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Chapter One
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“You deal with the store, I’ll visit everywhere else on the list,” Lance Kinney said.

“That’s fine, but remember that the saloon’s not on that list,” Eddie Ford said.

Lance jumped down off the open wagon. “It is on mine.”

Eddie smiled. “In that case I’ll meet you there and make sure you don’t stay too long.”

Lance laughed as he set off into Northfield. There were few opportunities to relax back at the Blood Rock ranch so being given the chance to collect supplies that weren’t available in White Plains had already provided a welcome change, but he was still eager to get his tasks over with quickly.

He hurried along toward the blacksmith’s and when he arrived a customer was detailing his requirements. Both men broke off from their conversation to turn to Lance, although when Lance acknowledged them he heard raised voices behind him and realized that this was what had caught their attention.

He turned around and winced on finding that an altercation appeared to have broken out at the store. Men were spilling out through the door and they were falling over each other in their eagerness to move away from the trouble.

As Eddie wasn’t among those who had fled, Lance didn’t waste a moment before hurrying back down the main drag. When he reached the nearest man to have come out of the store he asked what was happening, but before he got an answer a gunshot roared in the building.

The bystanders all froze. Lance reckoned he was the only one of them who was armed so he pushed his way through the throng and moved on to the door where he paused for a moment before rushing inside with his head ducked down.

The only people in sight were a man lying slumped over on his side in front of the counter and another man who had kneeled down beside him. He was talking using soothing tones, not that he was likely to get a response from the stricken man as a wide patch of blood marred the back of his jacket.

Lance moved closer, but then stopped when in a moment of horror he realized that the shot man was his colleague Eddie. He shook off his shock and hurried on to kneel down on the other side of him, but he only managed to confirm his earlier assumption that he was beyond help.

“What happened?” he murmured.

“I’m not sure what the argument was about,” the other man said. “I tried to carry on with my business, but then I heard a gunshot and a thud, and when I turned around the shooter was running for the back door.”

The man gestured, indicating the direction the shooter had fled. Lance dallied for just long enough to cast another forlorn look at Eddie before he leaped to his feet and then ran for the back door.

To his surprise he heard the other man following him, so he waved at him to stay back, but when he was ignored he carried on through the door. As there was only open ground ahead and nobody was in sight the two men stood side by side while turning to either side.

“What did he look like?” Lance asked.

“I got only a fleeting glimpse.” The man sighed. “I wish I could say more, or have done more.”

“You have nothing to be ashamed about. You’re the only one who stayed with Eddie and you’re the only one helping me find the man who shot him.”

Lance then offered his name and got the response that he was talking to Murdoch McCarthy, who had just stopped off in town on his way north. Lance nodded and then without much hope he indicated that Murdoch should go to the left while he headed to the right.

The two men separated and, as Lance had feared, when they met up back at the store a short while later neither man had noticed anyone acting suspiciously. The other bystanders were still sharing their tales of what had happened and they all told the same story.

Nobody had seen who did it or where he went, although one man did offer the opinion that he reckoned that the argument might have had something to do with the Blood Rock ranch. That made Murdoch draw Lance aside.

“I remember now that I heard the gunman ask about the rancher Hank Butler.” Murdoch shrugged. “Maybe he had a problem with the people who work for him.”

“It’s possible so I’ll keep an eye out for more trouble on the way back to the ranch.” Lance thanked Murdoch again and turned away, but then he stopped and turned back. “Did you say that you were heading north?”

“I am. I don’t have a destination in mind, but. . . .” Murdoch kicked at the ground and gave a shamefaced look. “I am looking for work, but I’m not sure I’d want to work at a place that gets people shot up, if that’s what you were going to suggest.”

“I wasn’t. I’ve only worked there for a few months so I can’t offer anyone a job, but I was going to suggest we could ride together.”

Murdoch rubbed his jaw as he digested this information and then nodded. Lance smiled before moving away to cast another long look around the town while wondering how the killer could have gotten away so easily. Murdoch joined him and set his hands on his hips as he regarded the quiet scene.

“You don’t need to worry no more,” he said after a while. “With me at your side, Eddie’s killer won’t try anything.”

––––––––
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Arthur Burke walked out of the Black Star saloon and stood for a while considering the main drag of Sinclair’s Heights. It was quiet with the few people who were passing by all just going about their business, so he wended his way toward the stable, just as U.S. Marshal Lincoln Hawk had hoped he would.

Lincoln had first tracked down Arthur in the saloon an hour ago and from his uncertain gait it was clear he had been drinking liquor for some time before that. Even so, Lincoln stayed in the shadows beside the bank until Arthur had shuffled past him.

He waited for a few moments and then stepped out on to the boardwalk. Arthur was around twenty paces ahead of him and he was lurching toward the bank wall. When he slammed into it sideways he planted a hand against the wall and gathered his senses before he set off, not that it helped as he then lurched toward the hardpan.

A corner post was in his way, but he didn’t appear to notice the obstacle and he barged straight into it. He rocked backward, but with a flail of his arm he managed to grab hold of the post, stopping himself from falling over, after which he swayed to either side before he steadied his balance.

With Arthur then clutching hold of the post and showing no sign of risking trying to move off straight away, Lincoln checked around him. The main drag was still deserted, but despite that welcome observation he still had a tremor of concern as Arthur had started swaying again and he couldn’t help but wonder whether he was really as drunk as he appeared to be.

Lincoln stopped and then moved over to the bank wall where he drew his gun. He had been quiet, but Arthur showed that he’d detected his presence as he turned his head to him and then gestured vaguely, the movement being enough to unbalance him and cause him to stagger away from the post.

Arthur righted himself, pointed ahead and then set off along the boardwalk again. He had taken only two steps when, with a rapid movement that belied his supposed inebriated state, he twisted around and ducked down, revealing that he had his gun in hand.

With only a moment to react Lincoln snapped up his gun arm and blasted a shot that ripped into Arthur’s lower chest. Arthur wasted lead into the boardwalk before doubling over and then dropping to his knees.

“You holed me,” he groaned, raising his head.

“I’ll hole you again if you don’t drop that gun,” Lincoln said.

Arthur hefted his gun as he clearly weighed up his chances, but then the six-shooter slipped from his hand and clattered on to the boardwalk. Then Arthur tipped over and went sprawling on his front over the gun.

With a grunt of effort Arthur strained to raise himself, but he rose up for only a few inches before he flopped back down again. Arthur didn’t move again, but Lincoln still kept his gun aimed at the wounded man as he edged closer.

When he stood beside him he noted that Arthur was still breathing and that one of his hands was lying beneath his body, thereby being close to where he’d dropped his gun. So, taking no chances after Arthur’s earlier pretense of being inebriated, Lincoln jabbed his foot beneath his chest and tipped him over on to his back.

Arthur screeched in pain and the wood where he had been lying was bloody, but as the gun was still where it had fallen this time Lincoln was more prepared to believe he really was seriously wounded. He claimed the gun and then moved closer to Arthur.

“Are you a lawman?” Arthur murmured.

“I am,” Lincoln said and then identified himself. “As you clearly worked out, I’ve been following you for several days and now you’ll get justice.”

“It’s too late for that. You holed me real bad.”

Lincoln snorted and then walked around Arthur as he worked out how best to move him, but thankfully the gunfire had caused several customers to venture out of the saloon. He gestured at them to approach and when two men had come closer he explained the situation.

The men hurried away, leaving Lincoln to keep watch on his prisoner. Presently they returned with a doctor, Wilcox, who checked out the gunshot wound and then signified for the other two men to carry Arthur to the surgery.

“I can save him, Marshal,” he reported as the men raised Arthur off the boardwalk.

“I’m surprised you’re that confident,” Lincoln said.

Wilcox shrugged. “Unfortunately I’ve had plenty of experience of this type of incident.”

When the men carrying Arthur set off the doctor hurried on ahead of them. Lincoln accompanied the carriers and by the time he reached the surgery Wilcox had scrubbed a table and was getting ready to operate.

While the patient was placed on the table Lincoln stood back. Then, when the carriers slipped away, he paced up to the table and laid a hand on his holster with a silent warning. Arthur ignored him as he watched the doctor potter around, but when the medic started fingering some worryingly large metal instruments he turned his head to him.

“Are you staying to watch him repair your work?” he murmured with a weak voice.

“I need to make sure the law here has a place for you,” Lincoln said. “So I’ll wait until he’s knocked you out.”

“There’s no need to bother. I won’t be waking up.”

As Wilcox muttered something to himself Lincoln leaned over Arthur.

“A man who has gunned down three men won’t escape justice that easily,” he muttered.

Arthur snorted. “Don’t believe everything you’ve been told about me.”

“If you’re thinking about explaining away your exploits before you die, I’m listening.”

Arthur turned his head away, although that meant he again faced the doctor who was now moving toward him carrying a tray of instruments. Arthur gulped and turned back to Lincoln.

“I did kill those three men, but before them there was one other that nobody knows about.”

“Who?”

Arthur murmured a name, but he spoke too quietly for Lincoln to hear. Lincoln leaned closer to the wounded man and Arthur repeated the name. This time Lincoln heard it, but he didn’t recognize it.

He lost the chance to ask for more details when Arthur exhaled in a long, drawn-out gasp. Then his eyes closed.​
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Doctor Wilcox directed a concerned look at Lincoln and then waved him away. Lincoln stayed where he was, but when Arthur breathed in again he wished the doctor luck before heading to the door, and when he slipped into the corridor the sheriff of Sinclair’s Heights had arrived, saving him a journey.

“I gather you’ve brought in Arthur Burke,” Sheriff Barlow said.

“I have and he needs some attention, but the doctor is confident he’ll get to enjoy the inside of a cell,” Lincoln said.

Barlow nodded and sat down on a bench beside the door.

“In that case I’ll wait. I’ve never got to lock up a man who killed three men before.”

Lincoln frowned as he sat down beside him, having not yet had a chance to consider whether he should even bother thinking about Arthur’s confession.

“When I’ve spoken with him again I might have to tell you more,” he said at last with a slow shake of the head. “He claims it’s four men.”

Barlow snorted, showing the same level of disbelief that Lincoln felt. Then the two men sat back as they settled down for what could be a lengthy wait.

“Before they’re arrested every killer claims they’re innocent,” Barlow said after a while. “Once they know it’s all over for them they suddenly remember a whole lot of other things they’ve done.”

“I’ve heard plenty of boasts myself, but Arthur seemed convinced he was about to die.”

“In that case I’ll give his claim all the attention it deserves,” Barlow murmured with a sorry shake of the head.

“There’s no need. If there’s a mistake to be made here, I’ll be the one who makes it.”

“Then I hope you figure out the truth quickly. Who did he claim he killed?”

“It was Zeke Cochran, and it had to be at least eighteen months ago as it was before his first known murder.”

Barlow rubbed his jaw as he pondered and then shrugged.

“I haven’t heard that name before, but I’ll ask around while you wait to see what. . . .” Barlow trailed off when the door opened.

Doctor Wilcox came out while wiping his bloodied hands on a towel. His expression was grim and he gave a slow shake of the head, but both lawmen still stood up to hear confirmation that the operation hadn’t gone well.

“My patient was doing fine for a while,” Wilcox said when he joined them. “Then he wasn’t.”

“So that ends that,” Barlow said.

“Or it starts something,” Lincoln said.

Barlow uttered a long sigh. “I guess that means you’re not going to give up on this.”

Lincoln smiled. “You guessed right.”

Wilcox eyed this exchange with bemusement, but then shrugged and took a step backward.

“I’ll sew the wound back up and make him presentable,” he said with his eyes downcast. “Then I’ll deal
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