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THE FLAT, HARD GROUND around him offered little in the way of cover beyond some short clumps, bigger than bushes smaller than trees. Up the hill, several saguaro cactus stared down disapprovingly. There wasn’t much more.

Welcome to southern Arizona Territory.

Exhausted, needing to stop, to rest, the man, whose name was Leroy Martin, spurred his horse, urging him up over the loose scrabble of a steep rise,

At the top, he stopped and felt a cooling breeze. Just ahead, a downslope led to a cluster of trees. Cottonwoods. That suggested there might be water... if the Gila had much water in it, it might be flowing above ground. 

If not, he’d have to dig.

Before he rested, he and the horse he’d stolen in Yuma both needed water.

And they needed food.

He was still a long way from the safe haven of Texas Canyon. 

He pictured the look on their faces when the gang found out they wouldn’t have to bust him out of that Yuma jail. It could be kind of fun breaking someone out, showing townspeople how helpless they were, maybe putting fear into them. But it could be risky and didn’t earn anyone any money. 

Fallwall would be happy to see him and ready to move on to other things.

The horse jerked his head, smelling the water now. A soft gurgle told him the river was running. Leroy feel giddy with relief. 

He’d fucking made it. 

He relaxed the reins and let the horse move down to the riverbank and step in the running water. He dropped his head and drank the flowing water.

Kicking out of the stirrups, he dismounted and fell into the river. He bent over and splashed the ice-cold water on his face, then squatted and cupped his hands, filling them so he could slurp up the refreshing water.

Then he sat back on his heels, turning his head, looking. He needed to decide about the spot, determine if he’d camp here or move on. 

It was early in the day yet, but it would get dark fast.

A good spot like this might attract other travelers. In fact, he had known about it. But the odds of someone showing up were tiny. There weren’t many travelers out this way. If a posse was tracking him, that would be different, but he didn’t worry about someone stumbling over him.

And traveling in the dark on an unknown horse could be treacherous. If he had his palomino, it wouldn’t be a problem, but why risk it?

He tied the horse to a tree and slipped the rifle from the scabbard, checking it. It was an older Winchester, but it had been oiled recently. That was good.

The bad news was that it held only three rounds.

He cursed the horse’s owner for not keeping his gun fully loaded.

But that was okay. 

If the damn thing shot straight, three rounds were more than enough for him to shoot something for dinner. And dinner was definitely the next thing on the menu. That fucking deputy he’d left bleeding out hadn’t even given him a meal all day. Son-of-a-bitch deserved to die.

His arrival hadn’t made a lot of noise, but a human was an intrusion into the environment. Leroy figured he’d need to move further along to find game. 

Looking upriver, he noted the horse’s ears twitching and his nostrils flaring.

The animal sensed something, was unsure about some sound or scent, but hell, it could be anything from a passing mountain lion or bear to another human that had him spooked.

He hadn’t seen a thing, but Leroy was on the run. 

Leaving that man dead when he escaped from the jail would have the marshal leading a posse of determined riders. But an approaching posse tended to make a lot of noise. They’d be riding hard trying to catch up. He’d hear the thunder of hoofbeats echoing on the canyon walls long before they were in sight.

But the fact that there wasn’t a posse on his tail didn’t mean he was all alone either. Bushwhackers or a lone tracker would be another matter. And neither would care that he was a desperado.

He chambered a round in the rifle, then checked the revolver in his belt, the one he’d taken from the deputy he’d killed. 

He knew the pistol held three rounds. He’d used one to kill the man and another to make people in the street take cover while he mounted the first horse he came across and left.

That made him wonder if the owner of the horse was after him. 

It was possible, and that would be personal. A private matter.

But Leroy had lived with a bounty on his head for a time now. He’d been looking over his shoulder for over a year now—ever since he joined up with Gary Fallwall’s bunch. 

Even before hooking up with the gang, he’d done plenty of things that made men want to kill. Enough had tried and failed that it was no big deal anymore.

Right now, he needed food.

The horse settled down, clearly deciding it was safe enough to munch on the grass growing on the riverbank.

Whatever had spooked him had passed by. 

Shifting his grip on the rifle, Leroy moved along upriver, staying quiet and feeling the breeze caressing his face, using it as a guide to keep him downwind from any animals that might be coming down to the river to drink.

A rustle in the brush startled him, and he froze. When a snake popped out, slithering toward him, he killed it with a blow from the butt of the rifle, smashing its head into the hard-packed dirt. 

It was a reflex, but a good one. The snaked was a diamondback rattler, and they were good eating. 

But it wasn’t all that big, and Leroy had a big appetite. 

Tossing the snake over his shoulder, he moved on. 

Another sound and a quick movement made him freeze again.

Slightly up the hill, he saw a jackrabbit standing tall, looking around.

Breathing shallowly, Leroy settled down into a kneeling position.

The rabbit’s head jerked around. It was big and fat and its nose twitched.

He sighted in on the rabbit, snugged the rifle against his shoulder and squeezed off a shot.

The rabbit toppled over. He’d hit it in the head.

He ran over and grabbed it by the ears, holding it up and feeling a rush of pleasure. 

He’d shot the fucking rabbit right in the face. It was a great shot that wouldn’t waste any meat. That pleased him. 

It hadn’t been that long a shot, but he’d never fired this rifle before and it was tricky firing through the underbrush like that.

He had a right to be pleased with himself.

Now he’d skin it and cook it. 

Back at his horse, he rummaged in the saddlebags and dug out a knife, some matches, and, wonder of wonders, a small bottle of whisky.

He wanted to hurry a bit. It would be dark soon.

He hustled around the area, not bothering to be quiet now, using the last of the daylight to collect small bits of dry wood for kindling and bigger pieces of wood for the fire. 

He also found some large rocks at the edge of the river and brought them up.

He started a fire, inhaling the sulfur from the matches as the tinder lit. Sitting next to it, he carefully fed it kindling until it was going fine. 

Finally turning his attention to skinning the rabbit and the snake, sipping the whisky as he worked, Leroy’s like was good. 

He’d acted and because of that, a crap day had turned out fine. Real fine. It wouldn’t be a steak dinner in Tucson with the prospect of whores later, but rabbit cooked on a spit and washed down with whisky wasn’t half bad.

As it grew dark, he savored the idea that instead of rotting in jail and maybe missing out on the jobs Fallwall would be running, he’d be rejoining them. He was doing fine and could live off the land. Then, in a day or two at most, he’d meet up with them in Texas Canyon. 

He looked forward to hearing Fallwall tell them about the next job, the one he’d be planning. And Leroy would be in the middle of things again.

He sharpened some long, thin sticks and collected a few bigger rocks. Stacking the rocks on either side of the fire, he skewered the rabbit and the snake and put an end of each skewer on rocks so the meat was suspended over the fire. Immediately, the fat in the skin grew hot and the smell of rabbit made the air smell nice.

Life was good. Sitting by the glow of the fire as darkness closed in, he had what he needed.

Not everything he wanted, of course.

He didn’t have any bread, no spices or anything, but those were luxuries for an outlaw. Things you got in town, like card games and whores. But you did fine without them when you were on the trail.

And he did have whisky. That was special.

He tended his fire, his dinner, and the smell of the rabbit starting to cook starting making his stomach ache.

“That sure smells mighty good!” a man said.

Grabbing his rifle, Leroy jumped to his feet and looked around.

Nothing moved. 

His instinct was to kick dirt on the fire, and put it out. But he didn’t want to move. Whoever was out there could see him in the firelight, but he couldn’t see into the shadowy night. Moving would make him a target. Besides, he didn’t want to ruin dinner.

So, he simply stepped into the shadows.

Two could play at that game.

As his eyes adjusted, a hand grabbed the barrel of the rifle, knocking it upward and smashing it into his face. The blow staggered him and he was moving backward, down the slope toward the river.

Someone who didn’t fight much would try to hang onto the rifle, but Leroy had fought all his life. He let the attacker have it, and even as he fell to the ground, his hand went for the revolver in his belt.

Yanking it free, he fired right where he’d been standing, unleashing a lovely roar.

A moment later, he realized his mistake. 

He’d been played. His attacker had moved as soon as he grabbed the rifle. Whoever the fuck it was had expected him to shoot and moved to a safe spot to wait, wanting to see the flash from Leroy’s gun. 

This was a savvy opponent.

Leroy knew all that because, even as he pulled back the hammer on the revolver to shoot again, a gun off to his right went off. In the same instant he had those thoughts, he smelled burning gunpowder, saw the flash from the barrel of the gun, and felt a slug burn its way into his chest.

He twisted, turning to point his own gun at the attacker and return fire in that direction. But his arm went numb. It fell limply to his side and he the gun came out of his hand and fell on the ground. 

All the strength went out of him and he slumped and fell. 

The darkness was all around him now. 

Even the light from the fire was dimming.

“That smells real good, Leroy,” his attacker said. “I appreciate you fixing dinner.”

Rage welled up in every part of Leroy’s body. An anger rose up. He couldn’t seem to move at the time when he needed to kick this man’s ass. He felt anger that now he’d have to recover from a gunshot wound before he could ride with Fallwall.

And then a strange sadness came over him. And a weakness.

It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t recover from this one. He felt the life bleed out of him and the darkness was complete.

​​
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SARAH MOVED ABOUT THE room, pacing, her robe flowing with her turns. Her long, yellow hair flashed in the light coming in through the window.

Being naked underneath the open robe, strutting around the room right in front of her lover was supposed to be sexy. That's why she'd dressed that way. But right now she didn’t feel the least bit sexy. 

No, she was frustrated. With her life. With her husband. 

And with Chester.

And being frustrated did not make anything sexy.

“What’s the matter?” Chester asked from his seat on the couch.

The question annoyed her. Increasingly, Chester annoyed her.

“You know what’s the matter. It is obvious.”

He sat, sipping her husband's expensive whisky and letting his eyes track her movement, caress her body. 

“Not to me.”

“Things are going wrong,” she said.

“Wrong?” he asked. “From where I sit, everything looks damn good to me. And so do you. Knowing your husband is in Tucson and won’t be back until the next stagecoach arrives makes it even better.” 

He reached out to touch her bare thigh as she swept by him. “That gives us several days to enjoy,” he said.

“Several days?” she asked. 

Even to her, her tone of voice made the question sound somewhat shrill. She took a breath and tried to moderate her impatience. 

“Yes, Chester, we have a few days to enjoy together. And then it ends. He’ll be back. And he’s asked the railroad to transfer him back to Philadelphia. He’ll be taking me with him.”

“We can’t do anything about that. He’s my boss.”

“And that makes things fine for you,” she said. “As his second in command, you will take over his work. You’ll bury yourself in trying to figure out how to build a rail from Marshall, Texas to San Diego, California. That means you’ll have a chance to make a real name for yourself. You’ll be a catch for the ladies.”

“Look, him asking for a transfer wasn’t my idea.”

“But it suits you fine. You are happy to fuck me now and to wave goodbye when he gets back.”

She stomped her foot, imagining being stuck in Philadelphia as the wife of a vice president of the railroad. That means an endless parade of social events, charity balls, and all that boring shit. And it meant snooty people, especially other wives, watching her every move. 

“You have options. You can’t imagine how it is for a woman.”

Chester shrugged. “A woman with your appetites certainly would find being back there restrictive. But there is a chance, a good one, they’ll transfer him to Tucson.”

“That’s hardly an improvement. I’m still married to him.”

“What are we supposed to do about it? Run away together?”

“People have done that before,” she said. 

It didn’t seem like a great idea, but since he’d mentioned it...

“I haven’t got any money, and if you left him for me, he’d get me fired. I’d have nothing.”

“I’m nothing?”

“I mean that we’d have nothing. There aren’t a lot of good jobs out here, and if we ran off, I’d be blacklisted back east.”

That was true enough. 

“You can’t think of a solution? I thought you were a man of action, someone who does things, makes them happen.”

“I am, but not about your marriage.”

And that brought her back to a dark idea that had cropped up several times lately.

“I wish I could arrange for him not to return from Tucson,” she said.

“Not get back?”

She waved a hand. “Divine intervention. Providence. You know, an accident or something else.”

“What else?”

“Stages get held up all the time. People get killed.”

“Not that often these days. Even when they get held up, the robbers don’t usually kill people, unless they fight back. I can’t see Brad doing that.”

Sarah pictured it. And the Brad she knew would definitely fight back. He wasn’t the paper pusher Chester seemed to think he was. His civilized manners were acquired. And that had disappointed her. 

When he worked for an oil company, he’d been tough and rugged. He was virile and dashing. 

But he was seven years older than she and when the railroad came courting, wanting to harness his experience and knowledge of getting things done out here, he
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