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Archer’s Luck


 


When drifter Lew Archer meets a priest while travelling along a lonely road in Texas, he thinks nothing of it. But this chance encounter sets in motion a train of events which, strange to relate, sees Archer undertaking to escort a party of nuns through hostile territory to start a school on the Mexican border. With war and bloodshed around them, it will be a miracle if they manage to make their way to safety. If anybody can help them achieve their aim it is Lew Archer, although why he should take the trouble to do so is a mystery to everybody – including Archer himself!
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Chapter 1


 


There was a lot of nonsense talked in those days about so-called professional gamblers, but the fact was that there really were no such creatures. Those who made a living at play only managed to do so because they had an edge, which, in plain language, invariably meant that they were cheating. This in turn signified, of course, that when you heard that a man’s livelihood was gambling, you could be pretty sure that he was nothing more than a cardsharp.


Such a one was Lew Archer, who, since his discharge from the Army at the end of the war, had drifted from town to town, trying his hand at all manner of things. Ranch-hand, rustler, scout, even lawman for a spell. After a while, Archer had settled down to running crooked poker games. You didn’t tend to grow rich at this racket, unless you worked the big cities, but to do that you had to be very skilled indeed at cheating. Truth to tell, Archer wasn’t all that good at what he did for a living. Still, he didn’t need to be for his end of the market, which generally consisted of drunken cowboys and slow-witted sodbusters.


Lew Archer was working his way very slowly south, with no particular aim in mind, other than to rook enough men of their money to keep him in whiskey and ensure that he didn’t have to get a proper job. He was not a greedy or ambitious man and as long as he had a few dollars in his pocket and the occasional girl on his arm, he was pretty well happy and contented. Lately, however, he had been feeling a mite dissatisfied with this way of life and beginning to think that there might be other and more honourable ways for a man to earn his daily bread. His travels and erratic lifestyle had, by the early fall of 1868, brought him down through Kansas and into Texas.


The routine which Archer followed was a simple and well established one. He would fetch up in some small town, many of them little more than hamlets consisting only of a tavern and a dozen other buildings, and then sit playing solitaire by himself until some drinker asked him if he’d care to play a hand or two of cards, rather than sit there fooling around with the deck like a kid. He had never, since his career had begun, needed to invite others to play with him. It was always somebody else who first talked of a few hands of poker. This was a useful circumstance when, as was so often the case, accusations of cheating began flying around later. He was able to remind the sore loser that playing for money had been his own idea and that he, Lew Archer, had just been sitting by his own self, minding his business. There were usually witnesses, other drinkers who could affirm that this was the case and that Archer had not tried to inveigle anybody into a game of poker.


Mind, that was not always enough to prevent unpleasantness and there were, from time to time, those who chose to take matters further and recover their money by main force. This was where professional gamblers needed the other skill which went hand in hand with cheating at play: the ability to be swifter and more accurate in the use of fists or firearms than those whom they had lately been fleecing of their cash. Men like Lew Archer had to be ready, willing and able to beat or kill a fellow being at the drop of a hat.


It was a fine September morning and the sky was that beautiful pale blue that you get down in those parts at that time of year. Archer had that morning left the scene of his latest conquest with the better part of $150 to his name and was now riding south-east, in the direction of another little town by the name of Indian Ridge. The night before, there had been some species of aggravation in the place where he had spent the last two days. The first night had been easy enough and he had cleared $260 playing with three farmers. Then the following night, things had turned ugly.


After a good win, it was his custom to stay on for a space in case any local men who prided themselves on their ability at poker might feel inclined to challenge him to a few hands in order to demonstrate their own prowess at cards to their neighbours and drinking partners. That was fine; it was all added profit. Last night, though, two of the men he had robbed blind the previous evening turned up with a fellow who Archer could see at once was going to be trouble. He was a hired hand on some farm and had a mean and crafty look about him. It was immediately obvious that this fellow fancied himself as a card player, and also that he was on to one or two of the most common methods of cheating.


All this was vexing, because it meant that Archer was obliged to play straight for once. This happened from time to time and was an irritation rather than any great hardship. He was a tolerable good player anyway, even without the sharping, and he could often win at poker by his skill at bluffing and calculating the odds alone. Still and all, sometimes the cards ran against him and that night, he found that he was down by the end of three hours play to the tune of $200 or so. That was fine too, because he was still sixty up; it just meant that his profits would be a little less than he had been expecting. It was at this point that the mean-looking man had accused him, unjustifiably, of cheating.


Now there is nothing more irksome than to find yourself charged with dishonesty when you have been making particular efforts to avoid anything underhand. Archer was a couple of hundred dollars down, due solely to this fellow’s presence and that did nothing to sweeten his temper, either. He should perhaps have used his tongue a little more and his fists a little less, but he had been so infuriated at its being suggested that he was cheating, when he had just lost nearly $200 through being compelled to play straight, that he had given the man a methodical and scientific beating.


The atmosphere had changed after that and although nobody seemed inclined to challenge him further, it was clear that the suspicion lingered that he had been caught out at sharp practice and then attacked this man in a rage at being detected in the act of cheating. Archer had half expected to be jumped before leaving town that day so when he had chanced to glance back that morning and seen a lone rider apparently trailing him at a distance, but now gaining fast, his hackles rose and he thought at once that somebody was coming after him with a view to robbing and perhaps shooting him.


Now this is the difficulty with men of that brand who live by their wits and spend their days stealing from those they meet; it makes them constantly fearful that others around them are up to the same game. All Lew Archer saw that day was a bearded man on a pony coming up behind him at a smart trot, but it was more than enough to awaken in his mind the liveliest apprehensions of robbery, murder and the Lord knows what else.


The man was maybe a mile and a half behind, but gaining on him. There was a wood up ahead and Archer spurred his horse into a canter and then, as soon as he was out of sight of the man following him, ducked into the trees and prepared a little ambush of his own account. He drew the pistol which never left his hip during his waking hours and waited.


Through the branches and leaves, Archer saw the other rider enter the wood. He cocked the pistol with his thumb and then rode swiftly forward, crying as he did so, ‘Stand to and throw down your weapon!’


The man he had thus confronted was perhaps in his late forties and dressed all in black. He also had a bushy black beard which cascaded down the front of his chest. When he caught sight of Archer and heard his challenge, he laughed out loud and said, ‘I have no weapons to throw down, son.’


The younger man eyed the other with suspicion and asked, ‘What’s the game then? Why are you following me?’


‘Why, because we seemed to be travelling the same road and I thought that we might ride along together. I was aiming to catch up with you, but then you bolted. Solitary travel can get mighty tiresome, you know.’


‘I never found it so,’ said Archer, still unsure of the other man’s intentions. ‘Truth to tell, I’m fond enough of my own company.’


‘I’m sorry to hear it,’ was the surprising response to this statement. ‘A man who avoids his fellow men in that way is usually either very good or very bad. Are you a hermit or ascetic, something of that sort?’


‘This is a blazing strange conversation to be having with a man I never set eyes on before in my life,’ observed Lew Archer. ‘Suppose you tell me who you are and where you’re headed?’


The middle aged man smiled and shook his head sadly. ‘You are that suspicious that I’ll wager you get along by preying on your fellow men and women. I thought as much. No wonder you thought I was following you to do you harm. Like it says in scripture, “The wicked flee where none pursueth”.’


‘Wicked?’ said Archer, vastly affronted. ‘I ain’t wicked.’ He realized that he was still aiming his cocked pistol towards this fellow, who was at worst a harmless lunatic, and that this did not really lend any strength to his claim not to be wicked. He lowered the hammer carefully with his thumb and replaced the weapon in its holster. As he did so, the other rider turned his head slightly, affording Archer a brief view of the man’s throat, around which was a white, clerical collar. ‘You a preacher?’ he asked.


‘Jesuit,’ corrected the man amiably, ‘I’m a priest heading south to Sonara.’


Still not sure of the fellow, although relieved to find that he was not an enemy, seeking to shed his blood, Archer said, ‘You’re off your track then. This here road leads to Indian Ridge. If you’re heading for Sonora, then you coulda took the road south back aways.’


‘What a suspicious mind you have,’ said the priest sorrowfully. ‘As it happens, I have business to conduct first in Indian Ridge, before I go to Sonora. Listen, my friend, since you prefer to travel alone, why don’t we part company now and go our separate ways? I’m sorry to have alarmed you.’


Lew Archer had been thinking and he did not reply for a moment. Then he said, ‘No, I reckon I’ll ride along of you for a spell, Father. You don’t want to be on the trail alone here. There are a lot of bad men about. I’ll go with you to Indian Ridge. Mind, though, it will mean us camping out together tonight. But if you don’t mind my company, I don’t mind yours.’


It was said ungraciously enough, but Archer was horrified at the idea of a man of God travelling alone down this hazardous road.


The priest smiled warmly at him after hearing this gruff invitation. ‘I’m not afeared of aught I might find on the road,’ he said, ‘but your concern does you credit, my boy. Come, the day’s wearing away. Let’s be on our way now or we’ll not hit Indian Ridge this side of Thanksgiving.’


‘Well,’ said Archer, not entirely pleased at having saddled himself with an unwanted travelling companion, ‘my name’s Archer, Lew Archer.’


The other man rode forward and stretched out his hand. ‘Father Joseph. And I am very pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr Archer.’


After they had been on the road for maybe five minutes, Father Joseph said, ‘Why did you not like the idea of leaving a priest to ride this road by his self, Mr Archer?’


‘You don’t know about the trouble with the Kiowa and Comanche?’ said Archer in surprise. ‘It’s practically open war hereabouts ’tween them and the bluecoats.’


‘I know all that well enough. I was wondering why it bothered you to think of a priest falling into danger. You don’t mind my saying, you strike me as a man who cares for little other than his own safety and wellbeing.’


Archer laughed at that. ‘Maybe you’re right at that,’ he admitted. ‘Mind, a priest is another thing.’


‘You’re Catholic?’


‘I was,’ said Archer shortly and the tone of his voice invited no further discussion of the topic.


‘Come, Mr Archer,’ said the priest, after they had travelled in silence for another ten minutes, ‘won’t you tell me a little about yourself? In return, I’ll give you the outline of my own history.’


‘Ain’t overly interested to hear about it, begging your pardon, Father. As for me, I left the army three years ago when I was twenty. I’d learned to shoot and kill, I was good with cards and so here I am.’


‘You make your money from cards, is that it?’


‘That’s it.’


‘Well then, I entered a seminary back East when I was only eighteen. That was thirty years ago and I have been a priest for most of that time. Now I’m going to Sonora to take some money to the convent there. They have it in mind to start a school down that way.’


Archer turned sharply, a look of concern in his eyes. ‘You’re carrying money? How much?’


‘Three thousand dollars. Why, you’re not planning to rob me?’ There was a twinkle in his eyes as he said this, as much as to say, ‘Only kidding, son, I know that you wouldn’t really do such a thing.’


‘I don’t know what you’re thinking of, Father. I might not rob you, but an unarmed man carrying that much across this territory? I’ll take oath that somebody will get that money before you reach Sonora.’


Father Joseph looked at Archer with a strange and unfathomable expression on his face. Then he nodded and said, half to himself, ‘I was sure you couldn’t be too far down the path of wickedness and now I have it confirmed. What a mercy that I met you.’


‘That’s nothing to the purpose,’ said Archer roughly. ‘The question is, what’s to be done? You can’t wander around like this with all that money. Couldn’t you have had it wired to Sonora or something? Why are you carrying it like this?’


‘It’s a long story.’


At length, Archer said, ‘I will stay with you to Indian Ridge and then we will think further on this.’


‘Why should you care what happens to me?’ asked the priest, apparently in amusement. ‘I thought you prided yourself on being a man who only took care of his own interests. Isn’t that how you represent yourself to the world? There’s more to the case tucked away in your soul than people know of.’


‘Never you mind about my soul,’ said the other man, with a flash of anger. ‘That’s you damned priests all over, always meddling with other men’s souls and such like. My soul is my own affair, not yours.’


Father Joseph said nothing more and they rode on together. At about midday, they stopped for a bite to eat. The priest was a skinny man and evidently in the habit of eating little. Archer offered him a share of what he was carrying, but Father Joseph declined, intimating that he was on some penance which entailed a restricted diet. This irritated Archer and he said, ‘You think your god cares what you eat?’


The priest looked up quickly and said, ‘You’re interested in what the Lord requires of a man? That’s a beginning.’


‘I was raised by you people,’ said Archer unexpectedly, ‘meaning Jesuits. It was in an orphan’s asylum they run, away over West. I tell you now, those men were the biggest set of bastards that I ever come across and I have seen some bad men in my time.’


If he had expected the priest to be shocked or indignant about this statement, then he was mistaken, because Father Joseph merely shook his head and sighed. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘There are bad priests as well as good. They were cruel to you, no doubt?’


‘You might say so.’


‘Tell me now, did you ever meet a bad saloon keeper?’


‘I reckon I’ve met such, yes,’ said Archer.


‘You think that they are all bad types?’


Archer considered the question, before saying, ‘No, I wouldn’t say so. There are good and bad.’


‘It’s the self-same thing with priests,’ said Father Joseph, ‘there’s good and bad in all lines of work. A bad priest can be the very devil. Believe me, I know.’


They camped that night by a little stream which ran down from some rocky hills. There was a cluster of boulders which made a convenient and sheltered spot. Archer had not felt much like talking further of his life and had allowed the priest to talk about the things he had seen and places he had visited in recent years. They turned out to know some of the same towns and this made for pleasant enough, inconsequential talk, which suited Archer very well.


Before they turned in, Father Joseph invited the younger man to pray with him, a suggestion which Archer refused with more firmness than politeness. As he lay there in the darkness, he wondered what he should do about the man. He would certainly see him safe to Indian Ridge, but maybe he could find a way to set him on his way from there in the company of others. It surely made him uneasy to think of this decent man travelling around Texas just now with $3,000 in cash money about his person. He drifted off to sleep while turning this question over in his mind.









Chapter 2


 


Not having to get up at any particular hour in the morning, on account of his work not starting until eight or nine in the evening as a general rule, meant that Lew Archer was in the habit of awaking slowly and in a very leisurely and unhurriedly fashion. On this morning though, he was jolted awake with a shock.


The unmistakable, sharp, metallic click of a gun being cocked near his ear catapulted him into consciousness in the merest fraction of a second. The gun in question, a Springfield breech-loader, was held so close to his head that he could smell the oil on it. Archer was careful not to make any sudden movements such as might have been open to misinterpretation. He swivelled his eyes around and saw that Father Joseph was also being covered with a rifle. He too was awake. Before alerting the sleeping men to their presence, the two men who were now holding them at gunpoint had taken the trouble to remove Archer’s gun belt from where it had lain beside the saddle-bag serving him as a pillow.


‘What’s to do?’ asked Archer, although he knew the answer very well. These two rogues were road agents, like the old-time highwaymen that once robbed travellers in England. All they were after was money, gold or anything else worth stealing.


‘Why,’ said the fellow covering him, ‘we’ll just thank ye to hand over your money to begin with. ’Less you’d sooner we shot you first and then searched your body?’


‘I’ll pass on that hand,’ said Archer. ‘My wallet is tucked under my head. I needs must reach up for it.’


‘Do that and you’re a dead man. I’ll take your bag now, while you just stay still.’


There was little enough to be done under these circumstances and the best that he and the priest could hope was that they escaped with their lives. It wasn’t unknown for characters like this to kill their victims after robbing them, just to do away with witnesses. They would have to hope that these men were not of that kind. Then he heard Father Joseph say in a firm, but pleasant, voice, ‘I can’t let you have the money I’m carrying. It’s for children.’


The two men both laughed at this and then the one who was aiming his gun at Father Joseph said in an ugly voice, ‘“Can’t” be damned to ye. Just move away from that pack of yours. Slowly now.’


Thinking the matter over later, Archer could never quite figure out what had gone wrong. Whether the priest had moved too quickly or perhaps because the man holding the rifle had cocked his piece and was already taking first pull on the trigger or maybe from some other cause, there was the sudden, sharp crack as the rifle went off. After that, things were pretty lively, at least for a second or two.


As soon as he heard the shot, the man drawing down on Archer with the Springfield glanced automatically to his left, to see what was happening. This looked to be the only opportunity he was likely to get and Lew Archer took immediate advantage of it. He kicked up at once, knocking the rifle aside and causing that too to fire. As he did so, he dived his hand into his right boot, which stood neatly by the side of his saddle-bag, drawing the little Derringer muff pistol which he kept tucked away there for emergencies such as this. Then he shot the man who had had the drop on him, straight through his left eye.


The Springfields were single shots and the man whose gun had first gone off was still evidently surprised at the turn that events had taken. As soon as he had shot his man, Archer leapt to his feet and snatched the fellow’s pistol from his holster, grabbing it a second before the owner fell dead. Then he whirled around and fired twice at the other bandit, shooting him once in the trunk and then again through his head, just to make sure.


‘Shit!’ said Archer. ‘Begging your pardon, Father, but that was a close call.’


The other man did not reply and for a moment, Archer feared that he had been shot. He glanced down and was reassured to see that Father Joseph had that same confident and unworried look on his face and his lips were curled slightly upwards as though in gentle amusement.


‘Well, boy,’ said the priest calmly, as though remarking on the weather, ‘it was a close call for you, but I fear it’s death for me.’
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