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CHAPTER 1
Charlie’s heart pounded as he approached the doors to the Cosmopolitan Saloon. He drew his
.45 and held it at arm’s length down by his side. The crowded room’s voices murmured and buzzed
after the shooting. They gradually quieted as the lawman walked past the bar toward Bob Kelly’s
table. He saw him periodically through the maze of bodies dispersing in front of him. Finally, as he
got clear, he cocked and leveled his Peacemaker at Bob’s chest.
“You want to tell me what happened here?” asked Charlie.
“He was cheatin’ at a game of five card, and I called him on it. You know I do not tolerate
that sort of thing.”
“Maybe you should have put that .41 to your own head, Bob,” insinuated Charlie. Kelly
looked at the Colt Thunderer sitting next to his glass, just inches from his hand. “If you make any
kind of a move that looks bad, I will kill you,” added Charlie. The room fell completely silent. Then
someone from the crowd of onlookers spoke.
“He killed John Cochran, Mr. Merritt.” Charles turned his head to look at the man. In that
fraction of a moment, shock, then rage flowed through him. From out of the corner of his vision, he
saw Kelly’s right hand jerk. Forty grains of black powder erupted, driving Bob backward off the
chair. The bullet struck him two inches high, but center on his chest. Charlie lowered his gun as he
walked to him through the cloud of smoke, and knelt down. He looked into his eyes.
“You are going to hell for this!” Charlie said with anger. The dying man sputtered with a
mouthful of blood.
“You bastard! You have killed me!”
Later that evening, Charlie received a request from Mayor Jack Cristen to appear before the
city council. The mayor had supported his men who served under him as officers in the past. He
prided himself on his policemen and let them have a free hand without political interference as much
as possible. A shooting of such serious nature, however, prompted an immediate investigation.
“Come in, Charles. Please have a chair.”
“Thank you, Mr. Mayor.”
“I am going to get right to the point,” he said, clearing his throat. “It has been brought to my
attention that you may have acted hastily in attempting to arrest Bob Kelly. Now, everyone knows
Mr. Cochran was a friend of yours, and your anger was understandable, but perhaps you could have
handled it differently.”
“And how would you have suggested I do that?” asked Charlie as he crossed his legs and
took off his hat. “Let him shoot at me first?”
“Most witnesses feel he was merely reaching for his drink,” said a council member.
“I do not believe, sir, that a man would make such a sudden move under those
circumstances,” Charlie stated plainly. “He understood the situation, and my intentions on the
matter.” At this point in the meeting, a knock came at the door. A young man stepped in, handed the
mayor a note, and then quickly left. The office remained quiet while he read it to himself.
Eventually, he revealed the contents.
“Robert Kelly died a half hour ago, at approximately seven forty-five p.m.” Charlie showed
no reaction. Maybe boredom.
“I do not think you realize just how serious this is, Mr. Merritt,” said the mayor. “There are a
good many citizens in this city who will want to see you dismissed, or worse.”
“I am well aware of that, sir. But Bob Kelly killed a man over a card game, and there does
not seem to be much concern about the legitimacy of that!”
“Apparently he was playing dishonestly, and I resent your implication of discrimination
here.”

“Forgive me, sir. I did not mean to imply anything of the kind. But whether or not John was
cheating is difficult to prove.”
Mayor Cristen stood up from his desk and walked to the window. “He was cheating, Charles,
and he pulled on Kelly first. They caught him palming the queen of spades.”
“Who caught him?” snapped Charlie.
“There were five others at the table, including Tom Billings and Ed Maclean, who are on my
staff. Neither one of them really liked Kelly, but they backed his story.”
Charlie looked at the mayor as he absorbed his last statement. He knew John liked to gamble
and suspected him of not being totally honest at cards.
“Then it all comes down to my actions and if they were proper?” asked Charlie. Mayor
Cristen nodded once. “So what happens now?”
“Provided I have the vote of the council, you will be temporarily suspended pending further
investigation.”
“If I take off this badge, it will be with my resignation,” threatened Charlie, not caring one
way or the other.
“I would hate to see that happen. I am sure this will be resolved quickly if we follow proper
procedure,” said the mayor. “You have been involved in previous shootings. This is just the way it
should be handled.”
“Two men besides Kelly have died by my hand in the past. There was no talk of suspension
then.”
“They were different circumstances—”
“The only difference,” said Charlie, interrupting, “is that Bob Kelly was considered a
prominent man in this city, and he had many supporters in…” He stopped and calmed down before
continuing. “Perhaps it is best that I take my leave at this time. Good evening, gentlemen.” Charlie
unpinned his badge and handed it to the mayor and then walked out the door.
He sat down on the bench outside the mayor’s office, which overlooked his district. His
thoughts raced back to his vague childhood memories of emigrating from England as a five-year-old,
and his uncle Bill, who raised him here. William Groom, on his mother’s side, had a crusty and
tough old man reputation. Charles grew up listening to the stories of the early days of a man who
cared only about life and the land he lived on. Charlie thought about the sacrifices his uncle made by
deciding to raise him in the east, where he could be well educated. He wondered what he would have
thought about his decision to resign from his career as a St. Louis city policeman. It had been a few
months since he passed away, and Charlie missed the man’s company greatly.
St. Louis, Missouri, in 1883 allowed a man to find prosperity on either side of the law if you
were ambitious. It thrived with people, business, and opportunity. Charlie turned his head toward
Monty Pruegger’s blacksmith shop. The steady ringing of his anvil rose above all other sounds of the
street in the evening air. He saw his office and the sign over the door: City Police. He shifted his eyes
to John Cochran’s saloon, where he boarded, and realized an opportunity for freedom presented
itself. He could change his life. After all, he had considered leaving St. Louis, and maybe his
resignation would settle things. He felt certain the city council would try to cause trouble for him
over the shooting. They might possibly even seek a jail term. Bob had more friends than he realized,
but it didn’t matter. I would have shot him for spitting on the floor, said the former lawman to
himself.
Only a handful of close friends attended Cochran’s funeral. Mostly, they were the girls that
worked in his saloon. The sky turned grey and cloudy, with the distant thunder of an approaching
storm on the way.
Reverend McCaley spoke softly over John, reflecting on his life and how he came to live in
St. Louis. When he finished, Charlie went up to him and extended his hand.
“Thank you, Reverend. I do appreciate you speaking for John.”
“You are more than welcome,” he said in his rich Irish accent. “I am sorry the loss of your
friend had to come so soon after your uncle’s passing.”
“Yes,” agreed Charlie. “Thank you again.”

It started to rain when he dismounted in front of Cochran’s closed saloon. He stood inside the
door and panned his eyes across the empty room. After a minute or so, he walked behind the bar,
grabbed a bottle, and sat down. A quiet knock sounded on the window. Charlie looked up and then
gestured to the man to enter.
“I saw you ride in,” said Monty. “I noticed your horse threw a shoe. I could bed him down for
the night and take care of that for you.”
“I would be obliged to you,” replied Charlie. “I will be leaving St. Louis, tomorrow at first
light.”
“I will have him ready.” The blacksmith tried to think of something else to say, but nothing
came to him. He then turned and walked out. Charlie raised his eyes and watched him lead his horse
through the rain to the stables across the street.
The next day had cooled off considerably after the storm. Charlie headed southwest as he left
St. Louis, and he put fifteen miles behind him in a short while. His attire had changed completely.
The days as a well-dressed city policeman in a tailored three-piece suit and bowler derby were over.
Those clothes would not be acceptable on the trail. Now he wore a rounded-crown slouch hat, light
grey in color, and a dark-blue shirt buttoned to the top of his neck. His vest and pants were a charcoal
grey, with the pant legs tucked into his boots, causing them to bag slightly from the knee to the waist.
He carried his uncle Bill’s 7.5-inch-barrel .45 Colt high on his hip cross draw, in a Slim Jim holster.
Being a first-year production revolver, those early Colts were prone to have the bluing wear off too
easily. The gun appeared almost completely brown patina in finish but functioned perfectly, with a
smooth action. The short-barreled .45 he used to end Bob Kelly’s life rested under his left shoulder.
A ’73 Winchester rode in the scabbard as his choice for a long gun.
By midafternoon, his ass told him to quit riding for the day. Charlie felt a little silly stopping
so soon, but knowing full well if he did not, he would suffer worse the next morning. It had been
about two years since spending lengthy hours in the saddle, chasing a young cowboy a hundred and
fifty miles. The kid had beaten one of John Cochran’s girls to death. Charlie found that kind of
behavior inexcusable and vowed to kill the boy for it. He finally found him squashed under his horse
after it had broken its leg and came down on him. The animal rolled over and stepped on the kid’s
head as it tried to get up. Charlie turned back to go home, feeling cheated out of his anger.
Darkness had set in when Monty Pruegger walked his horse into Charlie’s camp.
“I was not sure how far you would ride today,” he said.
“Why are you here?” asked Charlie in a curious tone.
“Me and you are going to ride together,” answered Monty.
“What about your blacksmith shop?”
“It was not mine. I mean I never owned it. The only thing I did own was the anvil, but I
decided not to bring it on this trip.” Charlie laughed and told him to step down off his horse.
“So who is the owner?” he asked, still chuckling.
“Well, Bob Kelly was, till you made it difficult to draw wages from the man. That is why I
am here. You see, you owe me something, but you did me a favor too, ’cause it was time for a
change. Just like you. That is why we are going to ride together. Must be fate, I figure.” Charlie
looked at Monty, grinning back at him, and took an instant liking to the man as if he had just met
him for the first time.
“What did you do before you came to St. Louis?” asked Charlie.
“I had a general store over in Kansas City for a time. It burned down on me and took the
hotel and livery stable with it. I did some cowboy’n after that, but it’s damn hard work with little
reward. Then I tried to rob a bank.”
Charlie’s eyes widened. “What happened?” he asked.
“The teller told me the vault was on a time lock and could not be opened,” said Monty
casually. Charlie waited for him to go on, but he fell silent and just poured himself a coffee.
“Well, what the hell did you do then?” he asked, growing impatient.
“I left,” Monty said simply. Charlie exploded with laughter, not believing his ears.
“Did you ever think that maybe the man was lying?” Monty took a sip of his coffee and
snickered.

“The thought crossed my mind. But I did not think a man would risk his own life for other
people’s money,” he said.
“Well, some people are just born heroes, Monty,” Charlie said, enjoying his company. The
two of them were laughing now. Charlie had not felt this good in months. The more he talked with
the man who shared his fire, the more he knew the man could be relied on. Anyone who can calmly
decide to just leave a bank after trying to rob it could probably keep his wits about him in any
situation, thought Charles. After a while, he told Monty that very thing, which made Monty feel
better about it.
After an easy two days’ ride together, they rode into a little town called Hatch Creek.
“I will get us a couple of rooms. You look after the horses,” said Charlie as he took his rifle
and saddlebags off his mount. Monty came into the hotel a short time later, carrying his .45-70
Sharps, along with his own saddlebags.
“I am with Charles Merritt. Did he register me a room?” he asked the clerk.
“Number three at the end of the hall. Your friend is in the back, taking a bath.”
“I thank you, sir,” said Monty, reaching for the key.
“Uh, that will be twenty-five cents,” replied the clerk. “He must have forgotten to pay for
you.” Monty dug into his vest pocket and tossed the coin to him.
“You know, he is always doing that,” he said with an odd smile. Monty turned and ran up the
stairs, taking them two at a time.
Charlie enjoyed his bath and cigar. He attempted to remove a wood tick from his armpit with
tweezers, not wanting to leave the head under the skin. He managed to do so successfully. The water
felt hot and good on his aches. Two or three more days, he thought, then they should not bother him
anymore. He closed his eyes and started to doze off a little, trying to imagine the teller’s newfound
fame after spoiling Monty’s robbery.
“Some people are just born heroes,” he said.
Monty found his room and threw his gear on the bed. He placed his Sharps in the corner and
glanced around for a moment, thinking about the last couple of days he had spent with the exlawman from St. Louis. His decision to join Charlie and leave behind his blacksmith job seemed
right. Even though Bob Kelly owned it, Monty knew he could have probably purchased it from
whoever Bob may have left it to. But Monty felt restless as well, and when he heard that Charles
Wilson Merritt had resigned after an altercation with his former boss, he knew it was destiny. He
needed to change his life. Monty respected Charlie. After he had gone to catch that kid who
murdered not only Monty’s favorite sportin’ gal but the only true love of his life, admiration for the
man engulfed him. He had planned on going after the boy himself, but a bull stepped on his foot the
night before he figured on leaving, rendering him useless. Monty expected no one to really care
about the death of a whore, but Charlie did, and that carried a lot of weight. He closed the door to his
room and went downstairs to find his friend.
“I think you and I should find ourselves a drinking establishment,” said Monty.
“That was my intention, Mr. Pruegger,” Charlie answered as he rose from his bath. “You
might want to take advantage of this tub first, however. What would people think if they saw you
looking as you do with me? My reputation would be tarnished beyond repair!”
Monty laughed at Charlie’s good mood.
“Your reputation will do nothing but prosper if you continue to keep my company, Charles
Merritt. For I am a man of destiny!” Monty retorted. He unbuckled his gun belt and took off the
remainder of his dusty clothes and then climbed in the bath.
Later, they had found a saloon that appeared better kept than any other in Hatch Creek. It had
about fifteen tables and an impressive bar for such a small town. Many eye-catching barroom nudes
caught the eyes, along with alcohol and tobacco advertisements. Customers filled the place.
It took a bottle before Monty got up the nerve to ask. “What was it like to kill Bob Kelly,
Charlie?”
“He was just a man like you or me,” he answered. His tongue had grown a little thick by this
time.

“No, no, no, not Bob, but any man. What is it like?” Monty felt the effects of his drinking too
and wondered if he had phrased his question right.
Charlie took another swallow and said, “I have had four shootin’ scrapes in which three men
have died. Each one of them would have killed me in an instant, given the chance.” He finished his
drink and then continued. “It is difficult to feel remorse for men who are in the same state of mind as
yourself in those situations. They needed to be killed. Especially Bob. I cannot say what it would be
like to shoot someone by accident, though.” Charlie got up to get himself a glass of beer. Monty
watched him with glassy eyes as he walked over to the bar. He knew Charlie did not like Bob, and he
had often heard Bob talk ill of Charles Merritt. He killed Kelly, and some people thought he acted
out of revenge, but Monty was not there to see it to form an opinion one way or the other. Besides,
Monty told himself, what the man just said made perfect sense. Drunk or not.
“You should get yourself a larger pistol,” said Charlie as he came back and sat down. “That
.32 rimfire you are carrying will not do.”
“But I like the Smith Wesson,” answered Monty.
“They have much better caliber models such as the Number Three or the Schofield,”
continued Charlie. “If that is your favor. We will see about purchasing one as soon as possible. If we
are to be men of destiny, you must improve your sidearm.” Charlie smiled as if he had their destiny
all planned out. Monty grinned back at him and took a drink. Charlie did have an idea in his head,
but it seemed too early to share it with his new travelling companion. His mind kept wandering back
to the night Monty rode into his camp. The man tried to rob a bank, and that intrigued Charlie. Most
lawmen he knew were reputed to have been on both sides of the fence, in and out of their careers. He
wanted to jump that fence. The lawman opportunity just came up first. Now that part of his life was
over. At least for the time being.
“Good evening, gentlemen. My name is Molly, and this here is Kate. Perhaps you would like
to buy us a drink?”
“Why, yes,” said Charlie, swallowing the wrong way and coughing embarrassingly. “Please
sit.”
“You will have to forgive my friend Charles,” Monty told them. “He just gets all flustered
around fine-looking women!”
“Oh, for hell’s sake, Monty!” sputtered Charlie, trying to compose himself.
“We just arrived here from St. Joseph Thursday last. We’re on our way to St. Louis to work
for a Mr. John Cochran there. He recruited us a couple of months ago when he was in St. Jo.” Kate
leaned over the table, getting closer to the two men, and whispered, “You see, me and Molly are
sportin’ girls!” Kate smiled teasingly and winked at Charlie before sitting back in her chair.
“No foolin’?” he said as he glanced at Monty, trying not to laugh.
“Kate is my sister. She is pretty, but smart she ain’t. Are you boys from Hatch Creek?” Molly
asked quickly, not wanting to give her sister a chance to start an argument.
“No ma’am, St. Louis,” Monty told her.
“St. Louis!” exclaimed Kate with a surprised expression. “Do you know John Cochran? He
seems like a wonderful man!” Charlie peered into Kate’s questioning eyes. She exuded beauty. He
could see the innocence in her face and hear the honesty in her voice. Charlie wondered how old she
was and how long she had been a prostitute. The woman seemed so full of life and so pretty and
unused. Charlie decided then that he wanted to get more acquainted before Monty got the same idea.
“The man is dead. He was shot over a card game. I was the law there at the time, and I killed
the man who killed John. And I did know him, Kate. He was a good friend.” Charlie finished his
beer and suddenly pulled Kate on her feet by her arm and led her up the stairs.
“I expect you and me can finish off this bottle, Molly,” said Monty.
She looked at him and smiled warmly. “Yes, I expect we can.” Monty felt glad he had taken
that bath earlier.
Charlie knocked on Monty’s door the next morning, but no one answered. He had a pretty
good guess as to where the man could be found, however. The streets had dried up nicely after a light
rain last evening. With Kate staying in his arms all night and feeling like an angel to him, he had a

difficult time leaving her. He made his way down to the saloon where they had gotten drunk. He
found Monty there, chewing on a decent-looking steak.
“Morning, Charles. Care for some breakfast?”
“I think not. Maybe some coffee.”
“Listen, the best thing for your stomach after a night of good drinking is a thick steak. It will
keep down what you drank or help bring it back up. Either way, you will feel better,” said Monty
between chews. “How was Kate?” Charlie helped himself to the coffee.
“Fine. She has a smartness about her that her sister does not give her credit for.” Truth be
told, Charlie found her personality to be very admirable. Her honesty and tell-it-like-it-is attitude
refreshed him. There were not many women he had known who impressed him as Kate had. Not to
mention her abilities as a woman. “I noticed a hardware store farther on down the street,” said
Charlie. “Eat up, then we will try to get you better armed.”
“It is the Smith and Wesson Schofield .45,” explained the storekeeper. “They were issued to
the army, but they decided to use the Colt’s pistol only.” Monty enjoyed the feel of the large pistol in
his hand.
“Do you have a cartridge belt and holster to fit?” he asked.
“Yes, sir. A fine J. S. Collins shipped all the way from Wyoming. I have several styles and
makers to choose from.”
“I will take the Schofield, and the Collins rig will do fine,” said Monty. “You had best give
me some ammunition as well. I will take all you have on hand.”
Charlie looked for something nice to give to Kate. He wanted to see her again before they left
Hatch Creek.

CHAPTER 2
Monty reached for his Sharps, which was leaning up against a tree, and quickly threw it to his
shoulder.
“No, wait. Let me try,” said Charlie as he put his rifle to his own shoulder and fired. The shot
kicked up dirt six inches low and slightly behind his intended target. He levered his Winchester again
and squeezed the trigger once more.
“I did not see your bullet hit, Charlie. You must have missed him again.” Charlie never said a
word but jumped on his horse, with Monty close behind him on his.
“Look here!” Charlie exclaimed, pointing. There was dark blood covering the ground in
spots.
“My God! That had to be two hundred yards! That was one helluva shot!” Monty said with
excitement. After about another hundred yards, they came across the buck, lying there dead.
“Charlie, I have never seen a running shot like that pulled with a .44-40! Where the hell did you
learn to shoot like that?”
“My uncle Bill would wedge a piece of board in between the spokes of a wagon wheel,”
explained Charlie, gesturing the movements as he went on. “Then he would roll it down a hill with
the intentions of me hitting as close as I could. I got so I was able to knock it out more often than not
after a time.”
“Damn fine!” Monty went back to pace off the distance while Charlie finished dressing the
animal. It came out to two hundred and ten yards. Monty always figured himself a decent shot with
his Sharps up to four hundred yards, if the target was stationary. He had no idea Charlie could shoot
that well with a long gun. “A .44 Winchester at that,” he said aloud to himself. He shook his head
and chuckled when he rode back to him. “Damn fine!” Monty said again. Charlie looked at him and
nodded in acknowledgement. Then, squinting over Monty’s shoulder, he saw a rider in the distance,
loping toward them. As he approached, Charlie could tell it was Jim Spence, one of St. Louis’s
southern district lawmen. Jim was almost sixty years of age, and his hair had turned completely
white, but his mustache still glowed a bright red. He wore it as a handlebar but with the ends curving
down, so that it practically made a complete circle around his mouth—a colorful character indeed.
Charlie used to enjoy talking with him about his exploits as an Indian scout for the army back in the
late fifties and sixties. Spence became one of the first to use a Henry rifle back when loose powder
and ball were standard issue. He soon had many converting to the new cartridge guns such as the
Henry and the Spencer, after they saw what he could do with one. Even though the army never
officially made the change, several scouts and officers all across the Indian territories adopted these
weapons as Jim Spence’s reputation grew.
“Why, Jim,” said Charlie. “What brings you on a four days’ ride after our trail?”
“It only took me three days to find you, Charles. You ain’t exactly hurryin’ along,” he said as
he stepped down and shook Charlie’s hand. It had been a while since he had seen Jim in traveling
attire. His fringed buckskin coat dripped with stained sweat due to the ambient temperature. The
dark-burgundy-colored neckerchief he wore seemed to clash with his mustache. He pushed the front
of his wide-brimmed hat up onto his forehead and extended his hand to Monty. “Mr. Pruegger. It is
good to see you. North St. Louis will have a hard time replacing your know-how as a blacksmith. I
thought I had best advise you both of the situation of late in our fair town. There has been talk that
some of Kelly’s supporters have it in for you. The mayor issued a statement that the shooting was a
proper one, but not all are agreed. I do believe that some will come for you, Charles.”
“Do you have any idea how many?” asked Charlie.
“How many, I ain’t sure, but there will be two or three for certain from the St. Louis rifle
team. Bob was a member, as you know, and those boys are shooters.”

“I doubt if they are aware of our abilities,” said Monty.
“That is an advantage you will have to put to use, Mr. Pruegger,” Jim told him. “I have been
given temporary leave of absence from Mayor Cristen to offer my services, Charles, if you are so
inclined.”
“I am obliged to you, Jim, and Jack Cristen. Maybe we can avoid a serious difficulty with a
well-placed shot or two of our own,” Charlie said with a smile.
Late in the afternoon the next day, the unauthorized posse came into view. Charles and
Monty were high up on a ridge that provided good cover and a clear look at where they knew the
riders would have to cross the river. Which also meant they would most likely stop for a moment or
two before attempting it. Jim had suggested that he position himself about three hundred yards below
the ridge. If the posse decided to continue toward them after Charles and Monty opened fire, they
would not have suspected a third man down closer to the trail. Where, as Jim told Charlie: “I could
do some great damage!”
“That must be five hundred yards,” said Monty.
“When they stop at the river, try to put down two of their horses,” Charlie told him. He had
five extra cartridges in his hand ready to give Monty to help speed up the reloading of his Sharps.
Monty pulled back the large hammer of the rifle and settled his cheek into the stock. There were only
four riders, and they stopped at the river’s edge. Monty almost had the gun reloaded before the first
bullet struck the lead horse. The posse scrambled when his next shot tore through the leg of the
second man and then into his horse. His yell and the scream of the animals echoed loudly. Even from
where Charles and Monty were stationed, they could be heard easily. A third man jumped off his
mount to help drag his friend to cover while still hanging on to the reins. That took some steady
thinking under pressure, thought Charlie. Monty fired another round at the fourth man, who rode
away from the riverbank as hard as he could spur the animal. The shot missed him and his horse
clean.
“Well done!” yelled Charlie. “We had best make a move while they are still rattled.” The two
of them made their way carefully down to Jim’s position, where he watched for any movement from
the three men who were left.
“You sure kicked the hell out of them, Mr. Pruegger! I have never seen such a show!” Jim
said with excitement. “That was Frank Horrel you shot through the leg, and the man who drug him to
safety was Warren Daugherty. They are the only two from the target-shooters’ team. I do not know
the others.” Charlie noticed that Jim Spence never took his eyes off the far side of the river while he
spoke. He felt privileged to be involved in a skirmish with the man, to see him in action. However
minor his role might have been. The coolness and sense the former scout had became obvious as he
watched him. The Henry rifle he still carried after all these years seemed to fit his character
perfectly. “You boys had best take your leave,” said Jim. “I will remain here and watch them for a
spell. Although I do not expect they will take up the chase again.”
“Give my thanks to Mayor Cristen,” said Charlie, shaking Jim’s hand. Monty did the same
and said his goodbyes, then he and Charlie gathered their horses and left.
An hour had passed before the three remaining men felt it was safe to head back to St. Louis.
Jim watched as Warren Daugherty helped Frank Horrel onto the destroyed posse’s only horse. They
walked back up the river’s bank, trying to keep as much cover as possible between them and the
ridge where disaster had befallen their group. Jim waited another half hour before he rode across the
water to where they were holed up. One horse Monty had shot was still breathing heavily and tried to
lift his head upon Jim’s arrival. The blood Horrel lost was fairly substantial but not dark enough to
be life threatening. You might keep your leg, thought Jim, but you ain’t gonna be walkin’ as spry. He
then went over and put the barrel of his Henry up to the dying horse’s head and put him out of his
misery. He figured for certain their hunt was over, but he intended to follow them at least back to
Hatch Creek. Where no doubt Frank would seek medical attention. Jim Spence mounted up and
started slowly after them.
Monty had never shot at anyone under any circumstances in his life. It surprised him how
quickly and easily it all happened. At that distance, he could have missed his target and killed one of
the riders. He wounded one, and that could have gone either way. Still, Charlie told him to shoot, and

he did without hesitation. The rush that came over him had a similarity to the feeling of his attempted
robbery. He enjoyed it.
“Charlie, that was the most fun I have had for some time,” Monty said, grinning.
“You did fine,” Charlie told him. “Nothing will get a man’s emotions up like being shot at or
doing the shootin’ at someone else.”
“I might have felt different if I had killed that man.” Monty waited for his response. The last
time they talked about this sort of thing, they had been drinking heavily in the saloon at Hatch Creek.
“It would have been an accident,” Charlie stated plainly. “It was not your intention to kill
him. The fact that you wounded him was an accident. The difference is, he was coming after you.
That makes anyone in that situation fair game. The way I see it.” Charlie liked the way Monty
handled the incident. It had pretty much confirmed in his mind that he could be relied on in any
situation. As soon as they put enough distance between them and St. Louis, Charlie planned to tell
Monty of his idea to rob a bank. It would have to be a small town somewhere around Fort Smith,
Arkansas. That would be a good place to get lost for a while after robbing a bank in a nearby town,
thought Charlie. He had given this plenty of consideration for months. And when Monty told him of
his attempt at a bank holdup, it seemed to Charlie that almost everyone he knew had tried it at one
time or another. His uncle Bill related stories to him over the years of acquaintances he knew who
robbed banks and trains. There were details that his uncle couldn’t have known, except by being
there, although he never came right out and said so. Even Jim Spence, while drinking with Charlie
one night, admitted to robbing a stagecoach with a buffalo hunter. They intended to take the army
payroll, and they succeeded. Spence left the army shortly after that, being grateful no one suspected
him for the deed. Someone might have if it had not been for his illustrious career as a scout. Charles
Merritt wanted to do this, at least once. The line between the law and outside of it appeared and
disappeared. It depended on circumstances. And he knew men who stepped out of it frequently.
Monty had used up ten of the twenty boxes of ammunition he had acquired with his new
pistol. He could do quite well with the lighter-caliber Smith and Wesson he used to own but had
trouble being consistent with the larger .45.
“When you bring the revolver up, whether you are drawing from the holster or if it is already
in your hand, never snap shoot,” advised Charlie. “Stop and lock the gun on your target first. Take a
half second before you fire to make sure it is leveled at what you want to hit.” Monty fired another
shot but again pulled the trigger too quickly to suit Charlie. “No, like this.” Charlie drew his Colt
from his holster in a smooth, fast move that caught Monty by surprise. The empty bean can leaped
five feet away, making the distance now about fifteen yards. He pulled the hammer back for a second
shot and fired again, hitting low in front of the target. It flew a couple of feet farther from the shower
of dirt. “The most difficult thing to do,” said Charles as he reloaded, “is to still take that half second
when someone already has their weapon pointed at you. Consistency is the most important thing.”
“I will try to do better,” Monty answered in a sarcastic tone. He had gotten a little annoyed at
Charlie’s know-how and proficiency at everything he seemed to do. Monty raised his gun and
pointed it at the can, making a conscious effort to wait a bit before he pulled the trigger. He hit it
square in the center, lifting it six more feet away. The smoke cleared, and Monty looked over at
Charlie, who had a smirk on his face.
“Better,” the ex-lawman said.
Another week’s ride had put them close to the Arkansas border. The town of Connerville
rested just inside it by thirty miles or so, according to a photographer they had met on the trail. He
was heading out west to capture the image of Geronimo before the army captured the great chief. Or
killed him.
“I heard he and his war party murdered three men near Tombstone, Arizona, last March,”
said Monty.
“That is where I intend to set up my place of business!” the photographer exclaimed.
“You might want to reconsider,” suggested Charlie. “Camillus Fly has quite a reputation
there already in your line of work. Earp’s fight made him known across the country.”

“There is always room for competition!” the man snapped back. He had heard this pessimism
before from his family and had grown tired of it. He took his leave from the two of them rather
abruptly.
“I think you upset him,” Monty said coyly.
“Yeah… Better me than Geronimo!”
They made camp about five miles outside of Connerville with a good two hours of daylight
left.
“Why the hell not just ride into town tonight?” asked Monty. Charlie had dismounted and
worked on unsaddling his horse. He looked up at Monty, who was still sitting on his with a
bewildered expression.
“Well, if you were to get down, I just might the hell explain it to you!” Charlie shot back.
“That is if I can get a word in!”
“Boy, you have hardly said anything all day, and the first thing out of your mouth is a
Goddamn insult!”
“There are some things on my mind, Monty. I am sorry, damn it. Now just get off your horse,
and I will tell you about it,” said Charlie in a quiet but impatient way.
Charlie waited until they finished their venison and beans before speaking up. He took a
swallow of coffee and leaned back on his elbow. “I will ride into Connerville first thing tomorrow
myself. I want to scout out the lay of the town and the bank.” Charles waited for Monty’s reaction.
“Goddamn it, I knew it!” he said, jumping to his feet and dancing around. “We are going to
rob banks! That is our destiny! You son of a bitch, you have had this in your head ever since that first
night I caught up to you, have you not, sir?”
“I have,” Charlie answered. He enjoyed Monty’s excitement. “However, we are not going to
make a career out of outlawry. Two, maybe three banks, and that is all. I only require enough to
establish my own gaming house somewhere in the west. Maybe California.”
“Whatever you say, Charlie. I am your man, and I will not let you down. Despite my failure
in the past at this profession, at least you know I can walk in and say the words!”
“I have the utmost confidence in your sand,” said Charlie.
The early-morning fog floated thick and unmoving as Charles rode into Connerville. There
were two banks across from each other in the middle of town. The county sheriff’s office sat only
three buildings down from the bigger and more prosperous-looking bank. Which meant the smaller
one would be his choice. He wanted as little trouble as possible. Charlie checked into the Tilson
Hotel and signed his own name to the register. No need to hide his identity. In fact, he thought, his
former employment as a peace officer should throw any suspicion of him awry. While he waited for
Monty to make his appearance in two days, he intended to tell a few people about his history as a
lawman. Not a lot, but just enough. The room was comfortable, and it overlooked the main street. He
changed into his three-piece suit and placed his bowler derby on his head with a stylish rake to it.
Charles Wilson Merritt felt more positive about what he planned to do in Connerville than anything
he ever did as a lawman in St. Louis.
The hotel café looked quite attractive, with curtains on the windows and matching table
cloths. Harry Tilson and his wife were the owners. They seemed like good people and prided
themselves on running a clean establishment. Mrs. Tilson approached Charlie, still tying on her
apron for the day’s business of cooking for their guests and customers.
“What can I fix fer ya, Mr. Merritt?” she asked in her Southern accent. It surprised Charlie to
hear his name mentioned by someone he had not yet met. He must have had a strange look on his
face as well. “Harry told me who you was. It ain’t often we get folks from St. Louis through here.”
“What is your name, ma’am?”
“Ellen.”
“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Ellen.”
“Well, ain’t you the polite one! We don’t git much polite ones ’round here. ’Cept fer a few
close friends, o’ course.” Charlie smiled at her. It had been a while since he had heard such improper
use of the English language. It struck him as funny.
“I would love some steak and eggs, Ellen. And strong coffee if you have it.”

“Comin’ right away,” she said as she turned and walked back to her kitchen.
The breakfast tasted wonderful to him—a nice change from deer meat and beans, which had
been Charlie and Monty’s main diet for the last couple of weeks. The sun had burnt off the morning
mist, and the days were not so hot now. That will probably be the last of the sticky heat for the year,
thought Charlie as he stepped onto the street. The town bustled with activity by this time. He felt a
little overdressed, judging by some of the occupants who passed by him. But he wanted to look
respectable. He decided his story would be that he intended to open his own saloon. This would
allow him to introduce himself a little and get his name known some. Then when he left, people
would think the town simply didn’t suit his business purposes. After all, he thought, he planned to
open a gaming house somewhere. The only man he did not care to make himself known to was the
local sheriff. Not knowing what sort of man he might be, to stay clear of him if possible seemed the
best thing to do. It would just be better not to have his strange face in town and cross the sheriff’s
mind after a robbery.
“Good morning, sir. Are you the owner of this establishment?” asked Charles. The bartender
of the Muskeg Saloon raised his eyes from the beer glasses he was wiping.
“No, I ain’t,” he said flatly. Charlie waited for him to continue, but he just turned away.
“Is the owner about then?”
“Who the hell are you?” the bartender asked as he grabbed another glass.
“That is not the best attitude to show a potential customer,” Charlie said with a forced smile.
“You ain’t asked for no drink.” At that moment, a voice piped up from the back room as
Charlie thought about reaching for the surly barkeep to drag him across the counter.
“I am the owner,” the voice said. “Granville Pratt is my name. Is there something I can do for
you?” Charlie released his gaze into the bartender’s eyes and looked at Granville Pratt. He had long
gray hair that made his forty years look like sixty. He had lost an arm and a leg in the war but could
get around very well with or without his crutch. Charlie put out his hand as the man hopped toward
him.
“Charles Merritt, Mr. Pratt. I am contemplating opening a gaming house and would
appreciate it if I could ask a question or two of your business.” Granville shook Charlie’s hand with a
firm but awkward grip using his remaining arm, the left one.
“Certainly. What can I tell you?”
“How many saloons are there in Connerville?” Charlie asked him as they sat down.
“Eight. But there is always room for one more.”
“Do any offer organized gambling with faro dealers, or roulette maybe?”
“None. The clientele is a little on the rough, uneducated side. Draw and stud poker are the
games of choice in this town.”
“That would explain your man behind the bar,” said Charlie. Granville glanced over at him as
he cleaned the glasses.
“Ivan was boxing champion for ten years in Fort Smith. He had challengers come from three
states wide. No one could take him. His manners leave something to be desired, but he handles the
rowdies.” Charlie looked at Ivan and suddenly felt grateful that Granville spoke up from the back
room when he did. “Would you care for a drink, Mr. Merritt?”
“A beer would be fine, thank you.”
“Where are you from, sir?” Granville asked, hopping to the bar.
“St. Louis for the past few years,” said Charlie. “I was a district lawman there for a time.”
“Is that a fact?” Charlie wondered how the two-limbed man could bring back two full mugs
of beer to the table.
“Can I be of some assistance?” offered Charlie.
“I can manage.” Granville grabbed both glasses in his one hand and hopped back to the table
without spilling a drop. He could see the amazement on his guest’s face. “The trick is to not look
down, but straight ahead. Let the eyes do the balancing. And hope to Christ to not jump in a
spittoon!” Charlie let out a loud laugh at Granville’s remark. This man, he thought, could be at ease
with himself, do well in business, and not let his problems be a burden to him. You had to respect

Granville Pratt. “Is there anything else I can tell you, Charles Merritt?” Charlie took a drink and
pondered his next question.
“How did you lose your limbs, Mr. Pratt?” he asked quietly.
“What the hell does that have to do with saloons?” He snickered. “And call me Grannie.
Everyone seems to think it suits me. No point in fightin’ it after all these years, I guess.”
“It is only my ignorant curiosity,” said Charlie. “Forgive me.”
Granville waved his hand in dismissal. “Do not concern yourself. I have told the story several
times before. I can tell it again.” He took four loud swallows of beer then wiped his moustache. “I
was with the Missouri State Troops under General Stirling Price at the battle of Lexington in ’61.
The war was still young then, and most of us were poorly armed. We had the advantage of a greater
amount of horses, however, and I was charging on mine when a minie ball hit my leg. Another struck
my arm, removing it clean. The leg, they had to take later. We eventually won the fight by rolling
hemp bales ahead of our men in a final assault. We captured thirty-five hundred soldiers. It was my
first and last battle. At least it was a victory.” He gulped the rest of his beer and asked Charlie if he
cared for another.
“Only if you will let me have the honor of buying, sir,” said Charlie as he got up and took
both glasses back to the bar.
“Watch your step.” Granville chuckled.

CHAPTER 3
Monty had planned to spend two days circling Connerville in a ten-mile radius. He needed to
scout the best exit routes out of town that he and Charlie would take after their robbery. They both
decided it would be best to split up afterward and then meet in Fort Smith a few days later. He also
needed to get to know the country quickly. The bushes were thick, with plenty of good cover. Monty
felt confident that he and Charlie could escape easily, even if the local law pursued them. The
anticipation and excitement that he felt got stronger as each hour passed. When he attempted robbing
a bank before, thinking about it never had a chance to enter his mind. It only occurred to him to try it
after he had walked past the bank as the teller put the Closed sign in front of it. This time,
forethought and preparation were of the utmost importance. His friend counted on him to do his part.
Monty vowed to himself that he would.
His horse stopped at the edge of the creek and lowered his head to drink. Monty stayed in the
saddle and viewed the surroundings before he dismounted. A small clearing about one hundred yards
across had a few spotted, scruffy shrubs. Otherwise, it appeared quite dense, which suited Monty
fine. He did not want to be seen by too many travelers. He finally dismounted, and sitting on his
haunches, he scooped up some water for himself. The bullet grazed the back of his neck, cutting a
swath of skin an eighth of an inch deep and three inches long. The impact drove him hard to the
ground. His mount bolted, but he managed to hang on to the reins and not lose him. Another shot
reported. Monty got up as quickly as he could and scrambled back into the bush, pulling his horse
with him. He stopped behind a rock and tried to tie the animal off to a stump. It seemed to take him
forever. The blood felt warm and sticky as it poured down his back. He grabbed his Sharps out of the
scabbard and crouched down behind the rock and proceeded to gain his senses. His neck felt like a
raging fire as he reached behind him to assess the damage. At that moment across the field, a clump
of branches moved unnaturally. Monty raised the Sharps and fired a shot into the middle of them.
Everything fell quiet for a few seconds as he reloaded and brought the rifle up to his shoulder again.
The wait seemed endless. To pass out now would be certain death, either from the loss of blood or
his adversary. He kept the gun up and waited for a glimpse of something, trying to stay focused. A
horse snorted in the distance as if it had just been mounted. Monty bore down and looked for an
opportunity. He had the rifle trained on an opening about thirty feet to the left of the branches he
fired at, and hoped the rider would run by it. He did. Monty’s bullet caught the horse in the side of
the head. It went down in a heap and threw the man off its back twenty feet in front of the animal.
Monty watched as his attacker slowly got up and disappeared into the bush. His eyes would not
allow another shot, as they were fading in and out. He had to attend to his wound and stop the
bleeding. He untied his scarf and flipped it around several times and made it as thin as possible.
Then, stuffing the neckerchief into the groove of the wound, he retied it as tightly as he could. “I will
kill that son of a bitch!” Monty yelled. His anger attempted to overtake his common sense. He
calmed himself down and breathed slowly. There were many times he suffered injuries as a
blacksmith and had to cauterize the occasional horse bite on his back, but they paled in comparison
to getting shot. He knew he would have to take a hot knife to his neck. With luck, the bleeding would
stop and scab up a little around the scarf. He sat there quietly for a few minutes and slowed his heart
from pumping so fast. The adrenalin flowed vigorously, however, and his mind raced, and revenge
remained the focal point. This matter had to be taken care of and quickly, he thought. Charlie relied
on him to do his part: to finish scouting the area thoroughly and to meet him in town the day after
tomorrow. Monty attempted to stand slowly and did so successfully without blacking out. He
realized how close he had come to letting his friend down by getting killed. His anger rose as he saw
how fate could almost let that happen. Nothing but dumb luck claimed responsibility for this run-in
with a man who wanted to kill him, probably for nothing more than his gear and his horse. He

thought about Charlie’s reasoning for taking a life. If they are coming after you, he said, they are fair
game.
Monty pulled himself up into the saddle and started across the field to where the
bushwhacker left his dead horse. He maintained a slow pace and tried to keep his eyes sharp as much
as they would let him. This is sloppy, thought Monty. He realized at that moment there could be a
rifle pointed at his head. He put the spurs to his horse hard and headed straight for the branches he
shot at earlier. The trees at the edge of the field got closer and closer with each stride. As he held his
Sharps, he lowered his head in anticipation of plowing through the bushes. He hit them hard but
stayed in the saddle. Something moved suddenly to his right. Jumping off his horse, he half fell but
landed upright enough to pull the hammer back on his rifle and level it at what he saw: a tethered
mule braying loudly and rearing back on its reins, snapping them in half. It ran off a piece but then
stopped to look back to see what caused the ruckus. By that time, Monty hovered over the man who
used to ride it. His first shot that he fired in desperation had found its mark through the trees. The
bullet took the man’s left eye and brains out the back of his skull. He had so many holes in his
clothes it seemed pointless to wear them. Monty stood there and tried to understand his emotions. It
never occurred to him until now that two men had tried to take his life. If he had not killed this
person that lay at his feet, Monty would surely be dead now. He realized that except for luck on his
side, things could have been very different. The mule had started to walk toward him, a step or two at
a time. Monty looked up at it and then thought about his own horse he had forgotten about in the
excitement. He turned to see the animal as it cautiously approached the dead mare, snorting at the
smell of its blood. Death had definitely put a stench in the air. Monty bent down to take the
hillbilly’s cartridge belt. They were .45-70 caliber, and the ammunition appeared to be new. The
Springfield rifle lying next to him had seen better days, however, so he decided to leave it. The loss
of blood made him queasy and lightheaded, but he had no feelings of empathy inside him, or remorse
concerning what happened. They were coming after me, he thought. And there is still one man to deal
with.
Monty reflected on the events that happened. He took a man’s life and intended to hunt down
the other one to do the same. The closest he had come to killing someone before unfolded in a
fistfight in Kansas City. The owner of the livery stable that burned down with the hotel and Monty’s
store felt that Monty was responsible for the fire. They had both been drinking in the Heaven’s Gate
Saloon, and an argument started between them about the event. They came to blows, with Henry
Gard swinging first. Monty could always handle himself this way and ended the fight with one
punch. Henry fell against the bar on his way down with a broken nose and subsequently fractured his
head. Monty had put the man in a coma and left town before he recovered. He found out much later
that he had survived.
The stubborn mule did not want to be caught. Finally, Monty got the rope off his saddle. It
took a half dozen attempts before he managed to throw it around its neck. No wonder my days as a
cowboy were few, he thought, disgusted at himself. He felt the back of his neck as he mounted his
horse. The bleeding had pretty much stopped, but it hurt like hell. Monty started off after the man
who got away on foot, with the mule in tow behind him. He could track well. There were several
times he had been requested to go along on organized hunting trips out of St. Louis. Game animals
might be tougher to track than what he pursued now, but they had never shot back at him. He ran this
over in his mind constantly.
Elias Blevins wanted to let the man be and just go home to supper, but his brother Ira figured
on killing him. “I need a new rifle!” he whispered angrily to his younger sibling. Ira’s mind could not
be changed once he got a notion. And now he was dead. When Monty’s bullet struck, Elias saw his
brother drop like a sack of flour then jump around like a fish out of water before he finally became
still. Breathing became difficult as Elias stumbled and slumped to his knees. “Goddamn it!” he said
between gasps. It felt to him as though someone stuck a knife through his ribs. He broke two of them
when he landed on a rock after Monty killed his horse. He tried to stand, but the sharpness of the
pain caused him to fall back on his ass. That made him scream louder than the last one. He had to
hole up. There was no going on. “Dammit, Ira …you dead bullheaded sombitch!” The hurt inside
him, both from the loss of his brother and his injury, had made the tears flow. “It ain’t my fault,

Ma…I…tried tellin’ ’im. There ain’t nothin’ I can do …ta hep ’im now! It ain’t my fault…” Elias
had greater fear of his mother’s retaliation to what happened than the possibility of his own death.
Nell Blevins had raised her two boys on her own since they were nine and seven years of age. Her
husband mysteriously disappeared after he had beaten his wife senseless during one of his many
drinking sprees. Elias and Ira were frequently the target of his cruelty as well. The boys thought for
sure their ma was dead this time, and nine-year-old Ira sought revenge. He waited until his pa drank
himself into oblivion, passing out on the front porch. Then, using the blunt end of an axe, he clubbed
him to death. Both boys dragged the body to the well and dropped it in. Ira told his ma when she
recovered that a raccoon had fallen down it, wrecking the water. “It musta been down there fer days
before I hauled ’im up in the bucket,” he told her. “Maybe we’d best use the crick across the field.
Me and Elias can take turns a-fetchin’ it.” Nell always suspected something, but she never
confronted the boys. Even though she knew the water would have righted itself after the coon had
been taken out, she never told them this. Instead, she had the two of them plug up the well with brush
and stumps, and then they went on with their lives. Her man just up and left them became the story
she used.
Elias tried to position himself as best he could. If the man he and Ira ambushed came after
him, he would have to ride past the clump of thick fallen trees where he hid. By then, the rider’s back
would be to him. He drew his cap-and-ball pistol from his waistband and pulled back the hammer.
One of the broken ribs had punctured a lung, and blood spewed up with his coughs. The pain even to
breathe approached an unbearable level. He forced himself to try and stop coughing to see how long
he could stay quiet: not very long. He laid the cocked revolver across his lap and closed his
eyes…waiting.
Along with the sound of horse hooves in the distance, Elias heard his heart as it thumped in
his chest. He felt a cough coming on and tried to contain it by cupping both hands around his mouth
and hacking into them. The rider slowed from his lope into a walk. Elias wished he could see exactly
how close the man was to him, but to try and change his position now would be too painful. Maybe it
ain’t him, he thought. Maybe it’s Zack Thomas and his boy out huntin’ agin. He strained his ears,
hoping to hear familiar voices. There were definitely two horses coming toward him. For a moment,
he felt so relieved he almost cried out. Eventually, they were just on the other side of his cover, a
mere thirty feet away. Another few yards, and they would be visible with their backs exposed. The
first horse appeared, and the person riding him. A big man with a bloodstained scarf wrapped tight
around his neck came into view. Then Elias saw Rufus, Ira’s mule, trailing along behind. He kept his
emotions quiet inside him except for the tears that started streaming down his face again. He raised
his pistol and steadied it on his knees. A loud, sharp crack reported as the cap fired, but it failed to
ignite the powder. Elias tried to pull the hammer back for another shot, but too late. The man had his
own revolver out now, and turning in the saddle, he fired back. Elias felt the slug slam into his chest,
making him grunt. The bullet hit a bone and drove it downward from the upper body, and it came out
the small of his spine. For a flash of a second, it took his mind off the pain of the broken ribs. But the
horror of reality set in.
His eyes started to glaze over as he watched the smoke billow from the rider’s gun again.
Elias never heard the shot.

