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      Lonesome Trail

      

      Before Jacob Payne arrived in the Arizona Territory, before he was a bounty hunter, before he learned how to survive in the desert, he had to travel west. Innocents in trouble, quirky characters and life-threatening peril are along every mile as he passed from Virginia through Texas to the desert of Arizona.

      When Jacob comes across a family that has fallen victim to horse thieves, he can’t just ride on and leave them to his fate. He’s not yet a bounty hunter, but Jacob Payne can still hunt down the evil-doers. Tucson will be waiting for him once he brings these men to justice.
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      “Your deal?” Jacob Payne asked as he tossed his cards into the middle of the poker table. This had never been his game, and he was tempted to just get up and leave, but he couldn’t resist trying one more time. He, Edwin, and two strangers had been playing for a couple hours already and Jacob was still running just about even. One more hand—just one more, he kept telling himself—could let him walk away with some real cash.

      “Yep,” Edwin responded, pulling all the cards toward him.

      “This is my last hand,” Jacob announced.

      There was a short lull while Edwin gathered the deck to shuffle, but no sooner had Jacob breathed a sigh of relief that none of the men were ribbing him for being done than one of the strangers, the one with the mustache, brought up his complaint again.

      “Look, I’m just sayin’ . . . them Mormons should stay with their own kind.”

      “They’re not hurting you,” Jacob said for what felt like the fortieth time. “The man and his family have a homestead miles away from here, aren’t coming to bother you or preach to you. What under the canopy is the actual problem?”

      “It’s just not right,” the man said. He leaned his chair back on just the rear legs so he could reach the spittoon. His gob of yellowy-brown saliva fell about an inch short and dribbled down the outside of the metal container. “He’s got five wives, I heard. And each one of ’em has a passel of kids. It ain’t right.”

      “Now, how does that work, exactly?” Edwin asked with a grin. “Do the wives all sleep in the same bed? Do they have different rooms? Or do they each get their own house and the fella has to move between each one?”

      The mustached stranger—Jacob thought his name was Abe—grimaced. “I don’t know,” he insisted. “It ain’t my business.”

      “Did you even meet the man?” Jacob asked.

      Abe was speechless for only a moment before spluttering, “I didn’t need to meet him to know. I heard. And it’s not right.”

      Jacob sighed. It was impossible to argue with someone who didn’t have any actual point. “You about ready for that next hand?” he asked Edwin.

      The dealer grinned and nodded.

      The other stranger had remained silent this whole time, but at least his aim with tobacco was better. Jacob eyed him surreptitiously as they played. Abe had called the silent one Lucky, but there was no telling if that was the name he always went by or just one of several different aliases.

      As a bounty hunter, Jacob had to keep his suspicions always at the forefront, not taking anything at face value, as though sinister possibilities were everywhere. Because in Jacob Payne’s experience, they were.

      Either way, the nickname seemed apt. Lucky had quietly added to his cash over the evening. Jacob didn’t always mind losing, but he didn’t like seeing one man win that big and that consistently. It took all the fun out of the game.

      But he kept his mouth shut.

      As the cards landed in front of him, Jacob gently lifted up the corner to see what he had been dealt: four of spades, jack of diamonds, three of clubs, nine of diamonds, seven of hearts.

      He kept a close eye on the others as they placed their bets. Lucky seemed confident—maybe that’s where his luck came from—but Jacob hadn’t been playing with them long enough to be able to read any signs of what kinds of cards they may have in front of them.

      It went around again and Jacob drew three new cards, keeping his diamonds but not getting anything new worth a damn. Jacob looked at his dwindling cash and reached a decision. Besides, he didn’t want to stick around and listen to more of Abe’s griping.

      “That’s it for me,” he said, dropping his cards on the table. “This has been a rich evening, boys.”

      Abe grinned. “C’mon, stay a bit.”

      “And give you all more of my money? I don’t think so.” Jacob clapped Edwin on the shoulder as he passed. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “You off to the cafe?” Edwin asked with a wink.

      Jacob paused. He hadn’t actually put the idea to himself, but as soon as Edwin mentioned it he realized that was exactly where he was heading. Having a drink by himself—or maybe in the company of a certain waitress—sounded like the perfect way to end his evening.

      At Jacob’s silence, Edwin laughed and said, “That’s what I thought.”

      “Good night,” the bounty hunter said pointedly on his way out the door.

      The San Xavier Cafe was only a short block away from the Golden Saddle Saloon where he had been playing. Tucson was growing, and fast. There was even a rumor that they’d get their own newspaper later that fall. Jacob walked purposefully through the dim streets. The sun had just set. The sounds of drinking and the beginnings of evening entertainment surrounded him.

      He was getting tired of this heat. All the Arizona locals had warned him. He’d laughed it off. But they were right and he was wrong. His first summer in Arizona had been a shock. When he was on the trail of an outlaw, focused and determined, he could easily ignore the discomfort. On days like this, however, when he was still trying to find a suitable horse to purchase or waiting for a new tip to come in, the heat was all he could think about. It overwhelmed him and influenced every decision.

      Thankfully, with the sun now below the horizon, the evening was cooler, if only a little. Jacob took off his hat as he stepped through the door of the San Xavier Cafe and fanned his face. He spotted an empty seat at the bar, and was sure to catch the waitress’s eye as he sat down.

      Bonnie Loft made her way across the room to him with a shy smile. Her dark, almost black, straight hair was pulled back off her face in a low bun, but the tiniest wisps had fallen out to frame her face. Every time she unconsciously reached up to push a strand back behind her ear, he couldn’t help but smile at the gesture.

      “I haven’t seen you all day, Jacob,” she said, teasing. “Did you not eat today?”

      She ran her small hand across the broad expanse of his back as she crossed behind his seat. Her touch was casual and fleeting, but Jacob knew she wasn’t friendly like this with all her customers.

      The old Irish bartender appeared in front of Jacob with a neat whiskey. “Usual, eh, Payne?”

      “Thanks, Mickey.”

      “It breaks my poor heart to see you drinking such dodgy rubbish.”

      “I know.” He grinned. “One day we’ll go back to Dublin and you can show me the real stuff.”

      Mickey Sheehan was anywhere from fifty to eighty years old, and spoke with a brogue as thick as molasses. Jacob once heard that the man had been on this continent for going on thirty years, yet still he talked about his home town as if he were going back any day—including how terrible the whiskey was all the way out here on the western side of the continent.

      Jacob raised his glass in thanks and took a sip. The warmth that spread through his torso made him feel better about his losses at the saloon. He was improving at poker, though. Maybe tomorrow night he’d try again, if he was still in town.

      Bonnie leaned against the bar next to him, watching and waiting for him to be ready to talk. Finally, she said, “Where’ve you been, Jacob? You’ve got another bounty to go hunt down?”

      “Not yet.” He took another small sip and shook his head. “If I had a horse, I could go to Prescott or farther west where there are rumors of cattle rustlers. But in the meantime I just have to wait here for some chance to buy a suitable animal. I’m not used to such limited options.”

      “There’s nothing in town that suits you?”

      “I guess I’m just picky. Paint happened across my path on my way out here from Texas and I couldn’t have asked for a better horse. Nothing here in Tucson right now even comes close. Maybe I’m just waiting for another perfect horse to wander into my life.”

      “It is a shame that man shot him.”

      “Jed Corker?” Jacob stared down into his drink. He was still angry about that outlaw shooting his horse out from under him. He took a beat to calm his temper. “He deserves everything the law can throw at him.”

      After a moment, Bonnie rested her fingers lightly on his forearm, drawing his attention to her. “Why don’t you take my mare, Jacob? She may not be the perfect companion for you forever, but she’s a good horse to borrow for a bit. Lord knows I won’t need her desperately for a week or so, and she stays cooped up so much of the time. With Franny you can get out of town.”

      He mulled over the offer. That might be exactly what he needed. For the last month he had been going nonstop. Now that Deputy Lowry didn’t have any immediate leads on any of the wanted men in the area, it might be just the time for him to distract himself from the heat for a bit and scout out options elsewhere.

      “That’s an idea,” he said. “Only question left is where I’d go. Down to Mexico?”

      She nodded. “Or what about the White Mountains over to the east? I haven’t been there myself, but I hear good things. There’s rumors of gold being discovered out there. Maybe you can use that good luck of yours and stumble across a couple nuggets.”

      Jacob chuckled, thinking of his last poker game. “I don’t know about luck. I’d settle for just a horse. And being in the mountains does sound nice.”

      “You didn’t have any real mountains back in Virginia, did you?”

      “Not near where I lived, but I passed through the Blue Ridge Mountains on my way out here to Arizona. I do miss the forests of back east.” He sighed, remembering the rolling hills and dense forests around his family’s Virginia farm. He could spend hours out there, just listening to the sounds of farm life, smelling the pine and the rotting leaves underfoot. But, he reminded himself, he had left that farm for a reason. Arizona was his home for the foreseeable future and now was the perfect chance to see some of what it had to offer—other than parched and desolate desert.

      “I almost stayed in the White Mountains before coming here, you know,” Bonnie said. “It’s a beautiful place.”

      Jacob finished the rest of his whiskey in one long gulp. Now that he had a plan, he was ready to get going. But first, he’d need one last night’s sleep in a proper bed.

      “You’ve sold me, Bonnie.” He set his glass down and waved Mickey away when the older man came to offer him a second. “If you really can spare her for a couple weeks, I’d be glad to take you up on that offer.”

      “Well, now I don’t know if I want to let her go if that means I won’t be seeing you for a couple weeks.” She leaned close. “I’m teasing, of course. I’ll have her ready and saddled for you here tomorrow morning, if that works for you?”

      “I couldn’t ask for more.” He stood up from his stool and suppressed a desire to hug her, holding her petite body close to him. “That means I have a lot to do before tomorrow, so I’ll be saying goodnight.”

      “Goodnight, Jacob.” Bonnie wore a wide smile, but her eyes didn’t reflect the same joy as she said goodbye to him. Perhaps she wanted to hug him as well.

      

      By the next morning, Jacob had everything sorted and packed early. He carried it all over to the San Xavier Cafe to meet Bonnie and her mare.

      “Is this your girl?” he asked, approaching the gray mottled mare that stood in front of the building.

      “Yes, sir. This is Franny.” Bonnie fed her horse half of an apple and whispered to her. “She’ll be good to you.”

      “Thanks, Bonnie. I’ll bring her back safe and sound in a couple weeks or so.”

      “You’d better, Jacob Payne. I want you back safe and sound, too.”

      He kissed her cheek and swung into the saddle. A few days in the mountains, around real, green trees, would refresh him like nothing else could.
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      Jacob and Franny began their long trek northeast across the desert. Riding toward the sunrise, Jacob felt a fresh new start, a blank slate, and imagined the wide expanse of possibility before him.

      Somehow he had missed passing through the White Mountains in eastern Arizona on his way out west earlier that year. The idea that there was still unexplored wilderness everywhere around him was exhilarating. He might be the first man to spot a particular tributary of a river, or witness a wild predator take down its prey. He could be alone in the wilderness, not seeing another human for hours, if not days. He could leave his mark, without competition, without challengers. After all, wasn’t this why men left the cities and civilization on the eastern seaboard? Why, in fact, they crossed the Atlantic Ocean to conquer the new continent centuries ago? The untamed wild of the western territories was just sitting there, waiting to be inhabited. And now Jacob would have a chance to claim another piece of it, if only temporarily.

      He wasn’t sure where exactly he was headed, but he was sure he’d know when he got there. Between Tucson and the mountains were a number of small towns, both mining and railroad, and Jacob aimed to stop in as many of them as he came upon. He’d heard that talking to the men of Globe or introducing himself to the small town sheriff usually yielded information or bounties beyond what
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