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  Chapter 1

  
  







Tom Horn walked his horse down Ferguson Street like he owned it, which in a way he did. Any man who’d killed eleven people in Laramie County could walk wherever he pleased. The sorrel mare picked her way through the mud and horse apples while Horn studied the faces watching him from doorways and windows. Some looked away quick. Others stared with the fascination people saved for rattlesnakes and house fires.

He tied up outside the Cheyenne Club and checked his pocket watch. Three-fifteen. Preston Wolcott liked punctuality in his business dealings, especially when the business involved dead rustlers.

The doorman, a thin colored man named Samuel, nodded as Horn approached.

“Afternoon, Mr. Horn.”

“Sam.” Horn touched his hat brim. “Wolcott in?”

“Waiting on you in the back room, sir.”

Horn’s spurs rang against the polished floors. The Cheyenne Club smelled like leather and cigars and money. Cattle money mostly, though some silver and railroad cash mixed in. Men in tailored suits glanced up from their newspapers and whiskey, their conversations dropping to murmurs when he passed.

Wolcott sat alone at a round table near the window, counting bills. He looked up when Horn’s shadow fell across the green felt.

“Tom. Sit down.”

Horn pulled out a chair and settled into it, his Colt shifting against his hip. Wolcott was a big man gone soft around the middle, with pale hands that had never worked cattle. But he had the kind of cold eyes that made other men rich.

“Drink?”

“I’ll take whiskey.”

Wolcott signaled the waiter and kept counting. Twenty-dollar bills, mostly. Clean money from the Cattlemen’s Association.

“Three of them,” Wolcott said without looking up. “Just like you said there’d be.”

“Found them at Bordeaux Creek. Had been running your stock up toward the Hole-in-the-Wall country.” Horn accepted the whiskey glass and rolled it between his palms. “Two were carrying running irons. The third had your brand in his saddlebags.”

“You left the markers?”

“Two stones. Stacked neat.”

Wolcott nodded and pushed fifteen hundred dollars across the table. “Five hundred each. As agreed.”

Horn counted the bills once, then folded them into his vest pocket. “You want details?”

“I want them to stay dead.”

“They’re not getting any deader.”

Wolcott finally looked up from his money. “The Pinkerton man was asking questions around town yesterday. LeFors, I think his name was.”

“I heard.”

“You worried?”

Horn sipped his whiskey. It was good whiskey, aged stuff that probably cost more than most men made in a month. “Dead rustlers can’t testify.”

“Neither can witnesses.”

The words hung between them like smoke. Horn set down his glass and studied Wolcott’s face. The rancher was testing him, seeing how far the hired gun would go.

“I kill rustlers,” Horn said. “Not lawmen.”

“Even lawmen who might cause problems?”

“Especially lawmen who might cause problems.” Horn finished his whiskey and stood. “A dead detective brings federal marshals. Federal marshals bring cavalry. Cavalry brings reporters from back East asking uncomfortable questions about range wars.”

Wolcott smiled for the first time since Horn arrived. “Smart man.”

“Smart enough to stay alive.”

“Speaking of which.” Wolcott reached into his coat and pulled out a telegram. “Got this from a rancher south of here. Kels Nickell. He’s losing stock too.”

Horn took the telegram and read it. Standard complaint - cattle disappearing, suspected rustlers, request for assistance. What interested him was the offer at the bottom. A thousand dollars for results.

“Double your usual rate,” Wolcott said.

“Why?”

“Nickell’s desperate. His ranch borders homestead country. Lot of sodbusters down there with hungry families and flexible morals.”

Horn refolded the telegram. “How well you know this Nickell?”

“Well enough. He’s got a spread near Iron Mountain. Runs about three thousand head. Good man in a fight, from what I hear.”

“Family?”

“Wife and a boy. Teenage son, I think.”

Horn nodded. Families complicated things, but they also provided leverage. A man with people to protect made different choices than a man alone.

“When’s he expect an answer?”

“Soon as possible. Winter’s coming and he can’t afford to lose more stock.”

Through the window, Horn watched a freight wagon lumber past, its wheels throwing mud. Two women in long coats hurried along the boardwalk, their faces turned away from the wind. Normal people living normal lives, unaware that men like Horn and Wolcott decided who lived and died based on cattle prices and property lines.

“I’ll ride down tomorrow,” Horn said.

“Good.” Wolcott stood and extended his hand. “Always a pleasure doing business with you, Tom.”

Horn shook the offered hand. Wolcott’s grip was firm but soft, like his life. No calluses, no scars, no permanent stains under the fingernails from powder burns and blood.

“One more thing,” Wolcott said as Horn turned to leave. “Nickell’s wife is supposed to be quite attractive.”

Horn paused. “That relevant to the job?”

“Might be. Some men let their thinking get cloudy around a pretty woman.”

“My thinking’s never been clearer.”

Horn walked back through the club, past the rich men and their quiet conversations. Outside, the wind had picked up and clouds were building over the mountains. Snow weather. By Christmas, the high country would be white and the rustlers would hole up until spring. But that was months away, and men would die before the first blizzard hit.

He untied his mare and swung into the saddle, the leather creaking under his weight. The money in his vest pocket felt warm against his chest. Fifteen hundred dollars for three lives. Some folks worked a year for that kind of money, breaking their backs on farms or in mines. Horn earned it in a morning with three rifle shots.

The mare picked her way down Ferguson Street while Horn planned his route to the Nickell place. He’d follow the railroad south to Iron Mountain, then cut west toward the homestead country. Good hunting ground down there - plenty of cover and clear shooting lanes. The kind of country where a careful man could work without interruption.

Behind him, the Cheyenne Club settled back into its quiet routine. Rich men making deals, counting money, deciding the fate of lesser men over whiskey and cigars. It was a system that worked, as long as men like Tom Horn existed to enforce it.

The business of death, he’d heard someone call it once. Horn preferred to think of it as problem solving. Some problems required diplomacy, others required money. But some problems required bullets, and that’s where men like Horn came in. Clean, efficient, permanent solutions to complicated problems.

He rode south through the growing dusk, his shadow stretching long behind him on the muddy street.
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“You’re the man who leaves stones on bodies.”

Kels Nickell said it like he was discussing the weather. He stood on his porch holding a cup of coffee, watching Horn tie up his mare at the hitching post. The rancher was younger than Horn expected, maybe thirty-five, with the kind of lean build that came from working cattle instead of just owning them.

“I’m the man you sent for.” Horn climbed the porch steps, his spurs clicking against the wood. “Tom Horn.”

“Figured as much. Coffee?”

“I’ll take some.”

Nickell disappeared inside and returned with another cup. The coffee was strong and bitter, the way working men liked it. Horn studied the ranch while he drank. Well-maintained buildings, good horse stock in the corral, decent-sized house for this part of the country. Nickell was doing all right, or had been until the rustling started.

“How many head you missing?” Horn asked.

“Hundred and fifty, maybe two hundred. Hard to get an exact count with them scattered across three sections.”

“That’s a lot of beef.”

“More than I can afford to lose.” Nickell leaned against the porch railing. “Especially with winter feed to buy and a mortgage payment due in January.”

Horn nodded. A desperate man made the best kind of client. Desperate men paid well and asked fewer questions about methods.

“Who’s taking them?”

“Homesteaders, mostly. Sodbusters who ran out of money and got hungry.” Nickell spit over the railing. “Some of them are good people who made bad choices. Others are professional thieves who figured out it’s easier to steal cattle than raise them.”

“You want me to sort out which is which?”

“I want you to stop the stealing. Don’t much care how.”

The front door opened and a woman stepped onto the porch. Horn set down his coffee cup and touched his hat brim. Wolcott hadn’t been exaggerating about Kels Nickell’s wife.

Glendolene Nickell was maybe twenty-five, with dark hair pinned up and the kind of figure that made men forget their manners. She wore a blue dress that probably came from Denver, not some frontier seamstress. Her eyes were green and sharp, taking Horn’s measure the same way he was taking hers.

“Glen, this is Tom Horn,” Nickell said. “Horn, my wife.”

“Ma’am.” Horn nodded.

“Mr. Horn.” Her voice had an Eastern accent, educated. “I’ve heard stories about you.”

“Most of them are probably true.”

She smiled at that. “That’s what worries me.”

Nickell cleared his throat. “Glen, we’re discussing business.”

“Business that affects this family.” She moved to stand beside her husband, close enough to touch but not touching. “I have a right to know what kind of man we’re hiring.”

Horn studied her face. Most ranch wives stayed inside when their husbands talked to hired guns. This one wanted to be part of the conversation. That was either very brave or very dangerous.

“What kind of man do you think I am, Mrs. Nickell?”

“The kind who solves problems permanently.”

“That’s one way to put it.”

“Is there another way?”

Horn finished his coffee and set the cup on the porch railing. “I stop people from stealing your cattle. How I stop them is between me and them.”

“And God,” she said quietly.

“Ma’am?”

“Nothing.” She turned to her husband. “Kels, Willie should be back from town soon. You might want to finish your business before he gets here.”

Nickell nodded. “Good idea. Horn, let’s walk down to the barn. I want to show you the boundaries.”

They left Glendolene on the porch and walked across the yard. The barn was solid construction, built to last winters and summer storms. Inside, Nickell spread a hand-drawn map across a feed barrel.

“This is my range.” He traced the boundaries with his finger. “Three sections, most of it good grass. Water rights to Chugwater Creek and two seasonal streams.”

Horn studied the map. The Nickell spread bordered on several smaller properties - homesteads mostly, quarter-sections and half-sections that farmers had claimed under the Homestead Act.

“These the neighbors causing problems?”

“Some of them. The Millers have been taking calves. The Cobles too, probably. And there’s a group of men who’ve been running cattle up toward the Hole-in-the-Wall. Professional rustlers, not desperate farmers.”

“Names?”

“The leader calls himself Idaho Bill. Real name’s probably something else. He’s got maybe six men with him, all wanted somewhere for something.”

Horn nodded. Professional rustlers were easier to deal with than desperate farmers. Farmers had families and neighbors who asked questions. Professionals just disappeared and nobody mourned them much.

“What’s your offer?” Horn asked.

Nickell looked around the barn, making sure they were alone. “Five hundred for each rustler you catch in the act. Thousand dollar bonus if you break up the whole operation.”

“That’s generous.”

“I’m a generous man when it comes to protecting what’s mine.”

Horn refolded the map and handed it back. “I’ll need to scout the area first. Get a feel for the country and the people.”

“Take your time. But not too much time. I can’t afford to lose many more cattle.”

They walked back toward the house. Glendolene was still on the porch, but now she had company. A boy maybe fourteen or fifteen sat beside her, dusty from riding. He had his father’s lean build and his mother’s dark eyes.

“That’s Willie,” Nickell said. “My son.”

The boy looked up as they approached. “Pa, I got the supplies from town. Put them in the kitchen like Ma asked.”

“Good boy. Willie, this is Mr. Horn. He’s going to help us with our rustling problem.”

Willie stood and offered his hand. Horn shook it, surprised by the firm grip. Most kids this age had weak handshakes and shifty eyes. This one looked him straight in the face.

“You’re the tracker,” Willie said. “The one who caught Geronimo.”

“Helped catch him.”

“Same thing. Pa told me about you. Said you could track a ghost across solid rock.”

Horn almost smiled. The boy had enthusiasm, something most adults had beaten out of them by experience. “Takes practice.”

“Maybe you could teach me sometime. I’m pretty good in the woods already.”

“Willie,” his mother said sharply. “Mr. Horn has work to do.”

The boy’s face fell slightly, but he nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Horn looked at Glendolene. Her expression was polite but firm. She didn’t want her son around the hired killer, which showed good sense. Most mothers felt the same way.

“I should get moving,” Horn said. “Want to scout some of that country before dark.”

Nickell walked him to his horse. “How long before you start earning your money?”

“Soon as I find someone stealing your cattle.”

“And if you don’t find anyone?”

Horn swung into the saddle and gathered his reins. “Then you don’t have a rustling problem.”

He touched his hat brim to Glendolene and Willie, then rode out of the yard. Behind him, the family stood watching from the porch - the rancher with his hands on his hips, the wife with her arms crossed, the boy waving despite his mother’s earlier words.

Horn rode south toward the homestead country, where desperate farmers tried to scratch a living from hard ground and harder winters. Somewhere in those scattered claims and hidden valleys, men were stealing Nickell cattle. Finding them would be easy. The hard part would be deciding which ones deserved to live long enough to face a judge.

The afternoon sun slanted low across the grassland, throwing long shadows from the sage and buffalo grass. Good tracking weather, with clear light and soft ground that held prints. Horn settled into the rhythm of the hunt, his eyes reading the land the way other men read newspapers.

A mile from the Nickell place, he found the first sign - fresh cattle tracks heading west toward the mountains, driven by at least three riders. The tracks were maybe two days old, clear enough to follow but old enough that the thieves thought they were safe.

Horn smiled and urged his mare into a trot.
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“You find ‘em?”

The voice was young and too close. Horn didn’t flinch, didn’t look up from the hoof prints he was studying. He’d known the boy was following him for the last half-mile. The kid rode with good intentions, but his horse made too much noise in the brush.

“What’re you doing here, Willie?”

Willie Nickell swung down from his pony, landing with a soft thud in the grama grass. “Pa said you were scouting. I thought maybe I could help.”

“You can help by going home.” Horn pointed a gloved finger at a scuffed patch of dirt inside one of the prints. “See that? The shoe on this horse is loose. Slips with every step. A professional would’ve fixed that before he rode out. Or stolen a better horse.”

The boy hunkered down, his eyes wide with interest, forgetting he’d just been told to leave. “How can you tell it’s loose? It just looks like a hoof print to me.”

“It’s not just a print. It’s a story.” Horn stood up, his gaze sweeping over the landscape ahead. The tracks led toward a series of low, scrub-covered buttes. “This one tells me they’re amateurs. Three of them. Riding tired horses and pushing the cattle too hard. They’re not trying to cover their trail because they don’t know how. Or they’re too scared to take the time.”

“So they’re homesteaders? Like Pa said?”

“Likely.” Horn













































