for the area. Is the sheriff in town?”

Alberto placed the bottle in front of Troy. He excused himself and started to fill a tray with drinks while the saloon girl stood waiting. Once he had placed drinks in front of some customers at the bar, he returned. “Yup. He’s a nice young man who’s been a sheriff for a year now. His name’s Simon Flanders, and he doesn’t take any lip from anyone.”

Lying down under a shade tree in the ninety-degree weather, Stormy Jarvis used his fingers to comb his long red beard. His right hand held a ceramic jug of whiskey that he had stolen from a cargo wagon. The driver and three armed men were south on the Deadwood Trail. Of course, his men had to shoot the men guarding the wagon, but he thought he needed the gold that they carried, although it wasn’t much.

He made camp just a few miles south of Hill City, South Dakota. The horses needed a rest, and his men wanted to celebrate by robbing the five sacks of freshly mined gold dust. Of course, they would bury the gold at the base of Bishop Mountain, except for a few of the smaller sacks. Stormy decided to take it to Sandbluffs. There, he’d get a higher price, and the feds wouldn’t get suspicious.

Since they had about 275 miles to Sandbluffs, Stormy decided to spend a couple of days camping at Bishop Mountain. He had a hidden cave there, along with a stream for water and fishing.

He took a swig from the jug and heard someone approaching.

“Boss, we found a few bags of coffee and hardtack in the wagon. That’ll last us for about a week.”

“Thanks, Bo. Get the men ready. We’ve got to get off the trail. You think that wagon would get us to the cave?”

The tall, lean, dark-haired man who had been with Stormy for years rubbed his week’s growth of whiskers. “Sure, boss. It’ll be rough going and may take a few hours longer, but I think we’ll make it.”
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Chapter Two
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Making a New Home

June in western Nebraska turned hot. Jerry, an old-timer and a retired telegraph operator, said, “It’s hotter than two cats scrappin’ in a thick wool sack. Went out fishing the other day. Those catfish are drilling holes in the bottom. It’s gonna get hotter.”

Troy sat next to him on a cottonwood bench in front of the Crystal Palace. “So, you’ve been fishing?”

“Yup. Caught a couple of carp out of the North Platte. So, you’re gonna be the marshal around here?”

“That’s what they tell me.”

Jerry stretched out his short legs and adjusted his Confederate gray kepi hat over his white hair. “Your pa was a great man. I saw him outdraw the best, and them Texas cattlemen ran out of town scared to death of him.”

They sat in silence as Jerry kept watch over the jail and the bank across the street.

“I heard your pa got shot in the back. Dang it, that tin-horned coward who gunned him down should have been quartered and buried in hogwash.”

“Well, old-timer, you might be right. You see those horses hitched in front of the bank? Two got riders, and the one in the middle doesn’t. That’s strange.”

Troy checked the rounds in his .44-caliber Smith & Wesson. He replaced it in the holster on his left side. He found it easier to draw across the belly, with the butt facing outward.

“That hoss has been standing there for at least fifteen minutes now. It’s too damn hot to be sitting in the sun.”

“I’ll just have a little walk over that way.”

Troy felt sweat running down his neck from his black, wide-brimmed hat. His cotton shirt had been wet under his black leather vest. He kept his eyes focused on the barred windows of the bank, looking for movement.

The two riders turned their heads his way as Troy walked past them. Just as he reached the door, he heard a click. He heard the click as the hammer of a gun was pulled back. He quickly turned and saw two different gun barrels pointed at him. In a split second, Troy shot both men, and they fell from their horses. Their bodies lay still on the ground with .44-caliber slugs in their foreheads.

Troy didn’t have to open the door. A man ran out carrying a money bag and a shotgun. Troy had given him a lot of room to leave. The bearded, yellow-bellied rattlesnake started to look up and down the street. Before the man could see Troy standing by the door frame, he had a lead bullet implanted into his skull.

It took the sheriff less than a minute to run to the ruckus. He stood a few feet from Troy, and he looked around at the dead bodies. Facing Erickson, he said, “I see your badge. You must be the new marshal. I’m Simon Flanders, the Keith County sheriff.”

“Glad to meet you. I’m Troy Erickson, and yes, I’m a United States marshal assigned to this area. I see you must have just gotten back in town?”

“I had to go south looking for someone who shot a man. That killer must be across the state line by now. He’ll be doing his three-card monte in Colorado.”

Erickson finished telling the sheriff what happened. He returned to the Crystal Palace and found Jerry walking north on the boardwalk toward Jim’s Barber Shop.

Susy Bartlet sat at the far corner of the Crystal Palace. She hated her job as a beer runner to a bunch of drunk cowboys. Once again, Alberto mentioned that she should be wearing dresses like the rest of the saloon help. She’d been wearing buckskin since she turned sixteen, and she wasn’t going to change now. Besides, the regular customers were used to seeing her the way she dressed.

She’d been employed at the Crystal Palace since she was ten years old. She hadn’t smiled since. Her father worked on the Pacific Railroad and never made much money. Susy and her mother had to find jobs.

A handful of ranchers walked in and sat at a table. The music and the dancing girls thundered their feet on the stage floor. She went to take orders. Susy strained her ears to hear what the filthy, dust-coated cowboys wanted. One spat tobacco juice on the floor as he ordered
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