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The Arizona Mail and Stageline coach rolled into Tucson, stirring up a big cloud of dust as Ben, the driver, yanked back hard on the brake handle. The stagecoach had just arrived from Prescott, Arizona. The passengers on board were two older men and a woman. Riding along with them was Deputy Marshal Dax Gentry, assigned by the U.S. Marshal’s Office in Prescott, Arizona, to come to Tucson. His assignment was to escort a convicted killer, Bart Lomas, from the Tucson jail to the Yuma Territorial Prison.

Deputy Marshal Dax Gentry was a big, tall man, topping six feet four inches in height, with a boyish, handsome face and muscular frame. He was clean-shaven, with a strong dislike of facial hair. Speaking of hair, he had an unruly mop of blond hair and deep-set azure-blue eyes. But don’t let his boyish looks fool you. This lawman was all business. On his hip, he wore a Colt .45, and he knew how to use it. His fellow lawmen chided him, saying he likely should have been a gunfighter because he was so quick on the draw.

Dax exited the stagecoach first, then helped the lady passenger get off.

She smiled. “Why, thank you, mister. You’re a real gentleman.”

He tipped his hat and said, “I’m Dax Gentry, ma’am,” shaking her hand.

Then she totally surprised him when she asked, “Are you married, Dax?”

He shook his head. “No, ma’am.”

“Well then, perhaps I should introduce you to my lovely daughter, and she’s about your age.” Then she smiled. “Our daughter, Emily, manages our general store here in Tucson for my husband, Fred, and me. Carter’s Mercantile.” She pointed down the street. “I’m Greta Carter, and our daughter’s name is Emily.”

She had already told him her daughter’s name.

“Well, perhaps I will do that, Mrs. Carter. Right now, I really must get over to the sheriff’s office.”

“Well, as they say, Dax, business before pleasure.”

She gave him another pleasant smile, then picked up her valise and walked on down the boardwalk.

He watched as she walked away. She had come on the stage with him from Prescott without nary saying a word, and oddly, now she hadn’t been met by her husband or daughter either. Perhaps they were too busy in the general store? He was curious, though, about the daughter and what she might look like. The mother was rather attractive, likely in her middle age. He’d make it a point to stop by the general store later if he could find the time.

He walked in the opposite direction and entered the sheriff’s office.

A tall, gangly deputy met him when he came in. Across the room sat a rather rotund man looking over some paperwork on his desk. The deputy spied Dax’s badge and quickly extended his hand.

“I’m Henry Watson,” he said, shaking Dax’s hand.

The sheriff looked up briefly, then returned to his paperwork.

“I’m here for Bart Lomas,” Dax said. “I’m assigned to escort him to the Yuma Territorial Prison.”

Hearing that, the sheriff said, “You must be Deputy Marshal Dax Gentry. I have your transfer papers right here in front of me. We’ve been expecting you.”

The sheriff stood and extended his hand, and the two men shook hands.

“I’m Sheriff Clay Potter.”

Bart Lomas had been held in their Tucson jail more than a month. A jury of his peers had convicted him of first-degree murder for killing a man after a heated argument while playing poker in a Tucson saloon a couple of months prior. He had eluded getting the death penalty and would begin serving time for his offense upon his arrival at the Territorial Penitentiary in Yuma, Arizona. Deputy Marshal Dax Gentry was assigned to escort him to the prison to begin serving his sentence for committing a capital crime.

The deputy offered Dax a cup of coffee. Then Dax and the sheriff sat down to talk.

“I don’t think he’ll give you any trouble,” the sheriff said, “but I must warn you, he has a hot-headed brother here in Tucson, and his brother Ray ain’t what you’d call friendly, especially when he’s drinking. Also, he ain’t pleased about his brother going off to the big house. He thinks you should be able to kill a man for whatever the reason and so be it. No penalty except maybe paying a fine, and even that being a minimal amount. So just be careful. Like yourself, he’s a big fella and has a nasty scar on the side of his face, the result of a knife fight in a Prescott bar sometime back.”

The sheriff went on to describe him more in detail.

“He’s big and obnoxious, has that scar, and he’s not a ladies’ man like yourself.”

Dax felt himself blush at hearing those words from the sheriff.

Dax said, “I have an Arizona Stageline ticket for the two of us tomorrow morning at 9:15 a.m.”

“Good. We’ll have your prisoner ready for transport. Since it’s on a Sunday, I’m off that day, but Henry will be here,” the sheriff told him.

With that said, the two men shook hands. The deputy had already left to attend to another matter.

Dax thought he should check with the landlady at the boarding house where he had rented a room. He walked about a block, and then he saw it. Not the boarding house, but the mercantile. A sign out front in big red letters read: Carter’s General Store.

He had just entered the store when he remembered the words the sheriff had spoken.

“Ladies’ man,” he chuckled to himself.

He wondered if he would maybe have that same effect on this Emily Carter, that is, if he even got a chance to meet her. There were a couple of men in the back of the store haggling over the price of some farming implements.

He was about to leave when he heard a soft voice behind him say, “May I help you find something, sir?”

A woman’s voice. It didn’t sound like Mrs. Carter’s voice. He turned, and there before him was probably the most beautiful young woman he’d ever set eyes on.

She beamed him a big smile. She was petite, perhaps 5’5”, he presumed. Unlike her mother’s semi-graying hair, she had long, luxurious black hair splayed over her shoulders and ample chest. He just stood there, nearly mesmerized by how attractive she was. Her large green eyes were staring at him.

She repeated again, “Can I help you find something?”

No, he’d already found it.

Her.

She smiled, as did he. Then another voice, this one more familiar, spoke out. It was Mrs. Carter.

“Well, hello again, Dax, wasn’t it?”

Dax tried to speak, but his voice sounded like it was coming from someone else. Finally, the words came out.

“Yes, Mrs. Carter. It’s nice to see you again.”

“And so soon,” she replied, shaking her head and smiling broadly.

Then, as Dax and Emily stood there looking at one another, Mrs. Carter finally introduced her daughter to Dax, and they both shook hands. Her hand felt so dainty in his.

“This young man was also on the stagecoach coming from Prescott. He’s a deputy marshal for the Arizona Territory,” her mother said, smiling again.

While she was still speaking, Emily reached out and rubbed her finger gently over the star pinned on his vest.

“Deputy Marshal, huh?” she said.

He could almost feel the warmth of her touch as Mrs. Carter spoke.

“I told Dax all about you and to come and meet you when he had the chance, and lo and behold, here he is, and now the two of you have met.”

Dax and her daughter were almost ready to blush.

“While I’m here, I should purchase some ammunition for my Colt,” he stammered.

Mrs. Carter said, “Emily can help you with whatever you need.”

I bet she can, Dax thought.

Emily turned and guided him over to a counter stocked with shooting supplies. Mrs. Carter just quietly slipped away, leaving the two of them alone to carry on from there.

He made his purchase. Emily thanked him for his business and said she hoped he would be returning soon.

He told her, “Well, I’m going to be gone for a short time. I will be escorting a convicted felon to the penitentiary in Yuma, but I’ll make a point to come in again when I get back.”

Emily told him that assignment sounded awfully dangerous to her, but she hoped he’d be very careful. She did want to see him again.

Standing three aisles over, Mrs. Carter, all the while, had been eavesdropping on their conversation. She had a little telltale grin on her face.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


The following morning, he got up early, put on his clothing, and quickly packed his valise for his trip to Yuma. He took his bag down to the Arizona Stageline depot and left it with the ticket agent. Then he headed over to the café. It was aptly named the Good Eats. He hoped it was, because he was feeling rather hungry now.

It was early, and the café wasn’t too busy at this early hour. Just two men sat a few tables away. He gave them a nod; they didn’t return the gesture.

He ordered a ham steak, fried potatoes, a bowl of grits, and coffee.

That should hold me for a bit, he thought.

The waitress was giving him the once-over. Guess she wasn’t accustomed to seeing a man his size. She was a redhead and a bit on the plump side. She was attentive to his needs, at least meal-wise.

As he ate his breakfast, his mind wandered to thoughts of Emily Carter. She was easy on the eyes and very shapely, top and bottom, all over. He ate despite several interruptions by the redheaded waitress. She had served him three cups of coffee already.

Best he stopped now before he had to find a loo.

Finally, he pushed his plate away and thanked her for the good meal. He tipped her generously and headed off to the sheriff’s office to collect his prisoner.

The stage was due to arrive shortly.

He entered the sheriff’s office and found Deputy Henry making coffee.

“Would you like a cup, Marshal?” he asked.

Dax rubbed his belly. “Oh, no thanks, Henry. I’ve just downed more than my share already at the café. I will use your loo, if it’s close by?”

“Yes, sir. Right out that door and to your left. You can’t miss it.”

Dax excused himself and swiftly headed to the outhouse.

When he returned, the deputy had taken Bart Lomas out of his cell. He sat cuffed to a straight chair next to the sheriff’s desk and had a grim look on his face.

The deputy spoke. “He’s all ready to go, Marshal. Had his breakfast earlier, and he’s a happy—okay, well, he’s ready for you. Just leave it at that.”

Bart Lomas just sat there. He didn’t offer a response, happy or otherwise.

“The stagecoach just pulled in moments ago,” the deputy said.

“Get on your feet. I ain’t going to carry you,” Dax barked in his no-nonsense manner.

Then he re-cuffed him again, with both his hands secured behind his back. Bart moved toward the door.

Dax told the deputy, “Thanks for all your help,” as the two shook hands.

Dax gave Bart a gentle nudge toward the office door. This wasn’t going to be a pleasurable ride. He could tell that already.

They boarded the stagecoach behind an older woman and a young girl. She was perhaps six or seven, he guessed. Then two gentlemen boarded. He thought at first glance they might be the same two men who had been eating breakfast in the café, but after another look, he could see these two were actually dressed more businesslike. The two men in the café appeared to be ranch hands. They were probably headed to a ranch somewhere nearby.

A moment or two later, Ben, up topside sitting in the boot, cracked the whip, and the team lurched forward. They had a lot of ground to cover. He had a different fella riding shotgun this time, who appeared to be of Mexican descent and deeply tanned.

Ben told the Mexican, “José, keep yer eyes peeled for any trouble ahead.”

José responded, “Sí, Mr. Bud.”

That cinched it. The fella was indeed Mexican.

The stage quickly gained a bone-jarring momentum as it picked up speed. The little girl held on tightly to her grandmother as she bounced about in the seat. Wasn’t long before the grandmother introduced herself as Mrs. Hall.

She said, “I’m taking my granddaughter, Annie, to Yuma to spend some time with me and my husband. He’s a steamboat captain on the Colorado River.”

The two men on board the stage, Earnest and Paul, were businessmen from the Yuma area. One of them eyed Bart suspiciously as he sat handcuffed next to Dax, but said nothing. The badge on Dax’s vest said it all.

Deputy Marshal.

“I’m Dax Gentry,” he told them.

The stagecoach lumbered along noisily, creaking and squeaking like the wheels could fall off at any moment, but everyone sat back and took it in stride. Their first stop for fresh horses would be about eighteen miles out at Dempsy’s Wells.

Before long, the two businessmen took up a game of cards. Mrs. Hall and her granddaughter sat quietly enjoying the passing scenery. Bart Lomas pulled his hat down and appeared to nod off. The marshal sat back, keeping a good eye on his prisoner. All the while, he was thinking about Emily Carter. She had made a big impression on him. Probably the best-looking woman he’d seen in quite a spell. He hoped to know her better.

The coach shuddered and swayed as it lumbered along. Dax could hear the driver talking to his team, and the crack of his whip sounded every now and then as time slowly passed. He hoped José was staying alert up topside. He didn’t anticipate any trouble, but the area was very susceptible to a lot of road agents along this stretch.

Before long, he too finally relaxed and drifted off into a light sleep.

It seemed to Dax like he’d just closed his eyes when he heard a call coming from the boot.

“Saguaro Station coming up.”

They were arriving at the first stage stop.

Dax looked over at Mrs. Hall. She must have nodded off too, and the little girl was still asleep on her lap. The two card players were still at it.

Wow. Poker had been their focus all this time.

Bart was awake, looking about. Dax wondered what had piqued his interest. Then he looked out the window just as the stage braked to a jarring stop.

Beyond the stagecoach, he saw three horses at the hitch rail out front. That was a bit strange, to see anybody way out here in the middle of nowhere.

As they climbed down from the coach, Dax held Bart back.

“Let the other folks get off first,” he told Bart.

Passenger Earnest helped Mrs. Hall and the little girl get down safely. Then it was Bart and Dax’s turn. He kept ahold of the prisoner’s arm as they stepped down out of the coach. The others had already entered the station.

When they entered, they were greeted by Mattie and Buck Crawford. The two were husband and wife. They maintained a mail facility, café, and the stable at Saguaro Station.

Dax entered behind his prisoner and looked around. He saw two men standing at a small bar, drinking mugs of beer. They seemed not to pay any attention to Dax or the others. They were just talking in a low voice to one another as they continued drinking their beer.

As Dax’s eyes became more adjusted to the very dim lighting, he again looked across the room at the two gents at the bar. He could have sworn they were the same two fellas he had seen in the café that morning. He was tempted to go over and ask them, but thought better of it. He could be mistaken, and besides, they weren’t doing anything wrong. Both men were just standing there drinking.

Still, it left him feeling a bit uneasy.
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Mattie Crawford dished everyone up a generous portion of beef stew and biscuits and strong coffee. The coffee was just the way Dax liked it. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the two strangers. They didn’t eat.

About then, Riley Crawford, the couple’s grown son, came inside.

“Pa, the team’s changed out and ready to go.”

Dax hurried, swallowing his last few bites of stew and gulping down his last drops of good coffee. Everyone got to their feet to head out for the coach. The two men set their empty mugs on the bar, then called out to Dax.

“Marshal, ya want to take them dang cuffs off of Bart. He won’t be taking the stage with y’all from here on.”

Dax took a closer look at the man speaking. Then he noticed the jagged scar on the side of the man’s face.

Dax said, “Is he a friend, or maybe he’s your brother?”

“I reckon he’s both, Marshal,” the man said. “Now get them cuffs off, or else we might have to shoot everybody in here.”

A frightful moan sounded from the others, except for the little girl. She just clung tightly to her grandmother and began to cry.

Bart Lomas turned his back to Dax.

“Here. Get these cuffs off me now!” he demanded.

Dax had no other choice at that moment, so he reluctantly removed the handcuffs.

Bart Lomas was a free man now, as
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