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The Tied-Down Holster


Men disappear around Blue Mesa, New Mexico.


Dick Young, apparently an easy-going artist, vanishes close to a deep chasm in this locality ruled by powerful rancher Walt Guisewell who sees the land he has tamed as his ‘kingdom’.


Bob Young, brother of the missing man, arrives and proves very different from Dick. Sometime soldier, sometime convict and sometime lawman, he wears the holster of his Colt revolver tied down by a rawhide thong – the mark of a gunfighter with a reputation and not one to be trifled with.


Looking for answers to his brother’s disappearance, he finds that others have disappeared and is soon head-to-head in a bullet-bitten conflict with rancher Guisewell and his crew.
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CHAPTER ONE


AMBUSH AT THE CHASM


Dick Young felt he was being watched as soon as he approached Crouching Lion.


He had the eerie sensation of being under malevolent eyes from the minute he rode up the trail, which was flanked on one side by a long, yawning and deep chasm in the earth. It had once been a course for that luxury here in New Mexico: water.


On the other side of the trail was a sheer rock wall, with a straggling line of tumbled boulders at its base. Some distance from where the boulders ended was the dark opening of a cave in the rock wall. The most significant feature of this trail, carved out of an arid desert landscape, was a rearing bulk of rock at the edge of the chasm.


Looking as if it had been worked on by a master sculptor, it had been carved by aeons of wind and storms into a remarkable piece of statuary resembling a crouching mountain lion, looking down into the deeps of the chasm. So natural was its appearance that it looked as though it might be ready to spring into the chasm in chase of prey.


Dick Young rode under its shadow and his artist’s eye took in with admiration the precise touch of genius with which nature had finished the masterpiece.


But the uncomfortable feeling of being watched overrode his admiration of the artistry. He simply knew that he was in a foreboding and dangerous place. Were the unseen eyes those of Apaches, who had the reputation of watching settlers and travellers while, with a secret skill, keeping themselves virtually invisible – until they struck? He quickly dismissed that notion. The Apache had suffered the fate of the majority of Indians at this late stage of Western frontier history. They were long ago tamed, rounded up and confined to reservations.


But the feeling of being under watching eyes persisted.


Dick Young had a sharp turn of mind, given to looking out for the minutest scrap of evidence that might lead to his discovering the reason why two men had disappeared in this location. They had vanished after leaving the nearby town of Sandy Crossing, riding on horses hired from a livery stable.


He was a professional investigator, a fact unknown to the people of the ugly and uncomfortable town to the south, Blue Mesa, which he had made his headquarters.


In Blue Mesa he was known only as an artist interested in sketching the natural features of this harsh land of New Mexico: the rock formations, the wind-sculpted curiosities of the desert, the rocky ridges and the clumps of saguaro cactus. To the hard-bitten men of the sweltering drylands he was a mildly eccentric but harmless visitor. He was not known to carry weaponry, but under his shirt he wore a shoulder harness with a loaded Colt .44 in its holster, and behind his bland facial expression there was an alert mind and an intelligence that had served the military purposes of the Union Army well during the late Civil War.


It was not by mere chance that Dick Young had settled on Blue Mesa as his base. The town had been built up by a powerful rancher, Walt Guisewell, who had tamed this corner of New Mexico and created a large cattle spread. He saw himself as king of the desert-edge cattle ranges and the town of Blue Mesa.


Information had come to the agency that employed Dick Young in Denver, Colorado, suggesting that Guisewell might have some involvement in the disappearance of the two riders. The agency was instructed by the employers of the two men to send an investigator to New Mexico to ferret out the reason for their disappearance.


Part of the brief accepted by the detective agency was the unusual stipulation that what the men were and what they were sent to New Mexico to achieve would not be revealed, even to the detective agency accepting the commission.


Dick Young therefore felt that he was under conditions that handicapped him from the start. He was pursuing the fate of a pair of phantoms who had followed some phantom plan.


He had operated in Blue Mesa as a visitor from the civilized regions who was bemused by the West, still designated ‘wild’, and its sights and characters. He visited the town’s only saloon, the Lucky Dollar and even played cards with hands from Walt Guiswell’s W Bar G spread, about whose owner he had suspicions. He kept his eyes and ears open.


He had arrived at this spot called Crouching Lion: the last known whereabouts of the missing men. With his senses alert he rode the trail, feeling the gaze of watching eyes and with his own eyes searching the landscape for any suggestion of a clue to the riddle of the missing men.


He saw what looked like a tiny sliver of paper on the trail in the path of his horse, not far from the jumble of rocks strewn along the trail to his left. He halted his mount and came down from the saddle to pick up what proved to be a small cigarette butt, a fragment of the kind of smoke created by the ‘makings’, the ingredients of the hand-rolled cigarettes common among riders of the cattle ranges. It appeared to be of very recent origin. Had it been there for any length of time, it would be dried-out and weather-punished.


So, someone had been smoking in the locality. That was not a hugely significant fact in itself, for this trail was used by many people travelling between the towns of Blue Mesa and Sandy Crossing. He wondered, however, if the butt indicated that someone had been concealed in the jumble of boulders strung along the side of the trail, some of which were quite large.


He rode on until he reached a point opposite to where the dark cave opened in the rock wall.


A tract of land slanted up from the trail directly towards the cave. Young’s attention was caught by some markings in the surface of this portion of land, suggesting that something heavy had been dragged up it to the cave. He halted his horse and considered the markings, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.


At that moment a rifle blast barked from the cluster of boulders behind him. He was hit in the back and sent jerking forward in the saddle. He twisted his body to look behind him while fumbling with shaking fingers in a futile attempt to get at the weapon in his concealed shoulder holster.


Another blast of firing came, then a third, and Dick Young’s last mortal sight was a swimming view of a number of heads crowned by sombreros, looking over the boulders. One face in particular registered on his rapidly fading consciousness. It was that of a glowering man with a distinctive big ginger moustache.


As he slithered sideways out of the saddle he realized belatedly that he had been a fool. He had dismissed the significance of the cigarette butt too easily. There had been bushwhackers waiting in the rocks and he had ridden past them, full into a murder trap, like one who was half-asleep.


His body remained leaning over in the saddle. The murderers emerged from the rocks, six of them carrying weapons, the solidly built man with the red moustache in the lead.


They tramped up to the dead man and his mount. The horse stood pawing the ground nervously, seeming to be aware of the drama of these moments


‘All right, you know what needs to be done,’ growled the man with the red moustache. ‘Get to it quick before someone happens along this trail.’


A pair of his companions lifted the corpse from the saddle while others stripped the animal of its leathers, working with almost savage speed.


‘Pete, do we have to deal with the horse, like before?’ ventured one of the men. ‘Can’t we just—’


‘No!’ cut in ginger moustache angrily. “We already settled all of this. We can’t throw a cayuse into the chasm. There are too many rocks sticking out of the sides. You can’t throw a horse clear of them to reach the bottom. The whole thing must be dealt with just as we dealt with the other two guys. Now, get at it, damn you!’


The men went at it, sweating, while the bulky man barked orders. He looked towards those who were working on the horse and saw that they had removed the animal’s saddle and trappings. To another man, standing by with a Winchester carbine, he nodded. The man stepped up to the horse and the report of his carbine told of the dispatch of the animal.


The men who had stripped the horse began the laborious business of pushing its carcass up the slope of land to the cave. Two more took the corpse of Dick Young towards the lip of the chasm, one holding his shoulders and the other his feet.


They swung the dead man three or four times to achieve the momentum needed to fling him high over the centre of the great gap in the earth. He dropped like a rag doll, to fall to the bottom of the old water course cleanly without being caught on the jagged rocks protruding from its sides. The men nodded to each other, expressing satisfaction. It was a chore of which they had gained expertise.


The saddle and leathers were dealt with in similar fashion, then the two men joined those pushing the dead horse to give some help.


When the scene was wholly cleared of all evidence of the third murderous attack enacted there, he of the ginger moustache blew out his cheeks in relief and drew a palm across his sweating brow.


‘Good, let’s get back to where we left our horses,’ he breathed. He was referring to the little side gully off the main trail, watered by a meagre stream, where horses could be safely left. With a grunt of satisfaction, he added, ‘A good thing we managed to get through the whole thing without any interference or being seen!’


He was quite wrong. The act of murder and what followed it had been witnessed from start to finish by eyes well trained in acute observation.


They were Indian eyes – Apache eyes. The Apache people, ancient denizens of the sun-punished desert lands, had a way of keeping watch while remaining virtually invisible to the watched.




CHAPTER TWO


BOB YOUNG COMES TO TOWN


The place seemed to be held by a tangible tension.


It hit Bob Young the moment he walked in. It sang in his ears and gripped his innards. It showed in the eyes of the men standing at the bar, a half-dozen of them, all of whom turned to glower at him as he entered.


They had sly and belligerent eyes set in sun-blackened faces embellished by coarse beards and moustaches and the features of all of them were shaded by the broad brims of sombreros.


Maybe this bunch knew straight off who he was. He had often been told he and his late brother, Dick, were so alike they could be twins.


He stepped with ringing spurs out of the shaft of sunlight let in by the batwing doors. The ugly, dusty sprawl of the street he had just left behind had a sinister, brooding atmosphere, suggesting it was waiting for something dire to happen there at any minute. Such an atmosphere seemed to be the keynote of this whole town, Blue Mesa, New Mexico, nestling close to the border with old Mexico.


That ominous note was echoed with marked intensity in this establishment whose split character was part American saloon and part Mexican cantina. Young entered it five minutes after riding into town with his eyes alert for its sign: Lucky Dollar.


He smiled wryly, thinking its run-down exterior signalled hard luck rather than luck of the better kind.


This was the place Dick had mentioned in his letters. Now, Dick had totally vanished and Bob Young had the saloon in his sights as the place to ask questions that might lead to clues as to what had happened to his brother.


He took in the quality of the bunch of men at the bar. They looked to be unsavoury individuals who, as a whole, could make a dangerous package.


He knew that they were taking his measure, too, noting that he was no longer young, that he had a hard-bitten face, a scarred right cheek, grey hair at his temples, lines of bleak experience around his mouth, and alert eyes that were unlikely to miss a trick.


He saw that, in particular, his Colt .45, riding low on his right thigh with the holster tied down with a rawhide thong, took their attention. It was the mark of a gunfighter.


If they believed that his resemblance to Dick meant he had the same deceptive, easy-going and light-hearted style of his brother, his fashion of wearing his gun would disillusion them.


He reached the bar and gave a curt nod to the half-dozen men.


‘Hot weather,’ he commented.


‘Yeah,’ growled one of them. ‘Damned hot weather.’


The bar was tended by a skinny, bald-headed man who seemed to be intimidated by the collection of hardcases on the other side of the woodwork.


‘A beer,’ Young ordered without taking his eyes off the men lined up against the bar.


‘Sure thing,’ the bartender said. There was a weighty lull in which a buzzing fly made the only sound, then a schooner of beer was planted on the bar in front of the newcomer. Young took a gulp of it before tossing coins in payment on the bar. He found New Mexico’s oppressive heat so dried up a man that he felt he could drink a river. One of the group raised a question.


‘Is your name Young?’


Young turned his gaze on the questioner. He was one of the group whom he had noticed particularly. He was big and solidly built with hooded eyes and a heavy ginger moustache sprouting on a pugnacious face. Young responded slowly:


‘I figure you read my brand – the family resemblance. No doubt you’ll recollect my brother, Dick, who disappeared outside of town. I wonder if you fellows ever heard it claimed he could have been bushwhacked and that his body was dumped but never found.’


This caused a movement from a squat, paunchy man with a straggly moustache who stood at the end of the line of men. This movement caused Young, whose eyes seemed like those of a predatory beast constantly watching for prey, to switch his gaze to the man. At the same time his hovering right hand dropped in a swift action to grip the butt of his Colt.


The squat man had likewise grasped the butt of his holstered revolver the moment Young mentioned the fate of his brother. For an instant his grip froze in apparent indecision, then quickly he loosened his hold on the weapon as Young stared at him fixedly.


The moment the man had moved for his weapon Young received a message flashing through his mind with the speed of a telegraph: this man knew something about the disappearance of his brother.


The squat man fully understood the meaning of the challenging glint in the newcomer’s gaze. Young was daring him to clear leather and attempt to shoot. But the man’s mouth twitched nervously and he backed down, allowing his hand to fall to his side, empty.


Young registered his face for the future. He would remember the man with the paunch and how the first mention of Dick’s disappearance had immediately spurred him towards chancing gunplay. He was the impetuous type, who would bear watching.


All the men at the bar showed that they felt a chilling moment of tension as this brief interlude was played out, but he of the ginger moustache made an effort to ride over it by carrying on his conversation with Young with as much aplomb as if the incident had never happened.


‘I remember your brother. It was too bad about whatever it was that happened to him.’


‘I guess you would remember him. I reckon the whole town would remember him. He was a personable fellow,’ responded Young. ‘Unless, of course, a lone man vanishing right on your doorstep is so commonplace hereabouts that the folks of the town took little heed of it.’ He ceased fixing the thwarted gunman with his gaze. The big man scowled.


‘Well, it surely shocked the town. Who can say who was responsible for such a thing? Any ruffian could have killed him, robbed him, then disposed of his body. There are so many drifters and plumb no-account gents lurking this close to the border anything could happen to an unsuspecting stranger.’


‘I already noted that,’ said Young pointedly as his gaze swept the whole unprepossessing assembly.


The big man had no answer to this observation. He felt he was walking on eggs because while Young held his glass in his left hand, his right one kept hoveriing over – almost touching – the butt of his holstered Colt. As he drank, he looked over the rim of his glass, keeping the redmoustached man under close watch.


The man’s companions kept their eyes fixed on Young and his right hand; he was well aware that, with his demeanour and his evident six-shooter savvy, he had brought his own brand of tension into the drinking den. Then the big man spoke again:


‘We all remember your brother. He came in here a few times. I reckon he was an all-right sort of gent. He was living a right unusual life as a wandering artist, moving around, sketching landscapes and rock formations and all. He showed us some of his sketches once. All darned good. Are you in the same line?’


‘No,’ said Young with a slight smile. ‘I reckon my skills lie elsewhere.’


It was a pregnant remark; its veiled meaning was not lost on the big man or his attentive companions.


‘Of course, we didn’t see a whole lot of your brother,’ said the big man defensively. ’We don’t get into town very often. Too much work on hand at the ranch. My name’s Pete Hazen. I’m foreman for Mr Guisewell of the W Bar G outfit. All these boys ride for him.’


‘I heard tell that the W Bar G is the biggest ranch in these parts and its boss is pretty powerful,’ commented Young.


‘That’s right. Walter Guisewell carved it out of nothing years ago when folks said this end of New Mexico could supply only rattlesnakes and dry seasons and was the damnedest place to start up a cattle outfit.’


‘I’ll say it is,’ agreed Young. ‘Making a desert-edge spread into a roaring success is a good trick. I reckon Mr Guisewell must be a man with brains and ability.’


Pete Hazen smiled sardonically.


‘Oh, he is. No question about it. He gets things done efficiently when he sets his mind to it. Yes, sir, I guess there’s no man in this territory to touch him for efficiency.’


Young jerked his head towards the batwing doors at his back.


‘Is that hotel right across the street – the Mesa House – the only place here a man can find accommodation?’ he asked.


‘It’s all Blue Mesa can offer,’ Hazen told him. ‘It’s either a bunk in the Mesa House or your bedroll under the stars.’


‘Then I reckon I’ll be putting up there,’ said Young. He already knew about the Mesa House. His brother Dick had stayed there and sent letters from that address.


Pete Hazen, sounding as if he was venturing on dangerous ground, asked cautiously:


‘What brings you to Blue Mesa, Mr Young?’


‘Oh, just visiting for a spell.’ The answer sounded casual, but to Hazen and his companions it seemed to contain a veiled threat. Glances of suspicion darted between the whole W Bar G crew. In particular, the squat man with the sparse moustache looked troubled and. again, his mouth twitched.


Young was wondering how soon this bunch of Guisewell’s riders would be hotfooting it back to the rancher to report that the brother of the missing Dick Young was in town and that he bore all the marks of a gunslinger. He kept up his line of easy conversation with Hazen, asking:


‘Are there stables over at the hotel, where a horse can be attended to?’


‘Sure. Rube Cousins who runs the place has a set of stables in back.’


‘Good. I’ll get on over there and see that the cayuse is fed and watered.’ Young sipped his beer slowly, then said in his casual style:


‘I understand Blue Mesa does not have a newspaper.’


‘No, nobody ever set up a paper here,’ responded Hazen.


‘A pity. A paper adds to the community spirit, but I’m told there is one in the town down the trail a piece, Sandy Crossing.’


Pete Hazen looked at him suspiciously.


‘Sure, Sandy Crossing has one.’


‘Good. I’ll take a trip over there tomorrow. I’d like to have a notice published.’


Young still held his partly filled schooner in his left hand. He drained it in a couple of quick gulps, then placed the empty glass on the bar. The W Bar G men noted that he kept his right hand hovering over his pistol the whole time. Nodding to the crew of cowhands, he said:


‘I’m obliged to you fellows.’ Then he turned and strode for the door. He could almost feel the eyes of Guisewell’s men watching his back as he departed.


Now, he thought, you have the measure of me; you know who I am and where I’ll be staying and you’re all itching to know why I should be ‘just visiting’ the country where my brother rode out and vanished like last year’s snow.




CHAPTER THREE


‘HERE TO FIND THE TRUTH’


Bob Young unhitched his rein from the saloon’s hitch rail, which his horse had been sharing with the mounts of the W Bar G riders, and walked the animal over the dusty street towards the Mesa House. There, he secured it to the hotel’s empty hitch rail, took his war sack from behind his saddle and strode into a narrow lobby.


It was no better and no worse than many hotels he had known along the frontier. Here and there the floor had drifts of the invasive brown, sandy dust commonly found in New Mexico that had blown in from the street. Otherwise the place looked reasonably clean.


Behind a rickety desk an old man with a face resembling wrinkled parchment seemed to be asleep, but he opened one eye to observe Young advancing on him. He looked hard at the newcomer and it was plain that the significance of the tied-down holster was not lost on him.


‘Want to register, mister?’ he asked, coupling a hopeful note in the question with a hint of caution that was doubtless due to the sight of the tied-down holster.


‘Sure thing. I guess for a week to start with. And I want my horse feeding, watering and bedding down.’
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