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      “I’m not sure I can do it,” Deputy Diego Lange whispered. He crouched on a small rock outcropping overlooking the land outside of Junction City. The air was warm, even an hour toward midnight. The new moon cast no glow on the land below. Overhead, the stars sparkled in the night, the constellations mingling amongst themselves. The heat of the day was giving up its last fingers and succumbing to the cool night air. The smell of sage and hot rock still tickled Diego’s nose and those of his companions.

      Sheriff Walt Eason grinned in the night. “It ain’t no big thing.”

      “It’s no big thing for you, Sheriff,” Diego whispered back. “You do it all the time. Hell, you’ve already started doing it seeing as how the election’s coming up. I ain’t,” he searched for the right word, “as accomplished as you.”

      Off to Diego’s right, he heard a soft snort from Jack Moore. “If I was standing up for my brother, I’d be so drunk by the wedding it didn’t matter what I said.” Moore was the senior deputy among Eason’s rank of three. Typically, he didn’t let anyone forget that he was second only to the sheriff. Even tonight, as the three of them hunkered down to catch some cattle rustlers, he made sure to get the catbird seat on the outcropping. He claimed he had eyes like an eagle’s and could see clearly in the night. Diego knew that Eason tolerated Moore and acquiesced. But Diego was still irritated that Moore decided to stick his nose into business that was his.

      Eason inhaled deeply and let out the air slowly. “When it comes down to it, all you have to do is speak from the heart. It’s your brother’s wedding. He asked you to stand up for him. Sure, that usually means you gotta give a toast of some sort. Everyone will be looking at you, making you feel puny as an ant. Put all that stuff away. Just remember, this is your brother. Other than your parents, you know him best. All you have to do is…” He stopped and held up a hand. “Quiet.”

      “I heard him, too,” Moore said.

      All three men laid flat on the rock their eyes overlooking the grazing area. The dark husks of cattle gently stomping their feet could not dampen the sound of footfalls on the dirt.

      Someone was coming.

      Down a ways, just to the other side of the cattle, they all spied the distinctive silhouette of a man. He wore no spurs so the only sound he made was the gentle clomp of his boots. He wore a hat so the lawman couldn’t make out his face. But they all saw what he was doing: making his way toward the cattle.

      In a low voice, Eason whispered, “Remember we have to catch him in the act. Before that, he’s just a man out on the midnight walk.”

      Diego understood. He began to breathe more shallowly, his mind telling him even his breath would give away their position. Moore, on the other hand, fidgeted in his position.

      “Don’t move,” Eason commanded.

      The shadowy figure made his way along the perimeter of the group of cattle. Curiously, he reached out a hand and touched the romp of each cow.

      Diego frowned. “What is he doing?”

      Eason shushed him. “Wait and see.”

      The man continued to walk around the perimeter. If he kept going that way, he would get perilously close to where the lawmen had stashed their horses. If he found the horses, all bets were off.

      That seemed to be the thinking of Deputy Moore as well. “He’s gonna find the horses,” he hissed.

      “Let him,” Eason said. “It means we have the element of surprise.”

      “Why don’t we surprise them right now,” Moore said. He moved. Small pebbles dislodged and tumbled down the outcropping.

      The shadowed man heard and turned toward the sound. He drew his gun and aimed, the barrel swiveling back and forth, not sure from where the sound came..

      The lawmen already had their guns in hand. Under earlier orders from Eason, they held their fire. Besides, even with starlight, they couldn’t get a direct bead on the shadowed man’s location. But when the man opened fire at them, the blossom of flame from his muzzle would give them all the pinpoint direction.

      A lead slug pinged near Diego’s face. He reacted without thinking. He pulled the trigger of his gun. Moore did the same. Eason held back. Gouts of fire poured out from the barrels of their revolvers. The shadowed figure fell in a clump.

      “Dammit!” Eason said. “I said hold fire until he did something.” He sighed, sending plumes of dust in the air. He holstered his weapon and got to his feet. “Come on.”

      Diego felt chastened by his mistake. He had reacted without thinking. Typically that was a good trait for a lawman to possess. But he was still learning. Sheriff Eason, to his mind, was the best teacher in the world. Now Diego had disappointed him.

      Eason, Diego, and Moore trundled down the outcropping and approached the shadowed figure. Not knowing if they had killed him or not, they approached from three different angles. The two deputies still held their guns.  Eason approached unarmed.

      The downed man law sprawled on the ground. His gun hand was empty. Eason kicked the pistol out of reach just in case. The dark patch under the man was likely blood. The more Diego looked at the patch, the larger the patch got. It was blood alright, seeping out of the wounded man and being soaked up by the dry ground.

      Eason reached into a pocket and flicked a lucifer match to life with his thumbnail. He crouched down and brought the light closer to the dead man’s face.

      “Oh no.”
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      “It was my fault.” Sheriff Walt Eason spoke the words softly and somberly.

      The man to whom he spoke was Bartholomew Conway Senior. If there was anyone in town who could claim the right of the number one citizen , it would be Bartholomew Conway. A cotton grower who had made the timely transition to cattle ranching just before the railroad arrived, Conway all but owned the town. He was rich enough to buy out anybody or anything he wanted. For the most part, however, he left the town alone, as long as its citizens followed what Conway considered the appropriate course of action. He and the Sheriff didn’t have the best relationship, especially after Bart Conway, Junior, was captured, tried, and convicted of bank robbery. The younger Conway now bade his time in a federal prison.

      The recent spate of cattle rustling didn’t help Conway’s demeanor. Oftentimes, Eason would contend that he and his deputies would find the culprits and bring them in for justice. But Conway rarely believed anything the law man said. Eason was one of those incorruptible lawmen that dotted the West.

      But now, at midnight, Conway stood in the great room of his ranch house and fumed at Eason. “I can’t believe you shot one of my men.” The venom in Conway’s voice was palpable to all in the room. To his left and slightly behind him, his wife, Linda, stood. She wore a fancy purple robe, held tightly at her breast, her fingers worrying the fabric. To Conway’s right was Ernest Till, the foreman of Conway’s cattle ranch. He had pulled work pants and suspenders over his nightshirt. His feet were clad in work boots, the dust settling on a bearskin rug.

      “As I said, Conway, it was an accident.”

      Eason stood with his hands on his hips. He had tipped his hat high on his forehead so that it rested on the back of his scalp. Diego Lange and Jack Moore flanked the sheriff. They faced a half dozen other men who had come up from the bunkhouse to see what all the commotion was about. They were a motley bunch, some fully dressed, others in nightclothes.

      “Accident or not,” Conway spat, “Fulton is still dead. I’m one man down.”

      Till said, “They get any cattle?”

      “No,” Eason said. “It seems Fulton was the only man out tonight.”

      From his vantage point, Diego could not read his boss’s face completely. Right after the incident, Diego had confessed to Eason that it was his bullet that struck down Fulton. Eason had patted Diego on the shoulder and told him not to worry about it. He would take care of everything. Diego had no way of knowing that Eason’s way of dealing with it was to accept the blame himself.

      “Any reason why Fulton would be out walking in the fields tonight?” Eason asked Conway.

      “Any reason?” Conway sputtered. “How about  cattle rustling? Five of my head are gone. God knows where they are. You’re the law man. It’s your job to find the sons of bitches and get my cattle back. It’s not your job to shoot my men who are doing their damn job.”

      Eason adjusted his feet. “I’m aware of that, Bartholomew. It just seems odd to have a man out by himself in the middle the night when you knew we’d be here. It just invites accidents.”

      Jack Moore said, “Like the ones we had here tonight.”

      Conway broke off his gaze from Eason and bored his eyes into Moore. “If you got something to say, mister, I suggest you say it now. I would hate to think you’re about to tell me how to do my job and save my cattle.”

      “No sir,” Moore said, chastened.

      Diego looked at Ernest Till. The foreman wore a funny look. Diego couldn’t read the expression.

      Conway turned his attention back to Eason. “I sincerely hope that this “accident” as you call it will not interfere in your investigation into who the hell is rustling my cattle. You still got a damn job to do. I want you boys get the hell out of my house and go find those bastards.”

      Eason paused a moment, chewing on his inner lip. Diego knew enough about his boss to know that Eason didn’t take kindly to orders from anyone other than Judge Howard. But this situation was different. Eason wasn’t always the best man for the intricate dance of politics, but he knew enough now to make his exit.

      “Okay we’re going. I don’t think they’ll come by tonight, not with all this activity. We’ll turn in, get some sleep, try again tomorrow night.” He turned and walked to the front door. Diego and Moore followed.

      When Eason had his hand on the doorknob, Conway said “Try not to kill any more of my men if you can help it.”

      Eason turned and fixed his stare on the cattle man. “Then you best make sure your men are safe and sound of the bunkhouse. What happened here tonight was an accident. Truly sorry for your loss. But this is dangerous business. Those hombres are going to get caught. I promise you that.”

      “Promises,” Conway scoffed. “What the hell good are your promises when you can’t even keep an innocent man from being shot by your own bullet?”

      Eason said nothing. He opened the door and walked out into the darkness.
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      Bartholomew Conway watched the sheriff’s exit and fought to hide the disdain coursing through him. He stood rigid while the three lawmen left his house, more as an example to his men than anything else. After the door had shut, he waited a few more heartbeats before he spoke.

      “All right, boys, I need y’all to get dressed.”

      “We gonna get Fulton?” a skinny man said. He wore pants, a shirt, and his boots, as if he had just come back from town.

      “Of course, Jim. What the hell else do you think we’d do? It’s midnight. Fetch the buckboard. Hank, David,” he pointed to other men, “you help him. The rest of you might as well get on to bed. An evil deed happened tonight. Still don’t change the fact that we got work to do in the morning. I expect all of y’all to be up at the same time, you here?”

      Three ranch hands nodded.

      “Fulton was pretty new around here. Y’all knew him better than I did. I want your boys to take care of it. Got any issues, come see me.” With that, Conway issued a curt nod and dismissed his men. They shuffled out of the house and into the darkness.

      Conway turned to his wife. She had drawn her robe up close to her neck. “I’m truly sorry you had to witness that, dear. This kind of thing is man’s work. Women just ain’t cut out for it.”

      The look in her eyes was unreadable. “Bartholomew, I have been your wife long enough to know this land delivers hardships. It’s our job to endure them. You don’t have to lecture me about death. I’ve known death, I’ve met it up close.”

      She walked to a cabinet and opened the door. She pulled out a bottle of whiskey. She uncorked the stopper and put the bottle to her lips. After she took a deep swag, she handed it to her husband. “You’ll be needing some of this.”

      Conway fought his mouth to keep from smiling. He lost. He took the bottle and drank deep. He handed the bottle to Ernest Till. His foreman took it and also drank. Conway handed the bottle back to his wife who stored it back in the cabinet.

      “I’m going to bed now,” she said. “How long will you be?”

      “As long as it takes,” Conway said.

      With a nod to Ernest Till, Linda Conway turned and walked into their bedroom.

      “It’s a damn shame about Fulton,” Till said. “I know he was new around here, but he was a good worker. Tried real hard.”

      Conway’s eyes were distant. Wistfully, he said “Yes. It is a shame.”

      Till frowned. “You think those rustlers will come back tomorrow night?”

      “Not sure. But I got something better in mind right now.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Eason.”

      “What about him?”

      Conway grinned. “I’ve got him now.”

      “Boss, what you talking about?”

      Conway fixed his eyes directly on his foreman. “I’m gonna charge Sheriff Walt Eason with murder.”
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