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  CHAPTER 1


  It
was dawn, and a chill was on the
Texas desert. Duane Braddock opened his eyes; the dark tops of cottonwood
trees shivered in the breeze above him. He lay in his bedroll, and
his woman was sprawled atop him, her cheek on his chest. The
fragrance of her auburn hair filled his nostrils as she slept
peacefully, breathing deeply. Duane felt happy to be alive … for a
few brief moments.


   Then he
remembered where he was: Apache country. If they caught him, they’d
tie him upside down on a wagon wheel, build a fire beneath his
head, and perform a little dance as his brains broiled out of his
ears. Duane listened for hoofbeats, or the sound of an Apache
moccasin on the hard-packed dirt behind him. He slept with his gun
in his right hand, and aimed it into thick cactus and juniper.


  “What’s wrong?” asked the sleepy voice beside
him.


  “Thought I heard something.”


  She yawned and stretched her arms. “Time to
get up.”


  He gazed at her bare shoulder, many shades
lighter than her bronzed cheeks. “We can stay in bed a few more
minutes.”


  “Duane …”


  But they couldn’t waste time, because Duane
Braddock was wanted for a certain double murder farther north. He
and Phyllis Thornton believed that the Fourth Cavalry was hot on
their trail, with Apache scouts leading the way. In a small town
called Shelby, two men had tried to bushwhack Duane in a general
store, but he shot first and then the local cavalry commander
arrested him for murder. While he was awaiting trial, Phyllis
busted him out of the army camp. That was three days ago, and now
they were Romeo and Juliet on the dodge. He’d just turned eighteen,
she was sweet sixteen; they planned to get hitched at the earliest
opportunity, but couldn’t tarry in the bedroll now.


   Reluctantly,
he separated himself from her and stood naked on the morning
desert. A cliff swallow sat atop a fishhook cactus and watched
curiously as they dressed, for the bird seldom saw such strange
two-legged creatures in that part of the desert. Duane strapped on
his Colt and tied the bottom of the holster to his leg, gunfighter
style. Then he picked up his Henry rifle, made sure it was locked
and loaded, and laid it back down. He wondered whether to chance a
small fire. There was dead wood lying around, and a small flame
would dissipate smoke quickly in the morning air.


  “What are you doing?” she asked as she
fastened the buckle of her black jeans.


  “Thought I’d make a fire. The meat’ll be
easier to chew if we cook it.”


  “Not if there’s an arrow in your gullet. Put
away the matches, Duane. No fires, please.”


  Phyllis was far more cautious than he
concerning Indians, but she’d been raised on a ranch in Comanche
territory and heard about Indian depredations, massacres, rapes,
and so on all her life. She wouldn’t give an Indian the time of day
if she had a watch in every pocket, but Duane had grown up in a
Catholic monastery and still wasn’t very familiar with the secular
world.


   Duane was an
orphan who’d left the monastery approximately three months ago,
because he’d wanted to try life as an ordinary person. He’d studied
Saint Thomas Aquinas, sung Gregorian chants, and helped bake bread
in the monastery ovens, but since then had gone from one violent
confrontation to another with people who tried to push him around
or take advantage, like the duo in Shelby. Fortunately, shortly
after arriving in the secular world, he’d been taught the tricks of
the trade by an old retired gunfighter named Clyde Butterfield.
Duane also had been blessed or cursed with an unusually fast
hand.


  The violence and uncertainties of the real
world often baffled his theological mind, and he’d learned the hard
way that his best friend was his Colt New Model Army .44. He was
adventuresome, rambunctious, usually optimistic, still somewhat
pious, nearly six feet tall, wide of shoulder, with white teeth and
long black sideburns. His black curve-brimmed cowboy hat was minus
its usual silver concho headband, which might attract undue notice
in the naked desert. He also wore black jeans, a green shirt, and a
red bandanna.


  Duane prepared the horses, while Phyllis
packed their few belongings. Sometimes she wondered if she’d gone
crazy on the night she’d bribed him out of the Fourth Cavalry camp.
What am I doing in the middle of Apache territory with a man I know
less than a month! But there was no turning back, and she loved
Duane passionately, although frequently she entertained reasonable
doubts about the events that had overtaken her during the past
weeks.


   They met at
her father’s ranch, where Duane had been hired as a cowboy. It was
love at first sight, they’d intended to get married, and then came
the shootout in the general store. Sometimes Phyllis thought she’d
run off with a complete stranger. Although Duane was two years
older than she, he seemed immature and naive, perhaps because he’d
spent nearly all his life in that peaceful and remote Catholic
monastery, while she’d lived on a ranch beset by Indians, rustlers,
outlaw gangs, drunken cowboy employees, and bad weather.


  But she was no illiterate country bumpkin.
Her mother had been a schoolmarm and personally administered a
strict, thorough education interspersed with ranch chores. Phyllis
Thornton was a true daughter of Texas, ready for anything. As she
pulled on her left boot, she heard gunfire in the distance and
instantaneously was flat on her belly, Colt in hand, gazing around
apprehensively.


  Duane lay nearby, holding his rifle tightly,
finger on the trigger, trying to figure out how far away the shots
were. “Sounds like a small war.”


  “Good thing you didn’t light that fire.”


  “We’d better stay put until the excitement’s
over. Might as well have breakfast.”


  He unwrapped the haunch of antelope meat he’d
shot yesterday. It was red, bloody, laced with fat and ligaments.
The only thing to do was whip out his Bowie knife, slice off a
chunk, and hand it to her.


   At that
moment, a white head with a black eye poked beneath a cholla
cactus. It was Sparky, a mongrel dog that Duane had befriended in
Shelby. The dog had a face like a coyote, a body like a beagle, and
the hair of a terrier. Whenever there was food, Sparky would make
an appearance.


  Duane cut off a strip of meat and threw it to
the animal, who caught it in his jaws. Then Duane sliced a piece
for himself as shooting continued faintly in the distance. They had
no salt, plates, or silverware, and he was fascinated by the
spectacle of Miss Phyllis Thornton eating raw meat with her hands.
Blood dribbled down her chin, but she appeared untroubled. She rode
horses, fired guns, wore men’s clothing, and gobbled raw meat like
an Apache. There was something barbaric about her, and it gave him
satisfaction to know that he’d sleep with her every night for the
rest of his life. They washed their raw meat down with tepid
water.


  “I wonder who’s winning?” Duane wondered
aloud, listening to random shots bouncing off purple mountains and
gold mesas.


  “I’d give anything for a sourdough biscuit
right now, and a cup of coffee.”


  She’d lived in cow camps with her father and
mother, but never on the desert with a person who knew the terrain
even less than she. She wished the Bar T ramrod was there to
provide advice, but she and Duane only had each other and the grace
of God.


  He placed his hand on hers. “We’ll cross the
border in another few days, and then you can have all the biscuits
and coffee you want.”


  
“If we get through these damned Apaches,”
she replied.


  “We’ll get through. This is no time to get
discouraged.”


  He tried to sound cheerful but entertained
reasonable doubts himself. They called it a desert because there
wasn’t much water, and Apaches were bloodthirsty fiends. The Fourth
Cavalry might arrive at any moment, but Duane and Phyllis couldn’t
travel due to the distant shootout.


  He gazed at her curvaceous body and let his
eyes linger on her upright breasts pressing against the front of
her cowboy shirt. The shooting stopped, the desert was silent for
several minutes, and birds resumed their serenade.


  “I think we should stay here for a while
longer,” she said. “We don’t want to run into whoever won the
gunfight.”


  “You’ll get no argument from me.” He leaned
closer, touched his lips to her ear, and placed his hand on her
breast.


   



   Tall, wiry
Federal Marshal Dan Stowe rode a lineback dun stallion toward the
main house and barn of the Bar T Ranch. His flat-topped,
wide-brimmed silverbelly hat was slanted low over his eyes, and he
carried a Remington-Rider Double-Action revolver in a hand-tooled
leather holster, slung low and tied down. He also sported a long
light brown mustache styled in the flamboyant manner of General
George Armstrong Custer, under whom he’d served in the great Civil
War.


  Federal Marshal Dan Stowe climbed down from
his horse, threw the reins over the rail, and hitched up his
britches. He’d come all the way from San Antone with a warrant for
the arrest of Duane Braddock, dead or alive. His face was
weather-beaten; he had thin lips and a long pinched nose.


  A prosperous spread, Stowe thought as he
scanned the barn and outbuildings. He heard wood chopping in the
distance, while a cowboy carrying a rifle appeared at the corner of
the ranch house. “He’p you, Marshal?”


  “I’m lookin’ for Big Al Thornton.”


  The cowboy pointed to the front door of the
main house. “Right through thar.”


  Stowe climbed the three steps and knocked on
the door. It was opened by an attractive matron wearing a gray
dress with a white apron. She took one look at the badge and said,
“We’ve been expecting you.”


  He removed his hat and made a friendly smile.
“My name’s Stowe, and I’m here to see Al Thornton on official
government business.”


  “I’m Mrs. Thornton—have a seat, Marshal
Stowe. Could I get you a cup of coffee?”


  “If it’s no trouble, ma’am.”


   He looked her
over with the eyes of a whorehouse connoisseur and considered her
an attractive sturdy older woman who’d managed not to gain five
hundred pounds since getting married. A Navaho blanket decorated
the wall above the fireplace, while a painting of Sam Houston hung
from the far wall. Stowe dropped onto a chair, crossed his long,
lanky legs, and thought of the mission that had brought him to that
remote corner of Texas.


  A local cavalry commander named Lieutenant
Clayton Dawes had arrested an outlaw named Duane Braddock, also
known as the Pecos Kid. But the Kid had escaped with the aid of
Miss Phyllis Thornton, daughter of the man with whom Stowe was
about to speak. The Kid had allegedly shot two people in cold
blood, and that was all Stowe knew so far about the violence in
Shelby. The accuser, Lieutenant Dawes, was currently on a scout,
expected back in a day or two.


  Mrs. Thornton returned with the mug of
coffee, which she passed to the lawman. “I’ll get my husband now.”
Then she paused. “I hope you don’t have bad news.”


  “Not as far as I know.”


  She disappeared down the hall as Stowe sipped
the coffee, thick and black, cowboy style. Stowe had been a cowboy
once and found the work arduous, the pay minuscule, and bunkhouse
life a bore. He’d been a lawman for five years and liked the work
better than anything so far. You had to outthink your man, and that
made the chase interesting.


   A
powerful-looking, white-haired man appeared, wearing a rawhide vest
over a brown shirt with flowing sleeves. “Don’t git up, Marshal,”
he said. “What can I do fer you?”


  “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you some
questions, Mr. Thornton.”


  Big Al sat on the sofa, leaned forward, and
spread his hands. “I know what yer a-gonna ask afore the words’re
out’n yer mouth. You want to know all about Duane Braddock and my
daughter. All right—I’ll give it to you straight from the shoulder.
Duane Braddock come here from out of nowhere, and it was brandin’
season, so I hired him on the spot. Accordin’ to the ramrod, he was
a hard worker, but he had a firecracker temper and made an enemy of
a rancher named Jay Krenshaw, who hired a fast gun called Otis
Puckett to kill him. Ever heard of Puckett?”


  “He operated out of Laredo, far as I
know.”


  “Duane outdrew him in a fair fight, although
there’s some that said Duane’s dog distracted Puckett, but Puckett
was a professional and I don’t think he’d let a mutt interfere with
a fast draw. Then Krenshaw tried to shoot Duane in the back, but
Duane managed to get off the first shot.”


  Stowe rubbed his lantern jaw thoughtfully.
“Sounds like self-defense to me.”


  “That’s what it was. Hell, ask my ramrod. He
was thar. So was most of my cowboys. They was a-givin’ Duane a
party, ’cause he was a-gonna marry my daughter.”


   Before
Stowe could ask another question, Martha Thornton spoke. “Duane
doesn’t have a bad bone in him. Sure, he’s a little hotheaded at
times, but so’re a lot of other people I could name, like
Lieutenant Clayton Dawes. In my opinion, the lieutenant exceeded
his authority when he arrested Duane.”


  “With witnesses like you,” said the marshal,
“any judge in his right mind would let Braddock off. Why’d Braddock
make a run for it?”


  Big Al replied, “Put yerself in his mind.
He’s only a kid, fer chrissakes. They didn’t have a stockade, so
the lieutenant tied him to a wagon wheel, and Duane was afraid
somebody might shoot him in the back, plus there’s injuns in the
territory. My daughter understood how he felt, so she turned him
loose. I reckon they’re headed fer Mexico, if’n the Apaches ain’t
caught ’em yet.”


  “As far as I’m concerned,” Marshal Stowe
replied, “they’re still at large. What can you tell me about
Braddock’s background?”


  “Accordin’ to what he said, he was raised in
a Catholic monastery in the Guadalupe Mountains until a few months
ago. He went thar when he was one year old, because his parents was
dead. His father was an outlaw name of Joe Braddock—ever heard of
him?”


  “I saw Joe Braddock’s name in our files
before I left San Antone. He was a real bad egg.”


  “His mother
was a dance-hall girl, and Duane don’t even know her name. They
wasn’t married, and Duane is embarrassed about how he was borned. I
wouldn’t mention it if’n I was you.”


  Stowe unbuttoned his shirt and took out the
warrant. “I’ll do whatever’s necessary to bring him in. I
understand that he’s also shot men in other jurisdictions.”


  Mrs. Thornton sighed as she sat beside her
husband on the sofa. “Duane’s a peaceful boy, but folks won’t leave
him alone. He was a good hand, and the men in the bunkhouse liked
him, but he made an enemy out of Jay Krenshaw, and that’s how it
started.”


  Stowe slapped the warrant with the back of
his hand. “Of course, if the lieutenant drops the charges, I won’t
have to go after Braddock. I don’t know where that puts your
daughter, since she helped him escape.”


  Mrs. Thornton tried to be brave, but her one
and only child was on the dodge. Big Al placed his arm around her
shoulder as he said, “I’ve hired a lawyer in Austin, and he’ll git
’em both off. If Duane wasn’t guilty in the first place, she had a
right to turn him loose.”


  “I have no warrant for her arrest,” Stowe
said. “She’s a free citizen as far as I’m concerned.”


  Big Al glanced at his wife. “I’d like to
speak with Marshal Stowe alone in my office, if’n you don’t
mind.”


   He led the
lawman down the corridor to a small room with a desk and an old
Confederate flag nailed to the wall. Big Al dropped to his favorite
chair and looked into the marshal’s eyes. “Let’s you and me
understand each other. My daughter is the most precious thing in
the world to me. If’n you bring her back, I’ll give you two
thousand dollars, cash on the barrelhead, no questions asked.”


  Never, in Marshal Stowe’s law
enforcement career, had he been offered such a fat bribe. It was as
much as he earned in two years! Ordinarily he’d turn it down,
but two thousand dollars? Before
he could answer, Big Al raised his right hand and said, “You don’t
have to break no laws or violate no oaths. All I’m askin’ is do yer
best to git her out. Here’s a hundred for expenses, and you’ll git
the rest in cash when she’s in this house.”


  Big Al stuffed the cabbage into Marshal
Stowe’s shirt pocket, the lawman never said a word, and both knew
that the deal had been cut. “Give me a description of Braddock,”
Stowe replied, “and would you have a daguerreotype of your daughter
lying around?”


   



  Duane and Phyllis spent the morning in their
little hidden spot in the desert. There was nothing to do except be
together, and that’s how they spent most of the time. Finally, in
midafternoon, Duane said, “Maybe we should move out. If we don’t
find water soon, you know what’ll happen.”


   They broke
camp, packed their few belongings, and saddled their horses. Their
faces were covered with dust and perspiration, and they hadn’t
bathed since Shelby. The next few days would be the most difficult
and hazardous of their lives. She took off her hat, wiped her
forehead with the back of her arm, and said, “My father told me
once that if you get into a fight with injuns, make sure you save
the last bullet for yourself.”


  They rode their horses out of the small
protected area and encroached on the open desert. In the distance,
mountain ranges and lone buttes were silhouetted against the pale
blue sky. Sparky ran to the point as Phyllis steered her horse
closer to Duane’s. She said, “If I don’t make it, just remember
that I loved you, and I always will, whether I’m in this world or
the next.”


  He grinned. “Hey, cowgirl, don’t get morbid
on me. Someday we’ll tell our grandchildren about how we crossed
Apache territory together, when we were young, loco, and running
from John Law.”


   



   Marshal Dan
Stowe made his way toward the bunkhouse, his belly full of beef and
potato salad prepared by Martha Thornton. He couldn’t stop thinking
about what a man could do with two thousand dollars. I’ll go to
Frisco, or maybe back to Michigan to see the folks. I could buy
some nice farmland or a cabin in the woods.


  His mind filled with possibilities, for he
was a man of many dreams, none of which had come true. One of his
fondest long-held ambitions was a trip to England, where his
ancestors had lived. A man could have a big time in London on two
thousand dollars, or he could invest in stocks and triple his money
in a year. Marshal Stowe read newspapers avidly and knew about
industries springing up all over America, as towns followed
railroads into previous uncharted territory. Fortunes were being
made every day, and men like Cornelius Vanderbilt and William
Backhouse Astor were richer than most kings.


  The bunkhouse was filthy, beds unmade,
clothing flung everywhere, cigarette butts on the floor, and
pictures of women nailed to the walls. “Anybody here?” he
asked.


  An old cowboy hat craned around the corner.
“Who ya lookin’ fer, Marshal?”


  “The ramrod.”


  The cowboy came into view, wearing a dirty
blue-and-white-striped apron. “He’s on the range with the rest of
the crew, but I’m the cook, and I’m the onliest one who stayed
behind, outside of the guard. My name’s McSweeny, and I ain’t
wanted fer nawthin’, far as I know.”


  “If you’re the cook, then you must know Duane
Braddock.”


   “I knew ’im
about as well as you can after a-livin’ in this bunkhouse with ’im
fer about a month. Braddock kept by himself, and weren’t the most
talkative person I ever knew.”


  “Did you see him shoot Otis Puckett?”


  “I was a-standin’ about as far from Puckett
as I am from you right now, and it was self-defense all the way.
Puckett braced Duane, not the other way around. If Duane didn’t
haul iron, he’d be pushin’ up daisies right now. Then that no-good
skunk Jay Krenshaw tried to shoot Duane in the back, but Duane was
a-ready fer a trick. The Kid’s fast—no doubt about it—but he din’t
start the fracas. I’ll swear to it on the Bible, and so will every
other man in this bunkhouse, includin’ the ramrod.”


  “If he was innocent, then why’d the
lieutenant arrest him?”


  McSweeny shrugged. “Because Duane used to go
with his wife, if yer know what I’m a-sayin’.”


  “While she was married to the
lieutenant?”


  “Afore she met the lieutenant, and most of us
think he was jealous of Duane.”


  “Sounds like all the women in this area went
loco over Duane Braddock.”


  “No tellin’
what a woman’ll like, but you wouldn’t want to rile him, no sir.
I’ve never seen a temper like Duane Braddock’s once’t he gits
a-rollin’. He damn near beat Jay Krenshaw to death about a week
afore the shootin’. Never seen nawthin’ like it in all my days.
Busted his nose, broke his jaw, and knocked out all his front
teeth.”


  “How’d he outdraw Puckett?”


  “He was just a leetle bit faster. But that’s
all it took.”


  “It’s quite a story,” the marshal allowed.
“Braddock gets out of a monastery and a few months later he’s shot
all these people? It doesn’t add up.”


  “Things was peaceful afore Duane showed up,
but since then we’ve had two funerals, and God only knows where the
boss’s daughter is right now.”


  “What was she like?”


  “Sweetest li’l thang in the world,” the cook
replied, a smile coming to his face. “She set her cap fer Duane
Braddock right after he got here, and by gum, she got ’im. They was
a-plannin’ to git married, and Duane would’ve ended up with the Bar
T someday, but now—God only knows what’ll happen to ’em.”


  Marshal Stowe smiled skeptically. “I still
don’t get it. Otis Puckett was supposed to be one of the fastest
guns alive and an ordinary cowboy outquicked him? I heard something
about a dog that bit him.”


  “Naw, the
dog din’t bite him. It’s just that Duane Braddock has got the
talent. It’s somethin’ a man is borned with, and you can’t larn it
no matter how many schools you go to. I’ll tell you somethin’, Mr.
Marshal. You ever run into young Duane Braddock, you’d better talk
real slow. Otherwise, he’s liable to shoot yer lights out.”


  The sun hung like a pan of silver in the
clear blue sky, and the desert reflected its shimmering heat. Duane
and Phyllis rode through an oven filled with cactus flowers and
birds as they scanned for signs of Apaches. The redskins could be
anywhere, and one of their favorite tricks was to bury themselves
beneath the ground, and you wouldn’t see them until they were all
over you.


  Duane glanced at Phyllis, who sat solidly in
her saddle, covered with perspiration, her white cowboy hat held in
place with a leather neckstrap. He’d warned her that the journey
would be harsh, but she’d come along anyway, for reasons he
couldn’t completely fathom.


  His shirt was plastered to his back, he
hadn’t shaved since Shelby, and his throat was parched. He hoped
they’d hit a water hole soon because less than one canteen of water
remained. The sun enervated him, but he didn’t dare droop in his
saddle. Hunted by the Fourth Cavalry, surrounded by Apaches, low on
everything, he didn’t want to look bad in the presence of his
woman. So he straightened his spine, held his elbows close to his
waist, and proceeded erectly across the sage as buzzards circled
high in the sky, waiting for them to fall.


   



   The sun
sank toward the horizon as Marshal Dan Stowe tethered his horse to
the hitching rack in front of Gibson’s General Store. He looked to
his left and right, then pushed open the door. He found himself in
a midsize room with a bar in back and tables everywhere. A few
cowboys sat at one of them, playing cards, while a man in an apron
washed glasses behind the bar. “Help you?”


  “Whiskey.”


  The bartender filled a glass half full, and
Marshal Dan Stowe knocked it back.


  “Know where I can find a room for a few
nights?”


  “I think Mr. Gibson’s got somethin’. Lemme
find ’im fer you.”


  The bartender disappeared behind the sheet of
cloth that was the doorway to the rear of the building. Stowe
rolled a cigarette, lit it, and blew smoke out the side of his
mouth. Then he turned around, leaned his elbows against the bar,
and looked at the interior of the stark saloon. Men had carved
their initials into tables, chairs, and unpainted planked walls.
Cigarette burns were everywhere, and cuspidors slopped onto the
floor. It was the typical little whoop-and-holler, except it didn’t
have a painting of naked women over the bar.


  “Marshal?” asked a short roly-poly man with
fluffy white chin whiskers. “My name’s Gibson, and I hear yer
a-lookin’ fer a room. You wanna come this way?”


   Stowe
tossed the rest of the whiskey down his throat, then followed
Gibson into the corridor behind the bar. They came to a parlor
furnished with sturdy upholstered chairs, with a picture of Robert
E. Lee mounted above the fireplace. At the end of another hall,
Gibson opened a door.


  It was a small cell with a bed, dresser,
chair, and rear window overlooking a backyard with sheds, privies,
and piles of wood. They negotiated the price, while the shopkeeper
appraised the lean sorrowful-looking marshal. “Reckon I know why
yer here,” Gibson ventured.


  “I have a warrant for Duane Braddock’s
arrest, if that’s what you mean.”


  “I din’t know a man can get arrested for
defendin’ himself in Texas.”


  “Were you there the night of the
shooting?”


  “Saw the whole goddamned thing from beginnin’
to end. It was quite a show, let me tell you. I never seen a hand
move so fast in my life.”


  “How’d it start?”


  “If’n I’m
a-gonna tell ya that, I’ll have to go back to the day Jay Krenshaw
was borned. He was an ornery cuss all his life, but his daddy owned
the second biggest ranch in the territory, and folks put up with
him as best they could. Well, one day Duane Braddock showed up, and
he waren’t the breed what tolerates other people’s shit. Jay got a
little rough with ’im one day out on the range, and Duane nearly
busted Jay’s haid open. Jay thought he’d even the score, so he
hired Otis Puckett to shoot Duane. One Saturday night Puckett
walked into my saloon and told Duane to go for his gun. Everybody
thought Duane had come to the end of his road, but he shot Puckett
‘twixt the eyes.” Gibson placed his forefinger on his forehead, to
show the exact spot.


  “Why’d Lieutenant Dawes arrest Duane?”


  “Good question,” replied Gibson
mysteriously.


  “I understand it had something to do with a
woman.”


  Gibson said nothing and backed toward the
door.


  “This is an official investigation,” the
lawman reminded him. “If you withhold information, you can be
prosecuted for obstruction of justice.”


  “’Course it was over a woman—what else? And
she used to live in this very room.”


  Marshal Stowe looked at the plain unpainted
walls and the blue muslin curtain. “What was she doing here?”


  “She come
to this town with Duane Braddock—she was his woman then. They was
supposed to git married, but then Lieutenant Dawes come along, and
she married him instead. A few weeks later, the soldiers built her
a house on the edge of the army camp, and she and her new husband
had fights that you could hear all over this valley. Then she broke
up with Dawes, but she’s still a-livin’ in the house right now.
They say her daddy was one of the richest planters in South
Carolina afore the war.” Mr. Gibson winked lasciviously. “I reckon
you’ll want to talk with her, Marshal, but you’d better watch yer
step. We don’t see women like Vanessa Dawes very often in this part
of Texas, and yer liable ter fall in love with her, too.”


   



  The sun kissed the mountain range in the
distance, casting long shadows across the sage, as Duane and
Phyllis approached a circle of heavy foliage. It looked like a
water hole, an ideal spot for an Apache bushwhack. Darkness fell
rapidly, and one of the horses might break a leg in a gopher hole
if they didn’t stop soon.


  They drew closer to the foliage, and Sparky’s
head appeared beside a clump of strawberry cactus. He was grinning,
which meant that the coast was clear. Duane and Phyllis advanced
among the trees, and the temperature dropped perceptibly. Ahead,
twinkling in the last light of day, was the water hole. Duane held
his Colt in his right hand as he glanced about, to make certain no
Apaches were creeping up on him. The horses came to a stop in front
of the water and lowered their great heads to drink.


   Duane and
Phyllis climbed down from their saddles and waited for the horses
to finish. It grew darker every moment, and they didn’t want to
spend the night next to a water hole. They could hear Sparky
dashing through nearby underbrush, dutifully scouting the area.


  Duane touched his lips to Phyllis’s sweaty
forehead, and she melted against him. He touched his palm to her
glorious rump.


  “Don’t get any ideas,” she said.


  “If there are Apaches in the vicinity, I’m
sure they would’ve found us by now.” Reluctantly, he removed his
hand. “We’ll move off a ways.”


  “Maybe we can take a quick bath.”


  Just then Sparky exploded into the
clearing, obviously agitated about something. His body shook
nervously, he licked his lips, and his eyes seemed to say,
Follow me.


  “He’s found something,” Duane said. “Let’s
see what it is.”


  Duane yanked the rifle out of its scabbard,
and Phyllis drew her Colt .44. They followed Sparky among biznaga
cactus and standley rosebushes as the desert grew dark, Venus
twinkling impudently in the sky. A coyote yowled in a far-off cave
as Sparky plunged ever deeper into the oncoming night.


   Duane’s
legs felt bowed, after long hours in the saddle, and his high boot
heels pushed him forward, giving him a cowboy swagger. Phyllis
followed, gazing at his long legs. Despite danger, hardship, and
Apaches, she wanted to perform certain acts that could probably get
her arrested in Texas. Meanwhile, Sparky stopped at the edge of a
reddish-purple Krameriaa shrub and pointed his nose at the lower
branches. Something dark and human was lying among the dried
leaves. Duane wouldn’t have noticed if Sparky hadn’t pointed it
out. The Pecos Kid and his woman dropped to their knees beside the
shrub. They saw long black pigtails and a buckskin dress covered
with blood.


  “It’s an Apache squaw,” Duane said. He
touched her shoulder and she felt dead. “She must’ve got hit in the
shooting we heard this morning.” He rolled her over and his eyes
widened at the sight of a little boy in her arms.


  Phyllis reached for the child, and his skin
was warm. He was approximately three or four, wearing his little
breechcloth, moccasin boots, and a red bandanna around his head,
and he, too, was covered with blood. She pressed her ear against
his chest. “He’s alive.”


  The boy was well formed, brown as a nut, and
limp as a noodle, with his eyes closed. There was no discussion
about whether or not to help him. Duane picked him up tenderly and
carried him toward the water hole. Phyllis paused a moment with the
woman and noticed a necklace lying in the dried blood. The boy
might want some memory of his mother someday, Phyllis thought. She
untied the leather thong that held it together, put it into her
pocket, and realized that she was alone.


   Duane was
out of sight as Phyllis perched beside the dead Apache woman. The
victim appeared in her mid-thirties, with a round face and slanted
eyes. “May the Lord have mercy upon your soul,” Phyllis whispered.
Then she turned and ran back toward the water hole.


   



  Marshal Dan Stowe walked down the only street
of Shelby, heading toward a house at the edge of town. The night
was cool, and he wore his black leather vest over his white canvas
shirt, with a blue bandanna wrapped around his neck. A cheroot was
stuck in his teeth, and his fingers hooked the front pockets of his
jeans.


  A blanket of diamonds covered the sky, the
moon nearly full. Marshal Dan Stowe thought of distant worlds and
the paths of history. Sometimes he felt as if he’d lived two lives:
first as an officer in the great Civil War, and the second was his
current life. He’d participated in the most massive cavalry battles
in the history of the world, and once General George Armstrong
Custer had shaken his hand, but now his hand had accepted a bribe
like any other crooked lawman, judge, or jurist.


  Stowe
wanted to return the money, but whenever he reached that decision,
he thought about beautiful women with colorful parasols strolling
alongside the Thames. All his life he’d wanted to go to the land of
Robert Louis Stevenson, Sir Walter Scott, and Charles Dickens. I’ll
bring Big Al’s daughter back home either way, so it’s not as if I’m
selling my country down the river, or helping a real criminal to
escape.


  He approached a lopsided house and recalled
the business at hand. Lieutenant Dawes was on a scout, but the
lawman hoped to talk with Mrs. Dawes about the ticklish situation
that had surfaced in the course of the investigation. According to
the testimony of important civilians, it appeared that Duane
Braddock was arrested because he’d been planking the lieutenant’s
wife. The lawman smiled sardonically as he rapped his knuckles on
the door.


  It was opened by a soldier with a nose like a
potato, wearing a white apron, with his sleeves rolled up. The
first thing the soldier saw was the badge on Marshal Stowe’s vest,
and an expression of terror came over his face because he was
wanted for armed robbery in Baltimore.


  “I’d like to speak with Mrs. Dawes on
official business.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  The soldier turned abruptly and nearly
collided with a tall, willowy blonde who appeared in the vestibule.
“Who is it, Private Cruikshank?”


  Stowe removed his hat. “Marshal Dan Stowe,
and I’m here to ask you a few questions, ma’am.”


  She looked at him with the eyes of a woman
who knew the secrets of managing men. “Right this way, please.”


   Stowe
followed her into a small parlor filled with makeshift furniture.
She was slim, with exquisitely carved high cheekbones, her golden
hair falling to her shoulders, and nearly as tall as he. Marshal
Stowe realized that Mr. Gibson hadn’t exaggerated when he described
her as a great beauty.


  “Have a seat, Marshal,” she said. “Can I get
you something to drink?” Without waiting for an answer, she poured
a glass of whiskey. Then she sat opposite him, crossed her long,
lissome legs, and asked, “What can I do for you?”


  She spoke with a cultured Southern drawl, and
he realized that she was a former belle. “As you’ve probably
guessed, I’m here concerning Duane Braddock.”


  She smiled faintly. “He’s probably in Mexico
right now.”


  “Maybe, but numerous witnesses have told me
that he killed Otis Puckett and Jay Krenshaw in self-defense, and
your husband had no business arresting him in the first place. I
don’t want to hurt your feelings, ma’am, and I know this is a
delicate matter, but it’s been suggested that he arrested Duane out
of jealousy over you. Would you care to comment on that?”


  “It’s perfectly true,” she replied without a
moment’s hesitation. “My husband even admitted it to me, but I’m
afraid we’re not together anymore. I’m waiting for the lawyers to
settle our divorce, and then I’ll leave this sorry excuse for a
town.”


   Marshal
Stowe looked her over carefully, wondering what her game was. She’d
arrived in town with Braddock, then married Dawes, and now was on
the loose again. The lawman had seen myriads of women in his life,
but never one like this. He was too much of a gentleman to make an
improper suggestion, so he said, “Do you think your husband would
withdraw the charge?”


  “Extremely doubtful, because he’s a stubborn
ass. Will you go after Duane Braddock?”


  “I’ve got a warrant for his arrest,
ma’am.”


  “I hope it won’t be necessary to use force,
because I could find you thirty people who’d swear to his
innocence. You can arrest him, but no judge would ever convict
him.”


  “I expect that’s so, but I’ve got to bring
him in anyway.”


  The lieutenant’s wife fidgeted with her
hands, and her cool facade seemed to crack. Then she looked into
the lawman’s eyes and said, “Please try to be gentle with him,
because he’s really just a boy.”


  She’s still in love with him, Marshal Stowe
realized, and felt a pang of jealousy. His eyes roved over her once
more, then he appraised his own common appearance. Something told
him that she’d never sleep with him no matter how much money he had
or how many fancy suits. But she willingly gave that long,
delicious body to Duane Braddock.


  “I’ll try to bring him in alive,” Marshal
Stowe vowed, “but if he puts up resistance, I’ll bring him in
anyway I can.”


   She smiled
reassuringly. “You can reason with him, Marshal. He’s not as loco
as some say. I’d ask you to spare him for my sake, but we don’t
even know each other. Yet it would be a shame to kill a man for a
crime he didn’t commit—don’t you agree?”


  “It’s true that we don’t know each other,
ma’am, but I’ll do my best to spare him for your sake. However,
let’s make sure we understand each other. If he ever draws on me
first, I can’t be responsible for the outcome.”


   



  “How is he?” Duane asked.


  Phyllis pressed her ear against the little
boy’s chest. “Still alive.”


  They bathed and wrapped him in one of Duane’s
clean shirts while his little breechcloth was drying. He didn’t
open his eyes while Duane and Phyllis took turns washing
themselves. Then they prepared to move toward their campsite for
the night. Phyllis climbed into her saddle, and Duane passed her
the boy. She cradled him in his arms as Duane led the horses
away.


   Sometimes
Duane wished that he’d never left the monastery in the clouds, but
lust for Mexican girls who came to mass on Sundays had drawn him
into the secular world. Shortly thereafter he’d met the former Miss
Vanessa Fontaine, and everything had gone downhill. Now he was deep
in Apache country, the possibility of a posse on his tail, and God
only knew what difficulties the child might cause. He spotted a
large cottonwood tree standing among a scattering of sage, cactus,
and weeds. “This looks like a good spot,” he said.


  Phyllis gazed tenderly at the Apache boy, and
his eyelashes were fluttering. “He’s coming to,” she said.


  The little eyes opened to slits, and an
expression of terror came over his face as he glimpsed Phyllis and
Duane. Then he closed his eyes and went slack again. Phyllis passed
him to Duane, and the Pecos Kid thought he looked like little Jesus
in swaddling clothes.


  Phyllis climbed down from the
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