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Chapter 1




Hells Pass, Wyoming
 May 1884

It was a hard thing to lose a friend. It was harder yet when you could number your friends using less than one hand. When, if it came right down to it, it took but one finger.

The fact that Sam Duncan called no one else friend was his own choice. It was a lesson hed learned hard; when people around you dropped like flies in August it was far easier to remain alone than to get to know someone just to lose them.

But GriffGriff had been the one who, just like Sam, hadnt died. He didnt know if theyd been too lucky or too stubborn or just too damn stupid to give in when everybody else had. Though he had to admit friend didnt really cover it. When youd spent nearly half a year together in a hole too small for a grave and managed not to kill each other, you had a bond that most peoplethe lucky ones who skipped through life happily unaware of the really vicious things people could do to each othercould never understand.

He winced, gingerly probing his jaw where it throbbed to beat hell, despite the ice hed slapped on it an hour ago when hed finally stumbled into town and found himself a saloon full of people who barely blinked an eye when a fellow weaved in looking like John L. Sullivan, the Boston Strongboy, had used him for a sparring partner. Sooner or later he was going to have to wash out the blood matting his beard, but he was shooting for later.

When hed crawled away from the Silver Spur, it would have been closer to head to Salt Lake City. But that was a Mormon town, and hed known he was going to need a place where he could get some whiskey.

He downed another slug from the bottle on the table before him, noting that his hand only quivered a bit when he lifted it. The room was small and rough, and the saloon keeper had charged him too much for it because it usually rented by the hour. But Sam knew that once he dropped into bed he wasnt going to be able to haul himself out again for a good twelve hours.

Outside the single grimy window, the sky had grayed, as if the sun were too tired to keep shining, not going out in a burst of flashy color, but simply fading away like a harlots henna when her hair had gotten too gray to soak up the red anymore. A piano squawked from the main room below. It was probably supposed to sound gay and cheerful but instead it was brassy and off-tune, setting his brain to throbbing behind his eyes. Now and then a spurt of laughterthe nasty-edged laughter of people trying too hard to convince themselves they were having funburst through and clashed with the tune.


He was obviously getting too old to have the shit beaten out of him. He felt every wound: the bruise that spread over half his chest and made him groan every time he moved, the kick that had caught him in the back, the swollen and split knuckles hed earned trying to fight back. He couldnt open his left eye, and the fact that his knees still worked was nothing short of a miracle.

He didnt recall it ever hurting so much. Maybe a fellow was allotted only so much pain tolerance for his life and hed used his up before hed hit twenty, because he was doing a piss-poor job of tolerating the pain at the moment.

He contemplated the whiskey for a while. He had to work up to another drink, because the stuff set his split lip afire every time he touched it, a burn that was almost as bad as all the other aches combined. Maybe if he just didnt move, didnt twitch, didnt breathe, itd be okay.

Lord, if anybody could see him nowow, ow, ow. Chuckling was a really bad idea, he quickly discovered. But hed spent all these years building up a reputation as a really ruthless piece of work, so much so that the mere rumor that hed been hired had snuffed more than one strike and range war before theyd ever gotten started. And right now he doubted he could defend himself against a six-year-old.

Yeah, thered been a lot of men coming at him. Maybe a dozen, he thought, though his vision had blurred early on, and that just might be his pride talking. And theyd caught him by surprisebut that was the whole point, wasnt it? Nobody had caught Sam Duncan by surprise in a good fifteen years. But it had all seemed routine. Theyd answered his questions with such mild disinterest before cordially escorting him off the Silver Spur that hed been pretty close to assuming that they were telling him the truth and that Griff had never gotten there in the first place.

But Sam hadnt gotten to be the highest-paid hired gun in seven states by taking anybodys word for anything. Hed nosed around the nearest town for a bitno information to be had, the most close-mouthed bunch of ostensibly friendly people hed ever met, and that did make him suspiciousbefore heading back toward the Silver Spur. They were waiting for him before hed ever gotten closeand since there were at least four other routes he could have taken back, he wondered just how many men Haw Crocker, the owner of the Silver Spur, had sent out to make sure that Sam Duncan regretted it if he didnt go quietly on his way.

It had gotten dark enough in the room that he could no longer read the two papers hed spread out on the rickety pine table. He gritted his teeth against the pain of moving his arm and nudged the lamp closer.

The first one, small and crumpled even though Sam had done his best to smooth it out, he didnt need the light to decipher because he knew it by heart: the last letter hed received from Griff Judah.

They didnt see each often, not in years. Didnt need toit was enough to know the other one was out there, alive and whole. Once in a while they wandered into the same town at the same time and spent a day or two in a place very much like this one, trying to prove to themselves and the world that, yeah, theyd survived, plunging into wild sprees that never seemed to be as much fun as theyd sounded no matter how hard they pretended they were.

But Griffs luck hadnt run as true as Sams after theyd left Andersonville. He hadnt gotten his strength back as quickly. And, while Sams six-shooters soon became as much a part of him as his hands, Griff would just as soon have never seen a gun again. Sam had tried to help him out more than oncehe had more money than he knew what to do with, considering he had nothing and no one else he cared to spend it onbut Griff had too much pride for that.

But in Griffs last letter hed sounded hopeful. Excited that hed finally found a job that he might settle into. Haw Crockers Silver Spur was the biggest, richest ranch between Denver and San Francisco, and there was plenty of opportunity for a fellow to get ahead. It was the biggest and richest, of course, because the vein of silver Crocker had discovered had allowed him to buy up another fifty thousand acres and handpick the finest stock from Texas to Wyoming. Rumor had it, Griff wrote, that the mine still produced darn near eight hundred thousand dollars of ore a month, and wasnt that something?

Not that he was interested in the mine. Theyd both had more than enough of holes in the ground. But Griff liked the wide-open spaces, where the mountains flattened into a broad valley, and the cows and the horses and the fact that a man could work alone with them most of time. And all that silver could run a lot of cattle for a long time, couldnt it?

But then Sam had never heard from him again. Griff had been pretty regular in his correspondence if nothing else and when two months passed without a word Sam had sent his own letter to the Silver Spur. Six weeks later the unopened envelope, ragged as if itd had a hard journey, showed back up, NOT AT THIS ADDRESS printed in hard black letters across the front.

So Sam had finished his current assignmentroust up a gang of bank robbers that the sheriff of Mill City hadnt been able to handle himselfand headed for Utah, straight for that unsatisfying visit to the Silver Spur and his brutal little meeting with the men who were supposed to ensure he didnt return and snoop around.

Not that they would scare him off. But it wouldnt hurt to heal up a bit first, he thought, and lifted the bottle again, noting a bit hazily that it was only half-full. The pain was finally receding, aching low beneath a warm, pleasant buzz, and the printing on the page was beginning to blur.

He squinted at the newspaper hed picked up on the stage to Hells Pass. The driver had balked at taking on a man whod looked like hed just escaped from hell instead of wanting to be driven there, but a wad of cash and pretending to be a tenderfoot traveler who gotten in over his head had done the trick. Samd called himself Artemus Kirkwood, a pansy-assed name appropriate for a fellow dumb enough to get himself clobbered. He offered an outrageous amount to get the coach to himself, then stretched out on the seat and passed out for the first couple of hours.

When he woke up, the now-friendly driver, undoubtedly eyeing a hefty tip from his clueless passenger, had offered him a copy of the Utah Register. Not much interested in anybody elses troubles at the time, Sam had intended only to give it a quick scan before using it to block out the vicious sun that had interrupted his nap. Instead, his gaze snagged on a headline halfway down page 1.

PAINTER TO VISIT THE SILVER SPUR

Miss Laura Florence Hamilton, the renowned panorama painter, is scheduled to traverse the length of the transcontinental railway in preparation for her newest project, The Rails at 15, a celebration of the fifteenth anniversary of the driving of the silver spike and a recording of the changes that massive achievement has wrought along its path in the years of its existence.

Miss Hamilton, while famous in her own right, is even better known as the only child of Leland Hamilton, the Baron of Bankers, a man who has taken his place alongside such captains of industry as Vanderbilt and Gould. One of his most profitable ventures has been his partnership with Utahs own Silver King Haw Crocker. As the railroad passes within three miles of the Silver Spur, Miss Hamilton will take the opportunity to rest and paint at Mr. Crockers luxurious abode.

Miss Hamiltons party is due to leave Omaha May 12 by private rail car, though their schedule from that point is uncertain, subject to the demands of her profession. Certainly there will be much in our grand state to hold the eye of such an artist. Perhaps, like so many before her, she will fall under the spell of our lovely landscape and never leave again.

The Register would like to extend our warmest welcome to such an esteemed visitor, and



May 12. Sam calculated the distance between Hells Pass and Omaha, pondered his own healing rate, and winced. It was going to be a damned painful trip. Planting both hands on the table, he pushed himself to his feet and swayed there for a blessed moment before going in search of some wash water.

With any luck, Miss Hamilton liked her men a little rough around the edges.



I do believe, Mrs. Bossidy said, that man intends to rob the train.

Who? Laura Hamilton twisted around, her motion cut off in midswivel when Mrs. Bossidys hand clamped down on her knee, a hearty squeeze even through the layered poufs of skirts and petticoats.

For heavens sake, dont look at him, she whispered fiercely.

At who? Laura asked again.

That one out there on the back platform.

Laura dropped her chin to her shoulder, peering as discreetly as possible toward the back of the car. The man stood framed in the window: an angled slice of sturdy shoulder, clad in dusty blackdark hair, too long to be contained by his hat, cropped unevenly at the shoulders, whipped violently by the wind, slashing across one cheek like a scar and disappearing into a beard of the same shadea face made all of angles and planes, uncompromisingly harsh, the eyes deep-set, the right one surrounded by the purple-blue stain of a horrible bruise. She couldnt read their color from here, but she was certain his eyes must be dark. A sunny, happy blue simply wouldnt do.

He filled the frame well, she thought automatically. But the composition was all darkness, brutally severe. It needed some softness, some light, for contrast. But an interesting face, unforgettable, eminently paintable if ones talent lent itself to portraiture. If fact it would be almost irresistibly tempting to do so, even to Laura, who understood very well that her talents lay in another direction.

I told you not to look. The grip on her knee tightened until Laura reluctantly faced forward again. I dont know whats gotten into you lately. You used to be such an obliging child.

Im still obliging, Laura said, then allowed, almost always. Shed been far too obliging for too long, she considered. It was past time for her to be a bit less reflexively obedient.

When its convenient for you. Thats not obliging, thats strategy, Mrs. Bossidy said, softening her words with a fond smile.

Laura could scarcely remember a time when Mrs. Bossidy had not been in her life. For so many years as her nurse, then shed become Lauras companion. Laura loved her parents, but Mrs. Bossidy knew and understood her better. When Laura had proposed this trip, Mrs. Bossidy had been the only one whod supported the idea from the first.

Which did not mean, in any way, that Mrs. Bossidy agreed with Laura on every point.

I would feel much better, Mrs. Bossidy went on, if you would at least return to your own car.

Once Lauras father had finally agreed to this expedition, he had put forth many conditionsa great many, Laura recalled wryly, which he had required her to repeat word for word before hed allowed her to step one foot out the door. Mrs. Bossidys presence was a given, but hed also insisted upon not one but two guards, Hiram Peel and Erastus Hoxie, a prerequisite that was fine with Laura, for their presence in her life was as much an accepted fact as Mrs. Bossidys. Her party actually traveled in not one but two private cars, both built precisely to her fathers specifications, the construction of which had forced her to delay the trip for nearly a year. She and Mrs. Bossidy had one to themselves; the men, all her equipment, and their supplies filled the other. One more car, which Leland Hamilton had allowed to be bought standard, carried their riding horses.

I like it in this one, Laura told her.


Not that the public passenger car was nearly as comfortable as theirs. Green velvet worn of its nap sagged over the rigidly straight-backed seats, the cushions so thin they might as well have not been there at all. The lighting was poor, the car crowded and noisy. A pinch-faced woman swaddled in black, who perched stiffly in the foremost seat clutching a small leather case, had protested the chill when someone pried open a window, and now the air was overly warm, packed with too many smellssweet, heavy perfume, a whiff of onions, a baby who needed a change, a dozen more.

If youre uncomfortable, Laura said, youre welcome to go on back.

And leave you here alone?

Im hardly alone.

And that was what kept her there. She didnt know where to look, what sight to drink in first. Certainly she should be studying the landscape outside, noting the wide sweep of land as they rolled out of Omaha, judging the light, the way buildings clustering around the citys center thinned as they pulled away. It was why shed come there, after all, and it was all so different from anything shed ever seen before.

It was not that her world wasnt lovely; outrageously beautiful, in truth, the envy of most. She would have to be almost criminally ungrateful not to realize she lived a privileged life. It had just been so very unchanging, carefully and precisely bounded. She understood that it was so because her family loved her, and that because they had come so close to losing her once, theyd been determined to keep her safe, wrapped in batting and boxed away like precious crystal. Understanding why it had been so had not kept her from longing to see other places, other faces, than the ones shed memorized years ago.

And here she was at last. She couldnt keep from grinning ear to ear like a child at Christmas.

The shimmy and bump of the car over the tracks made it impossible to sketch with anything approaching the precision her project required. At Kearney theyd unhitch from the train for a few days, and shed have plenty of time to study the landscape. But this particular train would go on without them, and shed never again get to study exactly these faces.

Three seats ahead there was a dumpling of a woman, all soft hills under faded blue gingham, her cheeks round as rising buns, hair white as good flour. A keen-eyed pastor in black, his white collar in sharp relief against a jet lapel, scanned the car constantly, frowning, as if on perpetual alert for signs of sin and decadence.

So many interesting facesIn the far corner, almost unnoticed, a young man in a tan suit nearly disappeared into his seat. He had the blandest countenance Laura had ever seen, a perfectly round face topped with a thin fringe of beige hair the exact shade of his skin. Even this mans face, absolutely forgettable, interested her. How could it be so utterly without character?

So very unlike the man on the platform. Without thinking, she twisted around again. There was certainly nothing innocuous about his looks. A sculptor might have better luck than a painter, she decided, capturing that look of danger in hard, cold surfaces and edges so sharp theyd draw blood at a touch.

And then he looked at herfull on, no pretense of a polite, accidental grazing of gazes. The intensity simmering in his eyes stole her breath and froze her smile in place.

My goodness. The corners of his mouth curved up, not quite a smile, but enough to make her heart thump. She wondered what it would be like if he really smiled and decided it was best if she never found out, if just the promise of one was so potent.

Im not the least bit alone, Laura repeated.

Thats precisely what concerns me. Mrs. Bossidy followed Lauras gaze. Laura! she snapped. The man is a rogue at best and quite probably a bandit. Just look at him!

Perhaps that is wishful thinking on your part?

Why ever would I want him to rob us?

Oh, I dont know, Laura said lightly. A bit of excitement, perhaps. This trip promises to be less than fascinating for you. Just think of itthe dashing outlaw holding you captive, you obligated to do whatever he orders you upon pain of your life

Laura!

Hes very handsome, dont you think?

Mrs. Bossidy pokered up immediately, pinching her lips together until they almost disappeared. If you keep saying such things, Im going to drag you home to Newport, the painting bewell, the painting would be of no matter. Youve done all the others without visiting the places yourself. You can do it again.

Im sorry, Laura said quickly, unwilling to risk the slightest chance that they must go home before they had begun. She would rather not paint at all than continue to work off secondary sources alone. And if she stopped paintingher work was such a large part of her life, perhaps most of her life, that she couldnt imagine what she would do without it. What she would be without it.

I didnt mean to tease, she went on. Its just that She stopped, her gaze sliding over Mrs. Bossidy as she thought, not for the first time, that her companion must have been an extremely young bride and widow before she came to work for the Hamiltons. And a very beautiful one at that. She was still an attractive woman, if one looked past the severe arrangement of her hair, the perpetually pinched expression, and the dark, enveloping dresses that made a nuns habit seem bold. Laura doubted that most men bothered.

It was very wise of you, Mrs. Bossidy said, to refrain from saying whatever it is you were about to say.

I was not being wise. Im just enjoying myself too much to argue about how mourning was never meant to extend for fifteen years and how Im certain that anyone who truly cared for you would not want you never to enjoy your life again.

What makes you think I dont enjoy my life?

Perhaps the fact that shed never seen her companion laugh at anyone but her, and seldom enough at that.

When Laura didnt answer, Mrs. Bossidy bent and whacked her handbag across the burly, corduroy-clad knee of Hiram, who dozed comfortably in the seat across from them. He snorted, then settled back into his dreams, his thick chin dropping to a chest broad as the Missouri.

Oh, for heavens sake. She took a firmer grip on her bag, fisting both hands around the strings, and swung like Big Dan Brouthers, the home run champ.

Wha Hiram sprang up like a nervous frog, head swinging wildly from side to side. When he realized every head in the car had turned his way, he lifted both his hands in a placating gesture. Sorry. Awasp. Terribly annoying. Bad wasp. Scowling at Mrs. Bossidy, he gingerly lowered himself back into his seat, eyeing her handbag as if expecting another slug at any moment.

I fail to see, Mrs. Bossidy said crisply, how you properly guard your charge when you are dead asleep.

Oh, yeah. He glanced around at the assortment of passengers, most snoozing, the rest, eyes glazed, staring out the windows. A young boy of perhaps four bounced down the aisle, heading for the ceramic jug of ice water in the far corner near the lavatory. Looks really dangerous to me. He hooked a thumb at a crinkled woman who couldnt weigh more than eighty pounds, hunched in her seat with her hands gnarled around a mahogany cane. I figure shes the one most likely to give us trouble. What do you think?

I think that youre paid extremely well to worry about such things, which youd do well to remember if you wish to continue to enjoy such fortunate circumstances. Now, would you like to wake Mr. Hoxie, or should I?

Oh, be my guest, he said.

Children, children, Laura chided them. Surely there is no need to poke at each other in an attempt to entertain yourselves.

Erastus Hoxie, who was as compact as Hiram Peel was large but, rumor had it, twice as tough, not to mention twice as old, had dropped off to sleep within five minutes of the train pulling out of the station. His head dropped back against the deep green cushion, his mouth slack, a thin trickle of drool seeping from the corner. And let Mr. Hoxie rest, Laura went on fondly. He looks far too comfortable to disturb.

A series of muffled pops came from outside the train: two, close together, a brief pause, and then perhaps half a dozen more in quick succession. Around her, passengers roused slowly, mumbling. Mrs. Bossidy stiffened, and Hiram jerked up, suddenly alert.

Metal screeched on metal. The train lurched, then slowed, the rapid blur of scenery outside coming into focus. Hiram swore, a word so foul Laura glanced at Mrs. Bossidy, expecting a tirade about Lauras tender ears. But she was flushed, her eyes wide and mouth tense.

Somewhere behind Laura a woman cried out, the sound dropping abruptly off into silence.

Hiram? Laura ventured.

Shh, he said, his expression grim. Stay right here. Dont move, dont draw any attention to yourself. He gently poked the slumbering Mr. Hoxie with his elbow, a prod that had no effect. Hiram sighed and this time rammed his elbow into Hoxies ribs with enough force that Laura winced. Hoxie snorted like a rooting pig and blinked awake. Wha

Hold-up. His voice was pitched low, intended only for his partner, but the women caught it. Mrs. Bossidy gasped, and Laura instinctively spun to check the back platform.

It was empty.

Turn around. This time Mrs. Bossidys hand on her knee slammed down in a painful warning. Dont move, dont say anything. Make yourself as inconspicuous as possible. If someone points a gun in your direction, give them whatever they want.

But who, theres no one here. Laura couldnt seem to work up the edgy concern gripping the rest of the passengers. It was too unrealonly a few moments ago shed joked about the train being robbed, and now, with no clear evidence she could see, everyone assumed they were smack-dab in the middle of a hold-up.

She couldnt help but catalog the details. All those faces were even more interesting now, the veneer peeled away to reveal naked fear or determination or shock. If only she knew how to portray that on paper, the core of a person, the essence of emotion stripped bare. Capturing that split moment of revelation was when a painter moved from faithful recorder to true artist.

Hiram eased up in his chair. She was so accustomed to him jovial and relaxed, lobbing thinly veiledand sometimes not so veiledinsults back and forth with Mrs. Bossidy, that she couldnt help but stare. She knew perfectly well that Hiram and Mr. Hoxie were her bodyguards; she just never thought of them that way. Shed never required anything from them but companionship and sturdy backs, functions they performed with admirable cheer. The sudden transformation of his demeanor was so dramatic that a thin blade of fear sliced through her fascination.

His hands hovered at his waist, sliding slowly to attract no attention, looping beneath the baggy flap of his corduroy jacket. A gun? she wondered. Had Hiram been armed all this time, and she hadnt known?

Of course he had. Foolish of her not to have realized. Shed just never given it any thought.

Stop right there. The command cracked through the air. The mousy, bland little man Laura had assumed no one would noticewell, everyone noticed him now all right, as he jammed his pistol in Hirams lower back. Lift your hands. Easy now, no sudden moves. I might not be the best shot in the world, but Im thinkin Im pretty accurate from this range.

And there it was, the fear that gripped the rest of the passengers finally taking full hold on her. Painful. She hadnt expected that, but it wasit burned in her extremities, needle pricks in her fingers, toes, even the skin of her face, like blood rushing back to a benumbed limb.

Hiram cut his eyes toward Hoxie, a quick instant of communication. One of them, two of us

Oh, the robber said mildly, and Id make sure your friend there doesnt move, either. Preacher, you got everybody covered?

Got em. Some preacher. Amazing how a clerical collar made anybody instantly trustworthy. It took the merest glance now to peg the preacher as trouble, with that wicked glitter in his eyes and a cruel grin that bordered on maniacal. Hed taken a position at the front of the car, back to the door, between the water jug and the lavatory. He carried two guns like he spent more time with them in his hands than without and kept them trained on the cabin.

Just for fun, he reached over and gave the water jug a shove with his forearm. It shattered as it hit the floor, ice and shards of crockery flying, the crash tremendous. People ducked and flung their arms over their heads. Several women shrieked. One, a plump and pretty middle-aged matron wearing a great wheel of a straw hat, cried out, her hand going to her face where a fragment had sliced her cheek. Blood trickled beneath her fingers.

The train, its massive momentum finally spent, rolled to a stop. The car gave a final lurch, unsettling the two men standing, causing the nearest bandit to fling out his hands in reflexive balance.

The opening was brief. Hiram surged to his feet, a quick whoosh of motion. An instant later the robber recovered, bashing Hirams head with the butt of his pistol. Hiram went down like a rock, back into his seat. His arms flopped loosely, booted legs sprawling until one toe touched the hem of Mrs. Bossidys dress.

Her lip curled. One would have thought that noggin of his was too hard to be damaged by a mere rap.

The mild-faced robber tsked. Shouldnta moved. His gaze flicked to the two women. Well, now, I imagine the two of you will have somethin for us, wont ya?

Mrs. Bossidy flung herself sideways, pressing Laura back against the seat, shielding her with her body. Youll get nothing from her without going through me first. And I vow to make that such a difficult task that it will not be worth your while. Not at all.

He flashed a set of even teeth. Promise? Then he raised his voice to carry throughout the car. Listen up, folks. Pretty easy, hereanything you got thats worth anythin, toss it in the bag as the preacher goes up and down the aisle. Some of our friends are up front with the engineer, and stationed throughout the train just like we were, and all in all itll be the smartest thing to get it over with as soon as possible. You can try and hide somethin, but I wouldnt. Itll only make us hafta look for it. He looked directly at Mrs. Bossidy as he continued, Come to think of it, go ahead and try.

Laura tried to nudge Mrs. Bossidy back into place. No luck; she was a lot sturdier than she looked.

Preacher? Get started.

Preacher slid one of his guns into the holster hidden beneath his black coat and pulled out a sagging canvas bag. He looked down as he shook it openand never looked up. The door behind him burst open. He wheeled halfway around as a body rocketed through the door, driving him down to the floor. One of his guns fired, the blast deafening in the small space. Paneling shattered, bits raining down from the hole where the bullet slammed into the ceiling.

Impressions flashed, too many for Laura to capture: the bland-faced robber spinning to see what had happened at the doorway; Hoxie surging out of his seat, vaulting over the back, and tackling him in the aisle; men leaping from all directions as if theyd been awaiting the opportunity, now unleashed, shouting, arms flailing.

Unthinkingly, Laura shoved Mrs. Bossidy away and stood, craning her neck to see.

Preacher was on the floor, facedown and spread-eagled, a knee on his back and a gun to his head.

It was him. Him. The dark man whod disappeared from the back platform had somehow come through the front door and subdued the robber in an instant.














Chapter 2




Get down. Mrs. Bossidy yanked on her skirt.

Dont worry, Laura told her. Everythings under control.

And indeed it was. A half dozen men surrounded each robber, fists clenched, belatedly prepared to play the hero. It was entirely unnecessary; the dark man had the preacher thoroughly subdued, and Hoxie had apparently knocked the other one out cold.

Need any help back there? His voice was low-pitched, smooth as melted chocolate. Laura had expected it to be rough, as harsh-sounding as the rest of him appeared. But it was warm, carefully modulated, the kind of voice made to murmur of love and secret things, a voice that might recite poetry and issue orders with equal ease.

Nope, Hoxie answered cheerfully, climbing to his feet. Two jabs and a left hook and he went down hardern Glass Jaw Gillespie. Rocking back on his heels, he cracked his knuckles, more energized than Laura had ever seen him.


The man nodded. Anyone got some rope?

No one moved, as if, in the lull following that eruption of intensity, they couldnt think clearly enough to understand the question.

How about this? Laura said at last, moving toward the aisle.

Laura!

Oh, hush, she said, brushing past Mrs. Bossidy. She worked at the fastening of the sash wrapped around her waist as she threaded her way through the men crowding the aisle and stepped around the limp body on the floor, resisting the most unladylike urge to give him a swift kick as she passed. Now where had that come from? Shed never suspected she had a violent streak, and Mr. Hoxie would likely be more than happy to mete out a bit more punishment should it become necessary.

Here. She waved the drift of turquoise silk when she reached the end of the aisle, more breathless than the brief walk warranted, even for her. But shed had an unusual and exciting experience; an accelerated heartbeat should be excused under such circumstances.

A scarf? Keeping the gun in place, the dark stranger sat back a fraction, tilting his head so he could look up at her from beneath the brim of his hat.

His eyes were dark, so dark. Blacker than midnight, twice as compelling, giving absolutely nothing away. I should have known, she thought. Shed wondered about his eyes, conjured deep sapphire and gray and a warm, rich brown. And now she couldnt imagine them any other way. No wonder she never did portraits, if she hadnt pegged the inevitability of that color right off.

Its silk. Very strong. Itll hold him, dont worry.

His gaze dropped to the swath in her hand, the vibrantly colored fabric rippling because it was so fine that the slightest breeze, even a breath, set it in motion. She held it out to him, waiting.

Its too good to be wasted on the likes of him.

Dont worry about it.

He lifted his head slowly, as if noting the thick cream silk of her shirtwaist, abundantly trimmed with hand-knotted lace her mother had imported from Brussels, pausing at the wide glint of gold that encircled her wrist and the swing of heavy sapphire drops at her ears. Rich girl, hmm? he asked, so mildly it held no sting.

Yes, she admitted, just as mild. Though that knowledge often spawned strong reactions from others, from fawning obsequiousness to acid envy, it was merely a fact of her existence to Laura, holding no more emotion than that her hair was brown or that she was left-handed. She had nothing to do with earning her fathers fortune and minimal control over the use of it. She certainly appreciated its existence, since she understood that it made her life much more comfortable than it otherwise might have been; but that was about it. His wealth made some things much simpler and others far more complicated, an immutable part of her life that shed long ago decided was best simply to accept and otherwise think about as little as possible.

His expression lightened: a slight crinkle at the corners of his eyes, the barest lift of his mouth. About as near as he ever got to a smile, she figured, pleased all out of proportion to be the one who drew it.

His fingers brushed hers. Warm, the rough calluses easily felt through the gossamer fabric, the texture and heat so different from hers that it was hard to believe they were the same thing, just two human hands. And then he threaded the scarf from her grasp, a quick glide of gauzy fabric.

He glanced down at the prone figure on the floor, then back up at her. You any good at knots?

Not good enough that I want to trust my continued future to it.

Okay, then, here. He flipped the gun around and thrust the butt into her palm. She took it without thinking. Dont shoot me.

I Belatedly realizing what hed given her, she held it as far away from herself as she could manage. The metal was warm against her palmhis heat, she realized, transmitting itself to her. I might, she admitted.

And there was the warming of his expression again, like the barest flicker of sunlight through a cloud-clotted sky. It could be dangerously addictive, she thought, prying that hint of warmth out of him.

The preacher lifted his head an inch. Didnt I tell you not to move? The man put his hand on the would-be robbers head and shoved. The preachers forehead hit the floor with a solid thunk. While she might wing me, too, I really dont think shes going to miss you completely from there, do you? At least, I wouldnt want to bet my neck on it.

He looped his captives hands behind his back, twisting and tying his wrists together with her scarf with such proficiency Laura could only assume hed tied up a few men in his time.

Thanks, he said, and climbed to his feet. Im sure we all appreciate the sacrifice.

Events moved swiftly after that. Someone proffered a handful of the golden cords that held back the heavy swoops of draperiesso they hadnt needed her scarf after all, she thought with a twinge of disappointmentand her mysterious hero had the bandit trussed like a chicken in an instant. He didnt glance her way again, just strode down the aisle as if he owned the place until he stood over the still-unconscious thief that Mr. Hoxie guarded. Laura followed. No, not followed, she amended; she returned to her place. That hed gone there first was merely a coincidence. Laura Hamilton did not follow men around, no matter how interesting they were.

Nice job, he said, tossing Hoxie a coil of cording.

Thank you. Hoxie tied up his prisoner, yanking his arms around so hard that Laura winced before she remembered the man deserved it.

Therere bound to be more of them in the other cars.

Hoxie stood up, more than a head shorter than the mysterious dark man. Up front, too, he agreed. Probably came on horseback. He inclined his head at the prone bandit. He said so. From the sound of the shots outside, I figure he told the truth about that at least.

The man nodded once, unsurprised. Or completely unconcerned. Laura, on the other hand, was getting extremely concerned, if this was heading where she suspected it might.

Are you with me? he asked.

Hoxie popped his knuckles and grinned. Wouldnt miss it.

Oh, no you dont. Mrs. Bossidy inserted herself between the men, her skirts frothing into the aisle, and rounded on Mr. Hoxie. Youre not leaving her here alone.

Alone? Therere all kinds of people here.

Two of whom fully intended to rob or shoot us or Lord only knows what else only moments ago.


Theyre not going to be causing any more trouble, Hoxie said in the wheedling, petulant tones of a boy on the verge of having his fun spoiled. And Hirams here.

Hes unconscious!

Oh, not for long. Hopefully, he poked Hiram with his toe, drawing no response. Probably not for long, he amended.

Apparently unwilling to wait any longer, the stranger spun for the door. Laura blocked his way.

Excuse me, he said.

He intended to go charging recklessly into trouble. Alone. Mr. Hoxie, go with him. Laura had no way to stop the stranger, but she could at least ensure he was not completely without help.

Hoxie, stay right where you are. When Mrs. Bossidy issued orders like that, Laura had always obeyed without question. Gainsaying her felt as odd as it did necessary.

Mr. Hoxie, which one of us is more likely to go to my father to get you fired?

Bossidy, he answered promptly.

All right, Laura admitted. But if she does so, Ill go to him and get you rehired. If Im the one to ask, however, she cant veto me.

Miss, theres no time for this. Please step aside.

Laura faced her stranger squarely. Can you use him? No pride, no heroics. Tell me the truth.

Yes.

Then go, she said, and stepped aside. Mr. Hoxie, you too.

Clearly torn, Hoxie shot a furtive glance at Mrs. Bossidy. It was perfectly obvious which of the two ladies frightened him more, and Laura made a mental note to work on a more commanding presence.


But then the stranger strode down the aisle. Hoxie trotted after him.

They stopped at the door. The man eased it open, peering cautiously out. He waved Hoxie through, stepped out himself, and they were gone.

Out there. Where there were horrible men with guns and knives and who knew what other kinds of terrible things.

Do you think hell be all right?

Of course hell be all right. Mrs. Bossidy waved her hand in dismissal. Hoxies always all right.

No, I How terrible of her. Shed known Mr. Hoxie for more than half her life, and she was worrying about a man she had barely met. Hadnt even really met, if it came right down to it.

And it would never do if Mrs. Bossidy got even a whiff of such a thing. If she ever suspected that Laura had a weakness for mysterious, wicked-looking men, shed have her bundled back to Sea Haven and locked away until she was too old for her clearly lamentable taste in men to matter.

Not that Laura had ever suspected she had a predilection for men such as he. But then, shed never known any. Novelty, she reflected, always had a certain allure. No doubt that was all there was to it. But Mr. Hoxies not as young as he used to be, she said, attempting to inject as much innocence and appropriate concern into her voice, failing miserably to her own ears. Prevarication, like flirting and tennis and kissing, was undoubtedly one of the things one must master as an adolescent or be forever poor at.

But Mrs. Bossidy wasnt attending close enough to notice. She stood, fists on her hips, over Hiram, still slumped in his chair but stirring. His head rolled from one side to the other, his sun-browned cheek speckled with the imprint of the crushed plush seat back, and his lids fluttered. Wouldnt you know it, she said. The first opportunity in years for him to earn his pay, and he sleeps through it.

I dont think being concussed qualifies as sleeping.

Sleeping, concussed. The end results the same, isnt it? She leaned over and patted him on the cheek, more firmly than was required. Time to wake up.

I think hes coming around, anyway.

Sweetheart, dont spoil my fun, she said, and thumped more firmly. Come on, Mr. Peel. Youre missing everything as usual.



More gunshots. Five of them, maybe six. Enough to have Laura on the edge of her seat, hands clenched so tightly in her lap that her fingers went numb.

The men in the car had propped the two well-trussed bandits in the corner of the car, where theyd slumped against the wall and glared at the passengers. Now and then a childbrave or dared into itwould sneak up to poke at them, only to be shooed away by their mothers.

Hiram, once roused enough to understand what hed missed, attempted to go after Mr. Hoxie and the stranger. But when he managed to push himself to his feet, he swayed as woozily as if he stood in a boat instead of a train. Mrs. Bossidy merely gave him a light shove, and hed dropped back into his chair. You stay right there. No telling who you might crush if you toppled over in an inconvenient place.

Hey. Palms facing her, he lifted his hands. Whatever you say. Wouldnt want you pushing me around.

Hmm. She tilted her head, considering. Laura, what do you think? I do believe hes got his hands in the exact same position as when he was meekly acquiescing to that horrible bandit. You know, the one that Mr. Hoxie dispatched so very efficiently.

He scowled at her. Now see here

Oh, just stop it, Laura snapped, her nerves frayed to a fine thread, her display of temper so rare that they stopped sniping and gaped at her instead.

Miss Hamilton. Hiram patted her awkwardly on the shoulder. Hoxiell be fine. Heck, even if he did get popped with a slug or two, itd take more than that

Mr. Peel! Mrs. Bossidy broke in when Laura paled. If thats your attempt at cheering her up, God forbid you show up at a funeral and try to comfort the bereaved. Youd have people throwing themselves in the grave in no time.

He scowled. I

The door flew open, and Hoxie staggered through with a gun in his hand. Hed lost his hat, his jaw was puffing up on one side, and blood smeared the back of his hands. There was a rip in his jacket, and he was grinning like a kid whod just been shown the candy store and told to have at it.

A hum of concern and excitement greeted his arrival. Not to worry, folks. He stuck a thumb in his belt, as puffed up as a banty cock set free in a henhouse. All safe and sound. Well be gettin under way again shortly.

Good as his promise, the steam whistle blast drowned out the questions tossed in his direction as he swaggered his way to the middle of the car.

What happened? Laura asked, as soon he reached them. She raised to her tiptoes to peer over Mr. Hoxies shoulder, but no one else came through the door.

Surely he will come back, she thought. Hed originally been riding on this cars platform. And wouldnt he want to check on his captives? Is everything all right?

Its just fine, Mr. Hoxie said, grinning, preparing to take his seat.

Wait, wait! Mrs. Bossidy sprang up and pushed him away before his hindquarters landed. Youre going to get blood all over the cushion.

So? I practically saved the whole train. I dont think anybodys going to complain.

Mrs. Bossidy dug in the huge canvas bag she took with her everywhere, pulled out a thin dishcloth, and spread it over the seat. There. Go ahead.

He dropped into his seat with a gusty sigh and slapped Hiram on his knee. Hoo-wee, you missed it, bud! Havent had that much fun since He stopped, shooting a guilty glance in Lauras direction. Well, in quite a while.

Is Laura raised her voice as the train picked up speed, clacking along steadily, an already-familiar sound. Is everybody all right?

Everybody but a couple of the robbers. He shook his head. There were at least ten of em, though a couple rode away when it was clear which way the wind was blowin. Four came up on the engine, shootin at the engineers, and the rest were stationed in the passenger cars. He chuckled. All of em but these two are trussed up and stacked in a freight car.

And hehes okay?

Who?

If she squeezed them any tighter Lauras fingers were going to be permanently welded together. But if she relaxed her grip, they were undoubtedly going to shake. You know. Him.

Oh, the dark avenger?

The what? Mrs. Bossidy snapped. What kind of a stupid name is that? What kind of a man would call himself such a ridiculous thing? Sounds like something out of a penny dreadful.

He didnt call himself that. I did. Mr. Hoxie smiled, clearly unoffended. You should have seen him, bursting in with both guns drawn, like he thought being one against four was more than fair odds, bullets flying in all directions. Never seen anythin like it. He rubbed his chin. A novel, huh? You think I could write one of those?

No, Mrs. Bossidy said.

Did anybody get shot? Laura couldnt imagine that one man could face four ruthless train robbers and come out unscathed.

Oh, sure. He shrugged. Not bad though.

Who? Her voice quavered. Mrs. Bossidy looked at her sharply. Laura said back in her chair, affecting unconcern.

One of the robbers. Big brute of a fella, almost as big as Hiram, here. Went down just about as hard, wailing like a girl. He chuckled. Shot him in the shoulder, he did, even though the guy was movin. Then nodded like hed aimed there all along.

Is that hard?

Hard? Bout as hard as pluggin a quail on the fly with a pistol. Didnt anybody ever teach you to aim for the body? He thumped himself on the chest. Bigger target.

No, I cant say anybody ever taught me that. Or anything else about guns beyond the fact of their existence.

Remedy that first thing tomorrow, if you want.

You most certainly will not! Mrs. Bossidy had a grip on her purse like she was ready to swing for his head if he dared to try such a thing.

Yeah, I suppose not. He sighed in deep regret.

Spoilsport, Hiram mouthed at her.


Laura cleared her throat, trying to inject the proper note of casualness in her voice. Did you find out who he is?

He wasnt the sort to volunteer a whole lot of information, if you know what I mean. And we were a tad busy.

Oh.

Theyre gonna be handing all the captives off to the authorities at the next station. Spose hell come back to pick these up, too.

Do you think hell get off with the prisoners?

Mr. Hoxie shrugged; the fun was over and he wasnt much interested in what came next. Dont know.

Youre awfully interested in that man, Mrs. Bossidy commented.

Oh, no, Laura hedged. I justit would be only polite to thank him. Perhaps offer him a reward.

I see.

You always taught me one can never be too polite. Something youve demonstrated for me so wisely all these years.

Hiram choked.

Did I? Perhaps I overemphasized the importance of that convention.

Oh, no, Laura assured her. I am certain that it would be unforgivably rude if we did not thank him properly for saving our lives.

And what, exactly, would you consider the appropriate thank-you for saving your life?

I There was obviously a wrong answer, Laura decided. Mrs. Bossidy watched her with all the suspicion of a headmistress who knew her girls were plotting escape. My heartfelt appreciation? she ventured.

Mrs. Bossidy shook her head. Where you and that man are concerned, there will be no heartfelt anything.












Chapter 3



Once they left the station in Papillon, Laura had allowed Mrs. Bossidy to nudge her back to their private car. It was perfectly obvious he wasnt coming back, anyway, and at least in her own car she could stop constantly glancing at the door, drawing her companions sharp attention.

Looking back on it now, she didnt know why she had been so certain hed come back. She only knew shed wanted him to. But it was not as if she was accustomed always to getting everything she wanted. Her parents had certainly tried, showering her with toys and dolls and pretty new dresses, but they hadnt been able to give her the two things she had really wanted: health, and freedom. Only time and patience had given her those.

Laura had from the first wanted to plan out as little of the trip as possible. She intended to follow her interests and instincts. The painting would be better for it. They had spent two days longer in Omaha than theyd planned, allowing her to wait for one brilliantly sunny day to capture the light on the Missouri River and the broad, shimmering expanse of the mudflats north of town. It took them the better part of a week to reach Kearney; theyd pulled off at Columbus so Laura could capture the meeting of the Platte and the Loup River, and again at a small side spur line on the great, empty stretch before Grand Island, an endless sweep of nothingness like nothing shed ever seen.

And so shed considered chugging right through Kearney. In those endless months that shed waited for the cars to be completed, Laura had pored over the available photographs and paintings of the entire length of the railway. Her concept for the panorama was to record the changes that the railway had wrought in the years since the Union Pacific and the Central Pacific had met: new towns, reformed cities, civilization in the wilderness, as well as to highlight the wild and magnificent scenery that was at last accessible to thousands from the comfortable vantage point of a train.

In the photographs Kearney was raw, bustling, like an adolescent boy whod spurted up, awkward in its own skin.

But Kearney was all grown-up now, crisp-edged and decorous, the tumble of lopsided, hasty wood buildings replaced by sturdy brick structures and whitewashed frame houses. In the three days theyd been there Laura worked her way along the street that paralleled the railroad, faithfully recording what she saw.

She chose a small park that day, pretty with clipped green hedges and a white gazebo, filled with families enjoying a warm Saturday afternoon, a full mix of ages and sexes, another change from when the town had been populated mostly by menrailroad workers and cowboys and those who owned the businesses that catered to them.

And she was working, for the moment at least, blessedly alone. Her three traveling companions had already gotten impatient with the tedium of watching her work, and so they were off to other activities today, Mrs. Bossidy, shopping, and the two men off somewhere that they wouldnt reveal. Theyd all had to admit she was safe enough in a public square on a pleasant afternoon.

She had vastly underestimated the time that her preliminary studies would take, mostly because, having always worked undisturbed, she hadnt budgeted for the frequent interruptions of people who wandered by and stopped to chat.

She couldnt bring herself to mind. Even when her health had improved to the point that her parents allowed visitors, they were carefully selected and rigidly scheduled. She would not have been surprised to discover theyd been required to undergo a medical examination first. But it was such a joy to have people stop by merely to say hello, a motley, wonderful collection of young and old, fashionably dressed and intriguingly scruffy. Shed only vaguely known such a breadth of humanity existed, for in her ordered, privileged world even the servants were well kept and well dressed. To her starved eyes, variety was a heady, wonderful thing.

But this afternoon shed had a stretch of uninterrupted time, and now she frowned over the resulting study. Shed roughed in the outlines of the square, the tall false fronts of the stores on the far side, the wedding-cake spear of the gazebo. The proportions were good. Not perfect, but good. She would have preferred perfect, but she would have had to spend another three weeks
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