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The wind cut through Reese’s coat like he wasn’t wearing one at all.  The big piebald he rode held its head as low as Reese would allow.  Pushing into the wind was not a pleasurable task for man or horse, but it had to be done.  Snow would fly soon, and if they were still on this side of the mountain when it did, there would be no crossing this year.  He would have to wait until spring, unless he rode far to the south, and that would take another three months.  Three months he did not have, he had already been away for four.  
A lot of things could happen in seven months, and some may have already occurred.  The two more weeks, if the snow held, was almost more than he could stand.  He had not wanted to go.  Nevertheless, he had gone because somebody had to do it, and he had been chosen as the one who had the best chance of making it.  So he had gone, leaving everything as it was and pulling out in the dark, so as not to be seen.
After packing the gold on the mules, he slipped out of camp.  He had not told any of the men whose treasures he carried, when he was starting.  He was sure it was one of the men in the camp doing the robbing.  So sure, that he now held a note in his pocket proving it.  The assayer had run tests on all the pokes and found that one of the pokes held gold from a number of the others.  As a matter of fact, that poke did not hold anything but a mixture of gold from the other claims.  The owner of that poke was also the man who had pushed the hardest for Reese to be the one to make the trip.
The wind blew Reese’s hat off, exposing the long black hair and revealing his unshaven face.  He was a young man who had seen a hard life, like most men who chose to be a miner.  Fighting Indians, wild animals, and the fury of Mother Nature took a toll on one’s youth.  It also made men hard, something that even good-natured Reese had not escaped.  The information he held in his pocket did nothing to soften him any.  Even the rare appearances of the sun, trying to cut through the clouds, did not improve his mood.
Darkness caused him to find a place to spend the night.  A lone howling filled the air as he unsaddled his horse.  He paused to listen.  “That’s no animal.  Maybe that would fool a greenhorn, but I have heard it too many times to be fooled.”  He sat about building the fire.  He pulled a big limb over and placed its end into the fire.  “That should do it.”  He stacked some smaller pieces along its length, mostly old pinecones.  He tossed one of the pinecones into the fire and watched as it flared.  “Should keep them busy for a few hours anyway.”
Reese finished re-saddling the piebald and slowly led him away from the fire in the opposite direction of the howling, the sound that had warned him earlier.  After what he figured was a good mile of travel, he mounted the horse and continued the slow pace.  He patted the horse’s neck and spoke to him in a low voice, “I know it is pitch black, but step lightly.  We don’t need them to hear us.”  They moved slowly across the hillside for over an hour before he finally found another spot for camp.  “No fire tonight,” he said as much to himself as to the horse.  “No, just another cold night.”  He rubbed the horse down with a hand full of dry grass before he found a flat spot to drop his blankets.
A light frost covered everything when Reese crawled out from under the blankets.  He looked around.  “Not that bad of a camp site.  Some good dry wood should make a smokeless fire.”
After he warmed himself and drank a couple of cups of coffee, they set out.  This time of year the sun just could not cut through the gray clouds that clung to the mountain.  Not dark, just not light.  If the note in his pocket was not enough to make him depressed, the constant gray added to the burden he carried.  
The trail Reese wanted to take was no longer an option.  He had seen a faint puff of smoke come from the pass.  Only a fool or someone wanting to catch someone would stop at that spot this close to winter.  The cold and constant wind in the pass could freeze a person within a few hours unless they had taken time to setup a good windbreak, and that would have meant they planned to block the pass.  Whoever it was, or they were, it looked like they did not want him to get through. 
Reese turned the piebald, putting the wind to their backs, and started back down the mountain.  It took two days before he cut across a ridge to enter another valley leading into the mountains.  This path would take longer, but he rode on, two more ridges and two more valleys before he turned back into the wind.
“Now, if it is a gang, let’s hope they did not cover this pass too.  If they did, we may have to fight our way through.”  Reese told the tired horse, “Look, snowflakes.  We’re going to have to push it old fellow.  Get up.”  
Reese gigged him with the final words and the horse leapt forward, digging feet into the earth and lunging.  The snow reached the horse’s belly before they reached the wind cleared cut that formed the pass.  Both looked like snow creatures, covered with snow and ice.  Strange icicles hung from both the horse and rider.  “Keep going!”  Reese yelled.  He knew the horse would not hear him over the wind, but it made him feel better for trying to tell the horse before he dug his spurs in again.
It was a rough three days coming down the other side.  On this side of the mountain, the valley was just a narrow canyon funneling the wind to the top.  The cold wind was unrelenting and the canyon offered no place to hide from the constant onslaught.  Both were half frozen before Reese found a draw that cut into the side of the canyon.  
He had to dismount and pull the horse over a frozen snow bank four feet tall to get into the draw, but as soon as they were out of the canyon, they were out of the wind.  They followed the draw for what Reese reckoned was two hours.  In the constant gray he had given up trying to tell time, it was either black night or gray day.  
He rounded a bend.  Crammed into the corner of the draw was a snarl of old tree limbs that must have hung up during the spring floods.  He built a roaring fire and both he and the piebald were warm for the first time in days.  They stayed close to the fire for a full day and night before continuing on.
Reaching the valley floor three miles from the camp, Reese came over a small rise.  His horse stumbled, causing Reese to fall from his back.  As he got to his feet he said, “That’s ok boy, we’re both worn out.  I’ll walk the rest of the way.  Come on.”
The piebald fell before the sound of the shot reached Reese.  He looked down at the horse; a small red spot grew larger.  He shook his head in disbelief and dropped to his knees, and that is how Jack found him.
“Reese!  Get on your feet,” Jack yelled.
“Jack, someone shot my horse.”  Reese said.  Anger filled his every word.
“I can see that.  The way he was stumbling, he looked like he was on his last leg anyway.”
Reese slid his hand under his coat and when he removed it, he held his old navy in it.  He pointed it at Jack, pulling the hammer back as he did.
“What the hell, Reese.  Why you pointing that thing at me?”  Jack exclaimed.
“Because you shot my horse.”
“Well, if you had not snuck out of camp the way you did, or if you would have ridden back through the pass the way you should have, I would not have frozen my butt off waiting for you up there.”
“So the shot was for me?”  Reese raised one eyebrow.
“No, I would never shoot you.  I was just mad and wanted to pay you back for the way you done me.”
“Shuck your guns and get off your horse.”
“What you going to do Reese?”
“Now, I’m not going to tell you again.”
“OK, OK, here.”  Jack dropped his guns onto the hard ground and dismounted.
Reese, never taking his eyes or gun off Jack, reached over and pulled the saddlebag off his dead horse.  He prodded Jack around in front of the horse and mounted.  “Step out Jack.”
“What are you going to do Reese?”
“Before you shot my horse, I didn’t know.  Now...” Reese nodded toward the camp and let his words trail off.
The camp filled the street as Reese rode in following Jack.  It took awhile before they noticed that he held his gun on him.  Then Reese told them to lock him in the smoke house.  He pulled the letter from his coat and felt it slip from his grasp as shock and exhaustion brought blackness.
 
******
 
“Reese, they found him guilty.  The note you brung back what’s done it.  They done hung him, they done it before noon.  I buryed him but don’t know what to put on the marker.”
“I’d have you put ‘robber and horse killer’ on it, but maybe you should just put ‘Jack Fallen… died the way he lived, Hard’.  Do I need to write it down for you?”
“No, I can remember that.  Reese, I mean Mister Fallen, mama wants to know what time you’ll be over for lunch.”  The dirty faced, towheaded boy asked, then dropped his head and added, “I am sorry they hung your brother.”
“Tell her I will be there at noon,” Reese said, as he looked up into the gray sky to see the sun slowly cut through the clouds directly overhead.  “Which I take it to be now.  Come along, we can walk to your cabin together.”
 
******
 
Reese stopped by boot hill on his way out of camp.  Even though it had only been six months since the marker had been placed, it was almost completely faded away.  He did not dismount the gray horse, which had been his brother’s, but sat in the saddle looking down.  “Jack, I sure wish you had not robbed and killed for that gold.  I worked that claim of yours this winter and struck the richest vein ever seen.  So rich, I hired several men from the camp to work it.  If you hadn’t gotten so lazy, or shot my horse, you could be riding out of this camp with me.  A richer man than you could have ever imagined.  Farewell Jack.”    
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