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Chapter One
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“Everyone stay out of this and there’ll be no trouble!”

With a stampede of pattering feet the saloon customers backed away from the bar, leaving the two gunslingers standing with guns brandished on either side of the railroad man Edmond Shaffer. Ten feet from the bar Ryan O’Donnell was drinking alone at a table. He kept his head down over his whiskey, but from under a lowered brim he ensured he had a good view of the developing situation.

“What do you men want?” Edmond demanded, using a firm voice that showed no hint of fear.

“Your time’s up,” the nearest gunslinger said. “You got the warning. Now you’re coming with us.”

Edmond narrowed his eyes, his hand straying to his pocket, but the motion made the second man grab his arm. Despite his situation Edmond stood tall and turned to the nearest customers.

“Don’t worry about me,” he announced. “I’ll be fine.”

His tone was so confident it made the gunslingers flinch and turn to the door where, two feet beyond the swinging batwings, stood Sheriff Jerry Harris, his six-shooter already drawn.

“You will be, because you’re not leaving with these men,” Harris said.

The gunslingers both gave arrogant sneers as the sheriff slipped into the doorway.

“There’s two of us and one of you, lawman.”

In response Harris settled his stance so, with the situation about to come to a head, Ryan reckoned this was the right moment for him to make a move. He downed his whiskey and then steadily scraped back his chair, drawing the nearest gunslinger’s attention. Then he stood up and made his slow way to the bar.

“Stay back,” the gunslinger said.

Ryan walked on for another pace and then came to a sudden halt and flinched as if he’d noticed the situation for the first time.

“I want another drink,” he said with a shrug. “I’d be obliged if you’d move aside.”

Ryan’s behavior made several customers snort laughs, but they were silenced when other customers muttered their disapproval.

“Wait there,” the gunslinger said. “We’re not going anywhere until the sheriff drops his gun.”

Ryan shrugged. “I don’t care about no sheriff. I don’t care about no railroad man. I don’t care about you. I do care about getting to the bar.”

The gunslinger narrowed his eyes, but Sheriff Harris spoke up first.

“This isn’t the time for your antics, Ryan,” he said. “Sit down.”

Ryan ignored him and moved to reach the bar by slipping between the men, but this provoked the expected reaction. One gunslinger thrust his gun up against Edmond’s neck while the other turned his gun on Ryan, making him stop.

“Do you know who I am?” Ryan asked, ignoring the gun.

The gunslinger firmed his gun hand. “You’re just some unarmed man wasting away his life in a two-bit saloon.”

Ryan shook his head. “You’re wrong. I’m Ryan O’Donnell, the eldest son of Casey O’Donnell. You may have heard of him.”

The man’s right eye twitched before he got over his surprise with a shake of the head.

“Sure. They say he hightailed it out of the state last year with ten thousand dollars of the railroad’s money.”

“He did so, as you can probably guess, I’m not a popular man around these parts. That means I don’t care none for Prospect Creek and I care even less for railroad men. So get out of my way and let me get to the bar.”

With a sudden change of heart the gunslingers both snorted laughs and made mocking gestures, beckoning him on. Ryan wasted no time in slipping between them and filling his glass to the brim.

Before he could turn back someone shouted outside, rapid footfalls sounded and then a gunshot peeled out by the door. Everyone swung around as Sheriff Harris staggered forward for a pace and then keeled over to reveal a bloodied back.

As his shooter briefly moved into view on the boardwalk the sudden change of circumstance made the man with a gun on Edmond shove him on toward the door. This wasn’t the kind of distraction that Ryan would have chosen, but it was the best he’d get, so he wasted no time in hurling the full glass of whiskey into the nearest gunman’s face, along with the glass.

The man jerked away batting at his eyes and sending the glass skittering across the bar. Before it’d fallen over the other side Ryan lunged for the man’s gun hand and wrested the weapon from his grip.

He twisted at the hip as the second gunslinger released Edmond and swung around toward him, but the man moved slowly, as if he were in two minds as to whether to keep his gun on Edmond or confront him. He had yet to make his decision when Ryan planted a slug in his stomach that made him double over, and a second more carefully aimed shot to the heart made him drop.

He twisted back and slammed a high shot into the other man’s chest that made him forget the whiskey that was stinging his eyes. The man grabbed the bar and clung on for a moment before he slid down to the floor.

The customers dispersed and several men headed to the downed lawman, while outside his shooter beat a hasty retreat. Ryan reckoned he could let others deal with him. He tipped his hat to Edmond, now standing alone and unharmed, and then claimed another glass and filled it.

“I’m obliged,” Edmond said with a relieved sigh. He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I never thought I’d say that to a son of Casey O’Donnell.”

“As I and my brother keep on saying to anyone who’ll listen,” Ryan said, raising the glass to his lips, “we may be the sons of Casey O’Donnell, but we’re not him.”
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One deputy marshal went down in the first volley of lead. When the second volley tore out the other two deputies Montgomery Pierce and Daniel McSween split up and ran to opposite sides of the main drag while Marshal Granville Coe ran toward the hollow shell of the saloon.

Montgomery pounded on for ten paces before the shooters got him in their sights. Slugs kicked at his heels. Fearing he’d be shot in the back he dove to the ground, and then rolled to fetch up behind the inadequate cover of a pile of sacks outside the abandoned mercantile.

Whatever had been in the sacks had rotted, giving them the consistency of loose dirt, and sure enough the bullets that tore into them came slicing out the other side. Montgomery’s jacket sleeve kicked as one shot almost holed him, but then to his relief the gunfire petered out.

He risked raising himself to appraise the situation. A man who had identified himself as Hudson Gilmore along with five other men had launched their effective assault from the derelict stables, which stood at the end of the main drag in the abandoned town of Kendall Springs.

In the center of the main drag Mannen Foote lay holed and still. Montgomery had known him for three years and he had been a good friend along with being a decent man. He’d only agreed to become U.S. Marshal Granville Coe’s special deputy because he needed the money, but then again so had Montgomery and Daniel.

The marshal had hired them to find the railroad man Edmond Shaffer, who had failed to return to the railroad office in Sumner Point after his trip to Prospect Creek. The clues had led them here, but he hadn’t expected that they would ride into an ambush.

The marshal had found refuge within the burned-out wreck of the saloon, while his third deputy, Daniel, was lying flat on the ground behind a heap of old wagon wheels. They’d rotted down to become a pile of crumbling wood and Montgomery reckoned Daniel’s cover was even worse than his own.

He caught Daniel’s eye with a wave, and then pointed to him and then the saloon, signifying that he’d cover him if he wanted to run there. The ever-optimistic Daniel shook his head and gestured downward showing that he’d stay where he was.

Daniel thought for a moment and then made the same gestures as Montgomery had given, encouraging Montgomery to be the one who sought somewhere else to hide. Montgomery started to shake his head, but then a slug pinged into the sack to his side and this time it hadn’t been fired from the stables.

He turned as two men jerked backward into hiding in a ruined building on his side of the main drag. Worse, the building afforded them adequate protection and beside the structure there were other buildings where they could hole up and from where they could easily pick him off.

Montgomery sized up where he could find better cover, but a second slug sliced into the sack only inches from his left hand making that consideration less important than that he just move from here. He leaped to his feet and then hurtled across the main drag, hoping speed alone would save him.

He’d covered five hurried paces before the shooters got their wits about them and fired. Other men from the stables joined in and lead kicked dust to his side and ahead. In an unconscious gesture he ducked down and that made him stumble.

He wheeled his arms, fighting for balance, but he failed to keep upright and ten feet from the wheels he fell full length. Luckily he’d gathered plenty of momentum and when he hit the ground he was able to turn the fall into a roll. He turned over twice until he came to rest beside Daniel in a shower of dust.

“I told you it’d be safer over here,” Daniel said with a grin as lead sliced by overhead.

Montgomery slapped him on the back and then shuffled along to lie beside him in a position where he hoped he’d be hidden from the two groups of gunmen. Then two men hurried into the derelict shell of the building behind the sacks.

If he’d remained where he was, the men would have been able to shoot him in the back. As it was they still ducked down into good covered positions behind a short wall, from where they’d be able to take shots at them. Daniel had already noted these men so he and Montgomery took turns to blast at the wall, stopping them from returning fire, for now.

“We have to join the marshal,” Montgomery said when he paused to reload. “We won’t be able to keep them at bay for long.”

Daniel grunted that he agreed, so after he had reloaded they counted down from three. Then they both splayed quick shots at the men before jumping to their feet and hurrying on to the saloon.

Granville laid down covering fire at the stables while Montgomery and Daniel fired wild shots on the run across the main drag. Daniel was three paces ahead of Montgomery and he was moving to leap over a broken barrel when he cried out.

He staggered sideways for two paces before his legs buckled and he went to his knees and then on to his front. Copious blood sluiced from his neck and with a sickening feeling in the guts Montgomery reckoned he could probably do nothing for his friend, but he still slid to a halt beside him and grabbed his arm.

He moved to drag him to his feet, but Daniel was a dead weight. When Montgomery put a hand beneath his chin to raise his head Daniel’s blank eyes gave him the impression he had been dead before he’d hit the ground.

Montgomery lowered him to the ground and then set off for the saloon. From behind the shortened wall Granville was beckoning him on. The marshal fired at the stables, forcing a man who’d come out through the door to leap back in.

For a joyous moment Montgomery reckoned he’d reach the relative safety of the saloon. He thrust out a hand as he prepared to vault over the wall, but then a hammer blow punched him in the ribs.

A moment later his senses told him he’d been shot and then the saloon seemed to recede from him. He had been only two paces from safety, but now it felt like two miles as he dropped to lie on his unwounded side.

He lay, trying to gather his strength, but his shallow breaths made him feel as if he were dragging fire into his lungs and his legs had gone numb, probably from the shock. The only movement he could manage was to shove his arms forward.

He dug his fingertips into the dirt and drew himself on. He advanced for only a foot, so he had no option other than to move himself on again and then again. Shouted orders were being delivered and sporadic bursts of gunfire sounded, but they seemed to come from a great distance away.

At least the sense of detachment from the gunfight kept the fear at bay and he concentrated on the only thing he could do: moving himself on. After another five movements the pain in his side spread to his arms, but he was reluctant to inspect the damage.

He took steady, shallow breaths before attempting to drag himself on again. This time he moved for only a few inches, but he felt that he ought to be close to the saloon wall. With his cheek pressed to the dirt, the saloon wasn’t before him so he craned his neck.

He found that he’d been dragging himself along beside the saloon and he was no nearer to it than when he’d been shot. Strangely he also felt cooler. He judged this to be a bad sign and almost gave up trying to move, accepting his fate.

Then to his relief he realized that he’d crawled partly beneath a collapsed length of the saloon wall. There was a triangular shaped gap here, and perhaps a place to hide. He resumed dragging himself on and after another clawed few inches of movement, he heard talking nearby.

“How many were with you?” Hudson Gilmore asked.

“Go to hell,” Marshal Granville Coe said.

A muttered comment sounded followed by a slap and then more punches.

“I saw three other men,” someone said.

“So did I, but I want to hear him talk,” Hudson said.

“There are three,” Granville said; his tone sounded defeated and to be coming from around twenty feet to Montgomery’s left, in the derelict saloon.

It appeared that the
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