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Preface

Both real and fictional places are named in this book. However, the characters and events portrayed in this book are purely fictional. The story is in no way intended to reflect on any real persons, including the current or past citizens of any actual places. Any similarities to real events or actual persons are strictly coincidental and should not in any way be considered factual.
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After spending three months in the canyon lands of Utah rounding up wild mustangs, six men drove the herd to the railhead in Grand Junction, Colorado. The residents of Grand Junction had been anticipating the arrival of the herd for several days and when the herd finally arrived, most of the residents spilled into the streets to welcome the wranglers and take in the once in a lifetime sight of over two hundred horses being driven down Main Street. The entire town seemed to take on a festive atmosphere once the herd arrived and the six wranglers were treated like celebrities. The men were a wild lot with colorful backgrounds and after three months of virtual isolation, they were ready to do some celebrating, which lasted well into the night. 

On the following morning, wealthy Colorado rancher, Maxwell Jax, who had organized and financed the venture, met the six men at the Grand Mesa Bank. A photographer for the weekly newspaper was also there and after Jax posed for a few photographs with the men, he paid each of the men, shook their hands, and the adventure was over. The isolation, countless hardships, and encounters with renegade Indians and shootouts with men set on stealing the herd had bonded the men into a tightly knit group over the months, but after receiving their pay and exchanging a few parting words, most of the men shook hands and parted company.

Among the men were two displaced cowboys from Texas named Clyde Decker and Rusty Gibb. The two men had been best of friends since their families settled along the Pecos River in 1854. Together, they had fought Comanche, Kiowa, Mexican bandits, and survived the Civil War. But after twenty years of drifting from one adventure to the next, they were both anxious to return to their family ranches along the Pecos and settle down. So after selling off their personal horses and saddles, they bought some badly needed new clothes and two small canvas roll bags to pack their new wardrobes in and then they walked to the Rio Grande train depot. 

“What can I do for you fellas?” the railroad ticket agent asked as Rusty and Clyde walked to the ticket window.

“How close can you get us to Texas?” Rusty asked.

“Texas,” the man repeated with a surprised look. 

“Yeah, that’s right,” Rusty replied.

“You fellas have got a long train ride ahead of you if you’re headin’ all the way to Texas.”

“Mister, it took us the better part of twenty years to make it all the way out here on horseback. So, I reckon we can handle a few days on a train,” Rusty laughed.

“Well, the closest I can get you to Texas on the Rio Grande is to Santa Fe. Once you get there, you’ll have to buy tickets on the Santa Fe Railroad to take you across New Mexico and on into Texas.”

“Okay, we’ll take two tickets,” Rusty said with a happy grin. 

“That’ll be twenty six dollars apiece,” the ticket agent said as he pulled out two tickets and stamped them with the destination.”

“What time does the train leave?” Clyde asked as he counted out the money for his ticket. 

“Well, you already missed the train that would take you through to Durango. But there’s a train bound for Gunnison in an hour. You can take it to Montrose and then catch the southbound from there, that’ll take you to Ridgeway. You’ll have to spend the night in Ridgeway and catch another train tomorrow morning that’ll take you on to Durango. Once you get to Durango, you’ll have to change trains again and that train will take you all the way to Santa Fe.”

“You reckon you could write all that down for us?” Clyde asked. 

“Sure thing,” the ticket agent chuckled. 

The last rays of sunlight had already faded and the crescent moon was just rising above the mountains east of Ridgeway when the train pulled into the station. Rusty and Clyde walked the short distance to the hotel, where they got a room with two beds and after dropping off their bags and Winchesters, they walked to a nearby café. It was the first time either of them had eaten elk steak and although they both found the steaks quite tasty, they remained partial to a good cut of beef. As they were leaving the café, the sound of honky-tonk piano music lured them into a saloon that was just a little further up the street. Their intent was to have one quick drink, but one led to another and then a redheaded saloon gal named Sally talked Clyde into a trip upstairs. It was still relatively early when Clyde and Sally concluded their business and if the smile on Clyde’s face was any indication, he was a very satisfied customer. 

Once they finished off the bottle of rye whiskey that Rusty had purchased to pass the time while he was waiting for Clyde, the two of them left the saloon. They were on their way back to the hotel when two men suddenly appeared out of a dark alley and stuck pistols in their backs. Under normal circumstances, Rusty and Clyde would never have given in to the demands of the two men, but at the time, neither of them was in any condition for heroics.

After lifting Clyde and Rusty’s Colt revolvers from their holsters, the two men prodded them down the alley at gunpoint. When they reached the end of the alley, the two men ordered Clyde and Rusty to sit on the ground and remove their boots, which unfortunately is where both Clyde and Rusty had stashed most of their money. After dumping the cartridges from Rusty and Clyde’s pistols, the two robbers tossed the guns aside and picked up the boots.

“If you fellas know what’s good for you...you’ll stay put until we’re out of sight,” one of the two robbers threatened.

Once the two men disappeared in the alley, Rusty and Clyde felt around on the ground until they found their pistols. Then they quickly reloaded them with cartridges from their gun belts before going after the men. By the time they reached the street, there was no sign of anyone. 

“Son of a bitch!” Rusty said in an angry voice. “Three months of hard work for nothing!”

“At least they left us our boots,” Clyde said, pointing at what appeared to be two pairs of boots lying in the middle of the street.

Rusty and Clyde retrieved their boots and sat on the edge of the boardwalk to pull them on.

“What are we gonna do now, Rusty?” Clyde asked in a depressed tone. 

“Hell, if I know,” Rusty replied. “How much money you got?”

“Just a couple of silver dollars,” Clyde replied after checking his pockets.”

“I got six, myself,” Rusty said after checking his own pockets. 

“How much you reckon we’ll need for those train tickets once we get to Santa Fe?”

“I don’t know, but I imagine it’ll be more than eight dollars,” Rusty replied, still angry.

“I guess we’re lucky those two robbers left us with anything,” Clyde said.

“Yeah, but I smell a rat!” Rusty said.

“Probably some in that alley,” Clyde replied.

“I ain’t talkin’ about that kinda rat, you jug head!” Rusty said, becoming angrier. “I’m talking about the two legged kind. Don’t it seem awful strange that those men knew we had all our money in our boots?”

“Yeah, now that you mention it,” Clyde replied.

“Did you take your boots off when you was upstairs with that whore?”

“Well, of course I did. How else could I get undressed and get in bed with her?” Clyde asked with a frustrated look. “You ain’t suggestin’ she had anything to do with us gettin’ robbed... are you?”

“How else would those two men know where we had our money hid?” Rusty asked.

“Maybe it was just a lucky guess. After all...you wasn’t even upstairs. So, how did they know where you had your money stashed?”

“I don’t know, but I say we go back in that saloon and have a talk with her!”

“Okay, but don't go accusing her right off. She was a real nice lady.”

“They’s all nice... when you’re paying ‘em for their services!”

When Rusty and Clyde walked back into the saloon, they paused at the door to have a look around. The piano player was at the bar talking with the bartender and three men who appeared to be locals. Two men sitting at a corner table playing cards looked up briefly and then turned their attention back to their cards as Clyde and Rusty continued toward the bar.

“Where’s the redhead?” Rusty asked the bartender.

“She’s upstairs with a customer,” the bartender replied casually. 

“How long will she be up there?” Rusty asked in an impatient voice.

“Beats me, mister!” the bartender laughed. “Have a drink. I’m sure she’ll be down shortly.”

“Never mind. Is there some kinda lawman in this town?” Rusty asked.

“Yeah, we got a town marshal. The jail is right up the street.”

Rusty turned and walked away without saying anything further and Clyde followed.

“Are you the town marshal?” Rusty asked in an angry tone as he walked into the marshal’s office.

“No, the marshal has already gone home, but I’m the deputy,” the deputy replied in a casual tone.

“Well, Deputy, we just been robbed!” Rusty said, still showing his anger.

“Where did it happen?” the deputy asked in a more interested tone. 

“In the alley next to the saloon!”  

“And let me guess...you had your money stashed in your boots. Am I right?” the deputy asked, trying not to look amused.

“That’s right,” Rusty replied after giving Clyde a surprised look. “How’d you know?”

“Forgive me, fellas...but if I had a nickel for every one of you boys from Texas that come in here to make a report after his money was stolen out of his boots, I’d be a rich man,” the deputy laughed. “Never could understand why you fellows from Texas always carry your money in your boots.” 

“We figured that gal my partner hooked up with in the saloon was probably in on it,” Rusty said. “She must have told the men that robbed us where we had our money stashed.” 

“I doubt it, but I’ll talk to her,” the deputy said, grinning. “Was it Sally, Cindy, Susie, or Roberta that you was with?”

“I can’t remember her name,” Clyde replied.

“Must have been love at first sight,” the deputy chuckled. “What color was her hair?”

“She had red hair,” both Clyde and Rusty replied in unison.

“That would be Sally,” the deputy said, smiling. “Alright, how much did you lose?”

“Nearly three hundred dollars apiece!” Clyde said.

“It’s none of my business, but where did you fellas get that kinda money?” the deputy asked with wide-eyed expression.

“It was our share of the payoff for a herd of mustangs we spent the last three months rounding up over in Utah,” Rusty replied.

“That’s a pretty good take for three months’ work,” the deputy said, still looking surprised.

“Maybe so, but it wasn’t easy money. We earned every cent!” Rusty said.

“Alright, tell me what happened.”

“We was on our way back to the hotel when two men snuck up behind us, stuck a couple of pistols in our backs, and then they made us walk down that alley next to the Galloping Goose Saloon. Once we were behind the saloon, they made us sit down on the ground and pull our boots off. Then they grabbed our boots and run off.”

“I see you both got boots on now,” the deputy said, glancing at their feet.

“Yeah, we found them lying in the street,” Rusty replied.

“You got any suspect descriptions?”

“Not really. Like I said, they snuck up behind us.”

“Alright, I’ve made some notes. All I need is your names and where I can get a hold of you in case something comes up.”

“I’m Rusty Gibb and this is Clyde Decker,” Rusty said with an irritated expression. “We’re staying at the hotel, but we was gonna catch the train in the morning.”

“We’re on our way back to Texas,” Clyde added.

“Well, when you get to where you’re going, if you want to send me a letter with your addresses, I’ll add it to my report before I file it away.”

“That’s it ...there’s nothing else you can do?” Clyde asked.

“Afraid not, fellows.”

“But those bastards took nearly every cent we had,” Rusty said. “Hell, we ain’t even got enough left over to get us back to Texas and to make things worse...we sold our horses when we was in Grand Junction!”

“I’m sorry, fellas. I don’t blame you for being mad,” the deputy said in a seemingly sincere and sympathetic voice. “But I got nothing to go on. I’ll sure keep my eyes and ears open for anybody seen flashing a lot of cash around town. But don’t forget this is a railroad town and we get misfits and losers through here every day. My guess is those men were probably just a couple of drifters and they probably left town right after they got your money.”

“Yeah, I suppose you're right,” Rusty said in a depressed tone. 

“Well, if you need a place to sleep tonight, you can spend the night in one of the cells,” the deputy offered.

“No thanks. Luckily, we already paid for our hotel room,” Rusty said. 

“Don’t suppose you know of any outfits doing any hiring this time of the year?” Clyde asked. 

“Bad time of the year to be looking for work, I’m afraid. Most of the ranches around here got plenty of full-time help. About the only time they take on extra hands is in the spring.”

“Yeah, I figured as much. I imagine we’ll find the same thing in Santa Fe.”

“You could probably find work with one of the mines if you want to head on over to Telluride.”

“Burrowing in the ground like a couple of critters ain’t exactly our kinda work,” Rusty replied.

“Well now, I do know of a freight hauling job,” the deputy said with a hesitant look. “If you know how to drive a team and you’re pretty handy with those shootin’ irons you fellas are packing...you might be interested.”

“Is the pay worthwhile?”

“From what I hear... the pay is pretty good...that is if you live to collect it,” the deputy said with a straight face. “Last four fellas that took the job ended up dead.”

“What were they haulin’... gold?” Rusty asked with a curious look.

“No, but I guess you could say their cargo was worth its weight in gold. They were hauling’ whiskey.”

“Whiskey?” Rusty repeated with a surprised look.

“That’s right,” the deputy said with another emotionless expression. “Over the years, most of the regular freight haulers have been held up once or twice, but for those hauling whiskey, the odds of being robbed goes up tenfold. The whiskey haulers have had entire loads hijacked...wagons and all. Like I said, the last four men that tried taking a load of whiskey from Ridgeway to Telluride ended up dead.”

“Why don’t all the freight haulers get together and form wagon trains for protection?”

“Worked for the pioneers back in the old days to protect against Injun attacks,” Clyde added.

“There’s a few that have tried it and some of the freight companies have hired guards, too,” the deputy explained. “But the road over Dallas Divide and on up toward Lizard Head Pass is full of ambush sights and there’s lots of places that the road ain’t even wide enough to turn a wagon around. The outlaws just sit up in the rocks and pick the drivers and guards off like sitting ducks.”

“What about you and the marshal? You’re the law. Ain’t there anything you can do about it?”

“Well, Mister Gibb, I’m just a deputy town marshal. Me and the marshal got no real jurisdiction outside the town limits and besides that, we got our hands full right here in Ridgeway. The county sheriff is the one that has jurisdiction and he’s tried his best to put an end to the holdups. I hear he’s even tried to hire a few more deputies, but nobody wants the job because it’s too dangerous. Even putting together a posse has become almost impossible for him.”

“Well, we gotta do something to raise enough money to get home,” Rusty said, rubbing his chin. “So, who do we see about getting that whiskey haulin’ job?”

“His name is Nicholas Grant. He’s the biggest whiskey peddler south of Grand Junction.”

“Where can we find him?”

“He’s got an office and warehouse over by the railroad yard.”

“Okay, Deputy, thanks,” Rusty said as he turned to leave. 

“By the way...if you don’t mind... tell Nick I was the one that told you fellows to see him. Never hurts to have a whiskey peddler owe you a favor,” the deputy said, smiling.

“Be glad to,” Rusty said, grinning. “What’s your name?”

“It’s Mike Fish.”

“Okay, Mike, I’ll tell him.”

“Thanks, you fellas take care, now.” 

***
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The following morning, Rusty and Clyde stopped by the café for some coffee and then they walked to the rail yard looking for Nicholas Grant’s warehouse. The large sign painted on the side of the brick warehouse made the establishment easy to find.

“Nicholas Grant Wholesale Distributor of Fine Spirits,” Rusty read aloud. “That must be the place.”

“Looks like a big jail. Even got bars on the windows,” Clyde commented as he and Rusty walked the short distance to the building. 

“Well, if whiskey is as valuable in these parts as that deputy says it is, I imagine it pays to keep it locked up like money in a bank.”

Clyde and Rusty entered the door with an “office” sign above it. When they stepped inside it was as if they had just stepped into a six-by-six jail cell and they were immediately confronted by a man wearing a guard badge and holding a sawed-off, double-barreled shotgun.

“Morning, gentlemen, what can I do for you?” the guard asked.

“We was hoping to talk to Mister Grant,” Rusty replied, looking through the bars that prevented anyone from getting beyond the small entryway.

“Is Mister Grant expecting you?”

“No, Deputy Fish told us he might be looking to hire a couple of men to haul whiskey for him,” Rusty replied.

“You men must be new around here,” the guard said, chuckling.

“You mean because of the way we talk?” Clyde said in a slightly defensive voice.

“Well, I gather from your accents that you men are from Texas, but that’s not what I was referring to,” the guard said. Then, in a very quiet voice, he added, “The only men that ever apply for the driver jobs are strangers that don’t know what they’re getting into. So, if you want some friendly advice...turn around and look for work elsewhere.” 

“Thanks, but we already heard a little about what we’re up against if that’s what you mean,” Rusty replied. “Unfortunately, we’re both flat busted. So, we could really use the money.”

“We was robbed last night,” Clyde added.

“Yeah, I figured you must have run into some kinda trouble when you mentioned that Deputy Fish was the one that sent you here,” the guard said in a friendly voice. “Alright, let me talk to Mister Grant and I’ll be right back with you.” 

The guard returned a moment later and after making Clyde and Rusty hand over their pistols which he locked in a metal box, the guard unlocked the iron jail-like door and led them down a small hallway.

“Here they are, Mister Grant,” the guard said as he showed Clyde and Rusty into a well-furnished office.

“Come in, fellas, come in!” Grant said in a deep, jovial voice with a thick Scottish accent and a friendly smile. 

Grant was a large-framed, barrel-chested man who stood just over six feet tall with a ruddy complexion and a shaved head. He was dressed in gray tweed trousers with a matching vest that appeared to be a size too small. 

“So, you’re both in need of a job, are you?”

“That’s right, Mister Grant,” Rusty replied. 

“Call me Nicholas,” he said as he extended his massive hand.

“Good to meet you, Nicholas,” Rusty said as he shook hands, trying to match Nicholas’s grip. “I’m Rusty Gibb and this is my partner, Clyde Decker.

“Aye, nice to meet you fellas,” Nicholas replied as he shook Clyde’s hand. 

“Sit down, lads, make yourselves comfortable,” Grant said as he returned to the chair behind his large oak desk. “I understand that Deputy Fish sent you fellas to talk to me.”

“Yeah, that’s right. We was robbed of all our money last night and while we was reporting it to the deputy, he told us you was looking for a couple of men to haul whiskey over to Telluride.”

“Aye, and what else did he tell you?”

“He said it was a purty dangerous job,” Rusty said with a straight face.

“He said the last four men that took the job ended up dead,” Clyde added, showing no emotion.

“Aye, then you have an idea of what you might be up against,” Nicholas said with a serious look.

“We’ve had some tough jobs in the past,” Rusty said with a confident grin.

“Aye, you look like a couple of men that know how to take care of yourselves,” Nicholas said, smiling. “But can you handle a team of four mules over rough mountain roads?”

“We’ve both handled teams before,” Rusty replied. “We both drove coaches for the Butterfield Stage Company a few years back. The stage company didn’t use mules to pull the coaches, but I imagine a team of overgrown donkeys ain’t much different than horses.”

“No, I suppose not,” Nicholas laughed. “Well then, I imagine you fellas can handle the job alright.”

“I hate to seem forward, Nicholas,” Rusty said still maintaining a straight face. “But I’d like to know what the job pays before we take it.”

“Aye, that’s fair enough,” Nicholas said with a hearty smile. “Each wagon will be loaded with twenty casks of whiskey and fifty boxes of bottled whiskey. I’ll pay you each ten dollars for every full cask of whiskey you get to Telluride and I’ll pay you a dollar for every case of bottled whiskey you get there undamaged.”

“Just exactly how much does that add up to?” Clyde asked after trying and failing to figure it out on his own.

“That comes to a tidy sum of five hundred dollars,” Nicholas replied. “Which is two hundred and fifty dollars for each of you. Providing...you get the entire lot to Telluride in one piece.”

“Two fifty...a piece!” Clyde repeated with a broad smile.

“That sounds fair enough,” Rusty said. “What about guards?” 

“There will be one guard riding along on each wagon.”

“Do the guards get the same pay?”

“Aye.”

“Well, seeing as how Clyde and I are partners...could one of us be the driver and the other be the guard on the same wagon?”

“I’m afraid not, Rusty. You see, I already hired two men as guards. They’re both quite skilled with weapons, but unfortunately, neither of them can handle a team.”

“Mind if I ask how you know they can both shoot?” Rusty asked. “I’d kinda like to know a little bit more about the men that are gonna be responsible for watchin’ our backsides.”

“Not at all, Rusty. One of the men was a constable for a number of years. The other man is an old friend of mine. He was with William Cody’s Wild West Show for a while. Perhaps you’ve heard of him. His name is Cole Braxton.”

“No, can’t say I ever heard of him,” Rusty said. “But then, I never had any reason to pay good money to watch men pretend they was cowboys fightin’ Injuns.”

“Hell, we both got plenty of experience doin’ the real thing!” Clyde said, laughing. 

“Well, be that as it may, I’ve seen Cole Braxton shoot and I assure you he’s a crack shot with a Winchester and better than most with a pistol.”

“Yeah well, me and Clyde are pretty handy with both ourselves.”

“All the better,” Nicholas replied. “So, what about it, lads...do you still want the jobs?” 

“Yeah, I reckon so, Nicholas,” Rusty said, nodding his head. 

“Splendid! I’d say that calls for a drink,” Nicholas said as he pulled a bottle and three glasses from his bottom desk drawer.

“It’s a little early for me,” Rusty said as he glanced at the clock on the wall behind Nicholas.

“Nonsense,” Nicholas replied as he poured more than the traditional two fingers of whiskey into each of the glasses. Then, after handing Rusty and Clyde a glass, Nicholas raised his glass and said, “To a safe and successful journey!”

“That’s purty good whiskey!” Clyde said with a big grin after emptying his glass.

“Aye, have another,” Nicholas replied with a satisfied smile after refilling his own glass and then refilling Clyde’s. “This is genuine Scotch Whiskey. Not that sheep piss the Irish call whiskey.”

“Will we be haulin’ some of this here Scotch Whiskey?” Clyde asked with wide eyes and a big smile.

“Aye, but don’t be drinking none of that lot in the wagons,” Nicholas said, shaking a finger at Clyde. “Every bottle you get to Telluride is worth ten times what it’s worth here in Ridgeway. You get that load to Telluride and when you come back, I’ll give you more than enough whiskey to fill your snoot.”

“Don’t you worry, Nicholas, when a man trusts us to get a job done, he ain’t got nothin' to worry about,” Rusty said.

“That’s the truth, too, Nicholas. If you was to trust us with a wagon full of virgins...even if they was  naked as jay birds...they’d still be virgins when we got to wherever we was goin',” Clyde said with a sincere look.

“Aye... the trick would be finding enough virgins out here to fill a wagon,” Nicholas laughed.

“When was you plannin’ on having us leave?” Rusty asked.

“I was hoping you could leave early tomorrow morning. No one would expect me to send out a shipment on a Sunday.”

“Suits us,” Rusty said after glancing at Clyde. “What time tomorrow?”

“I was thinking sometime before sunup would be best. Say around four o’clock,” Nicholas replied with a testing gaze.

“Four o’clock?” Rusty repeated with a wide-eyed expression. 

“Aye, Cole Braxton will arrive by train this afternoon and the gentleman that will be the other guard is already in town. So, I was thinking it would be a good idea to leave while the town was still asleep. I’ll have my men bring the wagons inside the warehouse this afternoon to load them and we’ll leave them inside tonight. Then we’ll hitch up the teams in the morning and the wagons will be ready to go when you fellas get here. That way, you’ll make it to Placerville before sundown. You can spend the night there and then continue to Telluride on the following day.”

“It’ll still be dark at four o’clock in the morning,” Rusty said in a concerned tone. “Ain’t it kinda risky driving wagons through the mountains in the dark?”

“The road between here and Placerville is a fairly good one this time of the year. The roughest and trickiest part of the road is between Placerville and Telluride,” Nicholas explained. 

“Ain’t that also the stretch where all the ambushes have occurred?” Rusty asked.

“Aye...you lads will still need to keep your guard up tomorrow,” Nicholas said, taking a boxing stance. “But if them bastards are going to hit you below the belt...it will probably be after you pass Placerville!”

“You talk like you’ve taken a few punches in your time,” Clyde said, grinning.

“Aye, that’s me in that photograph,” Nicholas said with a proud look as he pointed to a photograph on his desk. 

“You were a prize fighter?” Rusty asked, smiling as he looked at the photograph.

“Aye, back in me younger days, I was known as Nicholas the Knockout King. Me fans said I had a left as fast as lightning,” Nicholas said as he threw a few mock punches.

“No offense, Nicholas...but by the looks of that crooked nose of yours...there must have been a few fellas that was faster,” Clyde said, chuckling.

“Aye, but it’s winning matches that counts, not how many times your nose gets broken,” Nicholas said with a big grin.

Clyde and Rusty left Nicholas’s office a few minutes later and once they were gone, Nicholas wrote a note to Todd Hanley, letting him know that he had hired two drivers and that he planned to send out a shipment the following morning. After sealing
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