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Oregon was the territory, and Clay Medford was the drifter who wandered its vast wilderness, always riding alone, and always looking toward the day when he would finally get revenge on the people who’d set him on his lonely life.

Then fate intervened and saddled him with an unlikely partner—a whore named Jewel Newgate—and after that things were never the same. Alongside Jewel, Medford inherited a whole new set of enemies. But there was an ally, too, by the name of Cayuse Sam, and Sam was after the same killers as Clay himself.

So they rode together, the two men, the one-time whore and a beautiful young girl whose innocence had been taken the hardest way possible, and together they set their sights on the owlhoots who’d caused them all misery.

There was just one problem.

One of those owlhoots was Eben Medford … the older brother Clay had once idolized.
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Chapter One – Death in the Wilderness


IT WAS CHRISTMAS Eve and snow clouds were ominously low in the sky, when the riders came for Eben Medford.

Clay, his brother, was at the woodheap, his ax flashing in the cold, dusky grayness as they topped the grassy rise and threaded their way between the towering arrowhead pines. He knew who they were. His ailing, silver-haired father had told him they would be coming and that there would be an empty chair at the table when the time came to carve the Christmas turkey.

Clay thudded his ax into a log then turned to watch them. The big, bulky man riding the sorrel across the murmuring creek was Jake Lantell. He’d called before, staying to play cards with Eben until well after midnight, and Clay remembered how Lantell’s snakelike eyes had followed his sister, Dorcas, as she went about her chores. His father, Tobias, had seen those eyes following his daughter, too, but had said nothing. He’d been a sick man ever since he’d buried his wife in the grave out back of the cabin. All he wanted now was peace.

Clay’s eyes went to the man riding behind Lantell. From Eben’s description, he would be Spider Jones, a man who’d earned his name because of his gangling arms and legs. As they rode closer, Clay saw that he was middle-aged, his face almost concealed by a scruffy red beard. Like Lantell, he wore his gun slung low, right down against his thigh. The third rider would be Deuce Manning. His was a boyish clean-shaven face and, Clay figured, like Eben, he’d still be in his teens. And yet twin six-guns were housed in his low-slung holsters and he carried a sawn-off shotgun.

Clay felt a flush of anger when he thought of his brother’s decision to join these riders. He glanced at Eben’s big bay gelding. The horse was saddled ready and Eben’s new rifle nestled in the long leather sheath. For most of the day Eben had been practicing with this rifle, blasting away at distant targets, exploding the silence at this wilderness valley in Oregon Territory.

His father came outside with his arm around Dorcas, who stood wet-eyed and watched as the riders drifted in and her brother ambled over to his horse. Eben was taller than his father, a lean beanpole with long black hair that reached down in sideburns to frame his young face. The riders reined-in and Clay strode from the woodheap as his brother climbed into the saddle.

There would be no arguments. The time had passed for them. Tobias had spent most of the week trying to dissuade Eben from riding with Lantell’s bunch. Dorcas had implored him not to and Clay had told him bluntly he was a fool, but all to no avail. Eben had made up his mind. He’d grown tired of scraping a living in the valley. Beyond there were new horizons, new challenges. According to Lantell, with the Hudson Bay Company paying big prices for furs in Astoria, there was a fortune to be made in trapping. But Clay figured he knew the truth. He’d heard it from the settlers and those two missionaries only two months ago. Lantell might make money trapping, but he made more in other ways. According to them, Lantell had robbed two trading posts and killed a man. Predictably, Eben had refused to believe the stories. Maybe he was so taken up with the idea of riding for this rogue that he’d closed his mind to any other possibility. Perhaps, in some ways, Lantell had taken the place of his weak, sick father. Whatever Eben’s reason for riding with Lantell, Clay figured he was riding into trouble.

“Compliments of the season to all of you,” Lantell said, a mocking edge to his voice. He doffed his wide-brimmed fur hat. “’Specially to you, ma’am.”

Dorcas turned her face away from his frank eyes.

“How long will you be, Eben?” Tobias asked.

“I told you, pa,” Eben said irritably. “Two weeks.”

“We’ll look after him, Mr. Medford,” Spider Jones assured him. He smiled and then chuckled. “Real well.”

“In other words, you’ll show him how to kill and steal,” Clay blazed, unable to hold back the words.

“Button your lip,” Jones snapped, his smile disappearing.

“I’m only repeating what folks say,” Clay countered boldly, folding his arms.

“Clay,” Tobias pleaded, not wanting his son to ride out on this sour note.

“Folks are mostly fools,” Lantell told Clay, his voice low. “Remember that, sonny boy, and you’ll git by real well.” He gathered his reins. “You know, I like you, sonny boy. Mebbe someday when you grow up, like Eben has, I’ll let you ride with us.”

“That’ll be the last thing I’d do,” Clay told him bluntly.

“We’re wastin’ time, Mr. Lantell,” Eben said, turning his bay, furious at his younger brother’s outburst.

“Eben .. . don’t be long,” Dorcas pleaded.

“I said a couple weeks,” Eben said impatiently.

“Merry Christmas,” Lantell said, flicking his reins.

The four riders headed away from the log cabin toward the steel-gray creek as the first few flakes of snow began to flutter slowly down. Dorcas was sobbing and Tobias stood alone now, his fists clenched as he watched the riders climb the slope. Clay took his sister inside and she started to set the dishes on the table disconsolately. He walked to the window. Dusk had closed in, swallowing the riders and finally old Tobias came inside. His face was white as chalk as he shut the door on the gathering gloom. It was Dorcas who finally broke the silence.

“Won’t be much of a Christmas what with ma and now Eben gone.”

Tobias nodded and lit his pipe. The fire crackled in the potbelly stove as Clay stood at the window looking out at the grayness. Maybe Christmas wasn’t the time for hating but right now he hated Jake Lantell.

Five weeks later, when the snow lay thick on the ground and the creek was frozen over, they came. There were four of them, Modoc Indians, and they sat their pinto ponies outside the cabin calling out for food. But Clay knew they wanted more than food. So did his father. Then one of them, fierce-faced like a hawk, lifted an old Flintlock rifle from the folds of his blanket—and in that terrible moment Clay knew they would have to fight for their lives.

And Eben wasn’t around to help. He hadn’t come back.

Fifteen years later, in the Fall of ’51, Clay Medford alone rode the hills above Willamette Valley. He’d been riding alone since he’d left the adobe walls of the Methodist Mission three days after his eighteenth birthday in ’39, and during that time he’d become a man of the wilderness. He’d become part of this vast, unmapped land. You could see the rugged rocks when you looked at his carved, granite face. You could see the towering pines in the tall, lean frame of his body. You could see the cold grayness of the tumbling mountain creeks in his searching eyes.

Right now Clay Medford was heading down a wooded slope. Sundown was close and already the western rims were steeped in shadow. Tonight would be cold when the freezing winds moaned around his lonely camp making the flames of his fire dance and flicker. He turned his chestnut stallion, Blaze, around a bunch of flat rocks, then rode for the creek that twisted and plunged between the pines. An elk bounded away into the dusk and Clay heard the distant roar of a mountain lion. Once again he was reminded that this was raw wilderness, west of civilization—but that was the way he liked it. Of course, he told himself, Oregon Territory wouldn’t always be a wilderness. His parents had ventured into this territory when he was just two years old, coming out in a covered wagon, and since then, settlers had started to filter into the valleys, lured by the promise of land and freedom. Already there were settlements along Willamette Valley. Slowly but surely wagon trains were rolling along the trails already blazed by mountain men, trappers, missionaries and Territorians like Clay Medford.

He found a sheltered place on the northern side of the creek. Pine needles made a brown mat on the cold earth and a huge, gnarled tree trunk provided a break against the icy wind.

Clay swung out of the saddle. The stallion trotted to a clump of green grass while the drifter built a fire. There was no need to tether Blaze. Ever since Clay bought the chestnut from a trader at Danton’s Post seven years ago, they had been close companions. Soon the cooking fire was alight and Clay’s long knife sliced the plump jackrabbit he’d shot early that morning. Listening to the tumbling water, Clay reminded himself that he was overdue for a fresh mountain trout. Maybe he’d wait until he caught a trout before breaking camp. Time meant very little to the Territorian now.

The rabbit sizzled in his pan as night closed in around him. Clay buttoned his heavy black coat around his lean body, then filled the coffeepot. Quite suddenly the wind rose and at the same time Clay heard a scream. To some it would have sounded like the scream of a wild animal or the high-pitched shriek of wind in the rocks, but Clay Medford knew the sounds of the forest and knew that this was not one of them.

He stood up by the flickering fire. Another scream rang out, not as loud as the first one, and it died on the wind. It had come from the north, from the long, craggy ridge rising high toward the wan moon. Clay whistled to Blaze and the stallion trotted out of the darkness.

Vaulting onto Blaze, he rode the stallion bareback out of camp. It had been a woman’s scream, that scream of fear that had carried down from the ridge. His first thought was that an Indian woman had been trapped by a wild animal, but squaws rarely ventured out of camp after dark. Besides, he’d seen no Indian signs all day. He urged Blaze back across the creek and headed for the ridge. Maybe it had been a white woman who had screamed but this seemed even more unlikely to the drifter. This part of the country was raw and wild, unseen as yet by the eyes of settlers. He rode between the pines, hearing no more screams—only the cold, listless moan of the wind.

He topped the crest, a stark silhouette against the rising moon. Below him stretched a dark, rock-strewn valley. Halfway down the slope, beneath a granite ledge, he saw a fire burning like a beacon.

Clay drew his guns and headed downslope, guiding the chestnut with his knees. There were horses around the camp, untidily tethered to tree trunks. He glimpsed men standing around—white men, judging by their boots and Stetsons. He heard one of them laugh as he bent down, a long, raucous laugh. Clay moved in closer. Blaze’s hoofs were muffled by the pine needles, enabling him to come right up to the edge of the camp. The stallion halted and Clay parted two low-slung branches.

The firelight danced on the naked body of a young woman. She was spread-eagled and didn’t move, her shapely breasts and thighs outlined in the ruddy glow. Her face was bruised and blood trickled from her lips as she stared up at the hulk hovering over her. The hulk, big and bearded, was swigging drink from a bottle, watched by his two companions. One, a burly man with a drooping mustache, the other, a thin, sly faced runt.

“Pity you hadn’t seen things our way,” the hulk addressed her. “Didn’t want to mess you up—jest wanted to have fun.”

Clay saw the tattered remnants of a blouse and Levi’s on the ground beside the woman.

“Yeah, we gave you time to git over O’Brien’s death,” sly-face said, chuckling as his beady eyes feasted on her. “I reckon we were gentlemen to wait a few nights before deciding to have our fun.”

“We were real considerate, ma’am,” the burly man joined in. “There was no call for you to struggle like a wildcat when we decided to start havin’ our party. I mean, you were a fool! Look at your clothes!”

“Hurry on,” sly-face urged the man standing over their prey. “You might have drawn the highest card, McCrae, but I’m second in line and Lindermann here wants his turn, too. Hell, I haven’t had a woman since that purty little squaw we shared.”

“I remember her. She came to like our style by the time we all finished with her,” the burly Lindermann said.

“Hurry up!” sly-face snapped impatiently.

“Hold onto your doggone pants, Gorman,” McCrae said and laughed. He swigged from his bottle, then leered down at the woman as he mockingly offered the drink to her. “Say, ma’am, how about a whiskey before we git down to business?”

“Yes, hand me the bottle, McCrae,” she said softly, her voice loaded with scorn and hatred, “jest hand it to me and I’ll smash it into your lousy face!”

McCrae guffawed at her defiance. “Well now, I like my women to have spirit. You and me are gonna git on real fine.” Unbuckling his belt he let his pants fall down around his ankles.

Clay leveled his guns through the branches, and before the half-naked man could claim his victim, those six-shooters boomed like twin cannons. The bullets hammered into McCrae, blasting him sideways into the fire, sending sparks flying crazily.

Nudging his chestnut forward between the trees, Clay aimed one gun at Gorman, the other at Lindermann’s head. Lindermann was staring at the bloody, twitching body being consumed by the flames.

“If you don’t want to join him, slap leather,” Clay invited, his guns rock-steady.

“Mister … wh-who the hell are you?” Gorman whispered, blood draining from his sly face.

The body in the fire stopped twitching.

“Y-you had no call to—” Lindermann croaked.

Clay ignored them. “Ma’am, get dressed.”

She started to clamber to her feet, her nude body nymphlike in the fire glow.

“Listen, mister, whoever you are—” Gorman whimpered, white-faced with anger and fear, “you had no call to kill our pard, no call to interfere. This was our business—”

“I made it my business,” Clay stated simply. Keeping his narrowed eyes on the two trembling men, he addressed the woman. “I told you to get some clothes on, ma’am.”

“How can I?” she demanded. “The only clothes I had are in shreds, thanks to these lousy sidewinders.”

Clay appraised the two would-be rapists who now stood with their hands in the air. The one called Gorman was about the same size as the woman, but Lindermann was wearing a beaver fur jacket that would keep anyone warm. Maybe both of them could contribute.

“You,” Clay indicated Gorman, “get your pants off.”

“What?” Gorman gaped.

Clay thumbed back his gun hammer. “I said, get them off!” Gorman went back to whimpering like a whipped dog. He unbuckled his belt and peeled off his pants, and stood there in his long johns. Clay didn’t need to tell the woman what to do. She’d been standing in the fire glow with her arms crossed over her breasts, but now she swooped on Gorman’s pants and began to climb into them.

“The beaver jacket’s a mite big for you, ma’am,” Clay said, “it’ll have to do till I arrange something more suitable. You—take off your jacket.”

“Who the hell are you?” Lindermann snarled, shrugging out of his jacket.

“The name’s Medford.”

“Medford, you murdered a man—” Lindermann began.

“I killed a snake,” Clay corrected.

“He was jest havin’ some fun,” Lindermann said. “Do you know who this goddamn bitch is, Medford? She’s no high-and mighty lady! She’s jest an outlaw’s whore! You killed our pard for havin’ fun with the likes of a whore.”

Clay was unmoved by the man’s outburst and kept his guns leveled as the woman donned the heavy jacket.

“Want to tell me your side of the story, ma’am?” Clay asked.

“It’s real simple.” She buttoned up the beaver jacket. “These rats trailed us from Caldwell …”

“Yeah, that’s right. We trailed them all the way from the county seat where there’s plenty law and order,” Lindermann interrupted, shivering. “Medford, we’ve come from Caldwell to bring in Will O’Brien, wanted for murder.” He managed a smirk. “You’ve jest killed a man who was workin’ for the law.”

“A lousy bounty hunter, you mean!” the woman exploded. “Like all of you, he was working for himself!” She looked straight at Clay. “Mister, the three of them trailed us, then shot Will in the back. His body’s roped to a hoss just outside this camp. They mean to take the body back for their bounty money. But they had other plans for me. You happened along when they were about to carry out those plans.”

“Listen, mister,” Gorman pleaded, a frosty smile splitting his lips. “Let’s talk this over. We can share the reward money on O’Brien’s head. Now why don’t you jest put that hardware away …”

“Fetch the horses, ma’am,” Clay told her. “All of them.”

“Wh-what the hell’s on your mind?” Gorman demanded hoarsely, staring down the muzzle aimed squarely at him.

“The way I see it, O’Brien needs a decent burial,” Clay said tersely. “I intend to see he gets one.”

“Come off it, Medford, O’Brien’s worth five hundred dollars!” Lindermann cried, outraged. “Under the ground he ain’t worth a dime!”

“I’m burying O’Brien and taking this young lady with me—that’s if she has a mind to come,” Clay said. “And to make sure you two snakes don’t try any tricks, I’ll be taking your horses with me a short way.”

“You lousy bastard!” Gorman shrieked, fury erupting in his face.

“Y-you can’t jest leave us here like this. Half undressed and without our hosses!” Lindermann groaned.

“I know why he’s doin’ it,” Gorman said maliciously. “He won’t be buryin’ Will O’Brien. He’ll be takin’ in the body to collect the reward money for hisself. Same with the girl. He’s no white knight. He wants her to warm his own goddamn bed!”

“Open your filthy mouth again and I’ll blow your brains all over the ground,” Clay warned, his voice loaded with menace.

“Medford, our hosses—” Lindermann implored.

“You’ll find them in the morning,” Clay said coldly. “And consider yourselves lucky. I’d figured on killing all three of you.”

“We’ll meet again, Medford,” Gorman promised, trembling in the icy temperature.

“Maybe,” Clay said, unconcerned at the prospect. Turning his head, he called out. “You ready yet, ma’am?”

“I’m just roping the horses together,” she called back.

He waited, his guns
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