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      The character Byron James, mentioned briefly in this novel, is an old acquaintence of Charlie Westonbrook and appears as the main protagonist in the Poisonned Dollars trilogy.
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      They ambushed him from behind as he stooped down beside the river and, using his cupped hands, took a mouthful of water. He heard their approach too late. As he swung around, reaching for his gun, a shadow moved over him and something hard cracked across his jaw and lights went off in his head.

      The next thing he knew, they were dragging him over the hard, unforgiving ground.

      “You shouldna gone against us,” said a voice from somewhere in the distance.

      Tobias McShane did not understand. The force of the blow made his mind race. He could not recall what he had done, or who these people were. Everything swirled horribly through his mind, and he fought desperately to cling to a single word that would help him make sense of it all.

      “Shut up, Frank,” came another voice. “We ain’t got time for any conversations.”

      “I’m tellin’ him, is all,” responded Frank. Jumping down from his horse, he brought McShane to his feet. “Isn’t that right, Toby? You hear me, Toby? You still alive?”

      “Sure he is, although you hit him frightful hard. String him up from that tree over yonder.”

      McShane felt strong hands forcing his own backwards, pulling the leather thongs that bound him ever tighter. He bit down on his bottom lip and forced his eyes open. Through the blur of unfocused, swirling mist invading his sight, McShane sagged in Frank’s grip and allowed himself to be taken to the aforementioned tree. He looked up and winced, his neck creaking with pain. Blood ran down his face, dripping to his collar. He wanted to speak out, demand what was happening, give any form of resistance, but he could do neither. The strength had left him and all he could do was watch as Frank threw the rope over an outstretched branch.

      “We’re gonna hang you high, Toby, for what you did.”

      Frank fitted the noose around McShane’s neck, tugging it tight. The other man joined him and together they lifted McShane into the saddle of a patiently waiting horse.

      “Why you do it?” asked Frank.

      “I told you to shut up talking to him,” snapped the other. “We’ve come to do this as quickly as we can. We don’t need no discourse with this varmint.”

      “Yeah, I get yeh, but it would be nice to know the real reasons.” He prodded McShane in the leg. “Tell us, Toby. Why you do it? Why you tried to help that teller, eh? Was it something you planned, something you agreed so you could sell us out to the sheriff?”

      McShane shook his head. Through his slack mouth, he managed to mumble, “Do what?”

      The effort of forming coherent words caused him to tense up as yet another huge wave of agony crashed through his head, especially around the area where the blow struck. He almost pitched into unconsciousness, but then Frank gave him a tremendous dig in his ribs and he yelped, sat bolt upright and immediately vomited.

      “You sick sumbitch,” roared Frank, leaping out of range.

      “Are you happy now?” barked his companion. “Quit foolin’ around and let’s get this over with.”

      “He damn well spewed all over me.”

      “Then you shouldna be goading him. Now back off.”

      Struggling to breathe now, the bitter acid taste thick in his mouth, McShane hawked and spat towards the ground. He saw Frank using his neckerchief to wipe over his shirtfront. The man close behind, sitting astride his horse, he thought he vaguely recognized. “Sonny? Is that you? Sonny, what in tarnation is going on?”

      “Quit bleating, Toby,” said the one McShane called Sonny. “Can’t you see or hear straight? Sonny ain’t here. He ain’t gonna help you. This is Stove, you get me? You did what you did for reasons you know well enough, and now it’s time for you to pay.”

      “But Stove, you and me is friends.”

      “I’ll put a bullet in his brainpan,” shrieked Frank.

      “Just beat that horse’s rump and let’s get out of here,” said Stove. “I gotta real bad feeling about this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I think someone is watching us.”

      McShane perked up at these words and twisted his neck to scour the surrounding hills. Even though his vision was clearing, he could detect nothing.

      “All righty,” snarled Frank. “I’m gonna enjoy this, Toby. Swing your way all to Hell!”

      He raised his arm and prepared to slap the horse’s rump.

      A single gunshot rang out, the bullet hitting Frank between the shoulder blades. He yelped, frozen in abject bewilderment. Mouth falling open, he wanted to say something but could only manage a blood-consumed gurgle. His knees buckled, and he dropped slowly to the ground, eyes wide in disbelief.

      The gunshot, however, had the desired effect. The horse beneath McShane bucked in terror and bolted forward. Dangling there from the creaking, straining rope, McShane kicked and thrashed about in desperation as the rope’s coarse fibers cut into his flesh, tightening the noose, blocking the blood flow to his brain. Soon a horrible, cold blackness descended over him, and he struggled no more.
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      Whirling in his saddle, Stove grabbed wildly for his holstered gun. The burst of shooting from the unknown, unseen gunman confirmed Stove’s fears that someone was observing them. As McShane’s horse pounded past, Stove fired indiscriminately towards the nearby hills, knowing it was a useless gesture. A bullet singed close to his head, nipping the crown of his hat, sending it tumbling through the air. He needed no more persuasion and kicked his horse into a furious gallop.

      All he could hear was Frank’s strained voice, crying out, “Help me, Stove. For the love of God…”

      A third bullet screeched overhead, ending any thoughts Stove might have harbored of helping his companion. Without another backward glance, Stove raced away from that hellish scene.
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      McShane felt the arms wrapping around his calves, the pressure on his throat lessening somewhat as someone lifted him. A shot rang out, cutting the rope above him, and he fell in a bone-jarring heap onto the ground.

      He lay there, breathing hard, and struggled to make sense of what was happening. A pair of scuffed, black boots came into his line of vision. A gloved hand around his neck raised him and bitingly cold water poured into his mouth and throat. Yelping, he tried to turn away, but the hand holding him locked him in position and more water splashed over his face. Coughing and spluttering, he collapsed back against the ground as the mysterious figure stepped away.

      He heard the voice of the stranger talking conversationally to Frank.

      “I done killed you, boy, but you can make your passage to the Hereafter a darn sight smoother if you tell me why you were trying to lynch this here man.”

      Frank cleared his throat. “You can go to hell,” he managed.

      “Yeah, well, I think that is where you’re going, boy, unless you tell me what you know.”

      “Bryson, he’ll find yeh. He’ll kill yeh.”

      “Bryson? Is that your savior, boy?”

      “He’s my boss, you murderer!” Gripped by a sudden series of body-shaking coughs, clots of blood punctuated Frank’s words.

      “Ah, well, thanks for that. Now, you can die peaceful like, knowing that the Devil awaits.”

      Toby’s arms were still bound behind his back, and he struggled to sit up. Senses were returning, albeit slowly, and he glanced around. There was Frank, sliding to his right, coughing his last, legs twitching, eyes rolling into the back of his head, and, standing beside him, the stranger nonchalantly reloading the Henry repeating rifle cradled in his hand. The man wore a dark, long-tailed jacket with a matching waistcoat and dark grey-striped trousers. The high-crowned black hat completed his attire, and he would have looked for all the world like an undertaker if it hadn’t been for the Henry and the big revolver holstered on his left hip, angled for a cross-belly draw. A gunfighter’s rig.

      The man dropped down next to him and used a knife, which he drew from his boot, to slice through the leather cords securing McShane’s wrists. Instantly, as soon as the cords fell away, McShane brought them around to his front and massaged them frantically.

      “They’ll scar nicely,” said the man, stepping back. “As will your neck.”

      “Mister, I thank you kindly, but who are you? What is going on?”

      “Your wife sent me. It’s her you should thank.”

      “My wife?”

      “Yup. She came riding into town to ask for my help. Looks like I got here just in time, which is lucky for you but also for me, as your gal already paid me fifty dollars.”

      “Fifty …? Mister, I don’t understand. Fifty dollars for what?”

      “My services. I told you, she came to see me, told me what had happened and begged me to help. Which is what I’ve done.”

      “But who are you?”

      “I’m a private detective out of Evangeline.” The man smiled. “The name’s Hahmood and now, if you can manage it, I’ll take you back to your home.”
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        Some weeks before…

      

      

      Pausing to wipe the sweat from his brow, McShane wondered why he had ever allowed himself to be talked into becoming a farmer. His girlfriend, Juliet, she was persuasive all right, telling him she was frightened, that she wanted him to turn his back on the old ways, lead a good, God-fearing life away from the likes of Geordie Wells and Sonny Rubinstein. She wanted him to marry her. How could he do so if he was a bank robber?

      “But, Honey,” he said to her, “think of the money.”

      “Oh, the money would be wonderful,” she said, standing there in the cramped room of their little log cabin that she worked so hard to keep clean, “but it wouldn’t be honest. And that’s what worries me, Tobias. I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night knowing our future depended on stolen gold.”

      “Ahh, you’re exaggerating, darlin’,” he laughed, going to her, ready to take her in his arms.

      She swatted him away, her voice rising in anger. “No, I ain’t! Damn it all, Tobias, you could end up getting caught and thrown into jail or, worse still, shot! What would happen to me then, Tobias? To me, our plans for the future, this place? You think I could manage all of it on my own?”

      “You’re a dependable woman, of course you’d manage it. And besides, I ain’t gonna get shot.”

      “Oh, and what are you now, a fortune-teller?” She blew out a loud sigh. “I don’t wanna take the risk. I want you alive and well and working here on our farm, making something of our lives… honestly and without fear.”

      But the following afternoon, just before the sun dipped down behind the distant mountains, Georgie and Sonny rode up, both of them fairly drunk and laughing uproariously. McShane took them inside and a furious Juliet, scowling towards them, stomped into the bedroom, leaving them all to it.

      Wells produced a jug and soon the liquor was flowing as easily as if it were treacle. “You enjoying your life here, Toby?” asked Rubinstein, letting his eyes roll around the simple interior of the cabin. “Seems to me that this ain’t no better than living like a moth in a jar.”

      “Or a mouse in a wheel,” added Wells, laughing at his own wit. “Hell, I don’t know how you can stand it!”

      “You seen her,” said McShane, lowering his voice. “She is fine, boys. You know she is.”

      “True,” said Rubinstein, nodding seriously, his eyes clouding over at the thought of Juliet. “I sure can appreciate her looks. But hell, Toby … she has you on a tight leash!”

      “Had me a woman once,” said Wells. “She was fine too. Dark eyes, dark hair … I think she may have been Shoshone. She looked after me, made sure I was well fed, saw to my every need…” He winked. “If you get my meaning!” They all laughed at this. “Man, she taught me things I never ever learned in Sunday school!”

      “That’s the problem with women,” said Rubinstein, taking the proffered jug from Wells and drinking from it loudly. “They look after you but then they wanna control you. Take away your freedom. That’s the problem, Toby. I think that’s your problem.”

      “You had a woman, Sonny?”

      Rubinstein looked away, his cheeks reddening. “I believe I did, yeah.”

      “You believe you did?” McShane and Wells exchanged gleeful looks. “Hell, Sonny, you are a man of the world! Can’t you remember?”

      “It was a long time ago, damn your hide, Toby! A lot has happened to me since then.”

      “What was that gal’s name?” asked Wells.

      “Hell, I don’t know. All I do know is that women is trouble. All they wanna do is tame yeh, make babies with yeh, keep you at home. Hell …” He took a longer drink this time.

      “Listen,” said Wells, leaning forward and clamping a hand on McShane’s knee. “We have a little job down in a rundown old town called Bywater Creek. There is a bank there. It holds money for one of the railroad companies. Their payday is Thursdays and on Wednesdays, they have a good few thousand dollars inside. We aim to take that money, Toby. And we need your help to do it.”

      “We have quite a gang,” added Rubinstein. “Tim Bryson, he got us together, showed us the plans of
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