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“ONE, TWO, THREE,” JAKE Lazarus counted softly under his breath. “Well, now, if that ain’t convenient as all get out. I swear, it’s almost like them boys got together on purpose, just to convenience me.”

The lean bounty hunter was flat on his belly on the rocky ground right at the edge of a middling high cliff. From this strategic location, he could peer down into a narrow arroyo without being seen by any of the men clustered around a crackling campfire below. The wind was whistling past him, dry and crisp and rich with the smells of sagebrush, carrying any sounds he might make away into the wilderness. 

Three men. So far, so good. Jake inched back a ways and got to his knees then rose silently to his feet. He slid his spyglass closed and tucked it into an inside pocket of his leather vest, then slithered down the rise to his patiently waiting horse.

“Won’t be long now, Vic,” he whispered in the horse’s ear as he gave the big bay a pat. “I’ll make sure you get an extra apple when we get back to the livery stables, promise.”

Victory, well-trained, made not a whicker in reply but stood stock still, his only movement the silent munching of a mouthful of grass. 

Three men in the dry arroyo below and one of them was Bart Harrigan his own self, Jake thought in satisfaction. Add those three to the two he’d already caught and turned over to the sheriff, one yesterday and one the day before, and that added up to the whole of Bart Harrigan’s gang. Leastwise, the ones who had bounties out on them. Now, if he could just bring in these last men, Lazarus could mark this little job off as complete. He’d collect his bounty and move on to the next thing on his list. 

The odds were three-to-one against him, sure, but that didn’t make no never mind; odds wouldn’t get any better and they could always get worse. He’d best take his chances now, when they were all in a nice convenient lump.

Jake Lazarus pulled his Spencer carbine rifle from its sling on the saddle and checked to make sure it was loaded. It always was. But he always made sure to check it anyway. Man could get killed by not paying attention to every little detail, every single day. 

Jake started back up the hill, slow and easy and silent, careful where he placed his boots and then doing the last few feet on his knees. All it would take to blow his cover would be if just one of the three men chose the wrong moment to look up for some reason and see his yellow-haired head outlined against the deep blue sky. 

Jake sneaked a peek over the edge.

Still the same three men, sitting at their ease around a campfire. A couple of them were leaning back on their saddles, one of which was Harrigan himself. Harrigan was on the right, Jasper Perkins was on the left, and in the center was Leroy ‘Slim’ Jones. 

Every last one of them wanted by the law for cattle rustling, robbery, banditry or, in Harrigan’s case, worse. Harrigan was wanted for a man’s murder. Every last one of the men was wanted dead or alive, according to the posters in the sheriff’s office and the stagecoach station. 

Jake Lazarus had one firm and unbreakable rule in his business: he only set out to catch a man who was wanted dead or alive. Not that he was bloodthirsty. He never took no joy in killing a man and he was always happy to take the man in alive if that man proved himself reasonable to the suggestion, or if the particular situation allowed for it. If neither of those things worked out, well then, that was the wanted man’s choice. Jake didn’t much care one way or the other, but in a whole lot of important ways, he’d always found a dead man was just a way sight easier to deal with in the long run.

Jake watched as, down below, Bart Harrigan leaned forward, took the coffee pot off the fire and poured a long spout of the inky brew into his tin cup. Jasper Perkins reached his arms up over his head, grunting as he stretched. 

“We should think about moving out soon,” said Perkins, his hands still in the air. 

Bart Harrigan nodded and took a sip of the coffee, grimaced and slung his arm to the side, the brown liquid going out in a spray. “Slim, you can’t make coffee worth a damn. What did you do to it this time? Tastes like you took a piss in it, is what it tastes like!”

The sound of a single shot rang out, echoing across the arroyo, which took up the sound and tossed it back, making it hard to tell what direction it’d come from. 

Harrigan’s hand, the hand holding the tin cup, seemed to be suddenly covered in bright red blood. The cup went flying back from the suddenly bloody hand and Bart fell over, just missing the fire as he hugged his shattered hand to his chest.

“Get ‘em up, boys,” Jake Lazarus shouted.

The two other men scrambled for their guns, but the Spencer Model 1865 has a magazine that holds seven, and Jake Lazarus was a dead-eye shot. He pumped out bullet after bullet. It didn’t take long for the two men to give up trying to reach their guns, and they had completely lost any interest in returning fire. They were too busy struggling to escape from the hail of lead spewing around them. 

Five minutes later, Lazarus was at the bottom of the arroyo, and he had all three of the men’s guns and pistols in a pile behind him. Jasper Perkins was saddling the horses, while Bart Harrigan, his shattered hand inside a dirty shirt rapidly turning red, was alternating groaning and cursing. 

The last of the trio, Slim Jones, would never saddle a horse or curse his fate again, having already met it and gone on to whatever judgement waited for him, without the benefit of a jury.

“Toss that dead fellow across his saddle, then help your boss up on his horse, Perkins. And tie his legs under its belly,” Jake ordered once Perkins had all three of the horses saddled. 

The dead man made no complaints, but the wounded Harrigan had to be boosted up. Harrigan was pale beneath his bristling black beard, and Jake was impressed by the constant flow of cussing: he was pretty sure the man hadn’t repeated a swear word once in all the endless string of words he’d been tossing out.

Jake couldn’t help but admire that kind of talent. 

After Harrigan was on his horse and Perkins was standing by his, Jake gave a sharp whistle and soon Vic trotted up behind him.

Three hours later, Jake Lazarus, mounted on Vic and leading three horses behind him, stopped on a rise and looked down at Palomino City. The streets were nearly deserted and had been since Harrigan and his gang had been causing trouble. That was about to change; Jake Lazarus had seen to it. Now things could settle down and Palomino City—population a hundred and eleven at last count if you included the sheriff’s three dogs—could go back to being a sleepy town full of fairly decent folk just scratching to make a living in a harsh land.

Lazarus clicked his tongue at Vic and they rode down into town. Jake then proceeded to do three things.

First off, he delivered the two living men to the sheriff, who was pretty damn glad to see them and didn’t ask no questions. As soon as they were locked into the jail’s single cell, Sheriff Watson immediately opened the stubby safe in the corner and started counting out Jake’s reward, part in greenbacks and part in silver.

“You’re welcome to come over to the house tonight for supper,” Watson said as he handed Jake the cash. “Ephie is making her fried chicken and biscuits.”

“Tempting as that sounds and much as I love Miz Effie’s cooking, I’m gonna have to give that a pass today,” Jake said as he tucked the money in his pocket. “Next time in town, tell her, I will drop by and eat everything she sets in front of me, and that’s a promise.”

Next, Jake delivered the dead man to the undertaker, with orders to charge his coffin and burial to the sheriff. The undertaker nodded with a cheerful grin, almost as if he enjoyed having a dead body without any pesky mourners that he had to be solemn for. 

Last, and most important, Lazarus rode Victory and the other three horses to the livery stable, picking up a pocketful of apples from the general mercantile on the way. He handed the bandits’ horses and his big bay over to two of the boys who worked there and went in hunt of the owner of the stable.

“Sheriff says you’re welcome to the three horses that used to belong to Harrigan and his men. Added to the two I’ve already turned over to you, that’s five new horses you’ve got from me lately,” Jake said.

“Yessir, and don’t think I don’t appreciate it,” the man nodded. “I owe you, I know. So what can I do for you, mister?”

“One thing, and it’s important to me. I need my horse boarded for a month or maybe more. I don’t rightly know yet how long it’ll be,” Lazarus said, peeling off bills from his newly-acquired roll of greenbacks. “I’m willing to pay you for three months up front. If it appears I’m going to be longer, I’ll wire you some more money.”

“No need, Mr. Lazarus sir,” said the man, holding up his hands. “Way I figure it is, me and the rest of the town are in your debt.”

Jake held out the money anyway. “Well, then, this is just for Vic. He likes to have him an apple two-three times a day. I want him on full board, now, the best grain and hay, and exercised regular. I don’t want to find him no skinnier nor no ornerier when I get back, you hear me?”

The owner of the stable nodded nervously and repeated under his breath every word Lazarus spoke as he gave his orders. “Yessir,” he said, tucking the bills in the pocket of his mud-caked dungarees. “You won’t be disappointed in his condition when you get back, I can promise you that. Me and the boys promise to take the best possible care of your horse.”

“Victory,” Lazarus said. “That’s his name. And I like that red-headed boy. He’s good with horses.”

“That’s Johnny,” the man nodded at the boy, who was standing close by and grinning wide at the unaccustomed praise. “He’ll be the only one what touches your horse. Sir.” 

Lazarus tossed young Johnny a silver dollar then headed to the saloon. A beer was called for, followed by another with some supper. A great deal of supper, after the kind of day he’d had. And after supper, a night in a soft bed. It had been a busy few days and he was bone tired. Plus, the weekly stage was scheduled to arrive bright and early the next morning, and he planned to be on it. Jake Lazarus had traveled by stagecoach a many a time before; he knew it was a journey best taken by a man who’d gotten his rest the night before. And it’d be a while before he got to sleep in a bed again. That didn’t make no never mind, though.

Jake Lazarus had gotten a telegram two days ago. His oldest friend in the world needed his help. When a friend calls for help, a friend always answers.

And Jake Lazarus didn’t have all that many friends to start with...
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JAKE ROSE BEFORE DAYLIGHT, got him some grub and headed off to the stagecoach office. No one was outside but the door was open so he wandered inside. No one inside either, just a wooden partition splitting the room in half. He commenced to reading the poster hung up on the wall with all the Butterfield’s Overland Stage rules. He’d read ‘em a number of times before and always enjoyed thinking of how often he’d seen the rules broken by the clients. Finally, the door behind the barrier swung open and young man with a green shade on his forehead bustled in.

“What time’s the next stage?” Jake asked.

“Nine sharp,” the man had informed him, “unless the driver is drunk.”

It seemed the driver had abstained the night before, since the stagecoach rolled into Palomino City right near on time by the big clock on the wall in the office.

Jake Lazarus was already standing on the walkway in front of the stage office and ready to board. His only luggage was a saddlebag over one shoulder and a tightly-cinched bedroll, both of which he kept with him instead of having one or both of them hoisted up to the top of the coach or put in the back luggage compartment. He waited while two passenger got off, offered his hand to the stout lady who got down last, then stepped up and inside the coach. 

It was the usual battered but still sturdy Concord coach, one that had seen a ways too many hard, dusty miles disappear beneath its iron-banded wooden wheels: two long bench seats, one facing forward, one facing back, both covered in ragged leather which had seen better days. The leather curtains on both sides were tightly curled up to let in light—and dust; Jake suspected the other passenger had just raised them, as the lady passenger would probably not have allowed it. 

The other and only passenger inside was a scrawny, splotchy-faced, gloomy-looking man dressed in rusty black, with a once-white shirt and a skinny string tie around his neck. He had a small carpet bag on one side of him and a battered wooden box tucked behind his feet and up under his seat. He also had a hard little round green cushion, with a button on the end, beside him; he had one arm draped protectively over it. He was sitting in the backward-facing seat, snug in one corner, his feet braced on the seat across from him. 

“Greetings,” the man said, his voice about three sizes bigger than his frame, as he politely dropped his feet to the floor. 

Jake set his bedroll upright in the opposite corner, right beside the door he’d just entered which still hung open and sat down. He nodded at the man.

“Praise the Lord, but it’s good to have a companion to accompany me on my long and weary journey.” The little man leaned over and offered a small, limp hand. “I’m Brother Lester Collins, come to spread the Word of God to the heathen and my fellow man, though I confess to you, friend, it can be hard to tell the two apart sometimes.” He gave a short cackle of laughter, one lock of his grey hair falling into his eyes. He smoothed it back and then continued, “Call me Brother Lester, please. And what might your name be, if you don’t mind sharing?”

Jake reached out and gave the sweaty hand a single shake then dropped it. “Jacob Lazarus.” He refrained from mentioning one of the rules listed on the poster every stagecoach office displayed prominently: Forbidden topics of discussion on every trip are stagecoach robberies, Indian uprisings, politics and religion.  

“Ah, a pair of fine old Bible names! Your mama and daddy musta been readers of the Word. Jacob was the grandson of Abraham. And Lazarus was a dead man brought back to glorious life by our Savior!” Brother Lester waved both hands in the air, his rich voice booming out like he was preaching to a big congregation on a hillside instead of a single man trapped with him inside a wooden box.

Jake decided he wouldn’t mention that his name had been given to him by a woman who made her living by running a whore house. “I always thought that Jacob sounded kind of conniving,” he said solemnly instead. “Didn’t he steal a whole lot of land from his brother without offering him much in return, other than a plate of beans? That don’t sound to me like how a good man should treat anyone, let alone his own brother.” 

Brother Lester’s eyes went blank for a second in what appeared to be shock, then he rallied. “Ah, yes indeedy. The old tale of Jacob and Esau. But that little story just shows the glory of the Word. For Jacob came to his senses in his later years and became a new and better and holier man. Praise the Lord!”

“Did he give his brother his rightful inheritance back to him, though, that’s what I always wondered?” Jake asked, hiding a grin. He was convinced now that Brother Lester might have other plans than saving the heathen. Fleecing them, more like. And he couldn’t help but wonder what was in that wooden box and why it wasn’t up on top of the stage, strapped down tight with all the other boxes and crates and such.

“Well, now. That is the question, ain’t it? But you have to admit, Lazarus was another holy man, brought back from the dark shores of death in order to spread the Word,” Brother Lester began, his hands out wide, obviously just settling in for a long discussion.

But the driver chose that moment to whip up his team. The sudden jolt sent Brother Lester, with his back to the driver, sprawling forward into the floor.

Jake helped
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