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Prologue 
 
Livingston Montana, 1877 
 
I sat on my back porch in the early evening, feeling a little chilly as the sun was setting, taking a 

rare moment to look out at the cattle grazing on my ranch. It had been a long, hard road to get to this 
place in my life. And, I had to admit, life hadn’t turned out exactly as I’d planned. It can be that way when 
you’re on your own at age nineteen. Still, I reminded myself, I’m only thirty-seven years old. I hoped for 
an easier life going forward. 

My name is Clay Spencer, but folks just call me Spence. I started out in Missouri when I was a boy, 
then moved to Texas with my dad. I wound up in Denver for a while, ran into some trouble and moved 
out to California and Nevada. I came to Montana with the Alder Gulch gold rush and had some more 
trouble. It seemed like trouble really followed me around for a while. I had started this ranch about ten 
years ago with my partner, Buck, and things had gotten better. Well, I told myself, things had settled 
down. I couldn’t say I was exactly where I wanted to be in life. 

I got up and moved inside to the kitchen, searching for something to drink. I stopped and stared 
at my reflection in the window. Once in a while, a pretty lady might flirt with me a little and ask why a 
handsome man like me never got married. I don’t know about the handsome part. I’m about six foot one, 
one hundred ninety pounds and dark-haired. I have a few scars from some fights I got into when I was 
younger, and I’ve been creased by a bullet a couple times. I blush a little when somebody calls me 
handsome, and I never answer the question about not getting married. That story is way too complicated. 

I moved back out to the porch and returned my attention to my herd. I had started with about 
100 head, maybe ten years ago. They were mostly longhorns from Texas when I’d started, but I had mixed 
them with other breeds as I could—breeds that carried a little more beef. I had sold some along the way, 
and had lost some to hard winters and predators, and I was thinking I could use a couple good young bulls 
and some younger cows right now. I just didn’t know where to get them, that was the problem. 

I heard footsteps coming around the corner of the house and turned to see Buck coming up the 
steps. He flopped into a chair and stared at me, a sarcastic grin on his face. “You plan on doing any work 
today?” He chuckled and leaned back, clearly pleased with himself. 

I flopped into the other chair and snorted in his direction. “I got more work done by noon today,” 
I informed him, “than your old bones got done all day.” 

He levered himself out of the chair and went to the door, no doubt planning to search for some 
food in the kitchen. I wished him luck with that. “I’ll agree that my bones are old,” he said over his 
shoulder, “but I ain’t gonna agree about how much work you done today.” With that, he disappeared 
inside. 

I grinned and shook my head. Buck and I had been partners for almost fifteen years now, and I 
don’t know what I would have done without him. Life hadn’t really settled down and taken a turn for the 
better until I’d met him. I could talk to him about building up the herd another day. We would figure it 
out. 

I stood up and walked over to the railing, thinking back to the time I’d met Buck and the spot he 
pulled me out of. How, I wondered, did life get so messed up sometimes? Can a man ever leave behind all 
the tough times in his past? My hand strayed down to the Colt .45 I wore on my hip. It seemed like a part 



of me now, though I’d never needed this new gun to defend myself. I’d owned a couple before this one, 
though, and I couldn’t say that about those guns. I hadn’t thought about those days for a while, but as I 
stared out over my land, my mind wandered, going back almost twenty years… 
  



Chapter One 
 
 

April 1859 
 
 
I stood outside the saloon doors; collar pulled up against the wind blowing down off the 

mountains. I wasn’t too sure it was a good idea to go in, but sometimes a man gets thirsty. I wavered for a 
moment, staring at the sign above the doors. It read: “Mountain Boys Saloon”. Smaller letters underneath 
proclaimed this town to be Denver City. 

It was that second sign that threw me a little. I had known this place as Montana City when I’d 
come last summer. I had drifted in, working my way north and west from Texas by way of Missouri, lured 
by the news of a gold strike along the South Platte river. It had taken little to convince me to come up 
here. My pa had come to Texas from Missouri, looking to stake out a ranch for us just south of the Red 
River after my mom had died. He’d had no luck, and my heart was never in it. 

If it wasn’t the cows dying, it was grasshoppers eating up all the crops. Pa stayed with it for a 
couple years, but after a while I could see he was ready to call it quits. Last spring, he had sold off the two 
cows we had left, had given me a little money, and headed back for Missouri. I could have gone with him, 
but at age nineteen, I had decided I could go my own way. I have done some hard living and made a 
couple decisions that didn’t seem to work out too well in the years since. A man has to grow up fast when 
he’s living on his own. 

 A noise behind me startled me, and my hand dropped to the Colt Navy pistol I had tucked into my 
waistband. I relaxed only a little when two guys pushed past me and went into the saloon. I removed my 
hand from the Navy Colt, checked around me for the troublemakers who’d been following me around for 
the last couple days, and went on into the saloon. 

I made my way over to the long wooden bar at the side and slid onto a stool, keeping one foot on 
the floor after I wobbled badly when I sat down on that stool. A guy came down along the bar, taking 
orders. He paused in front of me, one eyebrow in the air, saying nothing.  

“Whiskey,” I said. I didn’t like whiskey yet, but I figured I would get the hang of it if I kept trying. 
He nodded and moved along. I cast a glance sideways at the other people along the bar, then 

swept the room with a glance. None of the people who’d been following me seemed to be in here. 
“Here ya go.” He slapped the whiskey down on the bar. 
I looked up in surprise; that voice had been a lot higher pitched than I’d expected. He half-turned, 

then stopped, giving me a hard stare. I shrugged and concentrated on my whiskey. I had enough trouble 
without starting something with the bartender. 

I intended to take my time with the whiskey. I didn’t have a lot of money, for starters, and I 
needed to be sober when I left here. I leaned forward and took a sip, feeling the Navy Colt press against 
my stomach as I did so. I moved it slightly to the side, remembering when my pa had given it to me. 

We’d been standing outside the house. Pa had the wagon loaded with the few things he wanted 
to take back to Missouri. I’d been holding the reins to the best horse we had left; the two Pa had loaded 
to the wagon would not take him much farther than back to the old homestead in Missouri. He’d reached 
into the wagon and lifted the Navy Colt out from under a blanket. He handed the pistol and a box of 
ammunition to me. 

“I don’t expect I’ll be needing this back home,” he’d said. He patted me awkwardly on the 
shoulder. “I taught you how to use that. Don’t never point it at nobody if you don’t intend to shoot. Don’t 
shoot ‘cept to defend yoreself.” He paused, searching for more words, but didn’t seem to find any. 



It was the last time I had seen him. I’d had about forty dollars to my name, and I knew of a 
neighbor who planned to drive about fifty cows to market in Sedalia, Missouri. He’d told me I could buy a 
few cows of my own and drift them with his. He’d said we could get a lot more money for them in Sedalia. 

He was right about selling them for more in Sedalia, but we hadn’t counted on something called 
Texas Cattle Fever, and we hadn’t known how many folks would hate us for bringing in Texas cows. We’d 
sold the cows without too much trouble, and I had a hundred dollars in my pocket, which seemed like a 
fortune to me. Trouble had come shortly after that. 

A couple local boys, probably about my age, had stopped me in the street. They had told me they 
were going to take my money to pay for their cows “after the Texas fever killed them.” One of them 
pulled a gun, and I had shot him before he could get me. 

The sheriff had come out of the saloon when the shots were fired. The one I’d shot was dying in 
the street, and I could see the sheriff had in mind to string me up for it, me being the stranger and all. 
Luckily, there were four or five people in the street who had seen the whole thing, and the sheriff had no 
choice but to let me go. He turned me loose and said if he ever saw me again, he would shoot first and ask 
questions later. It had seemed like a good time to come out to Colorado. 

 

 

 
---- 

 

The warmth and the whiskey were making me a little drowsy. It had been a long and tiring day, 
and I didn’t want to go home… I was afraid of what kind of reception I would get at home. On the other 
hand, I didn’t want to stay here too long at the saloon. If I stayed here too long, one of the guys who 
wanted to rob me might come in and find me here, and I didn’t have any friends in this town. I could 
expect only the worst. I weighed my choices in my head and ordered one more whiskey. 

I had come west after the incident in Missouri. They’d found gold here in Colorado. Folks lately 
had been calling it the Pike’s Peak Gold Rush. I had drifted from Sedalia up to Kansas City, Missouri, and it 
hadn’t taken me long to find some folks coming out to Colorado. I had joined in with them and arrived last 
summer. 

I knew nothing about gold mining, but I had my Navy Colt and got myself an Enfield rifle, and I got 
a job guarding shipments from the gold mines to the bank here in town. I’d made a few enemies, but I 
had kept the gold safe and there were usually at least a couple of us guarding the gold. The routes were 
full of highwaymen looking to rob the shipments, but they were mostly looking for the easy money. 
Nobody enjoyed looking down the barrel of a couple rifles. 

It hadn’t taken me long to figure out there was more money in finding gold myself than there was 
in guarding shipments. After I’d built up a little money, I got myself some equipment and starting panning 
for gold in spots along Cherry Creek. I’d had a little luck, too. I had some money buried by the trees in 
back of the place I’d rented. About $200 in gold coins were out there, and lately it was looking more and 
more like it would come in handy. 

There were three of them that had been stalking me when I came back to town from my gold 
panning. I knew they’d followed me on the last couple trips. I didn’t know any names and didn’t care to 
know them. There was a dark-haired, thickly built hulk of a guy that seemed to be the leader. Another one 
was thin-shouldered and balding and always seemed to have a pistol on him he looked eager to use. The 



third was a blonde kid, maybe my age. He seemed more like a scout. The other two did the dirty work, 
was my guess. 

I had seen them hanging around on the trip before last. I had packed up suddenly and got the 
jump on them that time. Today, they had been a little more careful, trying to stay out of sight, but I had 
seen them up in the hills, watching me. They left when they saw me packing up, but I had taken a 
different route, circling around and coming up behind them where they lay in wait for me. 

I had pumped a few shots down there, not trying to hit them, because word along the camps was 
that these guys were tied in with the county sheriff. I didn’t need to get arrested, so I had put a few shots 
in there uncomfortably close. I wouldn’t be surprised if one or two of them had cuts on their faces from 
the rock chips flying. That had allowed me to get back to town safely, but now they would be after me 
with a vengeance. And I knew I couldn’t expect any help from the sheriff.  

As a matter of fact, I would have left town before now if it weren’t for Annie. I shifted 
uncomfortably on my barstool at the memory of meeting her. I hadn’t been here for over six weeks when 
I’d walked into a tent saloon—one of several springing up in Aurora, what with all the folks coming in 
looking for gold. 

I’d walked in and heard what sounded like an angel singing in that saloon. I had to allow for the 
fact that I’d not seen many women since coming out with the gold rush crowd, but when I’d looked 
around to see who was singing, I was done for as soon as I saw her. Blonde hair, beautiful face, and she 
could really sing. I decided right then I would marry her. 

And I had. Married her, I mean. I hung around that saloon every night for two months, like a stray 
dog somebody had fed and couldn’t get rid of. I kept coming around, buying her drinks and talking to her. 
The other guys hung around too, but maybe I wore her down. I asked her to marry me and she finally said 
yes. 

Things went downhill from there mighty fast. Maybe if my momma had lived, she could have 
warned me to slow down and get to know this girl better. Anyways, it wasn’t long after we’d married that 
she just seemed unhappy all the time, in particlar’ unhappy with me. I found an old house—well, maybe 
more like a shack, but I could pay for it every month and we had it to ourselves. She quit singing in the 
saloons and I busted my neck trying to make money for us. 

Nothing seemed to be enough for her, though. We argued more than we talked and she kept 
talking about going to California. Two weeks ago, I found out she’d been singing in the saloons again, and I 
had a feeling she was saving that money to leave me. This morning, I’d had a funny feeling when I left I 
wouldn’t be seeing her again. Maybe that was why I was still sitting on this barstool. I was afraid to find 
out. 

 

---- 

 

A movement at the edge of my vision caught my attention. I glanced in that direction and froze 
where I was. Another quick glance told me that my first guess was right; it was the kid that acted as a 
scout for those other two who’d been following me. I pulled my hat down lower and hunched over the 
bar, hoping to get out before he could tell the others I was in here. I could feel his eyes on me. I picked up 
movement again from the corner of my eye. When I looked around, he had scuttled out of the room. 
Reminded me of a beetle. Time to move. 



I slipped out the saloon doors and paused by the entrance, looking for them out in the street. I 
saw nobody. My hand strayed to the Navy Colt in my waistband. I didn’t need to check it—I knew I had 
loaded the powder and ball into all six cylinders. I glanced to my right. My horse Cisco was at the rail. I 
didn’t want to stray too far from him if I could help it. 

I stepped out into the street and they came out from a side alley, maybe three buildings down. It 
was the heavy, dark-haired one and the taller, balding one. They were spreading out, coming at me from 
both sides of the street. I knew the second one was more dangerous. He would pull a gun on you while 
the other one was still talking. I couldn’t see the blonde kid who had scouted for them in the saloon. 

“Hey!” It was the heavy dark-haired one, moving toward me. 
There was more movement on my right, and I shifted my gaze in time to see the taller one pulling 

his gun from his pocket. My reaction was fast, and it was automatic. I pulled the Navy Colt from my 
waistband, eared back the hammer and fired. He staggered backwards and went to his knees, trying to lift 
his gun. I cocked the hammer, holding the gun up slightly like I’d been taught, and fired again. He dropped 
the gun and collapsed into the street. 

I turned back towards the one on my left. He had frozen when the firing started. He stared at his 
buddy, laying face down in the street, then turned to look at me. I could see his mouth opening and 
closing, but he wasn’t saying anything now. I lifted the gun in his direction, and he turned and ran back 
into the alley he had come from. 

I could hear them scrambling toward the door back there in the saloon, and I knew I had to get 
out of here. If I got arrested, they would hang me, I was sure of that. I jumped toward Cisco and reached 
out to take the reins when there was the sound of another shot and I felt a burning pain across my side. I 
stepped into the stirrup and pulled myself aboard, moaning at the sudden surge of pain along my ribs.  

I kicked Cisco hard, and he leaped forward. I heard a noise from a side alley as I raced down the 
street. It was coming from the other side of the street—across from where the dark-haired guy had 
disappeared. I figured it was the blonde kid, shooting from ambush. I fired a shot down the ally as I 
galloped past and heard a strangled cry. Then I was gone, disappearing down the road as they spilled out 
of the saloon behind me. 

I had to get to the shack before they came looking for me. I would not waste time trying to cover 
my trail right now. I took the trail straight to the house, feeling the blood seeping through my shirt as I slid 
off of Cisco. I didn’t bother to knock—I burst through the door. If she was home, she should know it was 
me, anyway. 

“Annie!” My shout seemed to echo in my ears as I ran into the room. It didn’t take more than a 
few seconds to know that she had left me. Her clothes, personal items, and travel bag were all gone. 
There was no note. 

None of it surprised me, but it hurt me all the same. I grabbed some rags and tied them around 
my middle to stop the blood trickling from the wound. I could see he had only grazed me with that shot. 
Still stung something awful, I thought. I grabbed a little food from the pantry, then trotted outside, 
grabbed a shovel, went to the spot in the woods out back where I had buried my money. I dug it up, 
ignoring the pain in my side. 

Only fifteen minutes later, I was back on Cisco. I turned him down into the creek behind the house 
and splashed through the water for close to an hour, I figured. Finally, I pulled Cisco out into the woods 
and tied him to a tree limb. I went back and used a tree branch to pull dirt over my tracks, then I knelt at 
the creek and splashed water on my wound to clean it. I went back to where I had tied Cisco, laid down 
beside a fallen log, and pulled a blanket over my head. Despite everything that had happened, I fell asleep 
quickly. 

 



---- 

 

I awoke to the sound of a jay squawking above me and was surprised when I opened my eyes to 
full sunlight. I lay quietly where I was, listening to the surrounding silence. When I was convinced that I 
was alone, I rose, led Cisco to the creek to drink, then came back and made a quick breakfast of biscuits 
and jerky. 

I mounted Cisco and guided him back down into the creek. When we had followed the creek for 
about a half hour, we came back up into the woods and followed along the creek from the cover of the 
woods for another hour. When we came to a trail that I knew would take us north, we struck the trail and 
kept moving. There was nothing for me in Colorado anymore. 
  



 


