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Danny Spence plans to stay in Gila Creek for only one night, but then he gets mistaken for a snake named Zeke Tolan, and from then on it is just one damn thing after another.


He falls foul of the evil Ma Cole, gets himself on the wrong side of the vicious Hernando Ortiz and his sadistic bodyguard Bracho – and somehow this is all wrapped up with a train full of money that's rolling south of the border, right into the middle of the Mexican revolution.
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CHAPTER ONE


 


When Danny Spence rode into town that hot Arizona afternoon, he didn’t expect to stay long. He was just passing through on the way to the ocean.


He’d spent almost his whole life in Texas, but he’d read about the ocean since he was a kid, and had a hankering to see it. So now, with a few dollars in his pocket after his last cattle drive, he was heading west to California.


Spence’s plan was, he’d spend a night or two here in Gila Creek, rest his horse, rest his bones, maybe even get himself a bath, then move on.


He didn’t notice the man outside the Pot O’Gold saloon looking at him funny.


Nor did he notice the two women outside the general store looking at him funny.


Nor did he notice the kid outside the rooming house looking at him funny, then run and fetch the sheriff.


Spence found the livery stable and said to the old man who ran the place, ‘I’m planning to stay in town a day or two. You got room for my horse?’


The man was way past sixty, thin as a rail and with a bushy grey beard. He stared at Spence, his mouth hanging open.


Spence reckoned the man might be a little deaf, so he said it again.


The man swallowed a couple of times, his eyes wide, and said, ‘Sure. Sure we have. I – I got room.’


Spence had met fellows before who stammered, and he’d met men who went through life so scared they were frightened of their own shadows, so he didn’t think anything of it, he just handed the man the reins of his horse and said, ‘How much?’


The man stammered some more and told him how much it would be, so Spence got the roll of money from his pocket and paid the man in advance.


The man stared at the roll of money. Then he stared at the banknote Spence was holding out to him, like he was scared to take it. A dribble of sweat trickled down his forehead, past his eye, and disappeared into his beard.


Mighty peculiar, thought Spence. He’d never seen anybody so reluctant to take money.


‘Are you all right?’ asked Spence.


The man swallowed again, then his hand darted out like a rattlesnake and grabbed the banknote.


Spence nodded, said, ‘Nice doing business with you,’ took his saddle-bags and strolled over to the rooming house.


There was a group of people gathered outside the general store. The two women who’d been looking at him funny as he’d rode by had been joined by two other women, and a man who’d been buying supplies in there, and by the owner of the store. All six of them saw Spence as he emerged from the livery stable, and quickly looked away. As he walked past he saw one of the woman sneak a peek at him, so he tipped his hat and said, ‘Good day, Ma’am,’ and she looked away again, like he’d said something dirty. The rest of the group were either staring at their feet, or had found something interesting to look at in the distance, and all of their mouths were set in grim little lines.


Spence shrugged and carried on to the rooming house.


The woman behind the desk was a little over twenty, Spence guessed, in a cotton print dress and with her blonde hair piled up on top of her head.


‘I’d like a room,’ he told her, taking off his hat.


She didn’t stare at him or stammer or anything, just smiled and said, ‘Sure,’ and plucked a key off the row of hooks behind her.


After he’d handed over another of one of his hard-earned banknotes he said, ‘You get many strangers here in Gila Creek?’


‘All the time,’ she said. ‘Why? You looking for somebody?’


‘It ain’t that,’ Spence said. ‘It’s just that when I was in the livery stable just now, the old fellow in there acted like he was plumb scared of me. Didn’t even want to take my money.’


She laughed. ‘That’s just old Pete. I shouldn’t pay any mind to him. He’s good with horses, but around people he’s just about the jumpiest critter this side of El Paso.’


‘That ain’t all, though. A bunch of folks outside the general store were watching me as I left the livery stable. They pretended they weren’t, but they were, and when I said good day to one of ’em, she looked like I’d cussed at her. It all seems mighty strange.’


She laughed again. But then she looked past him, out of the window, and she stopped laughing.


‘What is it?’ Spence asked. But she didn’t reply, she just carried on looking out of the window, a frown creasing her forehead.


Spence turned his head to see what she was looking at. There was a crowd of people on the opposite side of the street, all looking over at the rooming house.


The woman tore her eyes away from the window and looked at Spence again. Only now, instead of looking at him like he was a regular human being like she’d done before, she was looking at him like he was one part coyote, three parts rattlesnake.


Another thought occurred to him. ‘This one of those towns where you’re supposed to hand your gun over to the sheriff the moment you set foot in town? I looked for a sign, but I didn’t see one.’


She shook her head. She said, ‘No, it ain’t one of those towns.’


‘Then what. . . ?’


The door burst open and a large man with a tin badge pinned to his chest filled the doorway. He had a jaw like a locomotive’s cow catcher, and a nose that had spent its whole life getting pummelled. He also had a rifle in his hands, and he was pointing it at Spence.


‘You got a nerve, I’ll give you that,’ said the sheriff.


Spence said, ‘Now Sheriff, I don’t rightly know what’s going on here, or if I’ve broken some law I didn’t know about, but all I want is to. . . .’


He didn’t get to finish what he was going to say because the sheriff chose that moment to swipe him across the head with the butt of his rifle, and everything went black awhile.


 


Spence woke up with a pain across one side of his face like he’d been branded with a hot iron. He was lying on a wooden bench inside a cell. He hauled himself off the bench and tried to stand, but the ground shifted beneath his feet and he felt sick, so he sat down on the edge of the bench and stared at the floor till his stomach settled.


A door opened and the sheriff appeared on the other side of the bars.


‘So you’ve woken up, you sonofabitch,’ said the lawman. ‘That’s good. I wanted to let you know, you’ve got one more week left to live. Judge Cruickshank will arrive in town, and he wants to see you hang as much as everybody else does. One of the folk you killed was his cousin’s girl, Martha. Sixteen years old, prettiest thing I ever saw. We’ll give you a fair trial, then we’ll hang you real slow.’


Spence looked at the sheriff. ‘I didn’t kill anybody,’ he said. ‘You got the wrong man.’


‘I got the right man, all right. I saw you myself, when your bandanna fell away from your face. Remember that? Half the town saw you. You got some nerve, coming back here. A haircut and a change of clothes don’t make a damn difference. Why’d you come here? To laugh at us? It’s only been three months. You think we’re all so dumb we wouldn’t know it was you?’


Spence said, ‘My name’s Daniel Spence. Three months ago I was herding cattle in Texas for a man named Buchanan. He owns the Lazy Q, outside of Amarillo. Get word to him, he’ll . . .’


The sheriff was holding a bunch of keys on an iron ring. He unlocked the cell door, swung it open and stepped inside.


Spence was in no condition to defend himself. The sheriff hit him with a punch so hard it lifted him clear off the bench.


Spence crashed against the wall and sank to the floor.


‘Don’t rile me, boy,’ said the sheriff. ‘Or you’ll spend your last week on Earth with a broken jaw. You’re Zeke Tolan. You’re a murderer and a horse thief, and I’m gonna put the noose around your neck myself.’









CHAPTER TWO


 


They fed him, but the food was thin soup and stale bread, and they gave him water to drink. And every day the sheriff, whose name was Pooley, told Spence how much he was going to enjoy watching him hang.


Between times, when he wasn’t eating or getting jeered at by Pooley, Spence lay on the hard wooden bunk and tried to figure if there was some way he could escape.


Spence’s cell was part of a larger room: stone floor and walls, and a solid ceiling. Just the one thick wooden door, a bolt on the other side, no hinges visible.


A row of floor-to-ceiling iron bars ran across the room, and another row of bars divided the cell half of the room into two.


There was a window, about a foot square, high in the outer wall, with iron bars across that too. Spence could barely reach it.


The wooden bench was securely bolted to the wall and the floor, and the only other item in the cell was a tin chamber pot.


Spence was damned if he could see a way of getting out of there. He’d tested the bars, but they were cemented firmly in place. He’d been given a spoon to eat his soup with, but that was tin, as was the bowl, and when he tried to dig at the floor, or the wall, the spoon just bent. So that was that.


Four days after Spence had got thrown in jail, he got some company.


It was the early hours of Sunday morning. Spence had heard gunshots a little way down the street, the saloon he guessed. Gila Creek was a small town. It only had the one saloon. And a few minutes after the gunshots, the thick wooden door opened and Sheriff Pooley threw a man inside.


The man crashed into the bars of Spence’s cell. Light from an oil lamp seeped into the room from beyond the door, and Spence could see that the man’s forehead was bleeding. Other than that, the man was tall and wiry, with a thin face and a hook of a nose.


Sheriff Pooley opened the door of the other cell, picked the man up and threw him onto it.


The man crumpled to the floor and lay still.


‘Got company for you,’ said Pooley, slamming the cell door. ‘Sonofabitch shot three men in the saloon. Killed two of ’em, and the other one’s bleeding out. He’ll be dead soon, too. Looks like we’re going to have ourselves a real hanging party once Judge Cruickshank gets here. You two can hang side by side. Maybe we’ll hang you face to face, so you can watch each other squirm. Would you like that, Tolan?’


‘I keep telling you,’ said Spence, ‘my name ain’t Tolan. You got the wrong man.’


‘Says you. Tell that to Judge Cruickshank.’


The sheriff left them alone and shut the thick wooden door. Spence heard the iron bolt slam into place.


A moment later the man in the other cell stirred. ‘He gone?’


‘Yeah,’ said Spence.


The man got to his feet. Just enough moonlight oozed in through the high window for Spence to make him out.


The man grinned. ‘My, that sheriff is a mean one. Hit me across the head with his rifle butt. That just ain’t playing fair.’


‘Did the same to me,’ said Spence, thinking that the man didn’t look as beat as he had done a moment ago. He must have been play-acting.


‘I’m Abel Cole,’ said the man. ‘You heard of me?’


‘Afraid not,’ said Spence. ‘Should I have?’


‘Why, I’m famous,’ said Cole. ‘Me and my clan are the scourge of Arizona. When they hear the name Cole, grown men tremble.’


Spence wasn’t sure what a ‘scourge’ was, but it didn’t sound good.


‘I ain’t from round here,’ said Spence. ‘I’m from Texas.’


‘They ain’t heard of the Cole clan in Texas?’ He sounded disappointed.


‘Maybe some folk have,’ said Spence. ‘But I ain’t. But I’ve spent most of my time on cattle drives.’


‘That explains it,’ said Cole, sticking his hand through the bars that divided the two cells. ‘Pleasure to make your acquaintance, I’m sure.’


Spence had been taught by his long-dead ma that it was only polite to shake a man’s hand when he offered it to you, so he got up and shook the hand. ‘I’m Daniel Spence,’ he said. ‘Friends call me Danny. But the sheriff seems to think I’m somebody called Zeke Tolan, and nothing I can say will persuade him otherwise.’


‘Zeke Tolan?’ said Cole. ‘I’m guessing you ain’t heard of him either?’


‘I have not. Met a Zeke once, but he wasn’t a Tolan.’


Cole gave a low whistle. ‘If the good people of Gila Creek think you’re Zeke Tolan, they’re gonna hang you for sure. Then they’re liable to cut you into pieces and feed you to the coyotes. Zeke Tolan’s almost as big a scourge as the Coles. I heard he killed five men before he was old enough to vote. But people are prone to exaggeration. It was probably only three.’


He lay on his bench.


‘You don’t seem a whole lot worried about getting hanged,’ said Spence.


‘I ain’t,’ said Cole.


‘How come?’


‘You’ll find out.’


Spence didn’t know what that was supposed to mean, and before he could ask, Cole said, ‘You ever been down Mexico way?’


‘No.’


‘They got a revolution warming up down there. A man could get himself lost down there real easy, what with all that fighting. And the señoritas are the prettiest in the world. You never been kissed till you been kissed by one of them Mexican señoritas . . .’


And then Spence heard snoring. He peered through the bars between the two cells, through the faintly moonlit gloom, and saw that Cole was sleeping like he didn’t have a care in the world.


I’ll be damned, thought Spence.


He lay on the hard wooden bench and tried to get to sleep himself, but it didn’t happen. Somehow the thought of getting hung in a few days’ time made him kind of agitated, and he was still awake when the sky turned blue outside the high window.


 


The day of Judge Cruickshank’s arrival came quick enough, and it wasn’t quite noon before Sheriff Pooley and a couple of his deputies dragged Spence and Cole out of their cells, pinned their arms behind their backs with steel handcuffs, and hauled them down to the saloon.


In the street, immediately outside the doors of the saloon, the townsfolk had erected a gallows, with two nooses strung over the crossbar.


Inside, they’d pushed most of the tables over to the side of the room and arranged the chairs into rows.


The judge sat behind a table at the end of the saloon furthest the door, his back to the wall. He was a bald, burly fellow in his sixties with thick grey eyebrows stuck onto a face that was a mass of burst blood vessels, red as a beet.


Spence had only ever once met a man with a face that colour. That man had spent all of his waking hours working himself up into a rage about one thing or another, so Spence had reckoned it was the anger that was the cause. Judge Cruickshank looked like he had much the same temperament.


When the two of them got pushed through the swinging doors, the judge pointed at them and yelled, ‘Here they are! Look at them – the scum of the Earth! Now pipe down all of you, this court is in session! Who’s defending them?’


Nobody wanted to defend them, so the judge told a drunk named Walt Hardy to defend them. Hardy didn’t seem to mind too much, but then he barely knew what was happening anyway. All he cared about was the jug of whiskey he was cradling in his arms.


‘Which of them is Tolan?’ asked Cruickshank.


‘This one,’ said the sheriff, pushing Spence forward into the clear space in the middle of the room.


‘I ain’t Tolan,’ said Spence. ‘My name’s Daniel . . .’


The sheriff swiped him across the back of his head so hard with the flat of his hand that Spence crashed to the floor.


‘What did he say?’ asked the judge.


‘Keeps saying he ain’t Tolan,’ said Sheriff Pooley. ‘But it’s a lie. Half the town can swear to it.’


‘That so?’ Cruickshank asked the crowd.


All at once just about everybody started shouting that Spence had been the man who’d led the gang that had robbed the bank three months earlier.


Spence got himself up onto his feet and said, ‘It’s a lie! I told this fool of a sheriff, three months ago I was herding cattle in Texas for a man named Buchanan.’


The judge’s face went a deeper shade of crimson and said, ‘You think we’re so dumb we’ll believe that? We got thirty people here who’ve testified they saw you rob that bank! Where’s my cousin Mary Lou?’


A tall, thin woman dressed all in black with a black bonnet and veil stepped forward. ‘I’m here, cousin Jake.’


The judge looked at her from underneath the unruly grey eyebrows. ‘Cousin Mary Lou, you know that while this court is in session, you have to call me Your Honour.’


‘I’m sorry, Your Honour.’


‘That’s all right, I know how deeply distressed you are, and your forgetfulness is understandable under the circumstances. Now, Mary Lou, do you see in this court the crawling snake that shot and killed your precious Martha?’


The woman pointed a bony finger at Spence. ‘That’s him! I was only six feet away from him, no further away than I am now! There ain’t no mistake!’


The crowd started roaring. Somebody shouted, ‘String him up!’ Somebody else yelled, ‘Stretch his neck, the sonofabitch!’


Cruickshank had a bottle of good whiskey on the table in front of him. He used it as a gavel, slamming it down on the tabletop. ‘Order in court!’


The saloon quietened down. Cruickshank turned to the drunk who’d been given the job of defending Spence. ‘What do you have to say, Walt?’


The man shrugged and said, ‘The defence rests. I figure he should plead guilty and throw himself on the mercy of the court.’


‘The hell I will!’ yelled Spence. Sheriff Pooley swiped him across the back of his head again, but this time with the butt of his rifle, and once more Spence found himself lying face down in the sawdust.


The judge turned his attention to Abel Cole. His trial took even less time that Spence’s, and soon the judge was yelling, ‘I sentence both of these miserable varmints to hang by the neck till they’re good and dead. Sentence to be carried out immediately!’ The crowd erupted with whoops and cheers. Cruickshank hammered on the table again with the bottle. ‘Sheriff, you got the gallows all ready?’


‘Sure have, Your Honour.’


‘Then get it done.’
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