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Chapter 1

 


Kansas City,
Missouri

March 7,
1867

8:27 p.m.

The flare of the match was
unexpected; a brief, hissing glow that suddenly illuminated the
three men crouched in the filthy alley. The flickering glow
revealed wide, startled eyes, and glimmered off silver badges
pinned to each man’s coat.

“Damn you, Tyler!” Seamus Murphy
hissed between rotting teeth as he slapped at the young deputy’s
hands, knocking both match and cigarette into the dirt. He grabbed
the boy by the lapels and shoved him hard against the whitewashed
wall of Singleton’s Photography Emporium, one of dozens of
buildings that lined the narrow alley off of Third Street. The cold
black solitude of the moonless night dropped quickly over the alley
as Seamus’ boot crushed out the match, and he thrust his stubbled
face close against the terrified deputy’s.

“What are you tryin’ to do, boy?”
Seamus spat the words in a vicious whisper that did little to mask
his heavy Irish brogue. “Get us all killed?”

Billy Tyler shook his head
frantically, desperately trying to pull away from the angry eyes
only inches from his own. Tyler was Kansas City’s youngest deputy,
a thin, pimple-faced youngster of only eighteen. The boy had worn
his badge for only three weeks, and tonight would be his first
confrontation with armed outlaws. He was nervous, and frightened,
and had felt his anxiety only deepen in the four interminable hours
the three lawmen had been hidden in the stinking, wind-swept alley.
The cigarette would have been a welcome tranquilizer.

“I-I-I’m sorry, Mr. Murphy!”
Tyler finally stammered. “I just wanted a smoke, that’s all!” The
boy looked past Seamus towards the silent form of the third deputy,
a dark-haired, stocky young man who wore his silver star pinned to
a faded Union army jacket. “Tell him, Tom,” Tyler pleaded
helplessly. “Tell him I didn’t mean no harm!”

Tom Murphy said nothing, green
eyes riveted intently on the little hotel just across the dimly lit
street. There was no sign of alarm from the tall, solitary figure
who sat on the narrow porch, booted feet propped up leisurely
against a wooden column.

Seamus jerked his head towards
the hotel. “Think he saw us?”

Murphy shrugged. “I don’t think
so, though I reckon it’d be a miracle if he didn’t.”

“I said I was sorry,” Tyler
mumbled, almost mournfully. There was an audible catch in the boy’s
voice.

Murphy risked a sympathetic
glance in Tyler’s direction. “Give him a break, Da. It was just a
dumb mistake.”

Seamus let go the youngster,
snorting in disgust. “Dumb mistakes get you killed! There’s three
things you need to remember, Tyler.” The older man counted off on
stubby fingers. “One, you don’t do nothin’ and I mean nothin’,
without askin’ Tom or me. Two, you never reveal your hidin’ place
to anyone, especially to the man you’re watchin’.”

Tyler licked at trembling lips.
“An’ the third?”

Seamus shoved the remaining
finger in the boy’s face. “Third, you ever do anything like that
again, an’ you won’t have to worry about outlaws killin’ you. I’ll
do it myself!” He pointed towards the alley. “Now get back to your
post!”

Seamus and Tyler both crawled
quietly back into position next to Murphy, crouching behind the
broad, leaking rain barrel that reeked of stagnant water and urine.
The alley was a favorite stop for drunks reeling their way home
from the nearby Golden Slipper Saloon. Murphy slid cautiously to
one side of the barrel, studying the silently waiting figure in
front of the hotel. The only lights on the street came from smoky
lanterns that flickered behind curtained windows, along with a
single kerosene streetlamp a few yards down the street. None of
which was enough to illumine the face of the man on the
porch.

“Jed Pettigrew,” Seamus
whispered, almost snarling the word. He shook his head in disgust
as he eyed the motionless form. “He’s a bad one, Tommy lad. Rode
with Jesse James and Bloody Bill Anderson durin’ the war. Killed a
lot of fine men, they did, and all in cold blood! Worthless piece
of goddamn shit!”

Seamus spat on the ground,
tugging his battered derby hat further down over oily dark curls
that had just begun to streak with gray. Tom Murphy eyed him
silently and smiled wanly to himself. Seamus was only forty-eight,
but a hard-drinking, dangerous life had left him looking at least
ten years older. A wanted rebel in his native Ireland, Seamus had
come to America twenty years earlier with a pretty wife and three
young sons in the hopes of finding a better life, and to escape the
British noose that surely waited for him back in Dublin. Here in
America, the feisty Irishman had soon found himself on the opposite
side of the law, as a deputy marshal, in the ever-expanding but
often deadly frontier. And now Tom, a twenty-four year-old youth
who shared the same handsome features and roguish grin as his
father, also shared his father’s dangerous profession.

But the younger Murphy’s badge
had come only after a previous and far more deadly baptism. All
three of Seamus’ sons, Patrick, Sean, and Tom, had joined jubilant
scores of fellow Irishmen, proudly serving in the terrible war that
had been fought to preserve the unity of their adopted country. A
war that had ultimately sapped Tom Murphy of his strength, drained
him of emotions, and killed both his brothers. Murphy had watched
Paddy and Sean die, together, in a futile charge against hopeless
odds across a bloody Maryland cornfield. Now they lay side by side,
along with thousands of other good men, near a winding little creek
called Antietam.

Yet Tom Murphy had little time
for bitterness. A quiet, sensitive young man, Murphy had tried to
leave the war, and its terrible memories, far behind. Shortly after
Lee’s surrender, he had claimed his final muster pay and gratefully
fled the shattered battlefields. He had tracked down his elusive
father, now a deputy marshal in one of the frontier’s most
notorious cow towns, and tried to settle in for what Murphy could
only hope was a decent life. The only good thing the young soldier
had brought with him was Molly, his wife, a fiery slip of a redhead
he had met during the war, and who now carried their unborn child.
A job as a lawman, which once again placed a weapon in Murphy’s
thin hands, was not what the young Irishman truly wanted. He had
seen enough death, enough bloodshed, to last a hundred lifetimes.
But it was a job, in a territory where dispossessed and hungry men
outnumbered opportunities, and it would keep him and his new family
alive and well, at least until he could find something better. But
whatever something better might be, Tom Murphy pondered anxiously,
and often, he had absolutely no idea.

Murphy glanced briefly at the
silent, crestfallen young Tyler, then looked at Seamus. “Was I that
green, Da? When I first started?”

Seamus flashed his cocky smile
and shook his head ruefully. “Tommy, lad, you were worse. For a
deputy,” he added quickly, eyeing Murphy with a look of genuine
pride. “Not as a son.”

Murphy chuckled, glancing away
with a flush of embarrassment. He toyed nervously with the loading
gate of his Colt revolver, finally forcing his eyes back to
Seamus’. “Da, I’ve been meaning to tell you how much I appreciate
all you’ve done for us, me an’ Molly, that is. I don’t know how we
would’ve—”

Seamus cut him off with a quick
wave of his hand. “Tommy, you’re my son. What else could I have
done? I only wish I could’ve been there for Paddy an’ Sean.” He
looked at Murphy intently, his smile swiftly vanishing in the
haggard lines of his face. “I never asked you before, Tom. Did they
suffer?”

Tom shook his dark head quickly.
“They ran straight into a blast of Rebel canister, Da. I doubt they
even knew what hit them.”

Seamus nodded, satisfied, swiftly
rubbing a hand across his eyes. He forced a nervous smile at
Murphy, then quickly reached into the pocket of his frayed vest and
tugged out a gold-plated watch. He flicked it open, squinting
through the dim light to read the dial. “Almost nine o’clock.” He
looked up and scowled frustratedly towards Pettigrew. “If that
bastard’s planning to make a move, I wish he’d do it
soon.”

Murphy nodded curiously at the
watch. “Is that the watch ma gave you?”

Seamus grinned, nodding. “Aye.
Saved up her sewing money to buy it, she did. Told me she was
planning to buy a new dress for church. Faith, but she was a grand
liar. Almost as good as your old man.”

Deputy Tyler suddenly stiffened,
gesturing with his rifle towards the left. “Riders,” he whispered
sharply. “Comin’ this way.”

Down the street, a steady
clopping of hooves echoed from the darkness as four silent horseman
slowly appeared. As Murphy and the others watched, the man on the
hotel porch suddenly stood up, then waited with folded arms at the
top of the steps that led to the door.

Murphy started to slide away from
the rain barrel, but Seamus’ hand held him back. “Easy, lad,” the
elder Murphy cautioned. “Wait till they’re all
together.”

The four riders reined their
horses to a halt in front of the hotel, one of them calling a brief
hello to Pettigrew. The outlaws dismounted, then three of them
handed their reins to a fourth man and pointed down the street.
Murphy caught the word “stable” on a sudden, chilly gust of wind.
The fourth outlaw spat a curse, apparently dissatisfied at his
companions’ choice of a livery boy, but grudgingly led the tired
horses away. The remaining outlaws stood in a tight huddle on the
steps, laughing after their bellicose companion.

Seamus thumbed back the hammers
of a long, twin-barreled Remington shotgun. “All right, then,” he
whispered tersely, nodding to Murphy and Tyler. “This is what we
do. Tyler, you stay here, keep Tom an’ me covered. An’ don’t shoot
one of us by mistake, boy! Tommy, once we break cover, break to the
left. I’ll stay to the right. Get the drop on ’em, an’ for God’s
sake, don’t give the bastards a chance to clear their holsters.” He
edged away from the barrel. “On my signal, Tommy. Ready . . .
now!”

“Deputy marshals!” Seamus’ deep
voice roared out in the cold night air as he and Murphy suddenly
sprang out of the alley. “Get your hands up, now!”

The outlaws whirled around,
frantically slapping at holstered guns as the two lawman raced
across the wide street towards them. One of them swung up a pistol,
aiming for Seamus, but the Irishman tripped one of the shotgun
triggers on the run. The outlaw flew backwards as the gun roared,
and the others quickly scattered, pulling their guns in a frenzied
dash for cover.

A bullet whipped by Tom Murphy’s
face, and he fired in return, sending a second outlaw sprawling
into the dust. Seamus killed a third, who had dived behind a
watering trough for cover. The blast of buckshot mixed a geyser of
dirty water with a spray of blood. Only one outlaw now remained,
and Murphy raced the last few yards across the street to where the
man was desperately sprinting for the safety of a darkened doorway.
Murphy’s Colt spat a bullet into the dirt between the man’s feet.
The outlaw stumbled to a halt, empty hands high above his
head.

“I ain’t armed, lawman,” he
called over his shoulder. “Ain’t no reason to kill me.”

Murphy warily stepped up behind
him. “Turn around, real slow.”

The outlaw turned, stepping into
a pool of smoky lantern light that spilled from a hotel window.
Murphy studied the man’s face intently.

He was a tall youth, not much
older than Murphy himself, with long brown hair, aquiline features,
and stark, piercing brown eyes. Eyes that now glared into Murphy’s
with a look of malevolent hatred. Eyes that were cold, emotionless,
and totally devoid of fear. Murphy had seen eyes like this before,
in the faces of men on the battlefield. Yet all of those men had
been dead. The deputy backed away, slightly, a sudden baleful chill
sweeping over him like a blizzard wind. A chill that had nothing to
do with the weather.

Murphy recovered his senses
quickly, meeting the insolent glower with a scowl of his own.
“You’re under arrest, Pettigrew.”

The outlaw suddenly grinned in
surprise. “You know my name?”

“Only by reputation,” Murphy
shrugged. “Which ain’t much.”

“That’s what you think, lawman,”
Pettigrew chuckled. “Hell, I ain’t even got started yet. This time
next year, ain’t a man in Missouri won’t know my name.”

“This time next year,” Seamus
suddenly said, stepping up beside Murphy, “you’ll be six feet under
the goddamn ground. Courtesy of a hangman’s rope.”

Pettigrew flicked his vacuous
eyes to Seamus, coldly smirking. “Ain’t nobody gonna hang me, Mick.
You watch an’ see.”

Seamus glanced at Murphy and
grinned. “Cocky bastard, ain’t he?” He jerked the shotgun barrel at
Pettigrew. “Save your breath for the judge, lad. Let’s
go.”

The three men started to walk
back into the street, and Murphy turned to call to the still-hidden
Tyler. It was only then that he heard the swiftly rising rumble of
approaching hooves.

Murphy would only remember the
next few seconds as a horrible blur. He heard the young deputy,
Billy Tyler, shouting at the top of his lungs as he suddenly came
bolting out of the alley. Tyler’s pistol was pointed down the
street, and Murphy spun around quickly to see a pair of horses
galloping out of the darkness at full tilt, heading straight
towards him. Murphy stood frozen, staring in slack-jawed horror as
the horses, only one of which carried a rider, bore down on the
three men standing in the middle of the street. He felt a hand
suddenly grab at his arm, and the next thing he knew, he had been
hurled into the dirt, landing in front of the hotel steps as the
horses thundered by. He heard a man’s anxious shout, followed
almost immediately by two gunshots. Murphy rolled over, groping for
his fallen gun, then looked up to see the horses suddenly rear to a
screaming halt. Seamus and Tyler were both sprawled in the street,
and Jed Pettigrew was grabbing at the trailing reins of one of the
pawing horses. The mounted man, who Murphy suddenly realized was
the fourth outlaw, the one who had angrily stalked away to stable
the horses, sat astride his own mount with a smoking revolver in
his hand.

“Come on, Jed,” the rider
shouted, fighting to control his frightened horse. “Let’s get the
hell out of here!” He yanked violently at the reins, turning the
animal sharply, then vanished into the darkness without waiting for
Pettigrew.

Pettigrew finally took control of
his own mount, and managed to swing into his saddle just as
Murphy’s fingers closed around his gun. Murphy rolled to his side,
swung up the Colt, and loosed a quick shot. Pettigrew cried out,
clutching at his side, then twisted around to meet Murphy’s glare
with a grimace of pain and hatred. Murphy squeezed the trigger
again, aiming squarely between the venomous eyes, but the Colt
replied with an empty click. Slowly, Pettigrew’s glare was replaced
by a leer of triumph. He grinned at Murphy broadly. “I told you,
lawman. Ain’t no one can kill me.” With a short, rasping laugh, the
outlaw gouged his spurs into the horse’s flanks and bolted away
down the street. Murphy watched in murderous fury as Pettigrew
disappeared, his escape heralded by rapidly fading
hoofbeats.

A crowd had swiftly begun to
gather, curious, bleary-eyed citizens in nightshirts and dressing
gowns, roused from their sleep by what must have sounded like a
miniature war. Murphy ignored them, turning to rush instead to
where Seamus lay moaning; a bloody, frothy foam bubbling from
between his lips.

Murphy crouched next to his
father’s side, searching Seamus’ body for wounds. “Where’d he get
you, Da?”

Seamus shook his head, painfully,
slowly lifting a hand to point at the fallen Tyler. “It . . . was .
. . the lad . . . who . . . got shot . . .” The Irishman fought for
breath, each word accompanied by a thick, sickening stream of
bright red blood spurting from his mouth. “The horse . . . did me
in. Here . . .” He pointed to his chest, and Murphy pulled Seamus’
torn shirt aside. The horse’s hooves had caught the elder man
square in the chest, as the bloody hoofprint attested, with enough
force to break ribs and lacerate flesh. From the color of the
foaming blood and his labored breathing, Murphy knew Seamus’ lung
had been pierced.

The Irishman knew it, too. He
looked up at Murphy with a sad, bitter smile. “Done for,
Tommy.”

Murphy shook his head
frantically. “No! No, Da, you’re not done for! We’ll get you some
help! You’ll be fine!” Murphy looked around, at the curious faces
of the crowd that had begun to circle the bloody scene. “Somebody
get a doctor! Now, damn it!”

Seamus clutched at Murphy’s arm,
shaking his head slowly. “No use, Tommy. Sawbones . . . can’t
help.” He fumbled at his clothes, digging with a trembling hand at
his vest pocket. “Here,” he whispered, holding out the heavy watch.
“All I’ve got, lad. My . . . entire . . . estate . . .”

Murphy took the watch hesitantly,
hand shaking, unable to control a flood of tears that suddenly
clouded his vision. “Da.”

Seamus’ hand closed over Murphy’s
firmly. “We forgot . . . that other rider,” he coughed. The blood
was unstoppable now. “Dumb mistake . . . gets . . . you . . .
killed . . .”

The Irishman went suddenly limp,
green eyes staring blankly up at the night sky.

“Da!” Murphy’s face twisted in
anguish. The crowd closed in, murmuring and whispering almost
furiously among themselves, but Murphy heard none of them. He knelt
silently in the dust, both hands cradling the old watch like a
sacred relic, and watched numbly as his tears began to splash
against the open face.

 



Chapter
2

 


Murdock,
Texas

May 17,
1874

9:00 a.m.

“Sheriff Murphy, ain’t it about
time?”

Tom Murphy glanced up, his
memories dissolving with the click of the watch case snapping
shut.

“Sorry, Archie,” Murphy said
absently. He rubbed calloused fingers over the tarnished surface of
the old watch. “Had my mind on other things. Reckon it is time.”
Murphy flicked his green eyes across the cramped space of his
office to where his deputy, a lanky, blond-headed youth named
Archie Benson, stood next to the heavy oak door that led to the
jail. “Open it up.”

Archie nodded anxiously, nervous
fingers fumbling at a sawed-off, ten-gauge shotgun. The
twenty-four-year-old deputy had only witnessed one previous hanging
in his short career, an experience that had left him numb and
shaken. Murphy saw the boy’s hand trembling as Archie slid back the
bolt that secured the cellblock door. The squeak of the rusting
hinges was uncomfortably shrill.

Murphy slipped the watch into his
coat pocket, glancing briefly towards the front door. “I had hoped
Reverend Tompkins would come,” he sighed to Archie. The two of them
began a doleful climb up the narrow, rickety stairs to the
cellblock above. “It ain’t right for a man to die without a
preacher.”

“Reckon maybe he didn’t feel
right,” Archie said from behind the sheriff. “What with Henry bein’
a nigger an’ all.”

Murphy glanced back at the
deputy, his thick mustache hiding his scowl, but he only shook his
head. “It wouldn’t make any difference if he was a Chinaman,
Archie. Any man about to die deserves a preacher.”

The two men reached the top of
the steps, ignoring the foul stench that was a permanent fixture
within the cramped cellblock. A narrow corridor ran the length of
the jail, bordered by three small iron and steel cells on either
side. All but one of the cells were empty.

Murphy gestured towards the
doorway. “Stay here,” he told Archie, then started down the
darkened corridor. The jail was lit at night by a solitary lantern
hanging from the wooden rafters, but during the day relied on what
little light could filter through a series of small barred windows
set high in the walls. Even now it was difficult for the sheriff to
see the thin figure that sat hunched over on the edge of a canvas
and wood cot in the farthest cell.

Murphy tugged a set of keys from
his gunbelt as he stepped up to the cell. “Henry,” he called
softly, pushing the iron door inwards. “It’s time.”

The old black man slowly lifted
his white-haired head, but his rheumy eyes stayed fixed on the
Bible propped open in his thin lap. A narrow shaft of sunlight from
the window above his cell bathed the battered book in dusty light,
and Murphy watched silently as a single finger traced a passage of
Scripture across a yellowed page. The old man’s dark eyes finally
lifted to meet Murphy’s, and he smiled through a pair of cracked,
gold-rimmed spectacles.

“Yes, sir, sheriff,” Henry Simms
nodded. He closed the Bible reverently. “It is indeed.”

Henry slipped the spectacles off
his ancient face, folding them carefully before he tucked them into
a worn leather pouch. He started to slip them into a pocket of his
coat, then paused, a speculative frown deepening the wrinkles on
his ebony brow. He placed the pouch carefully on the woolen blanket
draped over the cot. “Best not to let these get broke,” he
explained to Murphy. “Had ’em for, oh, reckon nigh on ten years,
now. Yankee soldier give ’em to me, back in Alabama, when the
massa’s plantation was burned.” He chuckled softly, gently rubbing
the pouch with a gnarled hand. “He couldn’t hardly believe a nigger
could read. He give me them spectacles when I told him it was
gettin’ hard to see the writin’. Worked real fine, too. Real fine.”
Henry shook his head, then looked up at Murphy intently. “Maybe
some other old nigger can get some use out of ’em. You’ll see to
it, Sheriff Murphy?”

“I will, Henry,” Murphy said. “I
promise.”

Henry nodded to himself,
satisfied. “That’s settled, then.” He pulled himself to his feet,
using the cell bars for support, gently but adamantly waving off
Murphy’s outstretched hand. “No, sheriff, that’s all right. Seein’
as how I ain’t got much time left, I’d like to do for
myself.”

Murphy nodded, glancing away with
a frustrated sigh. “I wired the governor’s office, Henry,” he said
finally, turning back to face the old man. “I’m afraid there was no
reply.”

Henry stared at the sheriff with
a sharp, curious frown. “Sheriff Murphy, you is the strangest white
man I ever did meet. Why’d you go do a fool thing like
that?”

“Because you don’t deserve to
hang,” Murphy said bluntly. “You killed the man who raped and
murdered your daughter. Hell, any other man in this town had done
that, they’d’ve built a goddamn statue to him.”

Henry loosed a thin, brittle
cackle of genuine amusement. “Any other white man, you means.” He
grinned at Murphy, gently patting the sheriff on the shoulder.
“Sheriff, I know you means well, an’ I do thank you for your help.
I don’t reckon any other white man in this town would’ve treated me
with half the respect you done. But I killed a man, plain an’
simple, an’ the law says I gots to die.”

Murphy shook his head. “There are
exceptions to the law, Henry. What you did was justifiable. If you
were white—”

“If I was white,” Henry
interrupted, laughing his wheezing laugh, “I wouldn’t be in this
here town. I wouldn’t have been born a slave, even. An’ if hoss
turds was gold nuggets, then every man in the world be a rich man!
But they ain’t, an’ I ain’t, an’ that’s the way things be.” Henry
held up his old Bible. “You see this here book, sheriff? This book
tells me I’m headed for a better place. A place I’ll see my Sally
again, an’ my Sarah. Since they both gone, I gots no one left. I’m
ready to die.”

“But not like this,” Murphy said
angrily. “Not at the end of a rope!”

Henry shrugged, once more patting
Murphy’s arm. “It don’t matter how a man dies, Sheriff Murphy. Only
how his soul is ready for it.” He brushed past Murphy, heading for
the cell door. “Let’s be gettin’ on with it.”

Murphy sighed, bleakly, then
turned and followed the old man down the corridor to where Archie
stood waiting. Henry offered a nodding smile to the deputy, which
Archie returned, hesitantly.

“Don’t you go gettin’ no fool
ideas like your boss man, here,” Henry said to him affably. “You
hear?”

Archie eyed the old man in
bewilderment, cocking a curious eyebrow at Murphy. Shrugging, the
deputy led the procession down the stairs and out through the
sheriff’s office.

“Keep an eye on things while were
gone, Stu,” Murphy called to a short, bearded man who sat at the
sheriff’s paper-cluttered desk.

Stuart Clark was in his late
twenties, a heavy-set man who had once worked as a teamster for the
Overland Stage Company, but whose driving career had been cut short
when a wagon rolled over and crushed his left arm. He had hired on
with Murphy as a deputy sheriff shortly afterwards, spending most
of his time doing paperwork and looking after prisoners.

Clark glanced up from the wanted
posters he was sorting, his blue eyes resting briefly on Henry
Simms. “I will, sheriff.”

Murphy pulled open the front door
and led the way out of the office to the wooden sidewalk that lined
dusty Travis Street. Henry paused briefly, squinting against the
sudden glare of the morning sun. Only a few people stopped to watch
as the three men quickly crossed the wide, deeply-rutted
thoroughfare, heading towards the high wooden fence that surrounded
Asa Harrison’s livery yard. Murphy had successfully petitioned
District Judge David Wendell to allow the execution to be held in
private, citing the grisly spectacle that had been Murdock’s last
execution a year before. Over a thousand people, including most of
Murdock’s schoolchildren, had gathered to witness the hanging, only
to watch in mute horror as the inexperienced hangman bungled the
job. The condemned man had taken a full eighteen minutes to
struggle and strangle to death at the end of the rope. Murphy had
decided then and there that any future hangings would not be
public.

Four small schoolboys were
huddled near the gate, peering through the narrow cracks in the
whitewashed fence. Murphy stepped up behind them, grabbed one by
the collar, and slapped him sharply across the dusty seat of his
britches.

“You boys get!” the sheriff
barked. They scattered in panic, running down the street with a
mongrel dog barking in pursuit.

Archie knocked at the fence gate
with the butt of his shotgun, and Murphy heard the bolt slide back
from inside. As soon as the gate opened, Murphy hustled Henry and
Archie inside, then closed and locked the gate behind
them.

There were a dozen or so people
inside the yard, including Judge Wendell. The magistrate stood
fanning himself with his derby hat as he talked with the livery
owner, Asa Harrison. Harrison pointed at the sheriff’s party, and
Wendell nodded, slapping the hat over his balding head as he
started towards Murphy.

“About damn time,” Wendell said
flatly. He met Henry’s nod of greeting with a sharp, disdainful
glare, then looked at Murphy. “Shouldn’t this man be
manacled?”

Murphy shrugged. “Henry ain’t
going anywhere, Judge Wendell.”

“Only to the Lord,” Henry smiled,
glancing past Murphy towards the center of the yard. Murphy
followed the old man’s placid stare, and his stomach suddenly
roiled.

Lem Neeson, the itinerant
handyman who handled most of the county’s construction needs, had
built the tall gallows just the day before. And the man Murphy had
hired as a hangman, a big, imposing Swede called Larson, had
arrived in Murdock the previous evening on the late train. Larson
had assured the sheriff that he would test the gallows starting at
six in the morning, and the hangman now stood at the top of the
rickety structure, his massive frame straining the seams of a silk
suit that was easily a size too small. Thick, calloused hands made
last-minute adjustments to a coiled noose that dangled from the
overhead beam. Larson glanced down briefly, emotionless blue eyes
meeting Murphy’s, and he nodded a casual greeting.

Murphy returned the nod,
scowling, then glanced around at the other witnesses gathered in
the yard, which Harrison had thoughtfully raked clean of manure.
The sheriff recognized Dr. Jeremiah Adkins, who held his habitual
unlit cigar between yellow teeth. A young man Murphy knew only by
his last name, Laughlin, and who the sheriff knew worked as a
typesetter and sometimes reporter for the Murdock News, stood next
to Adkins, scribbling silently but intently on a pad of
paper.

There were several black men
waiting as well, battered hats held in tight fists as they stood
near a mule-drawn wagon. On closer look, Murphy saw a cheap pine
coffin loaded on the back of the wagon, along with several shovels.
The blacks eyed Murphy and the others with resigned, oddly
dispassionate stares.

Murphy looked at Henry, nodding
towards the black men. “Is there anyone here you’d like to speak
with?”

Henry smiled, nodding quietly,
then walked by himself to the wagon. He shook hands with each man
in turn, then spoke briefly, in a voice too low for Murphy to hear,
then held up his worn Bible and flashed an almost triumphant
smile.

“Praise the Lord,” Henry said,
almost shouting.

“Praise the Lord,” the others
repeated. Several were now crying openly.

Henry turned and walked back to
the sheriff. “I’m ready, sheriff.”

“Let’s get on with it, then,”
Judge Wendell snapped. “I’m late for court.”

Murphy glared at the judge, but
held his tongue. He took Henry gently by the arm, and the two of
them started towards the gallows. They climbed the thirteen steps
together. The thump of their booted feet was the only sound in the
livery yard, aside from an occasional whinny from one of the horses
stabled nearby.

At the top of the gallows, Murphy
guided Henry into position over the narrow trapdoor. Larson stepped
forward, pulling a length of cord from one of his pockets. He
yanked the Bible from the old man’s hands, and was about to toss it
aside when Henry suddenly grabbed at his arm.

“Please, sir, don’t take that . .
.” Henry offered an apologetic smile to the startled hangman. “I’d
like to be holdin’ on to that book, if you don’t mind? Reckon I
don’t want to be meetin’ the Lord without His Word in my
hands.”

Murphy met Larson’s scowling
glance. “He keeps it,” the sheriff said firmly.

Larson shrugged, tucking the
Bible under his arm. He tied Henry’s thin wrists behind his back,
then slipped the Bible back into his waiting grasp.

“Thank you, sir,” Henry smiled.
He turned to look at Murphy. “I want you to have this book,
sheriff, after I’m gone.”

Murphy had to work his jaw
several times before he could finally speak. “I . . . I appreciate
that, Henry, but wouldn’t you want it . . . kept with
you?”

Henry shook his head. “Won’t be
needin’ it no more. I’ll be with the Man who wrote it.”

Murphy had to look away. “All
right, Henry,” he said at length. “I’ll keep it.”

Larson cleared his throat,
frowning impatiently at Murphy, and the sheriff nodded. He reached
into his coat pocket, pulled out a slip of paper, then folded it
open and glanced out at the livery yard. That was when he noticed,
for the first time, a tall, heavy-set man standing near the gate,
well behind and away from the other witnesses. Murphy caught the
flash of morning sunlight on a silver badge pinned to the
stranger’s coat lapel. He frowned to himself, eyeing the lawman
curiously, then glanced back down at the paper. He cleared his
throat and began to read aloud.

“Henry Simms, having been found
guilty of the crime of murder in the first degree, is hereby
sentenced to suffer death by hanging. Sentence is to be carried out
by the sheriff of Nicholson County, in the state of Texas, between
the hours of sunup and sundown of May seventeenth, eighteen hundred
and seventy-four. May God have mercy upon his soul. Signed David C.
Wendell, District Judge, Nicholson County, Texas.” Murphy folded
the paper silently, then looked at Henry. “Henry, do you have
anything to say before the sentence is carried out?”

The old man shrugged. “Reckon I
done said a powerful lot in my time. Don’t needs to sayin’ no more.
I do want to thank you again, sheriff. An’ God Bless you,
sir.”

Murphy felt his stomach begin to
churn once more. He nodded quickly, then turned away, motioning
curtly to the hovering Larson.

The hangman tied another length
of cord around Henry’s ankles, then stood and pulled a black hood
from another deep pocket. He slipped the hood over Henry’s head,
draped the noose around the thin neck, drew it snug, and swiftly
stepped back. His huge fist closed tightly around the wooden lever
that controlled the trap. In a single, practiced motion, he threw
the lever forward. The trapdoor suddenly fell open with a
thunderous crash.

For several interminable moments,
Murphy stood with his eyes closed, leaning against the gallows
railing with a white-knuckled grip. He heard the eerie creak of the
rope, as Henry’s lifeless body swung slowly back and forth beneath
the gallows. Then he turned and trotted swiftly down the scaffold
steps.

In the livery yard, the witnesses
all stood silent. Murphy saw Wendell scowling at his open watch,
while Laughlin scribbled furiously in his notebook. The blacks near
the wagon stared at the straw-covered ground, holding their
emotions in check. Dr. Adkins met Murphy’s eyes briefly, then threw
his soggy cigar aside and started towards the gallows.

Archie Benson leaned against a
buggy, face buried in one arm. Murphy glanced from the deputy
towards the front gate, where the tall lawman still stood, his
expression bored and impassive.

Murphy eyed the stranger briefly,
still curious, then walked over to his deputy. He clapped a gentle
hand on Archie’s shoulder. “You okay, Archie?”

Archie looked up, youthful face
pale and drawn. “Yes, sir, I reckon. At least I wasn’t sick.” He
forced a thin smile at Murphy. “Like last time.”

Murphy nodded sympathetically.
Judge Wendell suddenly stepped up beside both men. “Five minutes
flat,” he said, holding up his watch with a grudging smile.
“Incredible. The man certainly knows his business. You were right
in hiring him, sheriff.” Wendell slipped his watch back in his
pocket and tugged at the brim of his derby. “Well, I’d best be
getting back to court. Five minutes flat,” he continued to muse,
shaking his head as he hurried away.

Murphy stared after the judge
indignantly, turning as he saw several of the black men now
carrying the pine coffin, with Henry’s body inside, towards the
waiting wagon. Another black man obsequiously stepped up to Murphy,
holding out both hands. Murphy saw that they held Henry’s old
Bible.

The sheriff took the Bible
hesitantly, mumbling his thanks, then gently brushed the dust from
the cracked leather covers. He watched as Asa Harrison opened the
gate, and the wagon rattled slowly into the street. It was followed
by most of the witnesses.

Murphy glanced at Archie.
“Archie, Larson’s money is in the top drawer of my desk. Pay him
an’ then get him on the first train out of town.” He nodded over
his shoulder. “Then I want you to burn that goddamn
gallows.”

“Sheriff Murphy, that may not be
such a good idea.”

Murphy and Archie both turned.
The tall lawman who had stood near the gate now stood only a few
feet away. Murphy frowned at him sharply.

“Who the hell are
you?”

“Captain Jim Sanders,” the
stranger replied. He tapped the five-pointed silver star on his
lapel. “Texas Rangers.” Sanders pulled a cheroot cigar from his
pocket, jabbing it briefly at the now-empty gallows. “You’re going
to need that scaffold again, sheriff.”

Murphy studied the Ranger
curiously. Sanders was in his late thirties, if not older. Tall,
broad-shouldered, with long black hair that was shiny with pomade,
and over which was tugged a brand-new Stetson. Sanders had dark
eyes that seemed to dart everywhere at once, and seemed to hold a
sort of curious amusement, and possibly even contempt, for
everything they saw. The sheriff noticed something else, as well; a
long, puckered, faded scar that ran the entire length of Sanders’
wide jaw, from his right eye to his chin. A saber scar, Murphy
decided. He was almost certain of it.

Murphy shook his head
impatiently. “Captain Sanders, I’m not in the mood for jokes right
now.”

“I ain’t jokin’,” the Ranger said
flatly, though his eyes flashed with their secret mirth. “Is there
someplace we can talk?” He glanced around the yard quickly.
“Privately?”

Murphy shrugged. “I’ll be in my
office at noon.”

“I’ll be there.” Sanders slid the
cheroot between his teeth and left, nodding a brief
farewell.

Murphy stared after him, puzzled,
then dismissed the Ranger with a shake of his head. He left the
yard, stepping out into the bustle of Travis Street, anxiously
glancing both ways to catch sight of the buckboard. He saw it,
finally, far up the street, just as it turned east onto Austin
Road, heading for the Negro cemetery that stood on the other side
of the International and Great Northern tracks. Out past the small
community of rickety lean-to’s and shanties where Henry Simms had
once made his home.

Murphy turned and walked away
quickly, avoiding the knots of men and women who went happily about
their business on this bright spring morning. Some of them called
an unanswered greeting to the sheriff. A few would later claim,
much to their confusion, that as he rushed by, the sheriff appeared
to be crying.
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10:34 a.m.

Murphy kicked a fallen cottonwood
limb out of his way with the toe of a dusty boot. A sudden spring
storm a few days before had left Murdock’s narrow streets littered
with scattered boughs, but other than a broken window or two, and a
lightning-splintered cross atop the Antioch Baptist Church, there
had been no real damage to speak of. There was a local saying, that
always made the sheriff laugh, as to how Texas weather was very
much akin to the state legislature; violent and unpredictable, but
mostly just a lot of wind.

Yet Murphy didn’t really feel in
the mood for laughter, as he made his sullen way home after Henry
Simms’ hanging. He paused in his trek, just outside Throckmorton’s
Apothecary, to let a pair of portly, package-laden matrons maneuver
past. The women politely declined Murphy’s offer of assistance,
giggling almost girlishly at the sheriff’s flourishing bow. Murphy
watched them waddle away down the wooden sidewalk, then caught his
reflection in Throckmorton’s big window.

Time had had its inevitable way
with Tom Murphy. Gone was the lean, malnourished frame that had
marked so many a soldier. Molly’s cooking had seen to that. Gone
too was the youthful face. Murphy was only thirty-one, but the face
that stared back at him was that of a much older man; broader, with
a tiny fringe of gray just beginning to edge his temples, as well
as a peppery dash in his thick mustache. Crow’s feet now pulled
sharply at his green eyes, but the eyes themselves had lost none of
their flashing Irish zeal. Yet it was still quite easy, in the
gleaming Texas sun, to see the pain.

Murphy hurried on, sprinting
across the intersection of Travis and Bonham as a mule-drawn lorry,
heavy with baled cotton, slowly rattled by. Here in Nicholson
County, as in most of central Texas, cotton was king, and the flat,
endless Brazos River Valley surrounding Murdock was rich with the
white gold. Murphy returned the Negro driver’s amiable but wary
nod, but avoided the black man’s eyes. The image of Henry Simms’
dangling corpse had burned itself into the Irishman’s soul, and,
like his father’s lonely death on that Kansas City street, it was
an image Murphy knew he could never erase. In the four years he had
served as High Sheriff of Nicholson County, Henry had by no means
been the first man Murphy had had to hang. But he had been the
first black to be executed since the end of Reconstruction. And the
only man Murphy would unswervingly swear was undeserving of his
fate. And Murphy knew full well that both of these facts went hand
in bitter hand.

Murphy shook off his bleak
melancholy. The day was far too pleasant to lose himself in
despair. There had already been enough of that to last ten
lifetimes; first with the war, and then with Kansas City. Murphy
wasn’t about to let the past come cascading back. He had a home,
now. A place to start all over again. Just him, and Molly, and
little Megan.

It wouldn’t do any of them any
good to dredge up the past, or start fighting battles that couldn’t
be won. He turned the corner at Bonham Street, one of a dozen
Murdock thoroughfares named for Texas’ immortal Alamo heroes, and
started to whistle a jaunty Irish tune.

Murphy passed the first of
several Victorian-style houses that lined either side of Bonham
Street, slapping at a buzzing swarm of yellowjackets. The good
ladies of Murdock had recently begun a Beautification Program, as
they called it, for the purpose of making Murdock “a pleasing sight
to the eye and senses”. Rows of gardenias and azaleas bordered each
yard like a multicolored fence, filling the air with a sweet
perfume, as well as the angry bees. Murphy frantically fought the
insects away as he ran the last few yards to his own house, cursing
under his breath. It was bad enough when they had formed their
Ladies Temperance League, he thought dismally. But at least he knew
how to ward off angry drunks.

The sheriff’s house was a tall,
rambling blue and white structure that stood at the end of the
street among a small grove of pecan trees. Molly had cultivated her
own garden, which, while hardly as impressive as some of the
others, had nonetheless been a source of tremendous pride when the
first of her azaleas took breathtaking bloom. But the flowers,
Murphy had told her lovingly, and truthfully, could never be half
as pretty as she was.

Murphy was halfway up the porch
steps when he heard the sound of running feet coming from around
the porch. A little girl, clad in a brown gingham dress and with
long red pigtails flying in the Texas breeze, came running headlong
towards the sheriff with small arms outstretched.

“Papa! Papa, you’re home
already!”

“Leprechaun!” Murphy snatched up
the little girl and spun her around playfully. Her kissed her on a
freckled nose, then pulled away, frowning at her reproachfully.
“Megan, have you been playin’ in your mama’s perfume
again?”

Seven year-old Megan slapped both
hands to her mouth, blue eyes widening in fear. “Oh, Papa,” she
mumbled frantically. “Please don’t tell mama!”

Murphy laughed. “Leprechaun, I
won’t have to tell her a thing. One whiff an’ she’ll find out for
herself.”

Megan tried to squirm out of her
father’s hug. “Let me down, papa! I have to hide! Mama’ll skin me
good!”

“Don’t worry about it, Megan,”
Murphy grinned as he set her down. “I’ll square it with Mama. You
just stay out of things that ain’t yours, you hear?”

She nodded solemnly. “Yes, Papa,
I promise!”

Murphy looked around. “Where is
Mama, Leprechaun?”

Megan pointed towards the side of
the house. “Hangin’ the clothes out back.”

“Okay, sweetheart. You run an’
play, now.” Murphy stepped off of the porch and walked around the
big house.

Molly was bent over, her back to
Murphy, rinsing soapy water from a shirt she had plucked from a
washtub on the ground. A length of rope was stretched between two
spreading pecans, wet laundry flapping in the balmy breeze. Murphy
smiled, admiring the shapely swell of her bouncing backside, and
suddenly let his mind drift back to a time not terribly long
before.

Molly O’Rourke had been washing
clothes the first time Tom Murphy had met her. A red-headed,
blue-eyed, tiny slip of a girl who was one of a dozen washerwomen
his company had hired to clean their filthy, bloodstained uniforms.
It was somewhere near Fredericksburg, Murphy recalled, or perhaps
even Chancellorsville. The place wasn’t important. What was
significant was the fact that Murphy had fallen in love with her
almost the very instant he had set eyes on her; covered with
soapsuds and looking for all the world like a lost waif out of a
Dickens story. Yet Molly was no waif, as Murphy had quickly
learned. He had once watched, incredulous, as Molly had taken a
laundry paddle to two burly soldiers whose hands had reached for
more than their clean uniforms. Murphy remembered an angry flash of
blue eyes, flying suds, and admittedly unladylike epithets. And by
the time Molly was finished, standing over the fallen and bleeding
soldiers with the paddle still wielded in wet hands, Murphy was
helplessly lost. It had taken the young laundress a slightly longer
time, but she had eventually succumbed to Sergeant Thomas Francis
Murphy’s persistent but cautious assailments. A battle Murphy was
truly proud to have won.

Murphy stepped up behind her
quietly, then slapped her playfully on the broadest part of her
muslin skirt.

Molly straightened up, then
cocked her head to one side. “Whoever you are,” she said sweetly,
“you’d best be careful. My husband might come home at any minute.”
She turned around, rolling her eyes in feigned disgust. “Oh, it’s
only you, Tom.”

Murphy played along, folding his
arms and flashing a dubious scowl. “An’ just who was it you might
have been expecting?”

Molly shrugged, blue eyes dancing
with playful mirth. She tapped thoughtfully at her chin. “Well,
now, let me see. This is Tuesday, so it might have been . . . no,
he comes along on Thursdays, so it must have been . . . no, no, it
couldn’t have been him, since he’s only in town on
Friday—”

Murphy finally surrendered to his
laughter. He pulled her close and smiled at her ruefully. “You are
utterly shameless, Molly O’Rourke Murphy. I hope you know
that.”

“Indeed I do,” she smiled back.
“But I’m thinking you wouldn’t have me any other way, would you,
Tom Murphy?”

“Not in a million lifetimes,”
Murphy laughed. He kissed her, softly and lovingly, then held her
at arm’s length, savoring his view. At twenty-seven, Molly had lost
none of her beauty. The Texas sun might have added a smattering of
freckles to her nose and face, but Murphy saw no imperfections. Her
red hair, which she usually wore loose and long, was tied up behind
her slender neck, a few stray strands poking out here and there
like tiny match flames. Her blue eyes, the rival of the Texas sky,
flashed lovingly as she met Tom’s smile, and one slender cheek
glistened with soapsuds. She wore a white crinoline blouse, which
Murphy saw was unbuttoned just far enough to reveal the top of her
bodice, and permit a tempting view of the full, soft flesh that lay
beneath.

Molly followed his gaze, then
pulled the blouse closed with a sly but reproachful smirk. “Isn’t
it a wee bit early to be havin’ such thoughts, Tom Murphy? You
haven’t even had your lunch, yet.”

Murphy pulled her close again,
sighing wearily as he hugged her tight. “I love you,
Molly.”

Molly’s smile slid into a wary
frown as she looked up at him. “Tom, what’s wrong?”

Murphy shrugged, trying to stay
flippant. “What makes you think there’s anything wrong?”

“Because I know you, Tom Murphy.”
Molly traced a finger along Murphy’s sun-baked jaw. “Henry’s dead,
isn’t he?”

Murphy nodded, turning away from
her. “I was a fool to think the governor would intervene. Henry
said so himself.” He shook his head slowly. “At least this time it
went better. He died quickly.”

Molly stepped up behind him,
wrapping wet arms around his waist. “I’m sorry, Tom.”

Murphy pulled the old Bible from
his coat pocket, handing it back to Molly. “He insisted that I take
this. He’d had it ever since he was a slave.”

Molly used her apron to take the
book, reverently wiping the remaining dirt from the covers. “Oh,
Tom,” she said softly. “It’s a child’s Bible, the kind they’re
given in Sunday school.” She pressed the Bible against her breast,
a tear mingling with the soap on her face. “It’s his way of saying
thank you. You know that, don’t you?”

“Thank me for what?” Murphy
snapped. “Takin’ his life?”

“For being his friend,” Molly
insisted, frowning at him sharply. “Probably the only one he had in
this town.” She turned Murphy around to face her. “You’re a good
man, Tom Murphy. Too good, sometimes, at least for the likes of
Murdock. Why don’t we go somewhere else, then? Back east,
maybe?”

Murphy sighed, shaking his head.
“Molly, we’ve talked about this before. Someday we’ll leave
Murdock, I promise that. But not right now.

She stared at him pleadingly.
“Why, Tom?”

“Because we don’t have enough
money, for one thing.” Murphy glanced away, scowling. “My salary
keeps us alive, and that’s about all. Movin’ back east would take a
lot more than we could scrape together anytime soon. Besides . . .”
He turned to look back at her, forcing a hopeful smile. “Murdock’s
not so bad. Things’re quiet here—”

“Oh, yes,” she said, blue eyes
suddenly flaring. “Quiet and peaceful, and all you have to do is go
around hanging a man every other day of the week! And men who don’t
deserve hanging, at that!”

“Molly, it’s not that bad.”
Murphy spread his hands in weary frustration. “Besides, maybe I let
myself get too friendly with Henry, I don’t know.” He looked at
her, forcing a tired smile. “In any event, it’s not worth fighting
about, is it?”

Molly shook her head, stepping
forward to hug him again. “No, love, it’s not. I’m sorry,
Tom.”

Murphy stroked her hair, savoring
the scent of heather and lilacs, her favorite rinse. “I’m the one
who should be sorry. I came home because this was the only place I
knew I could feel right again.”

Molly looked up at him, a roguish
grin slipping across her face. “Come then,” she said as she took
his hand. “I’ll help you feel even better.”

She started to lead him towards
the house. Murphy laughed, glancing around briefly. “What about
Megan?”

Molly shrugged impishly. “She’ll
just play with her dolls.”

“Or your perfume,” Murphy
grinned.

Molly’s eyes widened. “My rose
water? Again? Oh, that child!” She pulled away from Murphy, fuming.
“Just wait till I get my switch!”

“Now, Molly,” Murphy laughed as
he pulled her back. “I told her I’d set things right with you. I’ll
buy you more rose water.”

Molly shook her head ruefully.
“You’re too lenient with that child, Tom.”

Murphy shrugged. “Maybe so,” he
smiled, then bent down to kiss her again. “But what can I do? She
reminds me of another redhead I know. An’ I’ve never been able to
tame that one, either.”

“And you never will,” Molly
grinned back, once more taking him by the hand. They went inside
through the back door, leaving the laundry snapping briskly in the
Texas wind.
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The clock in Nicholson County’s
brand-new limestone courthouse rang with its twelfth tinny chime as
Murphy climbed the steps to his office. As promised, Sanders was
waiting for him, sprawled in one of Murphy’s swivel chairs with
both dirty boots propped on the sheriff’s desk. He nodded as Murphy
walked in, another cheroot clamped between his teeth. This one was
lit, and the tiny room was rapidly filling with thick gray
smoke.

Stu Clark was sitting behind the
desk, penciling figures into a ledger with his good hand. He glared
from Sanders to Murphy. “This fella’s been waitin’ for you,
sheriff.” Clark stabbed the pencil stub at Sanders. “I told him I
didn’t think you’d care for him settin’ his dirty feet on your
desk, but he didn’t care to listen.”

Murphy hung his hat on the rack
behind the door. “It’s all right, Stu. Reckon that desk’s seen
worse service. Why don’t you go over to Kruger’s and get some
dinner? I need to talk to this gentleman.”

Clark shrugged, still scowling at
the Ranger. “Reckon I will, sheriff. Thanks.” He closed the ledger
and stood up, tucking his wasted, shriveled left hand into his
belt. He pulled a battered black hat from the rack and left the
office with a curt nod.

“Strange little feller,” Sanders
said with a chuckle. “I reckon with that arm he ain’t good for
much.”

Murphy sat down at his desk.
“Stu’s a good man. He keeps better track of the paperwork than I
ever could.” He waved at the cloud of smoke belching from Sanders’
cigar. “Mind if I ask you to put that thing out? Not much air in
this place to begin with.”

“Sure thing,” the Ranger
shrugged. He tossed the cigar into a brass spittoon near the desk.
“I only smoke when I can’t find a drink. You got a nice town,
Murphy, but a man could die of thirst before he found a
saloon.”

“County’s dry,” Murphy said
flatly.

Sanders laughed; a dry, bitter
rasp that Murphy could tell held little humor. “So I learned.
Ladies Temperance League, no doubt? My God, it’s amazing what those
sweet creatures can accomplish when they band together. God help us
all if they ever get the vote.”

Murphy chuckled, tugging open a
desk drawer. “Oddly enough, one of the many duties I have to
perform is confiscatin’ any illegal spirits.” He pulled out a
half-empty bottle of Kentucky bourbon and set it on the desk. “An’
I do believe in upholdin’ the law.” The Irishman took two tin cups
from a nearby table and splashed the dark liquor into each. Passing
one to Sanders, he offered a toast. “To the law.”

“An’ dedicated lawmen,” Sanders
grinned. He tossed back the whiskey and licked his thin lips.
“Tolerable,” he nodded, then set the cup down and stared at Murphy
with dark, appraising eyes. Those eyes now flashed with an easy
smile, Murphy saw, but the sheriff could see that they could slide
just as easily into cold, calculating violence. If he hadn’t been a
lawman, Murphy decided, Jim Sanders would definitely be a
killer.

“So,” Murphy sighed, pouring the
Ranger another shot of bourbon. “You were goin’ to explain just
what the hell you meant by that remark in the livery
yard.”

Sanders glanced down at the
whiskey he swirled in his cup. “You’re an interestin’ man, Sheriff
Murphy. At least, the governor thinks so.”

Murphy sat up, leaning forward
intently. “The governor? What are you talkin’ about?”

Sanders reached into his coat and
pulled out a folded piece of paper. He tossed it on the desk in
front of Murphy. “I believe that’s the telegram you sent to the
State House two weeks ago?”

Murphy grabbed the paper and
unfolded it swiftly, then glared up at the Ranger. “I don’t
understand. You came here from Austin, about Henry Simms, an’ you
let me hang him?”

Sanders shook his head with a
thin smirk. “Don’t be a fool, Murphy. The governor’s not about to
commit political suicide by freein’ a nigger.”

“Then what the hell are you doin’
here?”

The Ranger sat back, and the
smile quickly left his face. “You’re a Yankee, ain’t you.” It was a
statement, not a question.

Murphy frowned, draining his cup.
“Why the hell would you ask that?”

“Don’t insult me, Murphy.” The
Ranger’s thumb scraped at the scar across his face. “I fought so
many of you goddamn bluebellies I can smell you a mile away.
Besides, only a Yankee would ask the governor of Texas to pardon a
nigger.”

“I was elected to this job,”
Murphy retorted, holding the Ranger’s glare. “So I reckon it
doesn’t matter to some folks.” He leaned back in his chair. “Look,
Captain Sanders, you didn’t come here to talk about the war, or
even Henry Simms, for that matter. Just why are you
here?”

Sanders drank the last of his
whiskey and set the cup on the desk with a heavy thud. He looked at
Murphy intently.

“You ever hear of Elizabeth
Bowen, sheriff?”

It was Murphy’s turn for a
sardonic laugh. There wasn’t a man in the entire state, the sheriff
reasoned, who hadn’t heard of Elizabeth Augusta Bowen. She had
owned and operated the most famous, and profitable, whorehouse in
the state, and less than three city blocks from the capitol
building in Austin. Bowen’s establishment was the lively subject of
male conversation from Dallas to El Paso, and the bane of every
women’s decency committee throughout the state. Yet she had
weathered every storm of controversy, and withstood every attempt
to legislate her out of business, for more than five years, and
through two separate governments. Until, that is, one cold rainy
night the previous November. That evening, she had inexplicably
walked into the city jail in Austin and asked to see a young
wrangler who had been imprisoned for cattle theft. And then, while
in the cellblock, she had stabbed a guard to death and stolen his
keys. The cowboy she had demanded to visit got away, using a horse
that Bowen had tied outside, but the woman herself had not been
quite as lucky. She was caught, tried for murder, and sentenced to
death. There had been little talk this spring about anything else,
including the end of Reconstruction and a new pro-Southern
government, as animated or as celebrated as the sad, strange story
of Elizabeth Bowen.

“Of course I’ve heard of
Elizabeth Bowen,” Murphy snapped. “She killed some deputy in Austin
tryin’ to free her lover.”

Sanders nodded, flashing a brief,
almost imperceptible smile. “That’s about the size of it. At least,
that’s as much as anyone’s been permitted to know. There’s a lot of
things you don’t know about Mrs. Bowen, sheriff. Nobody
does.”

Murphy cocked an eyebrow,
curious. “Like what?”

Sanders didn’t answer. Instead,
he leaned back in his chair, eyeing Murphy with his laconic smirk.
“I heard you’re a married man, Sheriff Murphy. That’s good. A man
should be married. Gives him purpose in life.” The smirk slowly
widened. “You are faithful to your wife, ain’t you,
Murphy?”

Murphy started to rise from his
chair. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

The Ranger raised both hands
disarmingly. “Nothin’ personal, sheriff. No need to get riled. It’s
just that a lot of men ain’t.” He flashed another mysterious grin.
“A lot of important men.”

Murphy stared at him. “Like the
governor, perhaps?”

Sanders shook his head quickly.
“I didn’t say that. Besides, wouldn’t be any of my business if he
was. Unless, of course, he happened to make it my
business.”

“Of course,” Murphy nodded,
slowly beginning to understand. “And if he happened to confide who
he’d been unfaithful with . . .”

“Then I would be duty bound to
see to it that no one else found out,” Sanders finished bluntly. “I
reckon you could understand the sort of situation I’d be caught in,
couldn’t you, sheriff?”

“I ain’t blind, Sanders.” Murphy
shook his head wryly, tossing back another gulp of the bourbon.
“Jesus, Mary, an’ Joseph!”

“It wouldn’t be so bad,” Sanders
continued, spreading his hands in frustration, “if it weren’t for
the fact that Mrs. Bowen seems to feel that this particular
information needs to be shared with the general public. She’s made
it quite clear that she’d like to speak with the local newspapers
before she hangs. I reckon she thinks that barin’ her soul might
save her from the gallows.”

“Would it?”

Sanders chuckled dryly. “Hell,
no. But it sure as hell wouldn’t do much for the governor’s term in
office. An’ seein’ as how he just took the oath this past January,
he’d like that term to be passably long.”

Murphy nodded thoughtfully. “I
reckon he’s seen to it that she can’t talk to the
press?”

“Goddamn right he has. But he
can’t keep ’em away forever, Murphy. Seems he’s running out of
legal authority, an’ several newspaper editors are beginning to ask
a lot of questions. The governor’s worried they might get
answers.”

Murphy chuckled ruefully as he
poured the remainder of the bourbon into both cups. “You know,
Captain Sanders, this is all real interestin’, of course, but just
what the hell does it have to do with me?”

“Simple,” Sanders said flatly.
“The governor’s decided to issue a change of venue for the
execution. Mrs. Bowen’ll be transported to a . . . discrete
location, shall we say, for the remainder of her time. Somewhere
the newspapers can’t find her.” He jabbed a finger at Murphy,
flashing his infamous smile. “That’s why I told you not to tear
down that gallows, Murphy. The governor wants you to hang Elizabeth
Bowen.”

Murphy came up out of his chair,
swiftly, tin cup clattering to the dirty floor as he leaned over
the desk. His eyes narrowed incredulously as they met the Ranger’s.
“Are you out of your goddamned mind?”

Sanders never flinched. “Your
telegram clinched the deal. sheriff. The governor thinks you’ve got
balls made of brass. Besides,” he grinned, “you already seem to be
an expert at hangin’s.”

With a deep-throated growl,
Murphy’s hands shot towards the Ranger, but Sanders was on his feet
before the Irishman’s fingers could close around his throat.
Sanders pulled his Colt revolver, leveling the gun in Murphy’s
glaring face.

“That would be the biggest
mistake of your life, Murphy,” the Ranger said as he cocked the
pistol. “An’ the last.”

“Get out!” Murphy snarled. “Get
the hell out of my office before I throw you out!”

Sanders only chuckled. “You don’t
seem to pay attention, sheriff, just like most Yankees. This ain’t
a request. It’s a direct order from the governor.”

“I wouldn’t give a damn if it
came from Washington,” Murphy hissed. “Hell, President Grant could
sign a damned proclamation for all I care! My answer would still be
the same!” He pointed angrily at the door. “Get out of here,
Sanders. I’ve got work to do.”

Sanders suddenly started to
laugh. He holstered the Colt, then dropped back into his chair and
studied Murphy appraisingly. “You know, Murphy, it’s too bad you
weren’t a Reb. You don’t give up, even when it’s hopeless. Listen
to me, sheriff. The governor has a personal stake in this. It may
not be to your likin’, or even to mine, for that matter, but we
both do what we’re paid to do. Whether you like it or not, the
governor wants you to hang Elizabeth Bowen.”

Murphy forced himself to hold his
temper. “I don’t want any part of the governor’s sordid schemes,
Captain Sanders. This is a quiet little town. I don’t need the kind
of trouble Elizabeth Bowen would stir up.”

“She’s not goin’ to stir up any
trouble,” Sanders insisted. “Nobody’s even goin’ to know she’s
here.”

Murphy blinked in genuine
confusion. “An’ just how the hell do you think I could keep it
quiet?” He pointed to the cellblock door. “Once word gets out she’s
in that jail—”
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