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Chapter 1
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Bowie Rayburn and his band of hangers-on whooped it up as they often did when the sheriff was out of town.  Somehow they always seemed to know just when that would be.

Now Bowie prodded his skittish horse onto the rough wooden sidewalk and into position beside the quarter-paned front window of the newspaper office; his voice, loud and mocking, echoed along the sparsely populated main street, “Hey, paperboy!  C’mon out where the action is!  My brother don’t make all the news ‘round here!”

Snickering and hooting, the others egged him on: “You tell ‘em, Bowie!”, “Get ‘em out here!”, “Show ‘em, Bowie!” 

Anxiously twisting the ring Adam had given her to mark their engagement, Charlotte wondered what could be done about the hooligans in the street.  Where was the deputy?  Surely he must have heard them by now.  Then she remembered—Charlie Parker wasn’t one to take a stand, unless it was behind the sheriff.  

Emboldened by the liquor under his belt and the sneering taunts of his friends, Bowie kicked at two of the glass panes until they cracked and shattered.  Seeing Charlotte through the broken frame, his mood turned ugly.  “Hey, looky there—if it ain’t Missy Charlotte!  Didn’t know you was here, honey, or we’d have come sooner!”  At this the others stepped up their hoots and laughter, yelling derisively about a ‘real’ party.

Charlotte recognized the frustrated annoyance in Adam’s face; she knew he was about to act, and she had to stop him.  She said nervously, “Don’t go out there!  Please, Adam!  You know that’s just what they want—to pick a fight over those articles about Coley.”  

Adam wondered how long the harassment would continue and how far it would go.  It had already escalated far beyond arguments with Bowie’s brother.  “Don’t worry, Charlotte, it’ll be all right,” he said, trying to project a calm he didn’t feel.  “This is about all we can expect from that bunch.  I’ll talk to them, try to settle them down; maybe I can persuade them to move on.”  

Unable to stop him, Charlotte watched through the broken window as he went out to meet the rowdy riders, now bunched and circling in the middle of the street.  As Adam stepped off the sidewalk, Bowie maneuvered his horse behind him and began to nudge him toward the others.  Soon Adam was being buffeted by the nervously prancing horses, while their drunken riders continued to yell and shoot wildly into the air.  

A crowd attracted by the commotion watched the mounting violence, yet no one moved to stop it.  Bowie’s antics were nothing new, and so far had been little more than an annoying nuisance in the normally staid little community.  Coley Rayburn would surely pay for the broken window, just as he had always paid for all the other damage caused by his unruly younger brother. 

Charlotte watched the riders spur their horses ever closer to the fragile figure in their midst.  If Adam fell, he would be trampled.  She ran to the door, flung it open and screamed, “Stop it!  Leave him alone, all of you!  Stop it!  Stop it!”  

Charlotte’s scream was a distraction, but only for an instant.  Seeing her in the doorway, Bowie smiled cruelly.  They had grown up together, yet she hardly recognized him.  His boyish face was contorted, and he was no longer laughing.  “Sure, girly,” he yelled, his voice coldly penetrating the hoots of the others, “we’ll leave ‘em alone—real soon now!”  Frozen in fear and disbelief, Charlotte watched as Bowie Rayburn lowered his gun and turned the barrel toward Adam.  She watched the recoil as the bullets left their chambers again and again.  She watched Adam slump to the ground, watched hooves pummel him as he lay there.  

Suddenly she heard nothing, saw nothing but Adam.  Ignoring an instinct that it was already too late, she ran into the street, pushed her way through the now panicked horses, and fought her way to the figure lying crumpled at their feet.  Someone yelled...it was Luke Sammey’s drawl: “Ya shouldn’t oughta done that, Bowie!  Come on now, let’s git!”  Then it was Bowie’s voice, contemptuous and arrogant: “Yeah, I’m leavin’ all right—but ain’t no rush, Luke.  She can’t do nothin’—she’s just a girl!”  In a voice that seemed almost a whisper, he leaned down and mocked her, “So long, honey; think of me sometime.”  Then he wheeled his horse and spurred it toward the others, who were already pulling away.  

As suddenly as it had begun, the nightmare was over.  Charlotte was vaguely aware of being on the ground, kneeling beside Adam, cradling his once handsome face, his broken body; his blood covered her hands, her dress where she had held him close, and seeped into the hard-packed clay of the dusty street.  She heard a scream, and then a tortured sobbing sound repeating over and over: “You’ll pay!  By all that’s holy, you’ll pay!  I’ll see you dead, Bowie Rayburn!  You hear me?  I swear it!  I’ll see you dead!”  She never knew it was her own voice screaming those terrible words, just as she never knew whose arms pried her own from Adam’s lifeless body.  

Someone led her away, still sobbing, still screaming, still calling Adam’s name until all grew dark, while Bowie Rayburn’s taunt echoed in her mind, searing her grief: “She can’t do nothin’—she’s just a girl!”
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THREE YEARS LATER...

Matt Whittaker cursed his decision to take the one remaining seat on the outbound stage.  In place of the relative comfort, safety, and companionship he had hoped for during the ninety miles to North Fork, he was having to endure more discomfort than he had ever thought possible. 

It was the second day of his trip since leaving the rail line at Montague.  He had initially intended to buy a horse and make his own way to his next destination.  It had been a last-minute decision to take the stage, which stood outside the depot, obviously ready to depart.  The driver for the run to North Fork, Poke Washburn, was testing the line securing an ornate carrying bag to the top of the coach when Matt walked up, still undecided.  He remembered the encounter with regret.

“Good morning,” he called out.  “Are you going as far as North Fork?”

Poke gave the line one final tug before turning his attention to his last potential passenger.

“Sure am, friend, and a good deal beyond that if you’ve a mind to stay put.  Got one seat left and fixin’ to pull out real soon.  You just got time to get a ticket, if you hurry.”

Watching Poke, Matt was reminded of the scouts he’d seen shepherding westbound wagon trains—long hair held back with strips of rawhide, skin mountain tough and as tanned as the rugged buckskins they often wore.  Those men were a resourceful breed, and if trouble came, they would pull through if pulling through were possible.  It was this recollection that caused Matt to entrust himself and his gear to the grizzled old timer fussing with the luggage ties. 

Besides, after a quick scan of the passengers already on board, Matt decided the trip couldn’t be that bad; if the others could take it, so could he, and he had always disliked traveling alone.  Unsure of accommodations and knowing he would surely need a horse at some point before returning home to St. Louis, he had packed no more than would fit in a small traveling bag and bedroll behind his saddle.  

And so he handed Poke a ticket for the last seat on the outbound stage.

“By the way, I’m Matt Whittaker,” he volunteered.  He was fully aware of being quickly sized up by shrewd eyes partly hidden by bushy gray brows.  He must have passed inspection, because the scruffy beard parted, revealing a mouth full of neglect, as its owner replied, “Howdy, Matt.  You can call me Poke.  Most folks do.”  Matt acknowledged the information with a nod and prepared to take his place among the other passengers.

Being the last to board, Matt was relegated to the center bench seat.  Thinking back, he realized the sight of the narrow leather strap that was intended to serve as a backrest was a warning he’d failed to heed.  He recalls thinking he would move to the wider and more comfortable rear seat at his first opportunity, which would surely come as passengers disembarked at some point along their route.  Unfortunately, this particular occurrence failed to materialize.

Matt’s companions on this odyssey were definitely not in a talkative mood, but he could hardly blame them.  His own attempts at conversation brought him only the taste of the trail as dusty grit kicked up by the horses and the wheels blew across his face and into his mouth.  Lowering the window flaps brought some relief, except that in full sun in the early July heat the interior of the coach was then transformed into an oven; it was almost as hot as one with the flaps up.  The passengers soon discovered, however, that the heat was preferable to what else found its way into the coach every time Poke spat over his shoulder.  They decided to keep the front flaps fully extended downward for the remainder of their journey.  

Three gruff-looking men, who appeared to be traveling together, occupied the front seat.  Sensing each would be more at home astride a horse, Matt wondered why they would instead choose to bounce around inside the coach like the sacks of mail at their feet.  He assumed they had been promised work at one of the area ranches along the stage route and were headed there now.  Sharing the center bench was a Mexican vaquero and a man in a suit similar to his own who sat clutching a small square suitcase on his lap.  Matt wondered if the Mexican’s destination was the same as that of the cowpokes in front; he supposed it could be a possibility, although they gave no hint of recognition.  The rear seat, lightly padded in worn black leather and the most comfortable of what comfort was available, had been chivalrously offered to a middle-aged matron traveling with her two young daughters.  No one spoke as they jostled one another, all of them covered with a fine layer of brown dust.

A trip that should have taken no more than part of a day was extended after a breakdown that occurred three hours after leaving Montague.  The jolt of a particularly nasty rut shattered two spokes of the coach’s rear wheel, distorting the metal running band and causing the coach to rock precariously.  Poke Washburn, in language that expanded the vocabulary of everyone within earshot, laid the cause on the heavier-than-usual volume of mail he carried.  His charges were forced to endure his ranting at the stage line’s desire for increased efficiency, an ambition that prompted the addition of several more bags of mail for each run.  These extra parcels were subsequently transported not only in the boot, or secured on top with the luggage, but were now uncomfortably interspersed among the legs of the passengers inside the coach.  

Poke proceeded to advise them of his observation that the increased efficiency brought about by the additional mail bags had yet to translate into any increase in the salaries of himself or the other drivers for the line.  It was only after this disgruntled discourse that Matt and the other passengers were allowed to disembark while Poke made some jerrybuilt repairs they all hoped would get them to the next station.  Matt recalled his first impression of Poke and was reassured that, somehow, the wheel would indeed hold; he doubted they could be in better hands than those of the crusty old codger in the driver’s seat.

Arrival at the Cactus Creek depot ordinarily would have entailed no more than a change of horses and a brief rest stop for the stage’s human cargo.  The damage to the wheel, however, caused them to be delayed until a suitable repair could be fashioned in the forge behind the station.  By the time the wheel was once again installed on the stage the sun had gone down, causing Poke to decide in favor of a layover.  Protests were quick in coming.  After a furtive glance at their prospective shelter, the woman with the children in tow was the first to voice her disapproval with Poke’s decision.  “But driver, surely we can continue now that the wheel has been repaired?  Isn’t there any way we can drive through to North Fork?  Surely we can travel after dark?”

The salesman added his opinion to the chorus of disapproval.  “Yes, why can’t we just go on?  I have appointments in North Fork and a schedule to keep.  The horses are rested, and the wheel repaired.  Why can’t we go on?”

Finally, the vaquero felt compelled to add the weight of his voice to that of his fellow passengers in the hope of melting Poke’s apparent resolve.  “Senor, I also must protest.  I have important business awaiting my attention at my hacienda.  I must arrive as soon as possible.  If the wheel is now good, why can we not continue?”

“Well, I’ll tell ya all why,” Poke called back, already making his way inside.  “You all maybe kin sleep on the road, but I can’t; and I ain’t about to prop myself up on that thar seat to bounce along in the dark.  We’ll lay over here tonight, git a bite to eat, and hit the road at first light.”  His voice trailed off as he disappeared inside the station, leaving his passengers with no choice but to resign themselves to their driver’s decision.

From Poke’s familiarity with the station attendant, a hulking giant whom he referred to as Muley, Matt gathered the two shared some kind of past.  He suspected the link might well have been hunting of some sort, perhaps buffalo.  Or maybe they scouted for the Army; he could see them in that role too.  Whatever it was, the two greeted each other as well met comrades.  

Matt’s spirits sank when the station first came into view and a closer look did nothing to lift them; it was little more than a sod hovel with a corral and blacksmith shop in back.  He and the others entered with trepidation.  After a cursory peek at their proposed sleeping arrangements—a collection of cots set off from the kitchen by muslin curtains and having the appearance of a human stable—the passengers made an unspoken and collective decision to sleep on the stage.  Their meal that evening brought only more disappointment, for it consisted of a barely palatable stew with meat that might once have been venison.  Seeing the watery mass on his plate, Matt decided that a walk along the nearby creek with his pipe would do for dinner.  

Looking back on it now, he recalled that only Poke ate with gusto, and only after following every other bite with a swig from the flask he carried everywhere.  Poke and Muley spent the next several hours exchanging news and reliving past exploits, which most likely grew in scale, excitement, and danger with each retelling.  Matt had been right—the two had spent time as skinners in the Black Hills.  This had been years before, when both were much younger men, yet it obviously came alive with each retelling, never seeming quite so long ago or far away.

Matt listened to their stories for a while as he fixed his pipe, carefully tamping down the contents of the bowl twice before attempting a light; then, assured the smoke was drawing smoothly, he headed for the bank of the creek behind the station.  He followed the stream until his tobacco burned down.  Returning to the station, he again cursed his stupidity in deciding on the coach instead of making his own way to North Fork.  He spent the night on the stage with the other passengers, all of them locked in their sweat drenched and dust embedded clothing.  They restlessly tried to accommodate their discomfort as well as they could on the bare boards that passed for seating, a discomfort only slightly relieved by propping their feet on the mail bags that littered the floor of the coach.  

Conversation was still sparse, although from what he was able to make out, the three up-front were headed for Colorado.  They had sold their horses to buy their tickets, which included meals, so they were particularly disappointed at the evening’s dinner.  They argued quite a bit about the decision regarding their horses.  One of them, whom the others called Jig, seemed to be in charge and obviously did the thinking for the other two.  Now his leadership was being called into question by his comrades as their stomachs rumbled.  In spite of himself, Matt couldn’t help overhearing their whispered comments as they considered how they would obtain fresh mounts and head cross-country to their destination, again somewhere in Colorado.  It seems they had some idea of trying their hands at a silver strike they’d heard about.  Matt knew a bit about mining and the fever that hit some when talk of a strike went around, having been stricken himself in his younger days.  But mining was long, lonely, backbreaking work.  He figured a taste of it and the three would be on the lookout for another scheme, something easier and more profitable for the amount of time and sweat they were willing to invest.

The vaquero spoke of a ranch near North Fork, a small town at the north fork of the Solomon River.  Having arranged for a horse to be waiting for him at the livery stable in town, he would make his way home from there.  The salesman expected to spend a few days in town, just long enough to canvass the merchants and wire their orders to his home office.  The woman and her children would be joined by her husband on their arrival at the depot.  Matt noted that of the group now assembled, only the three drifters up front would continue on with the coach.

Sun up found the motley travelers at the creek, washing off the dust as best they could before setting off for another round of accumulation.  By again unspoken general agreement, they skipped breakfast.

The stage stopped at two more stations along their route, both of which appeared to offer more comfortable and inviting facilities than the first.  Now, however, the stops were brief—a change of horses and short respite for the passengers—before the journey continued.

After two uncomfortable days being jostled about on wooden benches in gale like winds over seemingly endless prairie, the North Fork depot was a welcome sight late that next afternoon.  While waiting for his bedroll and traveling bag to be retrieved from the boot, Matt watched the vaquero head toward the livery stable for the horse waiting there, while the women were met by a man with whom they exchanged embraces and lively chatter.  He noticed the drifters meander toward the saloon across from the depot, no doubt eager to wash some of the trail dust from their throats.  When Matt had collected his gear, he and the salesman headed for one of the town’s two hotels.  Initially intending to burn his clothes after the stage journey, Matt found them salvageable after an hour spent cleaning up before heading down to the dining room for his first meal since leaving the train.

Fresh sheets and a comfortable bed were a welcome change after restless nights spent sitting up, first on the train, than on the coach from Montague, and Matt turned in early that evening for some badly needed sleep.  The next morning, after a hearty breakfast at the hotel, he headed to the livery stable for a horse that would take him to the Circle B ranch and his meeting with the C. Beckford who had hired him.  His employer had given him directions from town so he had no need to either ask for help or alert anyone to his business.  The blacksmith in charge of the stable had a good-looking bay on hand fully outfitted at a reasonable price.  The actual transaction took little time; what held Matt at the stable longer than he would have cared to stay was the curiosity of the smithy when confronted with a stranger in town.

“If you return the bay and he’s none the worse for wear, I’ll buy him back at a good price,” the man told him.  “You expect to be comin’ back this way any time soon?”

“I’m not sure,” Matt told him.  “It depends on how long I have to stay in the area to complete my business.”

“Well, whereabouts you bound for?  Maybe I can help.  I know just about everybody in these parts; maybe I can point you to whatever it is you’re interested in.”

“Thanks, but I don’t think so.  I’m not here for myself.  The fact is I represent interests back in St. Louis.  I was sent here to scout the area for land and cattle.  I expect to be covering quite a bit of territory, so I don’t know when or if I’ll be heading back this way.”  

The explanation seemed to mollify his inquisitor, who just said, “Oh, well then, good luck to you.  And remember what I said about the bay, just in case.”
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Chapter 3
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Matt left town heading northwest.  The broad flatlands of the Kansas plains slowly changed to a hilly landscape as he neared the Colorado border.  A little over three hours on the meandering trail brought him within sight of the ranch.  A weathered board with the Circle B brand burned into it marked the entrance to a compound consisting of the main house, barn, corral, and assorted outbuildings.  A dog’s barking signaled his approach.  A large hound of undetermined ancestry bounded out to meet him, barking and running around his horse on its way to the house.  A young woman stood in the doorway watching him as he rode up and dismounted.  Only after he’d climbed the two steps to the porch did she come forward to greet him.

Matt took off his hat and spoke first.  “Good morning, ma’am.  My name’s Matt Whittaker and I’m here to see Mr. Beckford.”

“I’m very happy to see you, Mr. Whittaker,” she told him, “but I’m afraid there is no Mr. Beckford.  I’m Charlotte Beckford; it was I who engaged you.”

Now Matt looked closely at the C. Beckford who had summoned him.  She appeared to be all of about twenty-two, he guessed, average height for a woman and quite pretty, with regular features and clear green eyes.  She was dressed in a riding skirt and blouse, her long red hair pulled back and secured with turtle shell combs.

Working for a woman was something he hadn’t anticipated.  Her original letter to him, signed C. Beckford, explained only a need to identify a ring of nightriders who had been siphoning off stock from her ranch and other spreads in the area.  She hadn’t corrected him when he’d sent a confirming telegram addressed to Mr. C. Beckford.  He realized she considered that he might not come if he’d known his employer would be a woman, and in that assumption she probably would have been right.  He was already considering the trip back to the train station and determined that this time he would make the ride to Montague alone.  As he was mentally planning his return to St. Louis, she spoke again.  His thinking had apparently been more obvious than he’d intended.

“Please come in, Mr. Whittaker.  I’m sorry I’m not what you expected, but I’m glad you’re here.  We need your help.”

“We?  You said there was no Mr. Beckford,” he questioned, his annoyance evident in his tone.

“There isn’t; at least, not any more.  Arch Beckford was my uncle,” she explained.  “He died a short time ago.  I was his only living relative, so the ranch came to me.”

“I see.  I’m very sorry about your uncle,” Matt said, his annoyance only slightly mollified.

“Thank you.  But please come in and let me explain why I’ve sent for you.  I made some apple pies this morning and just pulled a pot of fresh coffee off the stove.”

Matt followed her inside.  She led the way through a sitting room to a kitchen beyond and motioned him to a chair at the table.  She poured two cups of coffee and cut two slices of pie, one considerably larger than the other.  She set their places, with the larger slice of pie in front of Matt, before taking her own seat across from him.  He waited until she was settled before he spoke again.  

“All right now, Miss Beckford.  Just what is this all about?”

Charlotte took a sip of her coffee and toyed with the pie in front of her for a moment before answering; then she began her explanation.  “I was raised here, Mr. Whittaker.  My uncle and I lived here after my parents died.  Three years ago, he sent me to live with family friends, the Jessups, in Illinois.  Three months ago I received a letter from him asking that I return home.  He said he had not been well and needed me.  Of course, I came at once.”

She paused, as if thinking back on what she’d told him, before she continued.  “I was met at the stage depot in North Fork by my foreman, Hank Stiles.  He told me that my uncle had died a few days before.  Since I was already on my way here, he’d had no way to reach me.  Hank buried him in our family plot about a quarter mile from here.  That
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