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The Dead, the Dying and the Damned


 


Cotton Harding, former Civil War soldier and current gunslinger, has no part in the war that is taking place between a brutal Mexican bandit king and the towns he is terrorizing. Harding hates men like Benitez, who kills to live and lives to kill. Harding has come to Mexico to earn money doing what the war had made him good at – killing – and hasn’t intended being away for so long.


Harding has found love back in New Mexico, and that love has made him more of a man . . . a man who would stand against a bandit army to save not only the town but his legacy for his love.


In order to stand against that army, he aims to recruit more men like him – good men; at least, good at one thing – killing. Yet in some ways these men are as bad as Benitez. All in all, these men, and Harding himself, are all either dead, dying or damned.









By the same author


 


Hell Paso


Shadow Peak


Gunpowder Empire









The Dead, the Dying and the Damned


 


 


 


 


Matt Cole


 


 


 


[image: horse.png]


ROBERT HALE









© Matt Cole 2017


First published in Great Britain 2017


 


ISBN 978-0-7198-2472-2


 


The Crowood Press


The Stable Block


Crowood Lane


Ramsbury


Marlborough


Wiltshire SN8 2HR


 


www.bhwesterns.com


 


Robert Hale is an imprint of The Crowood Press


 


The right of Matt Cole to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by him


in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


 


All rights reserved. This e-book is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly









Do good and don’t worry to whom.


Mexican Proverb


 


They tried to bury us; they didn’t know we were seeds.


Mexican Proverb


 


There is no bad that comes without a good.


Mexican Proverb


 


We all know what we are, but know not what we may be.


Hamlet, Shakespeare









Make Me No Grave


 


Make me no grave within that quiet place


Where friends shall sadly view the grassy mound,


Politely solemn for a little space,


As though the spirit slept beneath the ground.


 


For me no sorrow, nor the hopeless tear;


No chant, no prayer, no tender eulogy:


I may be laughing with the gods – while here


You weep alone. Then make no grave for me


 


But lay me where the pines, austere and tall,


Sing in the wind that sweeps across the West:


Where night, imperious, sets her coronal


Of silver stars upon the mountain crest.


 


Where dawn, rejoicing, rises from the deep,


And Life, rejoicing, rises with the dawn:


Mark not the spot upon the sunny steep,


For with the morning light I shall be gone.


 


Far trails await me; valleys vast and still,


Vistas undreamed of, canyon-guarded streams,


Lowland and range, fair meadow, flower-girt hill,


Forests enchanted, filled with magic dreams.


 


And I shall find brave comrades on the way:


None shall be lonely in adventuring,


For each a chosen task to round the day,


New glories to amaze, new songs to sing.


 


Loud swells the wind along the mountain-side,


High burns the sun, unfettered swings the sea,


Clear gleam the trails whereon the vanished ride,


Life calls to life: then make no grave for me!


 


Henry Herbert Knibbs, from Songs of the Trail, 1920









PROLOGUE


 


Death and Beauty Ride Together


Cotton Harding was riding just below the summit of the ridge of the Basin and Range Region that covered about a third of New Mexico and was to the south of the Rocky Mountain Region. This region extended south from around Santa Fe to Mexico and west to Arizona. This area was marked by rugged mountain ranges, such as the Guadalupe, Mogollon, Organ, Sacramento and San Andres mountain ranges, separated by desert basins. The Rio Grande River flowed north to south through the Basin and Range Region and exited New Mexico in the south to form the border between Texas and Mexico.


He occasionally uplifted his head so as to gaze across the crest, shading his eyes with one hand to thus better concentrate his vision. Both horse and rider plainly exhibited signs of weariness, but every movement of the latter showed ceaseless vigilance, his glance roaming the barren ridges and his left hand taut on the rein. Yet the horse he bestrode scarcely required restraint, advancing slowly, with head hanging low, and only occasionally breaking into a brief trot under the impetus of the spur.


The rider was a man approaching his late thirties, somewhat slender and long of limb, but possessing broad, squared shoulders above a deep chest, sitting the saddle easily in plainsman fashion, yet with an erectness of carriage that suggested military training. The face under the wide brim of the weather-worn slouch hat was clean-shaven, browned by sun and wind and strongly marked, the chin slightly prominent, the mouth firm, the grey eyes full of character and daring. His dress was that of rough service – plain leather ‘chaps’, showing marks of hard usage, a grey woollen shirt turned low at the neck, with a kerchief knotted loosely about the sinewy bronzed throat. On one hip dangled the holster of a .45 and on the other hung a canvas-covered canteen. His was a figure and face to be noted anywhere, a man from whom you would expect both thought and action, and one who seemed to exactly fit into his wild environment.


Where he rode the very western extreme of the prairie country billowed like the sea, and from off the crest of its higher ridges, the wide level sweep of the plains was visible, extending like a vast brown ocean to the foothills of the far-away mountains.


New Mexico was roughly bisected by the Rio Grande, and the State was marked by broken mesas, wide deserts, heavily forested mountain wildernesses and high, bare peaks. The mountain ranges, part of the Rocky Mountains, rising to their greatest height in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, were in broken groups, running north to south through central New Mexico and flanking the Rio Grande. In the southwest was the Gila Wilderness. Broad, semi-arid plains, particularly prominent in South New Mexico, were covered with cactus, yucca, creosote bush, sagebrush and desert grasses. Water was rare in these regions, and the scanty rainfall subject to rapid evaporation. The country hardened people.


Some, like Harding, were already hardened by war and killing.


Yet the actual commencement of that drear, barren expanse was fully ten miles distant, while all about where he rode the conformation was irregular, comprising narrow valleys and swelling mounds, with here and there a sharp ravine, riven from the rock, and invisible until one drew up startled at its very brink. The general trend of depression was undoubtedly southward, leading further in the country of Mexico, yet irregular ridges occasionally cut across, adding to the confusion. The entire surrounding landscape presented the same aspect, with no special object upon which the eye could rest for guidance – no tree, no upheaval of rock, no peculiarity of summit, no snake-like trail – all about extended the same dull, dead monotony of brown, sun-baked hills, with slightly greener depressions lying between, interspersed by patches of sand or the white gleam of alkali. It was a dreary, deserted land, parched under the hot summer sun, brightened by no vegetation, excepting sparse bunches of buffalo grass or an occasional stunted sage bush, and disclosing nowhere the slightest sign of human habitation.


The rising sun reddened the crest of the hills, and the rider, halting his willing horse, sat motionless, gazing steadily into the southwest. Apparently, he perceived nothing there unusual, for he slowly turned his body about in the saddle, sweeping his eyes, inch by inch, along the line of the horizon, until the entire circuit had been completed. Then his compressed lips smiled slightly, his hand unconsciously patting the horse’s neck.


‘I reckon we’re still alone, old girl,’ he said quietly; the bit of Southern drawl in the voice was beginning to disappear. ‘We’ll make the town shortly, and take it easy.’


He swung stiffly out of the saddle and, with reins dangling over his shoulder, began the slower advance on foot, the exhausted horse trailing behind. His was not a situation in which he could feel certain of safety, for any ridge might conceal the wary foe, men that usually he would seek to avoid, yet he proceeded now with renewed confidence.


The place was the very heart of the Mexican bandit territory, with every mile either restless or openly on the war-path. Rumours of atrocities from the bandits were being retold the length and breadth of the border, and every report drifting in to either fort or settlement only added to the alarm. Opposing them were the scattered and unorganized settlers lining the more eastern streams, guarded by small detachments of regular troops posted here and there amid that broad wilderness, scarcely within touch of each other.


Everywhere beyond these lines of patrol wandered roaming war parties, attacking travellers on the trails, raiding exposed settlements, and occasionally venturing to try open battle with the small squads of armed men. In this stress of sudden emergency, with every available soldier on active duty, civilians had been pressed into service, and hastily dispatched to warn exposed settlers, guide wagon trains, or carry dispatches between outposts. And thus, our rider, who knew every foot of the plains in this area of the west, merely because he chanced to be discovered unemployed by the harassed commander of a cantonment just without the environs of the New Mexican prairie. Twenty minutes later he was riding swiftly into the southwest. To Harding, this had been merely another page in a career of adventure; for him to take his life in his hands had long ago become an old story. He had quietly performed the special duty allotted him, watched a squadron of troopers trot forth down the valley of the Republican, received the hasty thanks of the peppery little general, and then, having nothing better to do, traded his horse in at the government corral for a fresh mount and started back again for Mexico. For the greater portion of two nights and a day he had been in the saddle, but he was accustomed to this, for he had driven more than one bunch of longhorns up the Texas trail; hired his guns out to the highest bidder on several occasions, and as he had slept three hours overnight, and as his nerves were like steel, the thought of danger gave him slight concern. He was thoroughly tired, and it rested him to get out of the saddle, while the freshness of the morning air was a tonic, the very breath of which made him forgetful of fatigue.


After all, this was indeed the very sort of experience which appealed to him, and always had – this life of peril in the open, under the stars and the sky. He had constantly experienced it for so long now, eight years, as to make it seem merely natural. While he ploughed steadily forward through the shifting sand of the coulee, his thoughts drifted idly back over those years, and sometimes he smiled, and occasionally frowned, as various incidents returned to memory. It had been a rough life, yet one not unusual to those of his generation.


The Civil War came; he had been born in the South, and he became a sergeant in a cavalry regiment commanded by a one-time neighbour of his. He had enjoyed that life and won his spurs, yet it had cost. There was much not over-pleasant to remember, and those strenuous years of almost ceaseless fighting, of long night marches, of swift, merciless raiding, of lonely scouting within the enemy’s lines, of severe wounds, hardship and suffering, had left their marks on both body and soul. His father had fallen on the field at Antietam, and left him utterly alone in the world, but he had fought on grimly to the end, until the last flag of the Confederacy had been furled. By that time, upon the collar of his tattered grey jacket appeared the tarnished insignia of a captain. The quick tears dimmed his eyes even now as he recalled anew that final parting following Appomattox, the battle-worn faces of his men, and his own painful journey homeward, defeated, wounded and penniless. It was no home when he got there, only a heap of ashes and a few weed-grown acres. No familiar face greeted him; not even a slave was left.


He had honestly endeavoured to remain there, to face the future and work it out alone; he persuaded himself to feel that this was his paramount duty to the State, to the memory of the dead. But those very years of army life made such a task impossible; the dull, dead monotony of routine, the loneliness, the slowness of results, became intolerable. As it came to thousands of his comrades, the call of the West came to him, and at last he yielded, and drifted toward the frontier. The life there fascinated him, drawing him deeper and deeper into its swirling vortex. He became freighter, mail carrier, hunter, government scout, cowboy foreman and a gunfighter.


Once he had drifted into the mountains, and took a chance in the mines, but the wide plains called him back once more to their desert loneliness. What an utter waste it all seemed, now that he looked back upon it. Eight years of fighting, hardship, and rough living, and what had they brought him? The reputation of a hard rider, a daring player at cards, a quick shot, a scorner of danger, and a bad man to fool with – that was the whole of a record barely won. The man’s eyes hardened, his lips set firmly, as this truth came crushing home. A pretty life story surely, one to be proud of, and with probably no better ending than an Indian bullet, or the flash of a revolver in some barroom fight.


The narrow valley along which he was travelling suddenly changed its direction, compelling him to climb the rise of the ridge. Slightly below the summit he halted. In front extended the wide expanse of the Arkansas valley, a scene of splendour under the golden rays of the sun, with vivid contrast of colours, the grey of rocks, the yellow of sand, the brown of distant hills, the green of vegetation, and the silver sheen of the stream half hidden behind the fringe of cottonwoods lining its banks. This was a sight Harding had often looked upon, but always with appreciation, and for the moment his eyes swept across from bluff to bluff without thought except for its wild beauty. Then he perceived something which instantly startled him into attention – yonder, close beside the river, just beyond that ragged bunch of cottonwoods, slender spirals of blue smoke were visible. That would hardly be a camp of freighters at this hour of the day, and besides, the Santa Fe trail along here ran close in against the bluff, coming down to the river at the ford two miles further west.


No party of plainsmen would ever venture to build a fire in so exposed a spot, and no small company would take the chances of the trail. But surely that appeared to be the flap of a canvas wagon top a little to the right of the smoke, yet all was so far away he could not be certain. He stared in that direction a long while, shading his eyes with both hands, unable to decide. There were three or four moving black dots higher up the river, but so far away he could not distinguish whether men or animals. Only as outlined against the yellow sand dunes could he tell they were advancing westward toward the ford.


As he tried to put the years of war and killing behind him, though that was how he had made his reputation and earned his money, a face haunted Harding – a woman’s face. It was as day like the white-hot ember of a dying campfire; it hung in the shadows that hovered over the unsteady light; it drifted in the shadows beyond.


This hour, when the day had closed and the lonely desert night set in with its dead silence, was one in which Cameron’s mind was thronged with memories of a time long past – of a home back in Kettle Springs, of a woman he had wronged and lost, and loved too late . . . perhaps. He certainly hoped it was not too late.


Did she even know the man she loved?


And the more important question was would she be alive once he got to Hermanas Pozos, where she had come in search of him, leaving the safety of their home back in Kettle Springs, New Mexico.









CHAPTER 1


 


The Dying Girl


He had always found the surface of the country beautiful, but not as beautiful as Nina Marie Romero. He had travelled over the plains and mesas, ridden the trails through the San Andres, Organ and Franklin mountains running north and south, and at some distance from the boundary between the New Mexico territory, Mexico and Texas to the eastern banks of the Rio Grande, which was the only water course of importance. Nearby, the southern ranges approached nearer the river valley. The Organ mountains lay less than twenty miles east. Although unique in appearance, they did not derive their name from a fancied resemblance to any musical mechanism, but from the Orajons, a once numerous tribe of Indians who inhabited the region in the early days, he had learned. The Spanish word, Orajon, means ‘long ears’, and was given to the tribe on account of the physical peculiarity of its members.


He had travelled all over this part of the world, or so it felt. The plains of the country furnished an abundance of grass for beef cattle. He was considering settling down to raise his own herds. That was the type of woman Nina Marie Romero was to him.


He had only wished he had come to that realization sooner.


She too had come all the long way from a green, plush valley in New Mexico to return him home, but now she lay dying in the heat, disease and the indifference of Old Mexico while the man who loved her stood over her with a face the colour of school house chalk.


‘The fever,’ intoned the ancient medico, turning back her eyelid with gnarled but steady fingers. He sat back and sighed. ‘The señorita’s passing shall take the number of those to die in Hermanas Pozos this evil month to ten.’ Another, but longer, sigh. ‘So goes this world.’


With enormous effort, Cotton Harding dragged his eyes away from Nina Marie Romero’s feverish face to focus on the old man beside him.


‘Eleven,’ he breathed.


Doctor Hector Colón stared uncomprehendingly at the tall gringo mercenary. The fat woman serving as his nurse also stared. So did the old man waiting to have his broken fingers splinted, and the boy who had brought in a bottle of Tequila in case either the patient or the doctor needed a good stiff drink.


Nobody understood.


‘¿Qué?’ grunted the doctor. ‘What is it you say, señor?’


Suddenly, he found his skinny old legs dangling as Cotton Harding lifted him out of his chair by his lapels.


‘If she dies, you greasy fraud,’ he grated, ‘then so will you. You’ll be number eleven!’


The change this information made was dramatic. Doc Colón, the long-faced pessimist of mere moments ago, was now a bright-eyed optimist as he buzzed around the sickbed calling for cold cloths, a fan and certain medications, which he assured Harding were the very latest scientific developments. When he saw Harding rubbing a bronzed thumb along the ivory butt of his Colt .45, he even sent the kid outside with instructions to pour water over the roof to lower the temperature inside.


All of Hermanas Pozos sweltered that day, but on the roof of that building standing between the cantina and the mercantile store, the temperature stood at broiling heat. The kid hopped from one bare foot to the other as he splashed the roof with water. The hot metal sizzled and dried instantly. The boy wished the gringo woman had perished before Harding had reached Hermanas Pozos. He felt like telling both the doctor and the gringo to go straight to hell when he climbed back down, but Doctor Colón paid him just enough to keep himself and his crippled mother alive. And the tall gringo scared him. Sighing, he went to fetch more water.


Inside the building, the old doctor talked without ceasing, for fear that silence might lead to violence.


‘. . . the fever, señor, is endemic to this region – always waiting in the soil itself and in the water . . .’ the Mexican doctor tried to explain.


‘Get more water!’ Harding shouted angrily through the window. ‘Stir your stumps, or you will be wearin’ that pail for a hat, kid!’


Rolling his eyes at his plump nurse, Colón peeled off his dirty and shabby black coat, fitted a stethoscope to hairy ears and listened in on an erratic heartbeat. Thump . . . thump . . . thump-thump! The double beat wasn’t good. Sometimes it could precede the end.


‘Saints protect me!’ he whispered, sweating like a fever victim himself, dabbing his forehead with his coat sleeve. Then he added almost as an afterthought, ‘And also the poor, pretty señorita, of course.’


Cotton Harding grew wary and paced up and down behind him liked a caged animal. A man on the edge.


 


They had been lovers before Cotton Harding rode off into Mexico in search of his fortune – more like to earn it with his gun. He told her that he would be back within a year, but that year became two, and then he was well into the third. He was by then a hard-bitten gringo with a quick gun, even quicker temper, a good sorrel horse and hordes of good friends and bitter enemies – but still with no fortune.
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