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	The metal tracks of the Union Pacific stretched most of the way to Cheyenne, a trail built on blood and sweat and sudden death. Now someone was muscling in. 

	The land ahead of the railroad was owned by homesteaders. And someone was killing off the nesters and taking their farms to sell to the UP. At a profit. 

	The railroad came to the St. Louis Agency for help. And Lee Fisher found himself riding into a High Plains winter with blood staining the snow.
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Not all bankers are villains, 

	and this is for one who’s on 

	the side of the angels: 

	Neville Featherstone-Griffin.



	

	
		Chapter One



	BILLY JUDGE HAULED the big plough horse to a willing stop and stared off into the heat haze. It was late afternoon and the sun was bleaching the Fall grass to a burnished gold. Sweat ran down Billy’s face, salting his eyes so that he blinked and tugged a grubby bandanna from the rear pocket of his worn pants to clear his vision.

	Had he seen anything? Or was he imagining it?

	It was hard to say for sure, but damnably easy to get jumpy. There were buffalo around, drifting south towards the Platte in readiness for winter. And buffalo could mean Indians. Maybe the Sioux were following a herd. Or maybe some Arapaho had drifted north. Billy slipped the draglines from his shoulders and reached forward over the steering handles of the heavy plough to touch the stock of the Sharps carbine cradled across the brace. Hell! He was most likely getting too nervous about nothing: if the Indians were hunting buffalo they wouldn’t bother with one lonely homestead stuck out in the middle of southeast Wyoming. But then again…

	It didn’t pay to take chances. Overconfidence was a sure, short ride to a hole in the ground.

	Billy slid the Sharps clear of the scabbard and walked around the plough. He’ d done about enough for one day, anyway. An early finish would give him a chance to talk a spell with Martha, play a while with little Sarah, instead of just eating and collapsing, exhausted, into bed. He unhitched the big horse and swung astride the sweaty back.

	Given the advantage of height, he could see the bottomlands more clearly, all the way to the stream they had christened the Little Sarah. There was a faint, warm breeze blowing down from the mountains, stirring the foliage of the birches and aspens lining the stream. A blue jay screamed amongst the trees and a dark straggle of crows took off like tatters of dirty cloth against the blue-gold of the sky. Billy counted them. One. Two. Three. Four. They circled upwards, their raucous croaking faint in the still air. They spiraled up, drifting above the trees, then slowly eased down farther along the stand of timber.

	Billy stared towards the stream, moving his head from side to side, trying to catch sign of movement from the corners of his eyes.

	He thought he saw something glint momentarily, but it might have been the water or a patch of the silvery bark. Not enough to be worth investigating. If there were Indians down there, they were most likely watching him, wondering what he would do. Alone, he might be worth killing for the gun he carried. Back in the cabin, with the door barred and the windows shuttered, he would be too much trouble for them; and if they were persistent he could always buy them off with coffee. He had enough to spare, and the Indians loved coffee.

	He heeled the plough horse round and kicked the animal to a lumbering trot back up the slope towards the cabin.

	Martha was out front when he arrived, down on her knees with a trowel in her hand as she tended her herb garden. Billy smiled at the sight. Martha was almighty proud of her herbs. She had brought them all the way from Fort Leavenworth, determined that their wilderness cabin should have as many home comforts as she could give it. And the herb garden was surely one such comfort. What Martha could do with those herbs! The thought made his mouth water and he swung down off the horse as she turned and scooped her up in a sweaty hug.

	“Billy Judge! You stop that, now. There’s time enough later.”

	She smiled as she said it, though, pressing her face against his shoulder until he turned it up and kissed her full on the lips. 

	Laughing, she pushed him away. “How come you finished so early?”

	“Figgered I done enuff fer one day,” grinned Billy. “Figgered I’ d spend a while with my family.”

	“That’s good,” nodded Martha seriously. “You been working so hard of late.”

	“Need to,” shrugged Billy. “If we’re gonna get our first crop in next year, I gotta work at it. If that railroad comes through like they said, there’ll be a market fer what we grow.”

	Martha’s brow clouded. “You think so? After what they said about wanting our land?”

	Billy chuckled. “Hell, sweetheart, they might want it, but they won’t get it. This is our land. We staked it an’ claimed it. All legal. There’s documents in Cheyenne say that. This might be the easiest stretch fer the railroad to build on, but they’ll hafta loop their tracks round us. Maybe even build a water stop an’ pay us toll fer what they take outta our stream.”

	“Maybe,” said Martha, but without much conviction. “I couldn’t take to that man they sent up.”

	“Sugrue?” grinned Billy. “Yeah, he was kinda spooky, but what can he do? We got legal title an’ I ain’t sellin’. We saved too long an’ come too far to quit now. Maybe we’ll sell up when we got a real homestead goin’ an’ Sarah needs fancy schoolin’. When we’re rich.”

	“Billy Judge,” his wife laughed, “you’re a dreamer. Hard workin’, but still a dreamer.”

	“Guess so,” shrugged Billy. “But what’s wrong with dreamin’?”

	“Work comes first,” said Martha firmly. “Like getting’ that horse bedded down.”

	“Yeah,” said Billy. “Ole Moses needs his rest, too.”

	He turned away, towards the patient horse, and led it off to the lean-to stable.

	He unbuckled the plough harness, noting that one of the cinches was working loose and making a mental note to spend some time sewing the fastening back in. He rubbed the heavy animal down and doled out a measure of oats. Checked the water in the corral’s trough. Then turned Moses loose. The big horse shook his massive head, then trotted around the perimeter of the corral. He gathered speed, tossing his head and whickering as he pounded in circles. He cropped on the grass for a while, then flung himself down and began to roll, luxuriating in the grass and the freedom.

	“Dammit,” Billy thought, “but you’re a good ole horse. You lasted through when the others gave up an’ now you’re still workin’ an’ foolin’ like a youngster. Like me an’ Martha. We ever make that money I aim to make, I’m keepin’ you. You’ll have a meadow all yore own, and nuthin’t o do but run and roll an’ feel happy.”

	He looked up at the sky, noting the approach of sunset spreading a red-gold tinge over the rolling grass. Wyoming was a fine land: rich and well-watered. He was glad they had chosen to quit the wagon train here, leaving the others to follow the Overland Trail onwards to Utah and California. He hadn’t taken to the others, anyway. They were mostly Mormons heading for their promised land on the Salt Lake, or merchants looking to make their fortunes in Sacramento or San Francisco. The one lot had been straitlaced religious fanatics; the other, a bunch of greedy businessmen interested only in profits. They didn’t appreciate the land for itself, not in Billy’s opinion. That was partly the reason he had cut loose from the train and worked his way north of the Trail until he found a place that looked good to him. Along the way he had lost three of his horses. One had wandered loose from a bad-tied picket line and got taken by wolves. Another had got itself frozen in that bad winter of 1865. The third had just given up and died.

	But ole Moses kept on going. Kept right on pulling until they found the right place and halted and built the cabin. Then he’ d gone on pulling. Pulling the furniture they had discarded along the Trail back up to the cabin. Pulling the plough after that. And the timber. He was the kind of horse Billy liked. The kind he felt akin to. A solid, determined, worker. Like Billy himself, or Martha.

	He smiled at the horse and noticed that Moses was up on his feet again, ears pricked and the shaggy head moving as the animal stared away to the east. Billy followed his gaze and saw nothing. Moses whinied and Billy wondered if he was scenting Indian ponies.

	Then Sarah came running up and grabbed his hand.

	“Why you got your gun out, Daddy?” 

	Billy Judge smiled and set the Sharps down against the fence.

	“I just brought it back home, darlin’,” he said. “You don’t leave a good weapon out in the cold.”

	“I thought you’d seen Indians,” his daughter smiled. “I thought you’d invite them for coffee again. I like Indians. They’re pretty.”

	Billy picked her up and ruffled her hair. “So are you, darlin’. You’re prettier than any Injun.”

	Sarah giggled and began to tell him about her day.

	She was six years old. Born in St. Louis, she had accompanied Billy and Martha to Fort Leavenworth, where they had bought a store on the proceeds of their savings. She had grown up amongst Army children and the Pawnee kids brought into the fort by their parents. Three good years at Leavenworth had turned her into a sturdy, independent child, a favorite of the soldiery and the Pawnee scouts alike. Now she was six, her hair the color of sun-ripened wheat, her eyes the color of corn-flowers. She took after her mother, whose good-looks were not yet faded by the sun and the work on the homestead.

	Billy Judge kissed her, wondering how one man could be so lucky.

	He wasn’t much to look at: five feet nine of stocky farmer, his shoulders bulked out by dragging plough and humping barrels; his sandy hair thinning as he approached thirty. His nose was broken where a drunken trooper had swung a fist into his face. The trooper had wound up with a busted jaw and a sore belly: Billy could handle himself in a fight. But he had a good wife – a lovely wife – and a darling daughter. He had a good homestead with water and rich growing land. He had a cabin with plank floors and a stove and decent furniture. Even curtains on the windows.

	He swung Sarah high around his head and set her down, giggling still, as he went back to the cabin.

	Martha was finished with her herb garden and bustling around the inside of the place as she prepared the evening meal. She heard them approaching and called for Sarah to come help her. It was a firm rule that the girl should learn early how to look after a home.

	Billy shooed her inside and peeled off his shirt. Stooping over the barrel on the stoop, he sluiced water over his face and chest and neck. The water came from the well he had dug and was cool and clean and welcome. He guessed that the whole section occupied by the cabin and its surrounding corral and fields was rich in water, underground springs feeding into the Little Sarah and the other rivulets crisscrossing the land he had claimed for his own.

	He dried himself and pulled his shirt back on. From inside the cabin there came the sound of plates clattering on to the scrubbed pine of the table, and the appetizing smell of roasting meat, spiced with herbs from Martha’s garden.

	Billy Judge grinned as he entered his home: “Yes,” he thought, “I am truly fortunate.”

	The man standing amongst the birches and aspen flanking the Little Sarah did not share Billy’s opinion. 

	To him the Judge family was a nuisance that needed to be removed so that he could collect the bonus promised him by a man back East. 

	It was a large bonus that would be paid once the Easterner got firm word that the Judge spread was no longer occupied. That the land was clear for development by the railroad. The man standing amongst the trees was promised two hundred dollars if he could secure the land. The three men with him were promised seventy dollars apiece.

	Life – in Wyoming Territory in 1866 – was rated cheap.

	Especially if it stood in the way of progress. And progress, so far as the man back East was concerned, meant the spread of the railroads. More particularly, the westwards expansion of the Union Pacific to link with the Central Pacific spreading along the Humboldt river out of California. The Easterner had a great deal of money tied up in Union Pacific shares. He had also managed to buy out a great many homesteaders, so that he could later sell their land to the UP company at a handsome profit. Some of the homesteaders – like Billy Judge – wanted to hold on to their land. They needed to be persuaded to give it up.

	So the man back East had hired Caleb Sugrue to, as he put it, act in his interests.

	Caleb Sugrue was not a businessman: he was a killer. He enjoyed his work perhaps even more than he enjoyed the money it brought him. So far, the railroad had brought him plenty.

	He was a tall man, close on six feet or more, with blond hair and pale skin. On the left side of his face the skin was puckered, a scar running down from the hairline to the edge of his jaw, tugging his face sideways so that his left eye was drawn out into a thin line, the upper lid hanging almost closed. His eyes were green, and very cold. A narrow, pinched-in nose divided his face, hooking down to thin lips that appeared bloodless, without coloring to differentiate them from the skin of his face. He wore a dirty white shirt and a black vest. A pair of black pants tucked into black boots decorated with heavy Mexican spurs. He carried two pistols, both .36 Navy Colts. One was holstered on his right hip, tied down to his thigh; the second was slung butt-forward on the left side of his waist. Both holsters had the dull gleam of carefully oiled leather. Both butts were smooth, polished by much usage.

	Sugrue spat into the water and turned away.

	“Let’s go. They’re all in the cabin by now, so we can get it done.”

	The other men grunted assent and climbed astride their horses.

	Sugrue mounted a big gray stallion and led the way through the trees. Across the river. Up the slope.

	Towards the Judge homestead.

	“How you figger to handle it, Caleb?” one of them asked. “We gonna take the kid as well?”

	Caleb Sugrue didn’t turn his head. Just let his words float back as he rode on into the evening.

	“Like I told you. All of them.”

	His voice was cold and flat. Like the hiss of a diamondback. Like his eyes.

	Billy Judge pushed his plate away and slid his chair back. Martha put down her knife and fork, looking at him with concern in her eyes as he went round the table towards the door. Sarah went on eating.

	Billy smiled and shook his head slightly.

	“Probably nuthin’,” he murmured. “Just ole Moses gettin’ frisky.”

	But he still took the Sharps down from its pegs above the door and checked the load before peering out through the nearest window.

	“Company, honey,” he said casually. “Four riders. They look to be white folks.”

	Martha nodded and stood up. She touched Sarah on the shoulder, grateful that the child had almost finished eating.

	“Fetch me some apples, darling. Yore daddy got back so early I never had time to make a pie, so I’ll fix us some baked apples. Pick me some nice juicy ones.”

	Sarah nodded and scurried for the store shed built on to the rear of the cabin. As soon as she was out of sight, Martha went over to the dresser set against the north wall and opened the bottom drawer. She pulled out the big Colt’s Dragoon they kept there and checked the load with nervous eyes. Then, holding the massive pistol tight in both hands, she dragged the hammer back to half cock and sat down facing the door.

	Billy swung the wood open and stepped on to the porch.

	He carried the Sharps casually across his waist, thumb on the hammer and forefinger on the trigger.

	“Evenin’, Sugrue,” he called; loud enough to give Martha warning. “What you want?”

	“A talk,” said the gunman. “Come up to see if you changed yore mind yet.” 

	Billy Judge shook his head, easing the Sharps round so that it pointed between Sugrue’s gray and the piebald of the man on his right.

	“No way. Nor ever will be. I told you the first time: I ain’t sellin’. I aim to build this spread up. The railroad’s gonna hafta go round me.”

	“Or over you,” murmured Sugrue. 

	“What?” asked the homesteader. “What you say?”

	“You’re makin’ a big mistake, Judge,” answered Sugrue. Then grinned: “You’re standin’ in the way o’ progress.”

	“Too bad,” said Billy Judge.

	“Yeah,” nodded Sugrue. “Too bad. Fer you.”

	He drew as he spoke, right hand darting across his waist to snatch the Navy Colt on his left hip clear of the holster. The hammer was thumbed back before the gun cleared the leather, and his left hand tugged the reins to turn the gray horse’s head out of the line of fire.

	Billy saw the movement and snapped the hammer of the Sharps back, lifting the muzzle towards the rider.

	Billy Judge was a homesteader. Caleb Sugrue was a gunfighter.

	Billy Judge was ready to kill if he had to. Sugrue enjoyed it.

	That was the difference.

	The buffalo gun went off like a cannon, spreading black powder smoke in a swirling cloud across the stoop. The .50 caliber ball cut air a foot to Sugrue’s right, whistling past the turning horse as the gunman’s pistol threw a .36 caliber ball into Billy’s chest.

	The homesteader went back with a look of pained surprise on his face and blood on his shirt. His arms flew out and up, tossing the Sharps away as his fingers opened in nervous shock. The bullet came out through his back and splintered wood from the doorframe.

	Martha screamed.

	Sugrue fired again.

	The second shot hit Billy Judge while he was still falling, shunting inwards through the doorway like an empty boxcar struck by a fast-moving locomotive. The first had torn through his left lung. The second ruptured his heart and broke his collarbone as it exited upwards through his body. He was flung back on to the scrubbed planks of the cabin’s floor, skidding across them in the spillage of his own blood. He struck the legs of the chair he had been sitting on, and tipped it over. Where the back touched his chest, the woodwork got dark with blood. 

	Martha swung the Dragoon up, holding it thrust out in front of her. Instinctively, she closed her eyes as she squeezed the heavy trigger. Then felt the pistol buck up as it detonated.

	Simultaneously, she felt something buck against her chest.

	Felt something slam against her back.

	She opened her eyes and saw the ceiling of the cabin.

	“It’s dirty,” she thought. “I should have taken a broom to those cobwebs.”

	Then blood filled her mouth and she began to feel the pain.

	There was a dark shape above her, and she wondered if it was Billy. Then a boot crushed her wrist as she fumbled for the Colt and she saw that it was a bearded man with a Spencer carbine in his hands. Saw that he was tamping a fresh load into the breech.

	Saw that he was closing the breech…

	Cocking the hammer…

	Pointing the carbine at her face…

	Saw the flash as the gun went off …

	“Sarah,” she thought in that long instant of her death, “stay in the shed.”

	Sarah heard the gunfire and dropped the apples she was selecting. She came running out, shoving through the door of the storehouse into a room filled with powder smoke and the stink of dying. The smoke made her blink, and it was a moment before she saw her mother on the floor, dress stained with red. A moment longer before she recognized Martha without a face. Saw the men standing around the table.

	“You killed my momma,” she said slowly. Then saw Billy Judge stretched on the floor and began to weep. “You killed my poppa, too.”

	“That’s right,” grunted Sugrue.

	And shot the child through the head.

	One of his companions gagged
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