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Just a Johnny Reb




Laramie Coyle had seen enough bloodshed to last him a lifetime. All he wanted in the aftermath of the Civil War was to find some land in the Big Bend country and start himself a spread. But when he was forced to kill the wrong man, his plans were shot to hell. The consequences of that one action dogged him no matter where he went, because Laramie had made himself a powerful enemy of the dead man’s father.

But just when Laramie had lost all hope, Fate threw him a second chance. Someone was willing to pay him good money to find one man in the chaos of post-Civil War Texas. It might not be easy, but it sure sounded simple enough. But it wasn’t simple at all. Because Laramie was just about to buy himself a whole new batch of trouble.




Legacy of the Cougar



Old Cougar Kirkland had built up one of the biggest ranches in the state. He had the most land, the biggest herd, the toughest crew. He was a man who had once taken on a cougar with nothing more than his bare hands to save the rest of his men. He was a man to respect.

But what was the point to any of it, if he didn’t have an heir?

But Cougar did have an heir—after his wife had left him and taken their baby son with her, he just didn’t know where to find him. So he sent his foreman, Tag Malone, to track him down and bring him home.

Trouble was, someone else had his eye on old Cougar’s ranch … and he didn’t plan on sharing it with anyone. Anyone at all …
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As well as writing under the pen name of Hank J. Kirby, Australian writer Keith Hetherington has also worked as television scriptwriter on such Australian TV shows as Homicide, Matlock Police,  and Chopper Squad. He has penned hundreds of westerns (the figure varies between 600 and 1000) under the names 'Kirk Hamilton' (including the legendary Bannerman the Enforcer series) and Clay Nash as 'Brett Waring'. Both series now published digitally by Piccadilly Publishing. 



Read More on Keith









[image: Image]






Chapter One – Wrong Man



AFTER THE CIVIL War ended, jobs of any kind were mighty hard to come by unless a man was a Yankee or a Yankee sympathizer. If he was a Southerner, especially if he’d fought in the War, if he found work he was lucky.

He grabbed the job with both hands and held on tooth and nail.

Laramie Coyle was lucky enough to find himself a job as a deputy sheriff in a small north Missouri town and he made sure he dotted all his ‘I’s and crossed all his ‘T’s to keep his position. He’d had enough of empty bellies and walking the streets like a bum since the end of the conflict.

So when Bo Chaplin began baiting him that night in the saloon, Coyle bent over backward to let the insults slide off him. He knew if he allowed Chaplin to rile him, he was in for a heap of trouble. Bo Chaplin was not only a Yankee, he was the son of Big Jesse Chaplin, the biggest and most powerful landowner in the district. Big Jesse had moved in with the carpetbaggers and the vanguard of the Administration. He’d laid his claim to a few thousand acres and hired a tough crew to help him keep them. He had a lot of say about everything. Some said he ran the county. He sure had Sheriff Carne beaten down. Carne was a Southerner, demoralized by the War and content to do whatever he had to so as to get along. If it meant licking a Yankee boot or two, that was okay. He wanted no more trouble in his life.

When he took on Laramie Coyle he figured he was making a smart move. Coyle had seen enough of killing and violence too. He was a man dead set on taking the easy way out. Coyle didn’t even mind working long hours, and if there was any rough stuff, he was there to handle it and let Carne stand back.

Coyle had worked the whole thing out in his mind. Swallow the insults and a certain amount of pushing around by the Yankees, in exchange for peace and quiet and three square meals a day. What could be simpler?

But there was an invisible line he still wouldn’t cross and another that was marked in his mind ‘enough.’

It was at the point where push came to shove.

That night Bo Chaplin crossed the line … onto Coyle’s side. He did it deliberately.

Bo felt confident, because he had two hardcases from the Horseshoe C with him in the bar. Coyle had ignored the jibes for several minutes, checking the place for drunks and card cheats. When he’d finished, he strolled up to the bar for his usual free drink. That was when Bo winked at one of the hardcases and moved in. He wasn’t drunk but he’d had enough booze to make him mean and he wanted trouble this night, come hell or high water. What’s more, he wanted trouble with Deputy Laramie Coyle.

Coyle nodded to the barkeep and lifted his shot of whiskey to his mouth.

Bo Chaplin lurched clumsily against him so the thick rim of the shot glass mashed into his lip, splitting it against his teeth. The raw spirits stung the cut as Coyle spat blood.

Sudden silence hit the room.

Coyle sucked at his injured mouth for what seemed an age, then he looked at what remained of the whiskey in his glass, tossed it down and turned toward the grinning Chaplin. Bo immediately composed his face, trying to look innocent and concerned both.

“Why, you poor, sorry thing, deputy. You cut up much?”

“Nope,” Coyle said, sleeving the blood off his mouth and turning away.

“Too bad. I figured a harelip would improve your looks some. Never did see such an ugly mouth as yours.”

Chaplin could barely keep from laughing. The hardcases, a tall redhead and a short, hard-muscled, blocky man, snickered.

“Do believe it’s made me even uglier,” the deputy said. “For sure it’s put me in an ugly frame of mind.”

Chaplin raised his eyebrows.

“Mind? Didn’t know you had a mind. Hey, Red, you ever notice the deputy showin’ signs he had a brain? All I ever saw was his big mouth.”

“What can you expect from a Johnny Reb with a badge?”

“I reckon you’re right, Red. Seems to me the deputy’s tryin’ to start somethin’.”

“Nope,” repeated Coyle. “I don’t want no trouble with you. All I want is another shot of red-eye.”

Bo Chaplin snorted.

“I ain’t buyin’ you no drink, Reb! You never even paid for the one you spilled.”

“Yeah, well, that’s how I figured you’d see things, Bo.”

“Watch it. He’s gettin’ nasty!” chuckled the short, dark man. “You could get yourself arrested, Bo.”

“I’m scared silly!” Bo held up both hands and shook them, his eyes narrowing as he looked at Coyle. In a low voice, he added, “Go ahead, you son of a bitch—start somethin’!”

Coyle nodded as he licked his injured lip.

“I see I got three of you to handle, so I reckon I better even up the odds first.”

His six-gun swept up from the open holster on his right hip and crashed into the middle of the short, dark man’s forehead. The man’s eyes rolled until only the whites showed and he collapsed in a heap, head rapping the brass bar foot rail. The redhead’s mouth sagged and he started to back away, but he was too slow. The deputy’s six-gun swung around and smashed into the side of his head. The blow knocked his hat halfway along the bar. Red slid after it for a couple of feet, made a desperate but futile grab at the edge of the counter and sprawled on his face in the stained sawdust.

Men in the room came to their feet as, smiling coldly, Coyle turned to the white-faced Bo Chaplin.

“Now, that’s more like it. Man to man … or man to yellerbelly, I ain’t too sure which. You gonna buy me that other whiskey, Yank?”

“I’ll stand you another drink, deputy!” the barkeep offered, bottle hovering, anxious to avoid trouble.

Without looking at the ’keep, Coyle shook his head.

“No need. Bo’s gonna buy me one.”

Chaplin’s nostrils were pinched and white and his eyes had shrunk deep in their sockets. He stood rigid, staring at the deputy. Then, as a slow flush crept across his face, he flicked his gaze quickly around the room. Mostly Yankees, townsmen who were afraid of his father. Surely he could count on them if things got too much out of hand ...

Bo shook his head obstinately and bared his teeth.

“I ain’t buyin’ you spit, Reb ...”

Coyle nodded as if to himself and Bo flinched back when the deputy’s gun hand moved, but Coyle was only holstering the weapon.

Bo frowned, bewildered.

“The hell’re you up to?”

“You ain’t gonna buy me another whiskey, I guess I’m gonna have to take it outta your hide … and a little something extra for the hassle.”

Bo sneered. “You lay a hand on me—”

The rest of the words were crammed back into his mouth as hard knuckles pulped his lips and loosened two teeth. Bo staggered back along the length of the bar, tasting his own blood. Pain spread clear across his face. Then his spurs caught on Red’s sprawled body and he went down in an undignified heap.

A growl of disapproval came from some of the spectators, but when Coyle turned to look at them, no one said anything. Several men dropped their eyes hurriedly. Coyle walked forward without haste, reached down for Bo’s shirt collar and hauled the man to his feet. Bo knew he was in for a fight or a beating now and the booze surged through him, bringing out his innate meanness. He hooked a body blow into the deputy on the way up, making Coyle gag and almost release his hold on Bo’s shirt. Chaplin surged up and tried to ram the top of his head into Coyle’s face, but the deputy jerked his head aside and rammed Bo’s face against the zinc edge of the bar.

The man’s nose pulped and Chaplin sagged to his knees. He yelled as he clapped both hands to his face, blood showing between his fingers. Coyle grabbed at the man’s hair and drove his forehead against the bar front. Bo let his hands fall and he turned desperately. Coyle kicked him in the chest.

There was a general gasp of dismay as Bo doubled up, coughing, then rolled onto his side and lay there unable to catch his breath.

“I reckon that’s about enough!”

Coyle turned at the sound of the deep voice. He saw a big man he had noticed earlier and recognized him as a cowhand from Horseshoe C. Two others sidled up behind the man, looking flushed and menacing, taking care to keep the big hombre in front of them.

Coyle, six foot one, had to tilt his head a little to meet the giant’s gaze.

“I was you, feller, I wouldn’t poke my nose in. This is law business.”

“Looks more like Yankee-Reb business to me … and you’re usin’ your badge to take advantage of young Bo there.”

“Who cares what it looks like to you? Back off!”

But Coyle soon realized the danger he was in. The big man making his move had drawn several other sympathizers to crowd Coyle in close to the bar. A few Southerners were in the room but they couldn’t be expected to buy in and help him. That was asking too much.

He was alone and the odds had gone way, way up ...

“Laramie!”

Someone called the warning from his left and Coyle spun that way, his right hand instinctively streaking for his gun butt. Bo Chaplin had thrust to one knee and was bringing up a six-gun in both hands, his thumb slippery with his own blood as he tried to cock the hammer. Bo’s face was oozing blood and he was swaying so much the big man and his companions jumped back, afraid of stray lead.

It didn’t do him any good because when Bo got off the first shot, it took the big man in the right upper arm, bringing a gritted curse from his lips as he stumbled sideways.

Men scattered wildly as Coyle triggered his own Colt and saw his lead chew a piece out of the bar front. The splinter struck Chaplin in the hand and threw his second shot wide. His slug burned across Coyle’s left cheek, sending the deputy staggering and leaving a livid red weal.

Fighting to regain his balance, Coyle fired with his Colt braced against his hip and Bo Chaplin seemed to throw himself backward, arms wide. He crashed against the bar, spilled forward and rolled onto the floor. This time he was down for keeps.

The area in front of the bar billowed with clouds of powder smoke but Coyle—and many others—could see enough to know Bo Chaplin was dead. The deputy kept his gun in his hand as he saw the big man with the wounded arm lurch forward. His shirtsleeve was drenched with blood.

“You just done a damn fool thing, Deputy,” he said in his deep voice, made a little ragged by the pain from his wound.

“Bo fired first. I had no choice when his slug nicked your arm.”

The big man sneered, showing tombstone teeth.

“My arm was an accident. That’s what I’m gonna be tellin’ anyone who asks me.”

Coyle raked his cold gaze around the crowd.

“Reckon there’s enough witnesses to bear up my story.”

Gazes dropped and slid sideways. Feet shuffled. Men edged out the side door.

The big man nodded accusingly.

“Wouldn’t count on too many witnesses, Deputy.”

Coyle stared blankly at the big man.

“That’s your gun arm Bo shot.”

“You don’t get it, do you? Ain’t gonna matter a hill of beans to Big Jesse Chaplin. You pulled the trigger on Bo. That’s all that’s gonna matter to him. I can get my arm fixed along at the sawbones.”

Laramie Coyle held the big man’s smoke-blue eyes for a long minute, unable to answer. The man was right. Nothing else would matter to Big Jesse.

The fact that his only son had died at the hands of a Johnny Reb would drive him loco.

Coyle had sure picked the wrong time to lose his temper.




Chapter Two – To the Ends of the Earth



LARAMIE COYLE WAS lucky the town only had a circuit judge. Had it been a local man, Big Jesse Chaplin would have gotten to him for sure and Coyle would have ended up swinging on the end of a rope.

“Shoot, you know what you gone an’ done?” Sheriff Carne exclaimed when Coyle reported in. “Bo was the biggest thing in Big Jesse’s life! Why couldn’t you keep a rein on your temper? I can’t help you now.”

Coyle shrugged. “Bo prodded me, and there’s a whole bar full of men who saw it.”

Carne, a slim man in his fifties, War-weary like everyone else and hoping to coast along until his retirement, folded into his swivel chair.

“No one’s gonna back you. You’re dreamin’, boy. I caught a lot of shit even for hirin’ you in this town. But you showed you could do your job okay and that was all I was interested in. This is different. I ain’t big enough to buck someone like Jesse Chaplin. He’s gonna lay down the law over this and I’m bound to go along.”

“You’re s’posed to be the law.”

Carne shook his head slowly.

“Coyle, you’re still young. I can give you twenty-odd years. I’m tired and my lungs ain’t never been no good since I spent sixteen days in them swamps around Bull’s Crossin’ and I aim to take it easy as I can for the rest of my life. That means goin’ along, without makin’ too much fuss about anythin’, includin’ what happens to a man who guns down the son of the most powerful man hereabouts. I’m sorry, Coyle. You an’ me got along fine, but you’re on your own now. I’m gonna take your statement and that of anyone else willin’ to speak out. That’s as far as I’m prepared to go.”

“But when Jesse Chaplin brings the hang rope, you’ll tie the knot,” Coyle finished bitterly.

Carne turned away to rummage in his desk drawer.

“I’m sorry, Coyle. I gotta think of myself. I got a wife and a poorly daughter, you know that. I want to go on livin’ here … I’ll try to see you ain’t railroaded, but that’s about the best I can promise.”

Coyle thumbed back his hat and a few strands of short brown hair curled onto his forehead. He took out tobacco and papers and rolled a cigarette, stuck it between his wide lips and scraped a vesta into flame on the arm of his chair.

“You know, Sheriff, I can see how a man of your age and with your responsibilities would want to act this way, so I’ll make it easy for you. I’ll hand in my badge right now.”

Sheriff Carne sat bolt upright in his chair.

“No need for that. There’ll have to be an inquiry and Jesse Chaplin’s bound to insist you’re suspended till it comes off. I figure I can talk him outta that if I work at it. You stay in the job and you’ll be paid right up till the time the inquiry ends. You throw in your badge now, and you’ll look mighty guilty. Your only hope is to keep goin’ as though everythin’ was normal.”

Coyle grinned. “Normal? I’ll be lucky if I don’t get a slug in my back, from what you say. By the time the hearin’s over, you’ll have to find yourself another deputy anyway—one who might not be as willin’ as me.”

Carne stared at him.

“I’m tryin’ to help. You don’t want my help, I can always throw you in jail till the judge gets here. Way I see it, you’re a dead man no matter what I do.”

“You’re in a flap because you see all your plans for the future goin’ down the drain. You’ll do what you have to. I guess whatever it is, it’ll have to be somethin’ to smooth Jesse Chaplin. All I ask is you guarantee me a fair hearing and I won’t give you no trouble. I don’t aim to run out and have some murder charge cooked up agin me. I want this inquiry. I want my name cleared before Jesse Chaplin twists things around and brands me a killer.”

“All right. So just carry on for now and I’ll wire the judge and tell him we got some work for him up here.”

Laramie Coyle sighed and nodded as he stood wearily. “That means you want me to finish town patrol?”

Carne pursed his lips and heaved to his feet slowly, reaching for hat and gun rig hanging on a peg on the wall behind his desk. “No, I better do that. Chaplin will be in before mornin’. I better be able to tell him I took you off duty for the time bein’ … but you report as usual tomorrow.”

Coyle nodded. His mind had gone dull. He wondered if, when he reached Carne’s age, he’d have to play fool politics in order to survive.

But the thought was cut short. Likely he wouldn’t live long enough to find out.



“I want to see him hang, Carne!”

Big Jesse Chaplin seemed to fill the sheriff’s office, two of his men crowding in behind him. The rancher was about Carne’s age, maybe a couple of years older, but there the resemblance ended. Chaplin was well-fed and solidly built against the lawman’s leanness and his clothes were fine quality. He had a bully’s face and the arrogance of a man who knew he could buy and sell this town ten times over.

“May not be so simple, Mr. Chaplin,” Carne said uneasily. “I been takin’ statements all night and there’s at least a dozen witnesses say Bo prodded Coyle and in the end, Bo drew and fired first. One of your own men was wounded—Kelly, I believe.”

Chaplin’s small, round eyes narrowed so he looked like a lizard. He carried a quirt and he slapped it against his thigh, always a sign of irritation. Carne knew it and swallowed, trying not to let his hands shake.

“All the statements you took, they were from Johnny Rebs.”

“Five, Mr. Chaplin. The rest were regular folks like us.”

Chaplin curled a thick lip. “No such thing as us, Carne. I don’t lump together with the likes of you—neither did my son. I’m from the North. Are you tellin’ me seven Northerners backed Coyle’s story?”

“Yessir.” The sheriff kept his eyes on his desk. “The fact is, Mr. Chaplin, Bo … well, he didn’t make himself popular. He’d riled a lot of folks.”

Chaplin’s jaw muscles knotted and pulsed. His mouth stretched into a thin line. “What gives you the right to say that? Who the hell do you think you are?”

Carne cleared his throat.

“I … I’m doin’ things by the book, Mr. Chaplin. The Deputy Administrator is due down this way any time now. He examines this, he’ll find I done things according to the law.”

Chaplin nodded meaningfully.

“Figurin’ on hidin’ under the law books to keep yourself out of trouble? We’ll see. You wanna be careful stickin’ too close to the book. It’s dangerous. I’ll have a talk with you again.”

Carne slumped in his chair as the rancher stormed out. The sheriff was white and shaking as he reached for the whiskey in his lower desk drawer, fumbled for a glass, couldn’t find it and drank a hefty slug straight from the bottle.



The hearing was short and the judge terse in his summing up.

“I got enough affidavits and statements here to convince me this was a case of self-defense. Deputy Coyle has collected statements from folks who swear Bo Chaplin made a habit of starting trouble whenever he had been drinking hard—and that seems to have been often enough. The fact that this is a Southerner killing a Northerner does not enter into it.”

The judge glared from under bushy gray eyebrows at Jesse Chaplin as he said this.

“The War is over and the sooner folks get used to it and get on with the business of learning to live together, the better. The deputy seems to have tried to avoid trouble with Bo Chaplin for as long as he could. In my opinion, he showed remarkable restraint. Let it be entered in the records I find a clear case of self-defense with no case to answer by any person.”

He swiveled in his chair and set his gaze on Sheriff Carne.

“However, I would reprimand Sheriff Carne for not at once suspending Deputy Coyle until this hearing. Let that also be entered in the record.” The gavel pounded the bench and he bawled, “Next!”

Outside the courthouse, Laramie Coyle slowed when he saw Big Jesse Chaplin sitting his large black Arab, sided by three of his men.

“Your lucky day, Coyle,” Chaplin grated. “Make the most of it. Maybe tomorrow won’t be so lucky. You got off, but my boy’s still dead. Don’t think this is the end of it. You won’t walk away from me so lightly. I’m gonna hound you. Whenever you turn around, there I’ll be. You’ll never work again. You won’t be able to get a job or credit. I’ll find you wherever you go and I’ll wreck your life. I could have you killed, but now I don’t want it that way. I want you to suffer, you son of a bitch!”

He started to turn his horse and smiled coldly.

“Sheriff Carne wants a word with you.”

The horse wheeled and Chaplin rode away, followed by his men.

Coyle went in search of Carne.

The sheriff looked into the distance casually, as though he had something else on his mind. He mumbled his words so Coyle had to ask him to repeat them.

“I said … I’m gonna have to let you go.”

He raised his eyes momentarily, met Coyle’s cool, puzzled stare, then looked out the window of his office.

“Chaplin tell you to fire me?”

The sheriff shrugged.

“No. I got to thinkin’. Ain’t gonna be no good havin’ you walkin’ these streets from now on. There’ll be a lot of resentment, most stirred up by Chaplin and his hardcases. It can only spell trouble—for you and everyone else. Your name’s been cleared so no one can hold anythin’ agin you. I’ll write you a letter of recommendation if you want and you can collect pay till the end of the month. That’ll see you through till you find somethin’ else.”

Coyle continued to stare at the lawman but Carne wouldn’t meet his gaze. He fiddled with the papers on his desk.

“Chaplin got at you, didn’t he? It was him who told me you wanted to see me. What’d he do? Guarantee your retirement?”

Coyle hadn’t expected an answer, except maybe a denial, so it surprised him when, without looking up, Carne nodded.

“I’m sorry, Laramie, really am. I like you, but your own common sense should tell you not to stay here. Chaplin’d have you beat up or gunned down sooner or later. I couldn’t stop him.”

“So you’re doing me a favor, kicking me out?”

This time Carne looked at Coyle squarely. “Yeah … whether you believe it or not.”

Coyle shook his head and started for the door.

“What about your pay?”

“I’ll be back for that.”

Sheriff Carne watched him slam through the door. He leaned back in his chair.

“Can’t understand why he don’t count himself lucky to be alive. I went out on a limb to save his sorry carcass. Not a word of thanks.” He turned back to his work, wondering vaguely why he felt sick to his stomach.



Down in Jefferson City, Laramie Coyle joined a trail crew heading for Abilene, Kansas. There they aimed to meet up with another crew and together ride south into Texas to bring up a herd of cows. He hadn’t done trail herding since before the War, and then it had been down across the Rio into Mexico. Those were short drives compared with the months-long run up from Texas to the new railhead at Abilene. But a hardworking man on the trail could save a few bucks. After a few drives he might have enough to go chase up some homestead land somewhere, use the cash to stock it, start a small spread of his own.

That was the plan, leastways.

He had no trouble joining up with the trail crew, a mixed bunch of cowpokes, some from the North, some the South. All seemed prepared to take a man at face value and that was fine with Laramie Coyle.

Until they got to Abilene and met the trail boss. At first the man, name of Shaw, said okay, he could use an experienced hand, even if the experience was a few years back. But next day he came up as Coyle was getting his bedroll together, preparing for the long ride to Texas.

“Coyle, you’re welcome to ride along for the company, but I gotta tell you now, I cain’t hire you.”

Laramie glanced at Shaw over his shoulder.

“How come?”

Shaw looked awkward. “I’m only the contract drover, you savvy? I drive the herds to the railhead for the Texas spreads for a fee.”

“I’ve worked for a contract drover before.”

“Then you know he depends on goodwill to stay in business. I been told in no uncertain terms that hirin’ you loses me just about all the goodwill I got. In other words, I put you on my crew and I don’t get no more contracts. You ain’t a popular man among the Yankees. I gotta tell you, it ain’t Texans who run cows to market these days, amigo. It’s Yankees. They moved in, took over spreads for unpaid taxes, took cows in lieu of money. Some Texans were lucky and rounded up a few mavericks to build herds of their own. But most are still beat way down and it’s gonna be a long time before things change. Till they do, I gotta watch my step. If they say don’t hire, I don’t hire. Sorry, amigo.”

“Who told you not to hire me?”

“The hell’s it matter?” Shaw snapped. This thing made him irritable. “I been told and you been told. You’d best move outta camp.”

“I need to know in case I run into this same thing somewhere else.”

Shaw snorted. “You will, mister. You sure as hell will. The word’s gone out about you. I’d like to help a fellow Texan, but I can’t. Not until I’m way more independent.”

Coyle grinned sourly. “I guess it must be the long arm of Jesse Chaplin.”

“That man’s bad medicine,” grunted Shaw. “If I was you, I’d ride as far and as fast as I could, clear outta these parts. He’s mean as they come … and he’s sure got a grudge against you.”

“It’s a big country. Chaplin will get tired of his grudge sooner or later,” Coyle shrugged.

But he was wrong. Big Jesse Chaplin had spread the word far and wide. No one wanted to hire an ex-lawman who was quick to pull a trigger or beat a man’s face in with a six-gun or his fists.

That was the kind of reputation Coyle found himself acquiring. And folks listened. They didn’t have to believe it. Just the whisper, the suggestion that a man wasn’t as peaceful as he ought to be was enough in that climate after the War. Who needed more trouble? Sure, the whispers could’ve been checked out … but who had the time or the inclination?

There were men all over looking for work. If one didn’t look as though he’d measure up, get someone else. There were thousands to choose from ...

Coyle’s meager supplies began to run out. He slept in the open, shooting or trapping most of his grub. His clothes were soon patched and ragged, wearing through in several places. Then there was newspaper to stuff into his boots to give him something to walk on when the soles were gone through. He began to look just like the thousands of other bums and drifters making their way around the West at that time. Just on looks alone he was turned away in most cases. Now and again he managed a shave with his hunting knife, combed his hair after plastering it down with water and draped his jacket loosely over his shoulders to hide the worst tears and patches on his shirt. Those times he got himself a hearing. Sometimes an offer … until he spoke his name.

Then heads would shake and ‘sorry’ would be murmured and he would be asked to leave.

There was nothing for it but to change his name. He tried just ‘Laramie,’ but that was too close and he never lasted long before he was discovered. So he became Zac Bryant. Even then he couldn’t hide his Texas drawl, so he had to stay a Southerner. But now he could pick up work readily enough.

In Colorado by this time, he was felling trees in the San Juan Mountains. The trees were destined for transport down to the San Luis Valley. The man who employed him had a contract with a telegraph company to supply the poles needed to string the wire. The foreman told Coyle it was a good job and if he shaped up, he would be set through the winter and into the spring.

Coyle didn’t mind the hard work, the backbreaking labor, the blistered hands and aching muscles. He was working again, getting three meals a day, sleeping in a bunk under a roof—and making money. A man was paid by the number of trees he felled.

Coyle dragged way behind at first until he discovered the secret of the rhythm. No one helped him. It was up to each man to find out for himself. Coyle discovered the secret and soon he wasn’t far behind the more experienced timbermen.

Then in the third week, the boss sent for him and when he walked into the man’s makeshift office in a tent, he was handed some money.

“What’s this for?” Coyle asked, bewildered.

“You’ve earned it. I’ve paid you for five extra trees. Pack your gear and vamoose.”

Coyle felt the chill course through him. “I thought I was shapin’ up okay?”

“You are. But I can’t afford to have a troublemaker in my camp … Coyle.”

Laramie’s smoky eyes narrowed. “Someone’s been talkin’ to you.”

“Yeah. Told me the trouble you made in Missouri. How you were lucky to dodge the noose.” The boss held up his hand. “I ain’t interested in your side of the story. I don’t care if it was self-defense or not. You got a short fuse. I can’t use you in my camp. I got a contract and I got to meet a deadline. Can’t take time out to settle disputes. This camp’s full of axes and a hot-tempered ranny can split another from scalp to crotch before I can step in and stop it. Sorry, Coyle. Ride out as soon as you’re packed.”

Coyle paused by the tent flap.

“At least tell me who came to see you.”

The boss pursed his lips, scratched at his mustache and then nodded. “Why not? Feller name of Torch. Know him?”

“Can’t say I do.”

“Red hair and freckled skin, with a scar on his neck. Could be an old rope burn. Understand he’s stayin’ in town. Speaks kinda husky. You’ll find him, all right.”

Coyle nodded and went out, stuffing his pay into his shirt pocket, his face grim.

How could anyone connect Zac Bryant with Laramie Coyle? He needed to find the redhead to find the answer.






Chapter Three – Steady Job


FINDING TORCH WASN’T difficult. It was a lot easier than Laramie Coyle had expected.

He asked around town and three people right away told him they’d seen the redhead. The last man said he thought Torch was drinking in the saloon.

Coyle went in cautiously, stood just inside the batwings looking at the backs of the men hunched over drinks at the bar. Most had their hats pushed to the backs of their heads, so from this angle he couldn’t see the color of their hair. Nor was he in the right position to see their reflections in the bar mirror.

So he thumbed his own hat back and paused a few feet from the drinkers’ line to take out his tobacco sack and papers and begin rolling a cigarette.

Then he heard the voice, husky and strained, as if it hurt the man to talk.

“Barkeep, gimme another shot and a beer. Make sure it’s cold this time.”

The barkeep glared at the man standing third from the end. Coyle licked his cigarette paper, rolled it deftly and dropped it into his shirt pocket as he walked forward. He stopped behind the man, looked past him at the fly-specked mirror and between the reflections of bottles and stacked glasses made out a pale hatchet face, with a shock of flaming red hair framing it under the hat.

“Torch, ain’t it?” Coyle said quietly.

The man glanced casually over his shoulder, frowning. Then his lanky body stiffened and he swung around quickly. He was a couple of inches taller than Coyle, but even leaner, and his eyes had a pale amber glow deep inside, like a couple of burning coals. The rope burn scar on his neck, only partly hidden by his neckerchief, looked puckered and old, as if it had been there a long time.

He looked Coyle up and down.

“Talkin’ to me, feller?”

“You should know your own name.”

“I dunno you.” Torch licked his lips.

“The hell you don’t. Laramie Coyle. You seemed to know all about me up at the lumber camp.”

Torch continued to stare uneasily.

“I’ve heard the name. Laramie Coyle. Killed a man in Missouri just ’cause that man accidentally bumped his arm while he was drinkin’. Busted the jaw of another hombre who tried to stop him. That’s the way I heard it. A lot of folks have heard of Laramie Coyle.”

Torch was deliberately speaking loudly, getting the attention of other drinkers. All eyes were on Coyle.

“You must’ve been followin’ me around for quite a while now. How else would you know I changed my name? What’s Chaplin payin’ you?”

Torch’s eyes narrowed, but he shrugged casually enough.

“Man takes what he can get these days.”

“You’re not denying you work for Jesse Chaplin?”

“Ain’t sayin’ I do or I don’t. Ain’t no business of yours.”

Men began to edge away down the bar.
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