
RED RIVER REUNION

A Luxton Danner Western, book two

––––––––

JOHN LAYNE

Red River Reunion

A Luxton Danner Western, book two

© 2024 John Layne

––––––––

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, businesses, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any similarity to events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, given away or re-sold in any form, or by any means whatsoever (electronic, mechanical, etc.) without the prior written permission and consent of the publisher. Thank you for being respectful of the hard work of the author.

––––––––

Second Edition 2024

eBook ISBN:   978-1-956856-58-3

Paperback ISBN:  978-1-956856-59-0

Library of Congress Control No.: 2024926301

––––––––






Published by thewordverve (www.thewordverve.com)

Canton, GA

[image: image]

Cover and print interior design by Robin Krauss 

www.bookformatters.com 

eBook design by thewordverve


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Red River Reunion (Luxton Danner Westerns, #2)

Part I

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Part II

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Part III

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Epilogue

~ To My Daughter, Rachel ~ 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part I


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Wes Payne – Buffalo Gap

Horse and rider burst from the bosky, ducking beneath the drooping tentacles of a huge willow tree on the southern edge of Buffalo Gap. Racing toward the gunfire that had permeated the otherwise quiet, sun-drenched October afternoon, Texas Ranger Wes Payne, atop his trusted steed Ringo, charged head-on into the bustling town that Ranger Payne now considered home.

Wes jumped off Ringo as he sped past the weathered wooden edifice passing for the county sheriff’s office. His spur-clad boots crashed onto the front steps of the onetime sawmill. As he rolled over onto the porch planks, he drew both pistols, ready to return fire. At the age of twenty-eight, he possessed catlike agility that defied his six-foot-five, 200-pound frame. Bullets smashed into wood and glass raining shards of the shattered window down on Wes as he fired both Colts back across the street to no avail. Sheriff Dan Kirby, a short, thin man of forty, ripped the front door open only to be met with a hail of gunfire.

“Get back, Dan!” Wes hollered, “There’s four of ’em over in the store!”

Wes dove headfirst through the blown-out window frame, tumbling over a split-rail bench inside. Kirby pushed aside the wooden shutter opposite the door and emptied his Colt at the storefront, accomplishing nothing more than punching holes in the windows. Diving to the floor, he popped open his cylinder loading gate, and quickly loaded six fresh cartridges.

“I thought you said this was an easy job!” Kirby yelled at Wes. “You damn Rangers think every job is easy! I should’ve known better!” Kirby snapped his cylinder cover closed as outlaw bullets sailed in through the gaping window frame, shredding the wanted posters hanging on the opposite wall. The hot lead singed the paper, burning holes into the old wood. The smell of gunpowder filled the small room.

“I heard he was a tame tack thief! Broke into tack buildings during the night and lifted saddles. Hated confrontation!” Wes tried to explain, dumping empty cartridges onto the floor. “I reckon’ he’s with three others who’d rather shoot their way out of town!” 

Kirby kneeled on the floor and peeked over the splintered sill. Wes did the same. The shooting stopped. A strange moment of silence hung in the air.

“Can’t see a damn thing inside the store. Is there a back door to that place?” Wes asked his fellow lawman.

“Yep. The door leads out into a hog pen and small corral that Ed uses to keep his wagon horses. I can see part of the corral on this side of the store. Looks like both his horses are back there. Where are their horses?” Kirby asked his gunslinging Ranger buddy.

“Tied up in front of the saloon. Where’d ya think?” Wes chuckled. “They all busted through the front swingers when I walked in the back door. Didn’t take the time to get their horses. They ran down the street, then ducked into the store. Your storekeeper was sweepin’ the front when they all blew past him. He took off.” 

“At least Ed’s not in there. Don’t need any hostages,” Kirby snapped. “What did you say this jackass’s name is?” 

“Pete Calhoun. Skinny little cowhand known to let others do the killin’ for him. Don’t know who his friends are,” Wes added.

“Well, it seems they’re willin’ to stay in there for a while. Got any ideas, Ranger Payne?”

“Sure, circle around the store, charge in, and shoot ’em all,” Wes answered flatly.

“That’s right. One riot. One Ranger.” Kirby laughed.

“You’re coming with me, aren’t ya?” Wes asked through a wide grin.

“Reckon I have to, being sheriff and all.” Kirby grinned back.

“Let’s go out the back. I’ll take the left side, you go right. Go down a couple of buildings. That way they won’t see you coming. You’ll be able to get to the back door easier than me. I have the corral in my way. Holler when you hit the back door, and I’ll come in through the front. Just watch who the hell you’re shootin’. I don’t want one of your slugs ruining my day,” Kirby barked.

They both crawled to the back door of the jail and quietly slipped out. Wes looped around the freight building while Kirby ran around the barbershop. Both sprinted across the empty street. The crisp autumn air felt cold against Wes’s sweat-soaked face.

Crack! Crack! Crack! Bullets kicked up dirt at Kirby’s feet as he hustled across Main Street. He hadn’t crossed down far enough to be hidden. He rolled under a buckboard and waited. The outlaws’ gunfire ceased. Wes made it across undetected, then circled around to the back of the store. The back door was open and facing him. Wes could see silver-spurred brown boots under the bottom of the door as he crept toward the opening.

Rear guard. Good, one less gun to fight inside.

Wes snuck up to the side of the hog pen wire where a half-dozen pigs obliviously munched in the slop trough at the back of the coop. Wes carefully stepped over the barrier. Kirby crawled out from under the wagon, taking cover behind three grain barrels perched on the edge of the store’s front walk. The gunfight drew curiosity seekers to the area like flies to a dung heap. Several of the men in town darted in and out of building nooks and around corners to get a better look. Kirby waved his hand toward the crowd, begging them to stay back. He heard rustling inside the store. He waited for Wes’s call.

Wes holstered his Colt, then rushed at the flat face of the door, hitting it with his shoulder at full force. The door smashed into the tall, skinny, unsuspecting outlaw, knocking him into the muck with a splat. The scrawny brigand rolled over, drawing his gun from its mud-caked holster. Wes’s draw was too quick. Crack! One dead, three to go. Hearing the collision and shot, Kirby thrust himself through the store’s front door. Wes charged through the back. Crack! Crack! Two shots took down a second outlaw crouching near the counter. Kirby opened fire, sending tobacco, coffee, and molasses into the air. The third outlaw reared up and fired wildly at the sheriff. Kirby’s last shot blew out the bottom of the gunman’s throat, dropping him to the floor.

Kirby quickly looked around the store but saw nothing. Wes looked around the corner of the back wall leading to stairs up to the second floor.

“We know you’re up there, Calhoun! Come down and live! No way out now!” Wes called up to the fugitive.

“Don’t shoot! I’m coming down!” Calhoun’s voice squeaked like a field mouse.

He staggered to the top of the stairway with his hands raised above his head. His shirt and trousers were two sizes too big, and his buck teeth protruded from blotchy patches of red whiskers, dotting a chinless round face. Calhoun cautiously stepped down. As soon as he reached the bottom, his face met Wes’s huge, scarred fist, knocking him out cold.

“I’ll carry him over to the jail,” Wes calmly advised.

“I’ll take a look at these other three and see if I recognize ’em,” Kirby offered.

Wes threw Calhoun over his shoulder, then walked out the front door and across the street where a large group of onlookers had gathered. Twenty or so men tried to speak over each other, claiming they’d had the best view of the shootout, while half that many women clutched their children, whispering to each other. Cowboys got back to business while wagon and carriage traffic started again on Main Street. Wes ignored them and marched into the sheriff’s office, threw Calhoun onto a cot, where the man landed with a thud. After removing a derringer from the little outlaw’s left boot, he closed and locked the cell door.

Kirby stood in front of his office, directing someone to fetch the town’s undertaker. Ed and Rita Rogatzki, the owners of the now bullet-riddled Double R Mercantile, made their way through the titillated crowd.

“Can we go into our store, Sheriff?” The elderly, short, heavyset store owner asked.

“Sure can, Ed. You might want Rita to wait outside until we can get those other dead men out of there. There are three of ’em. Two inside the store, and one in your hog pen. I’m sorry for the mess. Let me know what those front windows cost, and I’ll see if the county will pay for it.” 

“Yes, sir.”

“Go on over to the hotel and wait for me,” Ed directed his diminutive wife, who didn’t need further encouragement.

Kirby walked into his office, brushed splinters off the stack of wanted posters on his desk and began to thumb through the list of varmints. Wes took a look at the few bullet-riddled posters Kirby had tacked to the wall.

“Nothing here,” Wes reported.

“No, no, no. Nope. Hmm?” Kirby muttered after stopping to look closer at one of the flyers. He flipped the poster over and showed Wes.

“Looks like the one at the back door.” 

Kirby read the notice aloud. “Martin Daley. Wanted for murder in Galveston. Dead or alive. That takes care of him. When your friend wakes up, I’ll see who the others were. I didn’t see them come into town. This place is growing so damn fast I can’t keep up. Now that we’ve been named the county seat, they’re coming in from all over. Fixin’ to start building another hotel and boarding house,” Kirby lamented.

“I remember when Buffalo Gap was just that. A wide-open grass-filled gap between buffalo herds stopping for water on Elm Creek.” 

“Yep. I need to go over to the lumberyard and fetch wood to board up my window. Gettin’ cold at night around here. Watch the place for me,” Kirby ordered Wes before leaving for his repair materials.

Wes followed Kirby out of the office in time to see four wagons coming into town. An old timer with a short, gray beard drove the lead wagon. A younger man dressed in black handled the reins of the second. Wes watched the wagons pass until he saw the driver of the third, who happened to be a young woman wearing a peculiar hat. As the wagon came closer, Wes realized what the young woman was.

A nun. Definitely a nun.

A nun also drove the fourth wagon. Wes watched all four wagons stop in front of the boarding house down the street. Out of the wagons emerged several women dressed in black and white outfits. Wes strained to see. Six. Yep, six nuns.

Nuns in Buffalo Gap? This town is changing.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]


Rachel Brennen – Canyon Creek

Rachel had just finished cleaning newly vacated rooms at the Sundown Hotel in Canyon Creek when she heard the front door open, then close quickly. She hurried to the top of the staircase and felt a brisk gust of cold October air sweep up the stairway. Ding! The sound of the front desk bell confirmed the presence of a visitor.

“Coming!” she called down as her heels clapped on the polished surface of each wooden step.

Entering the lobby, she saw the back of a tall, lanky cowboy wrapped in a tan trail coat and wide-brimmed brown hat. He examined the painting of a longhorn steer mounted high on the wall behind a large polished dark oak desk Rachel spent most of her days behind.

“Can I help you?” Rachel asked in a voice fit for a songbird.

The tall cowboy turned and removed his hat in one motion. Rachel stopped in her tracks and gasped, clutching the top of her white apron. Her throat tightened and her heart raced. For a moment she couldn’t speak. Before her stood the ghost of a man she once loved. The young man stepped forward, brandishing a wide grin, and extended his right hand.

“Good afternoon, I’m Ben Chance. I’m looking for Mrs. Rachel Brennen. I believe she knew my father.”

Rachel’s head spun like a top. Her legs weakened, and she felt as though she would faint at any moment. She clutched her forehead and took a deep breath.

“I’m Rachel Brennen,” she managed to weakly say. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, I’m just a little in shock. I didn’t know Ben had a son. Please come into the dining room and have a seat. Would you like coffee or something else?” Rachel asked, her voice shaking like an earthquake.

“No, ma’am. Are you all right? I didn’t mean to startle you,” Chance stated, offering a steady hand to the hotel proprietor.

Rachel led young Chance into the dining room, where she directed him to a chair at the head of a long rectangular table covered in a crisp white cloth. She took Chance’s duster and hung it up on a peg near the doorway, then took a seat near the wraith cowboy.

“It’s amazing how much you look like your father. You’re just as tall too,” she added, blushing a bit.

Chance smiled. “I’ve never been told that. That’s why I’ve come to see you. I believe my father gave you a letter to send to Judge Parker. Is that right?” Chance asked, setting his hat near the edge of the table.

“Yes, I didn’t know it was a letter.” Rachel leaned forward, folding her hands on top of the table. “Your father gave it to me the night before he left and told me to send it to Judge Parker if he didn’t come back.” Rachel paused and took a deep breath. “When he didn’t, I gave it to a US Deputy Marshal named Luxton Danner, who was returning to Fort Smith.” 

“Yes, Judge Parker sent Marshal Danner to Texarkana. He gave it to me there. It contained a letter and two thousand dollars,” explained Chance leaning back in his chair.

“I see,” Rachel acknowledged, dipping her emerald eyes toward the tablecloth.

“Marshal Danner told me what happened to my father, how he was killed, but he didn’t know much more. The letter told me some, but my father wrote that if I wanted to know more about him, I should come to Canyon Creek and see you at the Sundown Hotel. So, here I am.” Chance shuffled his boots and sat straight up, looking directly at Rachel. “I hope you don’t mind answering some questions?” he asked with a friendly smile.

“Not at all! I’d be happy to tell you all I know about your father! I only knew him for about a year, though, so I may not have all the answers you’re looking for,” said Rachel, with a warm smile of her own.

“I know. He said that in the letter.” 

“Before we talk, do you plan on staying in Canyon Creek for a while? I have a room for you if you like,” Rachel offered, pushing herself back from the table and standing.

“That would be fine. I’ll probably stay a day or two before I head back to Texarkana,” Chance said, quickly standing for his lovely hostess.

“Good. I’ll get your room ready. Then we can talk after you put your things up,” Rachel said, smoothing the wrinkles out of her apron.

Rachel hurried to her desk, where she removed the number three key from its box, then quickly went upstairs. Chance retrieved his gear from his horse, then slowly climbed the polished stairs, where he met Rachel coming out of Room 3.

“Here you are, Mr. Chance. If you need anything, please ask.”

“Looks great, and please call me Ben.”

Rachel proceeded down to the kitchen, where translucent rays of sunshine found their way through the back window, glistening off the steel pots and iron frying pans that would soon be used for the supper crowd’s arrival later in the day. She placed several fresh sugar cookies and two cups of hot coffee on a tray before delivering it to the dining room. Rachel removed her apron, tossed it onto a chair, and glanced in the mirror next to the doorway. She ran her fingers through her long auburn hair, smoothing it as best she could. She moved into her chair when she heard Ben’s boots hitting the top of the staircase. Chance reached the bottom of the stairway and looked to see Rachel seated behind two steaming cups of coffee and cookies that looked like the kind his aunt used to make on special occasions.

“Thank you,” Chance offered as he took his seat. “The hot coffee is good on a cool day like this. These cookies look like the ones my aunt used to make,” he added with a nod toward the silver tray.

“Did your mother bake pies and cookies?” Rachel asked hesitantly.

“My mother died when I was young, while my father was in the war. I was raised by my aunt and uncle in Texarkana,” explained Chance.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t sure. I knew Ben wasn’t married. He didn’t say much about his family. I shouldn’t have asked,” Rachel stated, her face turning a rose color with embarrassment.

“Not at all. It’s okay. She got sick; we lived with my aunt. My mother died a short time later, and I thought my father was killed in the war, so I stayed at my aunt’s farm. My uncle returned from the war and said my father must have been killed because he didn’t come home. I didn’t know my father was alive until a couple of years ago when he sent a letter and money to my aunt. He said once he found out my mother died, he knew it was best if my aunt and uncle raised me,” Chance explained.

Rachel dabbed tears from her eyes with the corner of a napkin. “I’m afraid I didn’t know your father as well as I thought. I didn’t know any of this,” she said.

“No reason to cry, ma’am. He was right. I grew up just fine on a good farm. Learned about crops, cattle, and other livestock. I learned to ride, shoot, and hunt. I also went to school. Learned to read, write, and do numbers. I just wish I could have found him before he died,” he admitted.

“Wait here. I have something of yours.” 

Rachel hurried to her room, then returned with an envelope of money. “There’s a thousand dollars in there. Your father left it for me, but I haven’t felt I should use it. Now I’m glad. It’s rightfully yours. Please take it,” she insisted, sliding the package across the table to Chance.

“I will not take this money, ma’am. He gave it to you, and you should keep it. He told me how important you were to him. I will not argue about it.” Chance threw up both hands, shaking his head. Chance slid the envelope back across the table to Rachel, who placed her hands on it.

“You’re just as honorable as he was,” she said, looking straight into Chance’s honest brown eyes.

“Could you answer some questions now?” Chance asked, leaning forward onto the table.

“Certainly,” Rachel anxiously responded, then turned her body toward Chance ready to do her best in answering Chance’s questions.

Rachel proceeded to tell Chance of his father’s mannerisms, such as putting his hands on his hips when frustrated and scratching his jaw when perplexed. His card playing, sense of humor, hesitation at new friendships, intolerance of dishonesty, dislike of drunkards, loyalty to old friends, and respect for women, regardless of who they were or what they did. They both laughed and silently paused at various examples Rachel shared with her dear friend’s son. Rachel felt relieved after telling Chance as much as she remembered of his father.

After about an hour of reminiscing, Rachel’s daughter Adeline rushed through the front door, her buckle shoes echoing through the hotel. “Mommy! Mommy! I’m home!” she announced, racing into the dining room.

“Young lady! What have I told you about running around here and screaming?”

“Sorry, Mommy. Hello, I’m Adeline. What’s your name?” the little girl asked.

“My name is Ben. Nice to meet you.”

“You look like Mr. Chance, only younger,” the astute eleven-year-old girl stated.

“Adeline, this is Mr. Chance’s son, Ben,” Rachel explained.

“Oh. You even have the same name?” she asked crossing her arms behind her back.

“Yes, I do. Benjamin Franklin Chance, at your service ma’am,” Chance formally greeted the energized young lady by standing and taking a bow.

“Wow! Are those cookies just for you?” she asked grabbing a handful of her brown hair in each hand.

“Not at all. Allow me.” Chance offered the tray of cookies to Adeline, who first looked at her mother for permission. When Rachel nodded in assent, the girl grabbed a cookie and took a bite.

“Now go upstairs and wash your face and hands.” 

“Yes, Mommy! Bye, Mr. Chance!” she called, then ran up the stairs, stumbling halfway. “I’m okay!” she assured her flustered mother.

“Well, thank you for your time, ma’am.”

“Call me Rachel, please!”

“Yes, ma’am, Rachel. I saw a livery stable near the end of town. I’ll put up my horse and come back a little later if that’s all right?”

“I serve supper at six if you’d like to join the rest of the hotel guests.”

“I would like that. Thank you.”

Rachel watched Chance as he lifted his duster off the hook, then strolled out the front door of the Sundown. He even walks like Ben. A chill ran down her spine. It was like Ben had returned from the dead.

* * *
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Francisco Garcia saw the tall rider coming down the street toward the stable as he cut hay bales apart. Garcia stopped and watched as the rider stopped his horse in front of the wide-open double barn doors. Leaving the hay, Garcia stepped out and stopped in his tracks. The rider swung down off his horse, tying it to a nearby post.

“Good afternoon. I was wondering if I could put up my horse here for the night?” Chance asked.

Garcia looked Chance over carefully but said nothing. He stepped closer to get a better look.

“Do you speak English? My Spanish ain’t too good.” 

“Yes, sir, I speak English. Sure, you can leave your horse here, mister. You’re not from around here, are ya?” Garcia asked.

“Nope, Texarkana. Just passin’ through. Be here a couple of days, I reckon.”

“You look like a fella used to live here.” 

Chance nodded. “You’re thinking I look like Ben Chance, huh?”

“Yes, sir. Younger, I think.”

“You’re right. I’m Ben Chance’s son.”

“Whoa! You don’t say! Happy to know you!” Garcia shouted through a grin that stretched from ear to ear. “I’m Francisco Garcia. Your father saved my life once!” he shouted, grabbing Chance’s hand and shaking it vigorously.

“I’m Ben Chance, same as my father. I’d like to hear about that.”

“Oh my! Ben Chance! Sure, come inside!” Garcia waved Chance over to a stack of uncut bales and sat down.

“Just before your father left town, a couple of hombres came here to steal my money. They hit me on the head, and one choked me when your father showed up with Mr. Danner. Your father shoot one of ’em, but the other shoot your father in the leg, and he fell down. Mr. Danner killed the other one. I very sorry that yer father was killed. He was a very good man. We all miss him,” Garcia said, his grin fading as he spoke.

“Thanks for the kind words. I’ll leave my horse.” 

“Yes, leave him right there. I will take care right away.”

Chance decided to take a look around town before heading back to the Sundown. As he walked down the street, several people stopped to stare as he passed. At least he knew why they were all looking at him like he was a ghost. He figured he kind of was.

Chance made his way back toward the Sundown when a cluster of riders rode up to the Creekbed Saloon, rustling up a thick cloud of dust. Chance kept his eye on the group as they tethered their horses, then piled into the bar like a herd of buffalo.

“Riders from the KC,” a voice sang out from a nearby doorway.

Chance stopped and found himself face-to-face with Andrew Carson.

“Figured you might be wondering where that bunch was from. I’m Andrew Carson, the town’s doctor. I patched your father up a couple of times while he was here.”

“Ben Chance, Doc. Glad to meet ya.”

“Pleasure’s mine, son. Rachel came down and said you were in town.” Doc Carson leaned his right shoulder against the door frame and his eyes narrowed. “I must say, I was as surprised as she was when I heard Ben had a son. Guess we just never thought about it.”

“Yeah, the fella down at the livery stable seemed surprised too.”

“I’m sure. Francisco was friends with Ben. He saved his life.”

“Yeah, he told me all about it,” Chance chuckled, rubbing his cheek.

“Well, I just wanted to say hello. Anything I can do, let me know,” Carson offered before stepping inside his office and closing the door.

Chance stepped up onto the Sundown’s wide porch and took a seat in one of the inviting rockers Rachel had set out. Despite the cool breeze, the late afternoon sun kept the temperature agreeable. Watching the town’s activity, Chance understood why his father had written that he had decided to settle down here. The shopkeepers busily tidied their respective stores, an abundance of carriages and buckboards made their way up and down the wide street, and everyone seemed to know one another. He also understood why his father felt the way he did about Rachel. She was beautiful and pleasant. Before he could think too much about Rachel, the sound of thundering horses and clattering harnesses turned Chance’s attention to the approaching stagecoach. A few moments later, he was engulfed in another dense cloud of red dust as the coach drew to a stop in front of the hotel.

“Sundown Hotel! Next stop, stage office!” the driver called out as he jumped down to open the carriage door. Two well-dressed men wearing dark brown suits and gambler crown hats to match, along with a young woman clad in a white blouse, dark gray prairie skirt, and bonnet, emerged, walking past Chance into the hotel. Looked like Chance would have company at the dinner table tonight.
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Chapter 3
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Wes Payne – Buffalo Gap

Wes stepped over to his trusted stallion, Ringo, who dutifully waited next to the jail while his partner finished his business with the fugitive. Wes pulled a handful of grain from one saddlebag and fed his mount, then snatched a handful of jerky from the other for himself before stepping back onto a poorly maintained jailhouse boardwalk that looked like a rabid coyote chewed it during a fit. The dark orange sun had begun to dip behind the jagged tips of the Guadalupe mountaintops, dropping the temperature from cool to cold. The sisters’ arrival caused a bustle of activity in front of the boarding house. Several men had gathered around the wagons to assist in putting them up for the night. A thin man dressed in black directed the men to and from each wagon. Every man unloaded a bag from the wagons, matching them to their owner.

* * *
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“Son of a bitch! What the hell is this!” Calhoun yelled from his cell.

Reluctantly, Wes strolled into the jail and looked at his sozzled prisoner through black iron bars. Calhoun attempted to get up off the cot without much success. His bloodied nose and missing teeth were victims of Wes’s knuckles. Aside from that, Calhoun appeared to be no worse for wear. Wes said nothing, just watched the show. After multiple failed attempts to sit up, Calhoun finally slid off the edge of the cot and crashed to the floor, sending an echo under its marred boards. He tried to stand only to tumble face-first onto the dusty floor. After listening to his prisoner mumble for a bit, Wes spoke up.

“You’re in the Buffalo Gap jail, Calhoun!”

Calhoun rolled over and looked up at the sound of Wes’s voice, attempting to focus through bloodshot, glassy eyes. “Who the hell are you?” Calhoun managed to ask, the words whistling through gaps where his teeth had been.

“Name is Wes Payne. I’m a Texas Ranger. You’re under arrest for stealin’ saddles and be’n party to a murder,” Wes explained.

“I ain’t stole no saddles,” Calhoun slurred. “I ain’t killed nobody, neither!”

“Well, there’s a group of ranchers that beg to differ. And you sellin’ those five stolen saddles down in San Angelo last month don’t help your cause,” Wes offered. “And then there’s Joel Thornton and Ben Chance.”

Calhoun paused at his attempt to stand and glared at Wes but said nothing.

“What were you doin’ with those three idiots at the Split Rail Saloon this afternoon?” Wes demanded.

“Who?”

“Those three fellas who ended up shootin’ it out with me and the sheriff?”

“Go to hell,” Calhoun snarled.

Wes stepped into the front office as Kirby entered the bullet-riddled front door with an armful of lumber.

“Getting colder out there. Sooner I get this window boarded up, the better,” Kirby said, closing the door behind him.

“Calhoun is awake back there, but still too drunk or scared to tell me who those other three with him were,” Wes told Kirby.

“I stopped by the Split Rail and talked to the bartender. Calhoun knew one of ’em and started talkin’ about a job he had. The other two joined in. He didn’t know anything else. Seems you came charging through the back door, and they all ran out together. On the way back, I saw that wagon train of nuns show up at the boarding house, so I went over to see what they were doing in town,” Kirby said.

“What are they up to?” Wes asked.

“On their way up to a town on the Red River to start a church and school or something.”

“Hope it’s not too close to the river. Otherwise, those nuns will have to deal with raiders coming across the border and causing them trouble.” 

“I warned ’em about that, seems they’ve been told the US Marshals are taking care of the outlaws. I ain’t heard nothin’ ’bout that,” Kirby added.

“Me neither. Marshals got their hands full chase’n outlaws in the territory and up Missouri way.” 

“You headin’ out tonight or in the morning?” 

“In the morning. I’ll be over at the hotel if you need me tonight,” Wes advised, then left Kirby to his carpentry.

Wes took Ringo to the livery stable, then walked over to the hotel where the owner, Amos Gentry, a short stocky man with a thick neck and perpetual frown, was ordering his wife to make coffee for the dining room.

“Evening, Mr. Payne. You stayin’ with us tonight?” Amos asked.

“Yes, sir. I’ll be heading out early in the morning.” 

“Fine. Just leave yer key in the room. We’ll take care of it after you leave,” Amos curtly instructed out the side of his mouth.

“Yes, sir,” Wes said before leaving the room. I really don’t like that guy. He started up the staircase when he heard yelling coming from the street. He turned just in time to see Kirby riding fast past the hotel.

“Mr. Payne, looks like a ruckus over to the saloon,” Amos hollered from the front door.

Wes hurried out to the street to see Kirby heading into the Split Rail Saloon. He noted the piano music had stopped. Never a good sign. He hustled over to the saloon and pushed through the swinging doors to see Kirby locked in a wrestling match with a tall, stocky cowboy in the back of the crowded barroom. The men had stepped back, forming a circle around the combatants, giving Kirby room to take care of business with the obviously drunk cowboy, who was incoherently hollering something about women. Wes slid through the patrons’ ring.

“Need a hand, Sheriff?” Wes asked in between a chuckle.

“If...you...don’t...mind,” Kirby managed.

Wes approached the two men, slipped the cowboy’s gun from its holster and tucked it inside his belt, then sent a scarred fist into the side of the ruffian’s head, ending the battle.

Kirby let the cowboy fall to the floor in a heap. The delighted spectators then laughed and applauded the two lawmen.

“Thanks,” Kirby stated, then turned to the crowd. “Where’s Daisy?” 

“Over here, Sheriff,” she answered, then stepped forward in her bright green hoop dress with white feathers lining the top, and a wide black belt tightly wrapped around her narrow waist.

“What happened?” Kirby asked for clarification.

“I was walking past this fella, and he just grabbed ahold and reached down the front of my dress, taking liberties. I slapped him, and he started to get rough, so Dale there told him to let go. He punched Dale in the face,” Daisy reported.

Kirby glanced over at the bartender, through the cloud of perpetual smoke that hung in the Split Rail Saloon. The bartender nodded in agreement. Kirby looked over at Dale, who was propped in a chair with another dance-hall girl, getting his bloodied face dabbed with a wet bar towel.

“That right, Dale?” Kirby asked the town’s bantam bald-headed telegraph operator. Dale nodded, checking his mouth and counting teeth.

“That’s what happened, Dan,” a smiling Dolly Flynn assured in between wiping Dale’s forehead with long narrow fingers.

“All right everyone, show’s over. Wes, give me a hand with this fella,” Kirby asked.

He and Wes each grabbed an arm, then dragged their prisoner out of the Split Rail to the yips and hollers of the crowd. As the lawmen reached the doors, they were met by one of the nuns who had arrived a moment earlier, closely watching the events.

“Excuse us, Sister,” Kirby stated, wanting her to step out of the way.

She looked at Wes with a cool, emotionless expression. “Did you have to hit that man so hard, Mister?” she asked the big Ranger.

Startled, Wes paused. “Well, Sister, I didn’t know there was any other way,” he stated, while the crowd roared with more laughter. Wes tipped his hat, and he and Kirby continued on their way to the jail.

“Huh, oh. You’re in trouble now, Ranger Payne.” Kirby laughed as they marched down the street.

Wes said nothing, just chuckled.

After tossing their prisoner onto his cot, Kirby took the liberty of waking the man by dumping a bucket of cold water on his face.

“What the hell!” the stranger yelled, spitting a mouth full of water onto the floor. “Why am I in here?” 

“Being drunk and disorderly for the moment. I’ll see if Daisy and Dale want to charge you with assault later,” Kirby explained.

“I didn’t assault her. Just took a handful, Sheriff, if ya know what I mean,” the cowboy mumbled.

“Well, she didn’t take too kindly to that, and you can’t be punchin’ fellas in the face when they offer help to a lady,” Kirby added. “Who are ya anyway?”

“Name’s Ty Derrick. I’m with the Overton outfit running a herd through. We’re leavin’ in the morning.”

“You square with the bartender?”

“Nope. Didn’t get the chance.” 

“Got two dollars on ya?” Kirby asked.

Derrick reached into his pocket and withdrew two silver dollars, handing them to Kirby, “Why’d ya hit me like that, Sheriff?”

“I actually didn’t hit you,” Kirby responded.

“Who the hell did?” 

Wes stepped around the corner and looked down on the cowhand.

“That’d be me,” Wes advised.

Derrick looked up at Wes. “Who the hell are you?” 

“Name’s Payne. Texas Rangers.”

“Son of a bitch, you’re a big one, ain’t ya?”

Wes said nothing, just glared through steel-gray eyes.

“Figures I’d get into it when there’s a Ranger around. I reckon I had it comin’.”

“You did,” Wes stated then left the room.

“I’ll go over, pay your tab, and explain you’re headin’ out in the morning. That should take care of it,” Kirby stated.

“Can you stick around until I come back?” Kirby asked Wes.

“You really should hire a deputy or two, Sheriff,” Wes pointed out.

“Why? When I have you around,” Kirby said, chuckling.

Wes sat down in Kirby’s chair and propped his size twelve boots up on the desk. After a moment, he realized Calhoun was snoring loud enough to be heard out on the street. He went back into the holding area and banged a tin cup on the bars, jolting Calhoun awake.

“Thanks,” Derrick said as Wes walked by the cell, heading back to Kirby’s desk.

Wes propped his feet up on the desk and got comfortable. He revisited the stack of wanted posters sitting on Kirby’s desk. A half hour later, Kirby returned and informed his cowhand prisoner that all had been taken care of, and he would be released tomorrow in time to leave with his outfit. A quick handshake later, Wes was on his way back to the hotel, listening to loud piano music coming from the saloon. Always a good sign.
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Wes spurred Ringo onward, moving sporadically back and forth between thin-leaf sage, desert willows, and mounds of brown bunch grass that had seen better days. Crack! The rifle shot broke his concentration. He looked over and saw Chance falling backward off his horse, causing Jake’s horse to rear up. Jake lost his grip and fell to the ground with a wild scream. Wes quickly pushed Ringo into a gallop and saw the muzzle smoke from a second shot ooze out from behind a big sage. He saw Danner charging forward in an arc toward the shots. Wes drew his guns and fired into the sage, emptying both cylinders, setting the water-starved cluster of twigs on fire. He heard Danner’s Russians pounding away in the distance. Ringo kept charging toward the burning bush, ignoring Wes’s pull on the reins. He yelled for his stallion to stop, but it was too late. He flew off Ringo headfirst into the blazing inferno.

Wes grabbed his gun belt and sat straight up in bed. He gasped for air and was soaked in sweat. His eyes darted around the dim room. A bright beam of moonshine tunneled through the window, providing enough light for him to recognize his room at the Bison Hotel. He wiped the sweat from his eyes, caught his breath, and leaned back against the thick wooden headboard. Damn, I wish these dreams would stop.

He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and set his gun belt back onto the gathered bed sheets next to him. After all these years and all he’d been through, watching Chance get shot still haunted him. He remembered the faces of the Mexican banditos that nailed him to the barn in Presidio years ago, scarring his hands, but even that didn’t haunt him like this. He had seen men killed before, including earlier today. None of them haunted him.

Why Ben Chance? He wondered as he rose from bed and looked out onto the street. All looked quiet but for the faint sound of the fall breeze dancing through the buildings. It must be late. Even the Split Rail Saloon was dark. He didn’t own a watch, and there was no clock in the room. He decided he didn’t care enough to walk downstairs. Wes poured water into the washbasin and splashed it on his face, then took a drink from the brown adobe pitcher. He sat in a chair and leaned back. Hopefully, the sun will be up soon. He drifted off into a fitful sleep.

A few hours later, Mrs. Gentry made coffee in the kitchen when Wes descended the stairs. The sun wasn’t up yet, but he decided it was an excellent time to head back to Fort Griffin.

“Good morning, Mr. Payne,” Mrs. Gentry greeted him. “I’m sorry, I haven’t started breakfast yet.” 

“That’s okay, Mrs. Gentry. I’m not hungry anyway. I could use a cup of coffee if it’s ready though.”

“Certainly. One moment.” She hurried to the stove and poured the fresh brew into a large glass cup. She brought it back to Wes, who waited at the lobby desk. “Are you going to the jail?” she asked as she handed him a steaming cup of black coffee.

“Yes, ma’am,” Wes answered as he took a sip.

The woman nodded. “Just leave the cup there. I’ll fetch it later.” 

“Thank you, ma’am. See you next time,” Wes said, nodding in approval toward the beautiful young wife of the cranky hotel owner. He flipped his saddlebags over his shoulder and let himself out the front door. Wes heard the click of the lock catch behind him, then stepped out into the chilly October air. The horizon was nothing more than a black line at the bottom of an orange-tinted sky as he walked down the street, steaming cup in hand, to the jail. Wes paused on the front step. “It’s me, Wes,” he called out before proceeding.

He heard the big cross-board move and waited for the door to open. He was met by Kirby, standing in the dim glow of an oil lantern perched on his desk.

“Come on in,” Kirby offered before closing and latching the door behind him.

“You’re up early, Sheriff,” Wes stated, setting the steaming cup on Kirby’s desk.

“I let that cowhand go a bit ago so he could get back to camp before his trail boss fired him. Didn’t want him left behind and hanging around town after last night.”

“Calhoun make it through the night?” 

“Damn drunk was see’n things most of the night. When he wasn’t screaming out or mumbling, he was snoring like a hibernated bear. I don’t know how such a loud noise can come from such a little dude,” Kirby complained. “He finally quieted down a few hours ago.” Kirby removed the key ring from its bent nail next to his desk and headed to the cell block with Wes close behind. Kirby unlocked the cell and swung the door open.

“Okay, Calhoun, time to go!” Kirby shouted.

Calhoun didn’t move.

“Calhoun, let’s go!” Kirby shouted again before entering the cell to shake the prisoner awake.

The former trail boss of the KC ranch still didn’t move. Kirby rolled him over. Calhoun’s face was a grayish white, with both eyes wide open, and mouth packed with dried vomit. He was dead.

“Hell, looks like I’ll be ride’n back to Griffin alone,” Wes muttered.

“Damn. That it does. Stand by for a bit this morning so I can write a report for the judge. I’ll go wake up the undertaker and have him buried,” Kirby advised the Ranger.

“In that case, I’ll head back to the hotel and get some breakfast. I’ll stop by later,” Wes announced. He started back to the Bison, looking forward to Mrs. Gentry’s cooking after all.

After breakfast, Wes made his way over to the livery stable where the stable boss, Dalton Jones, oversaw the horse hames being hooked up to the wagons that brought the nuns in the day before.

“Morning, Mr. Payne. Ringo is in the back, ready to go,” Jones advised.

“Thank you, Jonesy,” Wes replied. He paused and looked over the wagons. They were old and in poor condition. The axles were bowed, and each wheel had nails and metal straps all along the edges where they had been repaired. In addition, the hub bands were plum worn out. “They came in these?” Wes asked, surprised the wagons had made it this far.

“I know. Haven’t seen any like this in a long time. Those nuns said they were heading up to Red River country. I don’t know if they’ll make it that far in these,” Jones said.

“They say where they’re going?” Wes asked.

“Yep, a town called Range. Deacon said it’s right on the riverbank. I don’t know of it.”

Wes nodded. “It’s a growing town. Sits close to the Great Western Cattle Trail in Hardeman County. I was through it a couple years back. Not much there back then. It was settled by Confederate soldiers and their families after the war. Damn sure don’t see why a bunch of nuns are headin’ there though.” 

“I thought that Red River border was bustin’ with outlaws raidin’ the settlements,” Jones said.

“Yep. I heard the same thing. Been talk of sending a company of Rangers up there. Problem is, we don’t have a company of Rangers to send,” Wes advised.

“Well, I warned ’em, but them nuns weren’t interested in listening. They just said it’s God’s will,” Jones replied, as his hand reached out toward the sky.

“I don’t think God will fight off bandits for ’em, though,” Wes said before checking his billet strap, then stepping into a stirrup and swinging up on Ringo. Wes tapped his spurs and headed out of the stable past Jones.

“Take care, Mr. Payne!” Jones called as Wes passed through the big, old barn doors.

Wes waved and started down the street when the group of nuns standing in front of the boarding house caught his eye. He slowed up and reined Ringo over to their location. He stopped and removed his hat.

“Good morning, Sisters.” 

The nuns returned the greeting in unison, but for the sister who’d scolded Wes at the saloon. The deacon, still dressed all in black, stepped forward to offer a handshake that Wes accepted without dismounting.

“Good morning, sir,” the deacon offered. “Would you be traveling north toward the Red River?” 

“No, sir, on my way to Fort Griffin. I understand y’all are headin’ up to Range. You folks have an escort?” Wes asked the little man.

“We have a gentleman, Mr. Nolen, who knows the way and is driving a wagon.” 

“That’s not what I mean. Anyone riding guard?” Wes asked.

“Guard?” the deacon asked, clutching his hands behind his back and leaning forward.

“Yes, sir. Anyone that can handle a gun?” 

The deacon smiled and shook his head from side to side. “Oh no, we don’t need guns, we are protected by our faith in God.”

“As you wish. Just remember, out here, faith doesn’t protect anyone,” Wes advised his devout audience. “Good luck.” Wes pulled Ringo around and galloped out of Buffalo Gap.
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Range

Dark, dense clouds cut a trail through the gray sky, ushering in a gloomy beginning to November in Range, Texas. The town of Range began as a temporary settlement by a group of former Confederate soldiers and their families. Three years into reconstruction, a trio of men, led by one-time plantation owner Lawrence Benson, decided that life west of the Mississippi River had to be better than what they were experiencing in Georgia. Benson, together with businessmen Bradley Jamieson and Lee Conrad, persuaded another thirty men and their families to join them in seeking a better future in Texas.

After a month-long journey that saw their wagon train attacked by hostile Indians and renegade outlaws fleeing the Union army, the travelers from back east were exhausted from the trip and the oppressive summer heat. Pushing ahead, the throng came upon an open range along the south bank of the Red River. With ample grass for livestock, an abundance of pecan trees and water, the decision was made to stay until fall when the cooler weather arrived. Then, they’d forge on ahead.

When fall arrived three months later, only a handful of the settlement decided to move on. Now, nine years later in the fall of 1877, Lawrence Benson, Bradley Jamieson, Lee Conrad, and newcomer, Otto Wilhelm, gathered again for the good of the town.

The cold temperature kept many of the town’s residents inside their stove-and-fireplace-heated shelters. The three businessmen braved the chill, making their way down Main Street to the end of town where Lawrence Benson waited to discuss the hiring of a town marshal. The recent raids on the town and murder of a Texas Ranger by border outlaws fortified the men to take action. Their town had grown, and now had enough money to find a man or men who could protect their interests. Their frequent protection requests sent to the US Marshal’s office in Fort Smith had failed to generate a response. The constant trouble along the Red River border had led to periodic cavalry visits, but the troops didn’t remain long enough to deter the bandits. A passing Texas Ranger opted to stay for a spell but was gunned down by bandits during a recent raid. Now, the town’s leaders took action themselves.

Lawrence Benson, owner of the Red River Stagecoach line and now Range’s mayor, began the meeting with a summary of the outlaw activity, the murder of the Texas Ranger, and what had been done thus far regarding the requests for assistance. Benson reiterated his insistence on hiring a man who could handle a gun, pin a star on his chest, and help the townsfolk to sleep easier. Waiting for outside assistance appeared futile.

Bradley Jamieson, the town’s storekeeper, had made his skepticism of this plan known. He had previously told the men that while he was willing to pay for a lawman, he couldn’t see one man making much of a difference. If one man had been the answer, the previous Texas Ranger would have been more than enough to deter outlaws from Range. Jamieson declared the town needed something more, but he offered no other options.

Lee Conrad, owner of the Purple Sage Hotel in town, had gone on record saying he was also unconvinced that a town marshal would make much difference. He had written a letter to Mayor Benson that he feared hiring a lawman would simply be an invitation for another man to be murdered in Range. If that occurred, the word would spread that Range was too dangerous, and travelers and settlers alike would choose to settle elsewhere. All of this uncertainty even led to a few random suggestions that the town strike a deal with the outlaws.

Otto Wilhelm ran the livery stable and cattle pens on the edge of town. A German immigrant who spoke limited English, he arrived in America with money and a knowledge of livestock dating back two decades. His experience in his homeland had not prepared him for the lawlessness of the new country. Not that Germany was free from thieves, but the level of violence displayed by these raiders was new to him. He knew of the Polizei in Germany but had little contact with them back home. Here in Range, he decided to follow the wishes of the other men and do as they felt was necessary.

After the four men had each had an opportunity to speak, Lawrence Benson continued. “Gentlemen, I have sent word of Mr. Wallaby’s death to the nearest Ranger station via Fort Phantom Hill. I have not received a response as our telegraph system is unreliable, at best. I’m certain the outlaws are responsible for the constant need for repairs of the wire. Nevertheless, I am uncertain of the reaction or response the Rangers may have. Therefore, I strongly believe we should establish our own law and order and hire a town marshal. I’ll open the floor for any additional questions and suggestions,” Benson concluded.

“Men, as I’ve said, I’m in favor of a marshal dedicated to keeping our town safe, but I’m not convinced that one man, regardless of his ability, will discourage the behavior of the outlaws running wild along the river, but I’ll support the group’s decision,” Jamieson stated.

“I completely agree with Brad. If we hire a lawman and he’s killed, the word will surely get out that Range is too dangerous to pass through or settle in. There are many other towns further south that are not being victimized by these bandits. Settlers will choose to go elsewhere, and our businesses will suffer mightily, but I also agree with Lawrence that we need a law enforcement presence here,” Conrad added.

“Mr. Wilhelm, what are your thoughts?” Benson asked

“I do not know any answer. I tink it may be good to have Polizei here in Range. Thank you,” Wilhelm stated in his best English.

“Very well. Mr. Donovan could not be here this morning, but he informed me that he was in favor of a town marshal, as his saloon business would be better if the men knew there’d be trouble when they didn’t pay,” Benson added. “I will send word to Sheriff Evans in Margaret that we are hiring a marshal, and any assistance he could provide would be welcome,” Benson advised. “In the meantime, anyone with a suggestion about who would be a good marshal should let me know. We will also immediately begin the building of a marshal’s office and jail,” Benson announced before adjourning the meeting.

Brad Jamieson left the freight office, heading directly to the Red Dirt Saloon where many of the townsfolk had gathered to hear about the meeting. Michael Donovan, a tall, thin Irishman with flaming red hair and a beard to match, had prepared pots of coffee for the occasion.

Mrs. Wilhelm, the town baker, had brought baskets of sugar biscuits and honey to the gathering. Jamieson heard the sound of loud chatter as he approached the saloon’s big wooden swinging doors. As he pushed in the doors and entered, the chatter dissipated. All of the town’s residents wanted the raiding to stop so they could live without the fear of more pillaging by the dregs of the border.

Jamieson stepped up to the bar where Donovan greeted him with a steaming cup of coffee. “Drop a little whiskey in there if ya don’t mind, Mike,” Jamieson ordered the lanky proprietor.

“Sure thing!” Donovan laughed as he reached under the bar to grab a bottle of his best whiskey.

“Okay, everybody. Looks like we’re going to hire a marshal and build a jail as quickly as possible,” Jamieson began. “I know we may be limited on materials with other building going on, but if we’re gonna make a real town of this place, we’ll need to stop these bandits from crossing the river and causing trouble any time they feel like it. Lawrence said he sent word to the nearest Ranger office about Mr. Wallaby being killed but hasn’t gotten a response yet.” Jamieson paused and took a long sip of his whiskey-spiked coffee then continued. “We still haven’t heard anything from Fort Phantom Hill either. So if any of you know of a good man with a gun that would be interested, let us know,” Jamieson announced as Lawrence Benson entered the saloon.

“Just letting everyone know what was said at our meeting, Lawrence,” Jamieson informed the mayor before stepping down from the bar.

“Very good. We should have another cattle drive coming through in the next few days. We can get the word out to the hands on the drive and see if there is any interest. Sheriff Evans may also have a suggestion. I encourage all of you to be patient until we can settle this business,” Benson requested.

“One man ain’t gonna make no difference!” One man spoke up, with many of the other residents calling out in agreement. “We need more help from the surrounding ranchers!” 

“Agreed, agreed,” Benson calmly stated holding up his hands in a gesture to quiet the group. “I’m going to visit with all the nearby ranchers to ask for their support and assistance. Most have already said what’s good for Range is good for them. They all put money into this town. We can count on their backing.” 

Benson’s words had struck a nerve with most of the townsfolk eliciting low chatter among themselves with an occasional abrasive word here and there as they filed out of the Red Dirt Saloon into the cold, gray morning. Benson and Jamieson waited until everyone had left before discussing the matter further.

“I understand their frustrations,” Jamieson opened the conversation.

“As do I, but we’re behind the times on this one. We should’ve had this issue addressed a year ago,” Benson added, nodding toward Donovan, who’d handed him a whiskey-spiked steaming cup of coffee.

“Town’s grown quite a bit since that cattle trail was cut,” Donovan acknowledged. “Some nights the hotel and boarding house are full up turning folks away. That’s why them outlaws from the territory come poking around,” he said. “A bunch of ’em come in here, drink, don’t pay, and harass the women. Next thing ya know, they’re pullin’ guns and fightin’.” 

“Well, we’re doing the right thing. Now we just need the right man in charge,” Benson stated.

“What we need is the right gunslinger in charge,” Donovan corrected the mayor.
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Luxton Danner – Fort Smith

US Deputy Marshal Luxton Danner slammed the rusted iron cell door shut and rotated the grinding gear lock into place. Ignoring the shouts of insult from the three prisoners he had just spent the last six days with, he ascended the jail steps and emerged into the sun-drenched courtyard of the Western District Federal Court located in Fort Smith, Arkansas, near the Oklahoma border. The two-story red brick building housed the Federal court, Judge Isaac Parker’s chambers, as well as US Marshal Daniel Upham’s office. Prisoner cells occupied the lower level beneath the first floor. The deputy marshals’ quarters were across the courtyard and the stables beyond that. Tall pine trees surrounded the structures, making for a majestic scene.

Danner glanced up at the familiar white-framed second-floor window and saw it open despite the coolness of the day. The open window meant Judge Parker was in and conducting business as usual. He decided to get cleaned up before paying a visit to the vaunted judge, then reporting to Marshal Upham. Danner had deemed the trip a success since he’d brought back three of the five fugitives he had been given warrants for. Halfway across the square, he stopped to shake Deputy Bass Reeves’s hand, then disappeared into the dingy washroom where he looked forward to eradicating six days of dirt from his hide.

“Good to see you back in one piece, Danner!” Deputy Zeke Proctor called out as he stepped past buckets of clear water lined along the wall of the musty facility.

“When you headin’ back out?” Danner asked his fellow deputy.

“Two days. Goin’ back into the territory with a fistful of paper,” Proctor answered over his shoulder, not pausing to visit.

These were the times when Danner enjoyed his job the most. Being back in Fort Smith, seeing many of the deputies he had either heard about or worked with, brought a feeling of satisfaction to him. He was due for a two-week leave, but he wasn’t sure he wanted that. Since Six Shot, Danner had hoped for as little downtime as possible. Downtime meant time to think. Losing Chance was tough enough, but his thoughts kept drifting back to Elizabeth Thornton.

How was she coping? Did she decide to stay in Thornton and run the ranch or go back east? Did she think of him, or had young Jake Rawlings filled her thoughts? These were questions that kept banging around in his head, but he couldn’t figure out why. She never said or did anything that led him to believe she was interested in him. Still, he’d felt terrible for her loss and wanted the best for her. The one letter he received from her shortly after leaving Canyon Creek didn’t say much other than thanks and good wishes for his future.

He kept hoping for an assignment back to Texas so he could stop in on both Elizabeth and Rachel in order to satisfy his unexplained curiosity. On top of that, the nightmares were getting worse. His fear of his guns not firing caused him to start carrying a third gun, just in case. He stopped and smiled at the thought of carrying the third gun. Wes would appreciate that.

“Danner, you in here?” Zeke Proctor’s voice thundered inside the stone-walled room.

“Yep! I’m here.” 

“Marshal Upham wants to see you right away. He’s in his office.” 

Daniel Phillips Upham had been appointed the US Marshal of the Western District by President Grant a year ago. In his effort to impress the president, and distance himself from his controversial past, he was known to push his deputies hard.

Good, maybe I have another assignment I can get to right away. The Parker visit will have to wait. Danner quickly wiped his face, then changed into a clean shirt before heading to Upham’s office. A few moments later, Danner paused and knocked on the heavy oak door sending an echo through the empty hallway.

“Enter!” Upham shouted from behind his equally impressive oak desk on the opposite side of the sprawling room.

Danner turned the brass handle and pushed the massive piece of wood inward, causing the brass hinges to squeal like a wounded possum. He turned and closed the door behind him and stepped to the front of his superior’s desk. “Deputy Danner. You called for me, sir?”

Upham nodded, his eyes not wavering from his correspondence. “Have a seat Danner. I’ll be with you in a moment.”

Danner retrieved a stout wooden ladder-back chair from the adjacent wall and pulled it in front of the desk, then sat and waited. Even seated, the strapping deputy towered over his boss.

“I’m sorry, Danner. I don’t mean to be rude, but I wanted to read this communication a second time before I made a decision on what our response should be,” Upham explained as he handed the letter to Danner for his review. Danner was far more educated than most of his fellow deputies, having spent two years at Franklin and Marshal College before shedding his eastern upbringing and heading west. As such, he read through the text quickly, then returned it to his boss.

“I have no doubt that many of these bandits raiding along the Red River are fugitives we already have warrants for. Since I don’t know that for a fact, I’m not inclined to send several deputies on a mission that may or may not fulfill the objectives of this position. Yet, these settlers deserve our interest, if not our protection. I’ve decided to send a single deputy to check on the towns along the Texas side of the river, gather some intelligence, and report back here. Because of the nature of the mission, it’ll be a volunteer assignment. I know you don’t like too much downtime, and since you’ve got a little history in Texas
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