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			IF YOU WANT A JOB DONE RIGHT . . .
		

		“It’s my wagon.”

		The worker stopped, then turned toward him. “What?”

		“This wagon,” Parker replied. “It belongs to me. And the purchase contract says that it will be fit for travel. The way you are packing the wheel hubs, it ain’t fit.”

		“Get out of here, kid. Go bother someone else.” The worker turned back to the wheel.

		“No, sir, I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to make sure you do that right,” Parker insisted.

		The worker had just scooped out a paddleful of grease. This time though, instead of putting it around the wheel hub, he turned quickly and wiped it across Parker’s shirt.

		“Hey!” Parker shouted in surprise and anger.

		
			The big man laughed. “Now get out of here, kid, and let a man do his work. Your  wagon,” he said, laughing again. “That’s a good one.”
		

		Parker walked over to a drum of coal oil, wet a cloth, and used it to clean the grease from the front of his shirt. That accomplished, he picked up a bullwhip and returned to the wagon. . . .
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		THE IMMORTAL COWBOY

		The saga of the “American Cowboy” was sparked by the turmoil that followed the Civil War, and the passing of more than a century has by no means diminished the flame.

		True, the old days and the old ways are but treasured memories, and the old trails have grown dim with the ravages of time, but the spirit of the cowboy lives on.

		In my travels—which include Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, Colorado, Wyoming, New Mexico, and Arizona—there’s something within me that remembers. While I am walking these plains and mountains for the first time, there is this feeling that a part of me is eternal, that I have known these old trails before. I believe it is the undying spirit of the frontier calling, allowing me, through the mind’s eye, to step back into time. What is the appeal of the Old West, of the American frontier?

		It has been epitomized by some as a dark and bloody period in American history. Its heroes, Crockett, Bowie, Hickock, Earp, have been reviled and criticized. Yet the Old West lives on, larger than life.

		It has become a symbol of freedom, when there was always another mountain to climb and another river to cross; when a dispute between two men was settled not with expensive lawyers but with fists, knives, or guns. Barbaric? Maybe. But some things never change. When the cowboy rode into the pages of American history, he left behind a legacy that lives within the hearts of us all.

		
			—Ralph Compton
		

	
		

		Chapter 1

		
			North Kansas, Spring, 1868
		

		
			 


		The boy’s name was Parker Stanley, and he had heard all the jokes about having a name that was backward. “Putting the horse before the cart, and so forth.” Now, as he sat leaning against the broken wagon wheel, he tried to hang on to his name . . . to hang on to anything that would tell him that he was still alive.

		He wasn’t sure how long he had been watching the approaching rider. Heat waves shimmering up from the sun-baked earth gave the rider a surrealistic appearance, bending the light in such a way that sometimes the rider was visible and sometimes he wasn’t. Parker wasn’t that sure there really was a rider. If so, was he human? Or, was he an Angel of the Lord, coming to take him to join his mother and father?

		Parker looked around at the burned wagon, and at the scalped bodies of his mother and father. A few of the arrows the Indians had shot at them were still protruding from their bodies.

		There was very little left of the wagon’s contents. The Indians had taken all the clothes, household goods, food, and water. They had taken his older sister, too. Elizabeth hadn’t cried, not one whimper, and Parker remember how proud he was of her bravery.

		The Indians hadn’t found the little leather pouch, though. It contained all the money from the sale of the farm in Illinois, and was to have been the start of their new life. Parker saw his father hide the pouch, just before the attack began.

		How long had it been since the attack? No matter how hard he tried to think, Parker couldn’t come up with the answer. Was it an hour ago? This morning? Yesterday? He had been sitting right here, at this wheel, for as long as he could remember.

		The rider reached the wagon, swung down from his horse, then walked toward Parker, carrying a canteen. Parker watched him, almost without interest. When he felt the cool water at his lips, though, he began to drink thirstily, gulping it down in such large quantities that he nearly choked.

		“Whoa, now,” the rider said gently, pulling the canteen back. “Take it easy, boy. You mustn’t drink it too fast. It’ll make you sick.”

		The rider wet his handkerchief, then began rubbing it lightly on the boy’s head.

		“You took a pretty good bump on the head,” he said. “They must’ve thought you were dead. You’re lucky you still have your scalp. They generally prize blond hair like yours.”

		The water revived Parker’s awareness, and with it, the realization that both his parents had been brutally killed. He managed to hold back the sobs, but not the tears.

		“Your folks?” the rider asked softly.

		Parker nodded.

		“Cheyenne, I expect. I’m real sorry about this, son,” the rider said.

		“There was a white man with them,” Parker said.

		“What? A white man? Are you sure?”

		Parker thought of the big redheaded man who had cursed when they found no money in the wagon.

		“Yes,” Parker said. “I’m sure. He was a big man with red hair and red beard. I’ll never forget him.”

		“There’s nothing worse than a white man who has gone bad and thrown his lot in with the Indians.” The rider looked over at the bodies of the boy’s parents. “You stay here, I’ll bury them for you.”

		“I want to help,” Parker said, stirring himself to rise.

		The rider smiled at him. “Good for you, lad,” he said. “In the years to come it’ll be a comfort to you to know that you did what you could for them.” He looked toward the wagon and saw part of a shovel, the top half of the handle having been burned away. “You can use that, I’ve got a small spade on my saddle.”

		They worked quietly and efficiently for the next half hour, digging only one grave, but  making it large enough for both his mother and father. They lowered Parker’s parents into the hole, then shoveled the dirt back over them.

		“You want me to say a few words over them?”

		The boy nodded.

		The rider walked back to his horse and opened a saddlebag. Parker watched as he took out a small leather-bound book and returned to the graveside. With his own survival now taken care of, and with the business of burying his parents out of the way, Parker was able to examine his benefactor closely. He saw a tall, powerfully built man, clean-shaven, with dark hair. Parker wasn’t old enough to shave yet, but he knew the trouble it took to shave every morning, and he thought the rider must be a particularly vain man to go to such trouble on a daily basis, especially when on the range like this.

		“What are their names?” the man asked, interrupting Parker’s musing.

		“What?”

		“If I’m going to say a few words, I need to know their names.”

		“My ma’s name is Emma. My pa’s is Amon. Amon Stanley.”

		The rider cleared his throat, then began to read:

		“ ‘I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord; he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live; and whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die.

		“ ‘Oh God, whose mercies cannot be numbered: Accept these prayers on behalf of thy servants Amon and Emma Stanley, and grant them an entrance into the land of light and joy, in the fellowship of thy saints; through Jesus Christ thy Son our Lord, who liveth and reigneth with thee and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.”

		“Amen,” Parker echoed quietly.

		The rider closed his book and looked down at the mound of dirt for a long moment, then he looked over at the boy and smiled, and stuck out his hand.

		“I’m Clay Springer,” he said. “How are you called?”

		“Parker. Parker Stanley. Parker is my first name.”

		“Parker Stanley . . . that’s a fine name for a man,” Clay said. “Well, climb up on back of my horse, Parker. We can ride double.”

		“Wait,” Parker said. “Can I tell my ma and pa one more thing?”

		“Of course you can, son. Take all the time you need.”

		Parker cleared his throat, and looked down at the pile of freshly turned dirt.

		“Ma, Pa, if all your teachin’ about heaven and all that is right, then I reckon you can hear me, ’cause the Lord has, for sure, taken you into his arms. So, what I want to say is . . . don’t worry none about me. I aim to live the kind of life you would’a both wanted me to live. And I figure, the way things are now, why, you’ll both be  watchin’ over me even more’n you would’a if you was still alive.

		“And you can set your minds to ease about Elizabeth, too. I aim to find her. It may take a while, but I promise you, if it takes twenty years, I’ll keep lookin’ for her.

		“I reckon this is good-bye for now, but, if you don’t mind, I’ll be talkin’ to you from time to time. Oh, I prob’ly won’t be comin’ back out to this place anymore. But, then, I don’t think your souls will be hangin’ aroun’ here anyway.”

		Clay stood a few feet behind Parker as he said his final words. He was glad he couldn’t be seen. It wouldn’t be seemly for the boy to see him wipe the tears from his own eyes.

		“I reckon that’s it,” Parker said.

		“You’ll do your folks proud, Parker, I know you will,” Clay said.

		Parker started toward the horse, then he remembered the hidden pouch of money. It was under a loose board in the front of the wagon, a part which hadn’t been damaged by the fire. He started toward it.

		“What’re you going after?”

		Parker looked back toward Clay. The man had saved his life, helped bury his parents, and even read prayers over their graves. But a sudden cautiousness made him hesitate to tell Clay of the money. What if all the help this man had given him had only been a ruse to see if there was anything of value left? He felt almost ashamed of himself for being suspicious, but he thought it would be better to be safe than sorry.  “Just some letters,” Parker said. “I want to keep them.”

		“All right.”

		Parker moved the board to one side and picked up the small leather pouch. He could feel the hefty wad of bills inside. As he had overheard his mother and father talking about it, he knew they had one thousand dollars left over after buying the wagon and supplies.

		Parker slipped the pouch down inside his waistband, then walked back over to the horse. Clay was already mounted, and he offered his hand to help Parker climb up.

		

		•   •   •

		The air was perfumed with the smell of rabbit roasting on a spit, while Clay and Parker drank coffee. Parker hadn’t been a coffee drinker before. His ma told him she’d as soon he not drink coffee until he was an adult, and that was what he told Clay when Clay offered him a cup.

		“Well, Parker, some folks become adults before other folks,” Clay said. “Seems to me like that time has come for you.”

		Clay was right, Parker thought. He was on his own, now. As far as being an adult was concerned, that sort of sped things up. He accepted the coffee. It tasted a little bitter to him, but he was determined to acquire a taste for it.

		Clay sipped his own coffee through extended lips and studied Parker over the rim of his cup.

		“How old are you, Parker?”

		“I’m sixteen,” Parker said.

		Clay raised one eyebrow.

		“All right, fifteen . . . and a half.”

		“Where were you folks comin’ from?”

		“Illinois.”

		“You got any relatives back in Illinois that you want to go to?”

		Parker shook his head. “No, all my ma’s folks live in England and I don’t even know their names. My pa had a brother, but he got killed at Antietam.”

		“Bloody battle, Antietam,” Clay said, shaking his head. “Any close friends or neighbors?”

		“None I would want to be a burden to,” Parker replied. He took another drink of his coffee. It seemed to him that it went down a little easier this time. “Anyway, I don’t want to go back. I’ve got to find my sister.”

		“Older sister? Or younger?”

		“Older. She’s eighteen.”

		Clay studied the boy for a long moment before he talked. “Boy, you have to face the fact that you may never find her. A group of renegades like that . . . especially if they have a white man riding with them . . . will sell her to the highest bidder.”

		“I’ll find her,” Parker insisted. “It may take me a while, but I’ll find her.”

		Clay started to caution him against false hope, then he checked the impulse. Instead, he smiled at Parker. “I’m sure you’re right,” he said. “If anyone can do it, you, my stalwart young lad, can.”

		“What’s a stalwart?” Parker asked.

		Clay laughed. “It means resolute, courageous, determined,” he said.

		“Determined. Yes, that’s what I am. I am determined.”

		“Well, now, the question is, what are we to do with you?”

		“Do with me? Why do you have to do anything with me? Just get me back into a town somewhere and I’ll be grateful.”

		“I can’t just turn you out on your own,” Clay said “You’re too young.”

		“I thought you told me I was an adult.” Clay cleared his throat. The boy was trapping him with his own words.

		“Well . . . you are, as far as I’m concerned. But there’s other things to consider. Your schooling for example. You being only fifteen, you’re going to need another couple of years of schooling, and I don’t think you can get that on your own. Tell you what, I’m going into Independence tomorrow. Suppose we go see the judge and let him decide your case.”

		“What do you mean, decide my case?”

		“Decide what to do with you,” Clay said.

		“Oh.” Parker was quiet for a long moment.

		“Mr. Springer, will the judge put me in an orphanage?”

		“He may,” Clay admitted. “I believe there is an orphanage in Independence.”

		“I don’t want to go to an orphanage.”

		“Why not? There will be people there to look after you. You’ll be fed and clothed, and you’ll  go to school,” Clay said, trying to paint as attractive a picture as he could.

		“I don’t need to be looked after. I can feed and clothe myself.”

		“Parker, I don’t know how much money there is in that pouch you’ve got stuck down in your waistband, but I’d be willing to bet there isn’t enough to take care of you until you are full-grown.”

		Parker gasped and instinctively felt for the pouch.

		“You were right not to tell me about it,” Clay said. “I’ll give you credit for that. But this should prove something to you, I hope. If I were the type person who would rob you, I could have already done it. So even your attempt at secrecy wasn’t enough. See, you’d be better off going to an orphanage.” Clay pulled a blanket from his saddle roll and tossed it over to Parker. “Here,” he said. “Wrap up in this and get some sleep. It’s been a bad day for you, but you’ll see things more clearly tomorrow.”

		

		•   •   •

		Black thunderclouds rumbled ominously in the northwest all the next morning, but they held off long enough for Parker and Clay to reach their destination.

		Independence was laid out like a giant cross, with Liberty Street forming the north-south arm, and Independence Avenue cutting across it, running east-west. Independence Avenue continued on as a wagon trail running west, out of town.

		Parker looked at this town which was to be his new home. It was a very busy town. There  was a lot of wagon and buggy traffic, and dozens and dozens of people walking along the plank walks which lined both sides of the streets. At intervals, there were boards stretched all the way across the dirt streets to allow people a way to cross when the roads were full of mud. This was the first town Parker had seen since his family had stopped for a few days in Sedalia, Missouri, some six weeks earlier. Despite the unhappy circumstances under which he was now seeing Independence, he found it very exciting to be in a town again.

		At the intersection of Liberty and Independence, Clay stopped in front of the Morning Star Hotel.

		“Why don’t you take my horse on down to the livery and get a stable for him?” Clay suggested, handing Parker a coin. “Tell the hand to feed him oats and rub him down. Then come on back to the hotel. I’ll be up in my room.”

		“Where will your room be?”

		“I don’t know yet. I haven’t registered. You can check with the desk, they’ll tell you.”

		“What’s the desk?”

		By now Clay had slipped down from the horse to allow Parker to move up into the saddle. Clay looked up at him and smiled.

		“Are you serious?”

		“I’ve . . . I’ve never been in a hotel before,” Parker admitted.

		“Believe me, from the condition of some of the ones I’ve been in, you haven’t missed much,” Clay said. He removed his saddlebags  and hung them over his shoulder, then pointed through the door. “Look, when you come back, just go inside here, there will be a man behind a counter. Ask him what room number Clay Springer is registered in, and he’ll tell you.”

		“All right,” Parker said.

		Parker watched Clay go into the hotel, then started riding toward the livery, which was about three blocks down on Independence. He reached down and patted the neck of the animal he was riding. His father had never owned a horse. Back in Illinois, he had farmed with mules, but he sold those when he made the decision to take the family West. He had then replaced the mules with a team of oxen.

		Parker thought it would be nice to have a horse, and the freedom to go wherever a horse could take you. What if he just kept this horse? With a good mount and a thousand dollars, he could get a start somewhere.

		And he wouldn’t have to go to an orphanage.

		But even as the thought crossed his mind, he knew he wouldn’t do it. No matter how he might justify it to himself, it would still be stealing . . . and worse, he would be stealing from a man who had helped him.

		By now Parker’s slow ride down the street had brought him to the livery barn. Turning in, he climbed down from the saddle and handed the horse over to the attendant who met him, a boy not much older than himself.

		“This your horse?” the boy asked.

		“It belongs to a friend.”

		“Looks like a good horse.”

		“He sure is,” Parker said, almost possessively.

		“I ain’t seen you around here,” the livery attendant said as he took the horse’s reins.

		“I’ve never been here.”

		“You’n your folks gonna live here?”

		“I . . . I don’t have any folks.”

		The boy looked around in surprise. “You an orphan?”

		“Yes.”

		“I’m only half an orphan. I got me a ma, but she sure ain’t much.”

		Parker gasped. He had never heard anyone speak so freely of their own mother.

		“You think that’s evil of me, don’t you?” the boy asked.

		“I would never say anything like that about my ma. If she was still alive,” he added.

		“Yeah, well, most mas is good, I guess. But my ma is what they call a whore. She works down at the Crystal Palace ’n when she’s not layin’ up with some man, she’s more’n likely drunk. But at least havin’ a ma . . . any kind of a ma . . . means I ain’t a orphan, so I don’t have to go live up on The Hill. Any ma’s all right if she keeps you offen The Hill.”

		“What’s The Hill?”

		“You kiddin’? You an orphan ’n you ain’t never heard of The Hill? It’s the orphanage. It’s run by Ol’ Man Slayton. Jebediah Slayton. They say he’s the meanest man ever lived. He works the orphans till they’re ’bout ready to drop, ’n  he beats ’em when he don’t think they’re workin’ hard enough. Just you wait. If you’re a orphan like you say you are, ’n you’re movin’ here, you’ll find out soon enough.”

		“Maybe I won’t go to the orphanage,” Parker said.

		“If you stay here, you’ll more’n likely have to. Seems like that’s the law or somethin’.” The boy looked at the sky. “It’s fixin’ to rain somethin’ fierce. If you ain’t got a place to get out of it, you can stay here for a while.”

		“Thanks,” Parker said. “I’ve got a place.”

		“Better get to it then,” the stable boy said as he disappeared into the barn.

		At that moment the thunderclouds delivered on their promise, and the rain started coming down in sheets. Parker dashed across the street and up onto the wooden sidewalk. Many of the stores had roofs that overhung the sidewalk, so though Independence Avenue was already turning into a river of mud, Parker was able to return to the hotel without suffering too much from the weather. He stomped his feet just outside the door to make certain he had no mud on his shoes, then he went inside.

		The hotel lobby seemed huge to him. There were a dozen or more chairs and sofas scattered about, several potted plants, mirrors on the walls, and a grand, elegant staircase rising to the second floor. Parker looked around for a moment, taking in all the images of this, his first time in a hotel. Then he saw a counter and a man behind it looking at him.

		“Boy, what you doin’ in here? This isn’t a place you can just come in out of the rain,” the man behind the counter said, gruffly.

		“I’m looking for Mr. Clay Springer.”

		“Springer. He just check in?”

		Check in wasn’t a term Parker had ever heard used, but he reasoned what it must mean.

		“Yes, just a few moments ago.”

		“Yeah, thought that was his name. He’s in room 212.”

		“Where’s that?”

		“Well, if it’s 212, it must be on the second floor,” the man said in exasperation.

		“Oh.”

		The man sighed, and pointed to the stairs. “Go up these stairs,” he said. “It’s the first room on the left.”

		“Thank you.”

		Parker climbed the stairs, then when he saw the right door, he opened it and went inside. Instantly, he heard a metallic click, and he turned to see Clay holding a cocked pistol leveled toward him. Parker gasped in surprise and took half a step back.

		“Boy, don’t frighten me like that,” Clay said, sighing in relief. He released the hammer and lowered the pistol. “Most people knock before they come into someone’s room.”

		“You told me to come on up,” Parker said.

		“So I did,” Clay said.

		“Well, that’s just what I done.”

		Clay was in the midst of changing his clothes.  He had already put on another pair of trousers, but was bare from the waist up.

		“I had some bathwater brought up,” Clay said. “I’ve already taken mine, and the water is still warm, so you can take yours, now. I’ll be back later this afternoon, then we can go downstairs to take our supper. I’ll bet you’ve never eaten in a restaurant either, have you?”

		“No, I haven’t,” Parker admitted. “But, listen, I don’t need a bath. It hasn’t been that long since I had one.”

		Clay smiled at him. “It’s been long enough,” he said. He pointed to the tub. “Take a bath.” Clay started toward the door.

		“Mr. Springer?”

		“Yes?”

		“Are you going to check on the orphanage?”

		“Maybe.”

		“I already did,” Parker said.

		Clay stood there with his hand on the door frame. “What did you find out?”

		“It’s like you said. They’ve got one here,” Parker said. He didn’t say anything else about it.

		Clay nodded. “That’s good to know,” he said. He let himself out, then closed the door behind him.

		

		•   •   •

		After Clay left the hotel room, Parker got undressed for his bath. He held the pouch of money for a moment, trying to decide what to do with it, then he saw the bed. Hiding the pouch under the mattress, he returned to the  tub and slipped down into the still-warm water.

		
			
			Don’t forget to wash behind your ears, Parker, his ma’s voice came back to him.
		

		“I won’t, Ma,” Parker said, quietly. “I won’t.”

	
		
		Chapter 2

		Clay found Marcus Pearson exactly where he thought he would, in the Brown Dirt Cowboy Saloon on Liberty Street. Marcus was the best wagon handler Clay had ever met. He had driven wagons for Clay ever since Clay got into the business, mostly down into Texas, though he also made some trips into Nebraska. They were friends as well as employer and employee, and three years ago the two had even wintered together in the mountains of Colorado, trapping beaver.

		As Marcus once said, “The only way you can get closer to a body than winterin’ with ’em, is to marry ’em.”

		Marcus was a small man, with such weathered skin that he looked seventy, though he was actually just a little over forty. He was missing two fingers on his left hand, the result of getting his hand caught in a trap. Despite the loss of two fingers, he could handle most things as easily as if he had his entire hand, and he demonstrated that now, by deftly pouring whiskey into Clay’s glass.

		“Did you take a look at those three wagons down to Garland’s place?” he asked.

		“Yes. They’re pretty good wagons.”

		“Can’t beat ’em for the price,” Marcus replied.

		“I know. That’s why I bought them.”

		“So, you are really going to do it, aren’t you? You’re going to sell goods to the saints out in Utah.”

		“I said I was, and I’m going to.”

		“You know, you could do two trips to Texas in the same time it’s going to take you to go to Utah,” Marcus said.

		“I know. But if everything goes all right, I can make five times as much on this one trip as I can on two Texas trips.”

		
			“You said it. If everything goes all right. You could also wind up losing everything,” Marcus said. “From here to Utah by wagon is no easy trip. You’ll have plains, desert, rivers, and mountains to deal with, to say nothing of Indians, wild animals, and who knows what else? And then, even if you do make it through, them Mormons aren’t known to be any too friendly to gentiles.”
		

		“I know it’s going to be hard. But if it was easy, there wouldn’t be any profit in it. I think I can do it, but I’m going to need a good man as my head driver.”

		When Marcus realized that Clay was referring to him, he paused and laughed, then added, “I reckon I could go with you.”

		“Good, I was hoping you would.”

		Marcus smiled, and held up his glass. “Utah, here we come,” he said.

		Clay touched his glass to it, and they drank a toast to the venture.

		Marcus chuckled, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Don’t reckon we’ll be doin’ much drinkin’ out there. I hear-tell them Mormon fellas don’t take to spirits.”

		“That’s what they say,” Clay said.

		“I’ve always wanted to go there, though.”

		Clay looked at Marcus in surprise. “You’ve always wanted to go to Utah? Why?”

		“I want to take me a swim in that Great Salt Lake they got.”

		“Marcus, I’ve known you for six years, and I’ve never known you to go near water.”

		“There’s a reason for that. I can’t swim,” Marcus said, easily.

		“If you can’t swim, what’s the attraction to swimming in the Great Salt Lake?”

		“Because they say that even folks who can’t swim won’t sink in that lake. You just jump in, and next thing you know, you’re floatin’ around on top of it, just like a cork.”

		Clay chuckled. “That’s a sight I’ll be wanting to see. Marcus Pearson bobbing on top of the water, like a cork.”

		“You’re goin’ to see it, ’cause I aim to do it,” Marcus insisted. “Now, tell me, how did your scoutin’ trip go? That northern route out of here going to work out all right?”

		Clay shook his head no. “Oh, it might save some time in the early spring, when the creeks and rivers are in freshet stage farther south,” he  said. “But, this time of year, we may as well go the regular route.”

		“That’s sort of what I thought,” Marcus said. “But you was dead set to check it out.”

		“Well, as you pointed out, it is going to be a long trip out there, and I’m open to any suggestion that might save a few miles.” Clay was silent for a moment, then he continued, in a more somber voice. “I came across a burned-out wagon while I was out there.”

		“Freighter?”

		Clay shook his head. “No. Immigrants. Man, wife, son, and daughter. The man and his wife were killed and scalped. Indians took the girl. I’ve got the boy.”

		Marcus had just started to take a drink, but he pulled the glass back down. “The hell you say. You’ve got the boy?”

		“Yes.”

		“Where is he now?”

		“Over in my hotel room.”

		“This here was immigrants, and they was just the one wagon, travelin’ by itself?” Marcus asked.

		“Yes.”

		“I know there’s not as much Indian trouble as there once was, but, still, I don’t think that was any too smart. What kind of Indians? Crow? Cheyenne?”

		“More’n likely Cheyenne, though probably a bunch of renegades. The boy says there was a white man with the Indians.”

		“Damn, that would take some kind of particular mean son of a bitch to do something like that,” Marcus said. “What are you going to do with the boy?”

		“I don’t know. I know there’s an orphanage in town. I thought I might leave him there.”

		Two women came over to the table then, and looked down at the men.

		“You might want to check on that orphanage before you leave the boy there,” Marcus said.

		“Check on it? What for?”

		“I’ve heard a little talk about it. Seems like it’s more of a jail than an orphanage. ’Course, the boy ain’t your responsibility. And you sure don’t owe him nothin’.”

		“Maybe not,” Clay said. “On the other hand, I don’t think I’d like the idea of leaving him in a jail.”

		One of the two women standing by their table cleared her throat, and Clay and Marcus looked up at them.

		“Hello, darlin’s,” Marcus said.

		“Hello, Marcus Pearson. I’m glad to see that we hadn’t turned to clear glass. I swear, if I wasn’t beginning to think you couldn’t even see us,” the older of the two women said. She was attractive, though in a garish way, with dyed-red hair that added to her gaudiness.

		Marcus chuckled. “Oh, no, we can see you just fine,” he said. “Sit down and join us.”

		The two women took their seats and, almost immediately, the bartender brought them drinks, doing so without asking. When Marcus  made no effort to pay for the drinks, Clay gave the bartender some money.

		“Thank you,” both women said.

		“Ladies, this here is Clay Springer. He’s a freighter, my boss, and my friend. Clay, I don’t believe you’ve had the privilege of meeting two of our town’s loveliest citizens, have you?”

		“I haven’t had the pleasure,” Clay admitted.

		“Then allow me. The young woman to your right is Belle. Ain’t she lovely?”

		Belle, who was the more attractive of the two, beamed under Marcus’s praise.

		“Belle allows as how she is practically a virgin, since she is some particular as to who she goes to bed with,” Marcus explained.

		Clay laughed.

		Belle was a soiled dove, but she couldn’t have been in the business very long, for she hadn’t yet taken on that dissipated look which was so common to women of her profession. The other woman, Clay noticed, did have that look.

		“Now, Suzie, our redheaded friend, is considerably more democratic than her younger sister,” Marcus said. “She will hop in bed with anyone who has the price.”

		“Me and Belle ain’t sisters,” Suzie said quickly.

		“Didn’t mean actual sisters,” Marcus explained. “I was usin’ the term in the Christian sense.” Then, to Clay he added, “Suzie, you see, believes that when the Bible says, ‘Love thy neighbor,’ it is tellin’ her to go out and love as  many of her neighbors as she can. Of course, she will only love those neighbors who pay.”

		Suzie laughed good-naturedly. “You are really a card, you know that, Mr. Pearson?”

		“Come to think of it, I’m also a neighbor, and I’ve got money,” Marcus said. He stood up, then extended his hand. “Mayhaps you would like to relieve me of some of it.”

		“Why, I would be very pleased to do just that, Mr. Pearson,” Suzie replied, standing to join him.

		After Marcus and Suzie walked away, Belle reached across the table and put her hand on Clay’s wrist. “What your friend said about me being particular is true,” she said. “I will only go to bed with people I like.”

		“I see,” Clay said.

		“And I like you.”

		“That’s good to know.”

		“I do indeed.”

		“Belle, you been in Independence long?”

		“I was born here.”

		“Do you know anything about the orphanage in town?”

		Belle got a strange look on her face. “Why are you asking about the orphanage? What have you heard about me?”

		“No. It’s just that recent events have left me in charge of an orphan, and I was thinking about making arrangements to leave him there. I thought that if you had been here for a while, you might be able to tell me something about it.”

		“Why don’t you just shoot him? He’d be better off.”

		“What?” Clay replied, surprised by the bitterness of Belle’s response.

		Belle took a drink. “They call it The Hill, and I know a lot about it.”

		“Tell me what you know.”

		“You ever wonder how girls like me wind up whorin’?”

		Belle’s comment seemed like an abrupt change of subject and Clay paused for a second before he answered. “Well, I don’t reckon I’ve ever given whoring that much thought,” he finally said. “I figure a woman does whatever she wants to do. I’m not one to judge.”

		
			“I started whorin’ when I was sixteen. That is, I started gettin’ paid for it when I was sixteen. Mr. Slayton actually broke me in to the life when I was fourteen, but he didn’t pay me for it, unless you count food and a bed.”
		

		“Who is Slayton?”

		“Jebediah Slayton is the man that runs The Hill. ’Course now, with boys, it’s different. He just rents them out like slaves. They work from before sunup till after sundown. He collects their wages, and they get something to eat and a place to sleep. The funny thing is, I’ve never been able to figure out who got the worse of it . . . the boys or the girls.”

		“How can he get away with something like that?” Clay asked.

		“Who’s going to complain? The only ones  there are the orphans, and that means they’ve got no one to complain for them.”

		“You paint a pretty gruesome picture.”

		“I reckon I do. But it’s somethin’ I think you should know about if you’re thinkin’ about put-tin’ someone there.”

		“I won’t be putting him there,” Clay said resolutely.

		“You won’t?”

		“Not after what you’ve told me.”

		The girl smiled. “Then I’ve done my Christian duty for the day. So, what are you going to do with the boy?”

		“Well, I don’t know,” Clay admitted. He stared at Belle for a moment. “I don’t suppose you would be interested in taking him in for a while? He wouldn’t be any trouble. He’s a fine-looking, strapping boy, nearly sixteen years old.”

		Belle laughed. “And you want to leave him with someone like me? Don’t you know that boys that age start getting pretty curious about women? And if this boy’s as good-lookin’ as you say . . . I might just satisfy that curiosity for him.”

		Clay cleared his throat. “Yeah, maybe you have a point,” he said.

		“So, are we going to sit down here for the rest of the day and talk? Or, would you like to come upstairs with me?”

		Clay had come into the saloon to have a few drinks and to talk business with Marcus. He had no intention of consorting with a soiled dove.  But he was surprised at just how quickly Belle had been able to stimulate his sexual appetite. And he was equally surprised when he heard himself accept her offer.

		“My room is at the head of the stairs, the third door down on the right. You go on up and wait for me there. I’ll get us a fresh bottle.”

		Clay went upstairs to wait. When Belle knocked on the door a moment later, he was amused by the idea of her knocking on her own door.

		“Come in, by all means, come in,” he called. Belle slipped through the door, then closed it behind her. She stood in front of it and smiled self-consciously at Clay.

		“Here I am,” she said.

		Belle held up a bottle. “I hope you like this. It is real Tennessee mash, not some local rotgut.”

		“I’m sure that I will like it,” Clay said. He reached for the bottle, but when he saw no glasses in her room, he pulled the cork and drank right from the bottle, never taking his eyes off the girl.

		Belle undid the ribbon that help up her hair, then shook her head to let it tumble down. That simple act created the amazing illusion of transforming her from a prostitute to an innocent young girl, and for a second Clay hesitated. He thought about her story of being abused by Slayton when she was fourteen years old. He had no intention of being a despoiler, but that was exactly what he felt like.

		“Is something wrong?” Belle asked, noticing the expression on his face.

		Clay took another drink straight from the bottle, then shook his head to clear the image. “No, just thinking, is all.”

		Belle moved closer, then reached out to touch him with cool, soft hands. His need for her grew stronger, and he moved his hand from her hand up to the top of her dress. Holding it there for a moment, he could feel her warm, heavy breast through the material.

		“I’ll get undressed,” Belle said. Her voice didn’t sound like that of a little girl now. On the contrary, it was deep and sultry, and
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