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1.  Man on the Loose
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Coming down out of the Black Hills, heading out of Arizona and down toward Mule Creek, New Mexico, the country opened into wide vistas of open scrub land. 

The dry season was just starting, and the brittlebrush was still in bloom, turning the hillsides orange and yellow. 

Atop a small hill, Sam Colder dismounted and took a small poke from his saddlebags. His weathered fingers picked some brittlebrush, stuffing the bag full. The stems made fine toothbrushes, and the gum from the resin also could be heated and applied to the chest to cure chest pains. 

The plant didn’t grow above about 4,000 feet and he intended to spend some time in the mountains well above that altitude, so he would stock up now, while he had a chance. 

It was all part of living in the moment. And the moment was a rather pretty one and the view from the hill was lovely.

Dancer snorted. “Bet you smell water,” he said. It had been a thirsty ride, and she deserved a drink. Mounting up, Sam pointed her to Mule Spring, not far away, just this side of Mule Creek. 

As the name implied, Mule Spring was where travelers stopped to water their mules. Water could be sketchy most places in the southwest, but often enough, Mule Spring rewarded its visitors by providing some—at least enough to quench parched lips. It was a gamble, but a lot better one than other options. And if Dancer said there was water, he was sure he’d find some.

Best of all, heading that way didn’t even take him out of his way. The outlaw he had been tracking ever since he picked up his sign just outside of Safford would need water worse than Sam and Dancer. The man had lit out, on the run, without preparation, whereas Sam and Dancer had both slept the night before under shelter and had left with full canteens.

A thirsty man on the run, one who knew much of anything, was sure to head that way. If not, it would be easy enough to find his sign again after they took a break.

The spring sat in a small depression. When they arrived, Sam Colder found that Dame Fortune was smiling on them. Even from a distance, he could see the outlaw’s horse standing in the shallow water, drinking. Slipping down off Dancer and telling her to wait just a bit longer, Sam drew his Colt, and rotated the cylinder, putting the hammer over a chamber with a round in it. Then he slowly moved closer.

His caution was wasted. He walked up to find Stan Baker, the travel-weary outlaw he was chasing, lying face down in the shallow muddy water, inhaling it. Seemingly intent on drinking every last drop, Baker didn’t notice Sam’s approach, or even hearing the cocking of Sam’s pistol. He was making this arrest a rather pleasant affair.

Sam waited politely for the man to finish and even to let out a sigh of relief.

“Okay, Stan, now that you’ve guzzled down most of the water left in the territory, roll over on your back, keeping your hands well away from your guns,” Sam said.

The man twitched and then looked back over his shoulder.

“Fuck,” he said, his eyes rolling back after one glance at the business end of Sam’s Colt. Then he stretched his arms out over his head and rolled over, showing Sam a mud-encrusted beard.

“Don’t move till I say,” Sam told him.

“No worry about me, mister. There ain’t no bullets in my gun,” the man said.

“No?”

“Hard to believe, but that fucking deputy only had four in the gun and there weren’t none in his saddlebags.”

“Careless of him. And you fired three of those shells when you made your escape.”

“Did I now?”

Sam nodded. “I was told you put two in the deputy and then fired a third as you mounted up.”

“I wanted people to keep their heads down.”

“Didn’t work. You hit a woman in the general store.”

“Shit! She okay?”

“Not unless being dead is okay. Your bullet took most of the back of her head off.”

“I didn’t know she was there.”

“Even if I believe you, that tells me you still have one bullet left. One in the right place is plenty.”

The man turned his head away. “Last night, I shot at a rabbit.”

“Well, the thing is, after what you did to that deputy in Safford, I don’t think I want to take your word for that. I hope you understand.”

“He was taking me to face that fucking judge for stealing a horse. I told the deputy I didn’t do it, but he didn’t want to listen to me any more than anyone else did. He said to save it for the judge.”

“And instead of doing that, making your case to a judge, you decided to murder two people. Funny how some folks can manage to make bad shit smell worse.”

“You must know me, Mister,” he said, his laugh weak.

Sam approached to finish this off. The man didn’t move a muscle as he bent down and pulled the revolver from the man’s belt. It was an old gun and not well maintained. When he opened it, he found four empty cartridges and one empty cylinder. He hadn’t lied about that.

“Are you telling me that the deputy was escorting you to trial carrying this piece of shit gun and with only four bullets?”

Stan smiled, proud of his achievement. “I yanked that sucker right out of his belt and put a round in his belly before he could even think what to do.”

Sam tossed the gun aside. “I’m surprised it didn’t blow your hand off when you fired it.”

He shook his head. “Once I had a chance to take a look at the damn thing, I had that very thought. But I never woulda guessed a lawman would pack such garbage. And given what was happening, even if I’d known, I don’t think it would have changed things.”

“I do understand desperation, Mr. Baker. Of course, now you are gonna go back to face the original charge, and then, unless they hang you right away, you’ll stand another trial for murdering the deputy and that lady.”

That didn’t seem to upset him. “So, you are planning to take me straight back to Safford?”

“That’s where the judge is waiting for you. And he’s getting mighty impatient, I hear tell.”

“Now?”

“Now. And seeing as we got us about sixty miles to ride together, I’m going to give you one choice.”

“A choice?” Baker cocked his head. He smelled a ray of hope.

“You can choose to make the trip the easy way or the hard way.”

“What’s the hard way?”

“Tied over your saddle like I was bringing in a dead man.”

“Ugh.”

“If you behave yourself, I’ll tie your hands and you can sit in the saddle like a living man.”

“Fine. Cause, I’m done running,” he said. He looked forlorn. “It came to me while I was riding here.”

“Came to you?”

“Yeah. I saw I was making a mad dash to nowhere. I was riding like hell and trying to decide whether to head north or south. Then I knew it didn’t fucking matter one damn bit. This child has got nowhere to go and nothing to do when he gets there. I made my escape, but all I got away with was a tired horse, a shit pistol, and saddlebags full of nothing.” 

He wasn’t lying. His face sagged, showing how the fight had gone out of him. The hopelessness of his situation was getting to him. That sense of defeat might not last, but it was something you could work with for a time.

Sam tied Stan’s wrists together with some rawhide strands and sat him by a tree.

“What now?” the man asked.

“I want to water my horse, if you left her any.”

“I’ve never been so damn thirsty. The fucking deputy didn’t even have a canteen for either of us.”

“Foolish of him.” 

But then the deputy had been foolish enough to let his prisoner get his gun. He’d been foolish enough to carry that piece of shit pistol in the first place, and trying to escort a prisoner when he only had four bullets. 

As far as the deputy went, all bets were off. He’d have to have a talk with the sheriff in Safford when he got back, maybe put a burr under his saddle and get him to take a better look at his deputies. This man gave law enforcement a bad name.

With the horses watered, Sam helped Stan on his horse, got up on Dancer, and headed toward Safford.

“You got any food with you?” Stan asked.

“Some. But you said you ate a rabbit.”

“No. I said I fired the gun at a rabbit.” He twisted up his face. “I was so fucking hungry, I missed him completely.”

“You don’t know how to set a snare?”

“Not so you’d notice. Besides, I knew the posse would be after me.”

“How can a man living out here not know how to make a snare?”

Baker shrugged. “I ain’t one of you goddamn mountain men., you know. I spent my life working cows.”

“And you’ve never lived off the land?”

“Shit no. The boss provides me with food and gives me a bunk and a dollar a month and I work his cattle, mend fences, and do shit like that.”

It made a little sense. A man generally learned what he needed to know, but this kind of lapse bothered Sam. This was the frontier and people fended for themselves. The ones who survived did.

“Well, if we get moving, we can probably make it to Owl Creek with enough daylight left to set us some snares and have a decent meal,” Sam told him. 

“What’s wrong with right here?” Baker asked.

“Time,” Sam said. “There ain’t no sense in wasting daylight sitting here.”

He twisted in the saddle so he could dig into his saddlebag and fished out some jerky and tearing off a decent piece that he handed to Baker. Even with his hands tied together, he could eat it, and he tore into it.

“When we get to the Gila River, follow it, we should find plenty of game.”

Stan wolfed down the jerky and then settled into a peaceful silence. The horses seemed to like getting back up into the mountains again, and they made decent time without pushing. After about five hours, they came in sight of the cottonwoods that grew along the Gila River. 

They reined in the horses, and Sam looked around. They seemed to be alone. 

“Owl Creek is a few miles to the west,” Sam said. “We will camp there and I’ll fix you a decent meal.”

“How about I help you hunt something?” Stan asked.

Sam laughed. “Much as I appreciate the help, I think I’ll let you sit by the fire, hogtied.”

The man shrugged. “You got to try.”

“I’m doing you a favor,” Sam said.

“How’s that?”

“You said you were tired of running, so I’m making sure you can’t do any more of it.”

“What a pal,” Stan said. He snorted. “I never thought of a lawman as being such a helpful cuss.”

“I’m not a lawman,” Sam said. Then he gave Stan a stern look. “I’m a bounty hunter and you best keep that in mind.”

“What’s the difference to me?” Stan asked.

Sam shrugged. “Well, it means I get paid the same for bringing you in dead as alive.”

“Sheriff wins that way too.”

“But, since I don’t need to think about getting re-elected, I don’t have to worry about disappointing folks by bringing a man in dead and cheating them of a hanging.”

Stan’s smile faded. “I didn’t think of that. Fucking politics.”

“I can’t disagree,” Sam said.
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2.  Rescheduling Payments
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The morning sun was low, and it shone across the tops of the mountains to the east of the town, coloring the sky with reds and purples. Chester Rogers sat still, not noticing the sunrise, or the colors. He stared at the barn. 

He was waiting for Lopez, the little Mexican who was his cartwright.

After a time, Chester turned in his saddle and looked down at Rachael. “That wagon of Pete’s is a ways out,” he said. “Halfway to Silver City. I’d send someone else, but Pete wants me on it, personal.”

“I know,” Rachael said soothingly. “I packed you a nice meal for the day.”

“Depending on how broke that wagon is... well, we will be gone at least a couple of days.”

“Sure,” she said. “You can’t know until you see for yourself what the situation is. Pete saying the wagon was sliding down a slope and breaking a wheel don’t tell you much.”

The Mexican emerged from the barn, mounted on his horse and leading a mule heavily loaded with tools and wheel spokes, and everything needed to repair a wagon.

He reached down and touched Rachael’s red hair. “If that Gabe Gavin asks—”

Rachael smiled and touched his leg. “You stay safe. And don’t you worry about Gabe Gavin.”

Chester’s already florid face grew redder. “That son of a bitch is enjoying this.”

“I’ll talk to him,” Rachael said. “He needs calming down.”

“Tell him I just need an extra week and he’ll get his fucking money,” he said.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “You just do what you do so well. You got me doing the books now, so just leave worrying about paying Gabe to me.”

He nodded and pulled his hat down over his eyes. “You are a good wife, Rach.” 

Then he clucked at his horse and started riding out of town, heading south with Lopez and his mule following behind. Rachael watched the sad procession until her husband disappeared. She wiped her hands on her skirt and let out a sigh. It had been touch and go for a time.

“He didn’t want to go,” Ginny Griffith said.

She turned and looked at the blonde standing in the doorway of the freight office and smiled. Ginny Griffith, like Rachael, was in her mid twenties. 

“And he wouldn’t have if you hadn’t convinced Pete to insist Chester handle the job himself,” Rachael said. “He can’t say no to his biggest customer, and Gabe was stupid the way he tormented Chester publicly. He gets in a mood like that, he wants to hit someone. Now I can deal with Gabe and buy us some time.”

“Getting Pete to play along just took a nudge,” Ginny said. “He likes lording it over Chester, so a little nudge and a blow job did the trick.”

“Well, I do appreciate it.”

“We got to stick together, girl. There ain’t no way you can do what needs doing while your husband is around. Chester would want to tackle the man head on.”

“The man is too proud and stubborn to see any other way to do things,” Rachael said, then she sighed. “Chester has some real good qualities,” Rachael said. “He works damn hard. If he was as smart as Pete, he might make something of himself. But he doesn’t get anything with numbers.”

“He’s good with his hands,” Ginny said. Then she laughed. “From what you tell me, he ain’t bad with other parts, neither.”

Rachael gave her friend a sly grin. “In that department, Chester ain’t bad at all. A little rough at times.” Then she grinned. “Not that I’ll complain about that.”

“Well, now you got the chance to use what you got to convince Gabe to give him time. He might be a little rough, too.”

“And if you get Pete to give us time...”

Ginny grinned. “Already done. When Chester gets back, Pete is going to come over and show him a repayment plan I drew up.”

“I’ll see that he signs it,” Rachael said.

“It will piss him off,” Ginny said. “The idea of being in debt don’t sit right with him.”

“Well, depending on how we set this up, we can use that. You and me can show him a way out of his mess.”

“I wonder,” Ginny said. “Sometimes, Chester seems a little too honest for his own good.”

Rachael twisted her smile. “True enough. That’s why we need to make him see how the others backed him into a corner. IT will seem like ain’t got any other choices. And I’ll make sure he knows that taking the high road will cost him a wife.” She gave Ginny a stern look. “We can’t wait forever on your boy. He might never come. Might be dead.”

Ginny drew a long breath and gave Rachael a twisted smile. “I know. And we got a couple of ways to play this. It depends on who we hire and how must we can trust them.”

Rachel put her hands on her hips. “I asked around about Jim Lowe, like you asked, but without putting the question straight, I can’t get a straight answer.” She cocked her head. “I think I need to get close to the man and find out what I can learn.”

“A woman learns the most about a man between the sheets,” Ginny said.

Rachael drew herself up. “That’s what I was thinking. Well, I best get my chores done. I told Gabe to come by. When he shows up, I should be deep in my role as the distressed wife.”

“You go then and I’ll get to my work, even if it will upset my stepdaughter that I got to my desk before she got to hers. She likes thinking I’m lazy.”

“You are,” Rachael laughed. “Lazy as shit.”

Rachael headed back up the hill to her house. Given that she and Ginny had come up with a couple of ways to make things work, she had a good sense about the future. And for a time, she’d been worried. Marrying Chester, meeting him on one of his trips to Silver City and learning he was a wealthy man with a fancy house, got her off her ass. She seduced him and married him in this fancy house.

Learning he was broke crushed her. She took over the books almost immediately and discovered that the man had a disastrous business sense. As she sorted out their finances and saw how much he owed, she almost ran off right then. She could improve the profitability of the business, but that debt was crippling and growing. 

While Pete Griffith and Gabe Gavin, who was the owner of the general store, were doing well, Chester struggled. The other men, and Kenneth Brickman, the young man who ran the mine, were all getting rich and Chester Rogers was going backward. Despite his fine house, he owed money to all three of the town’s leading citizens.

It seemed a miracle when Ginny showed up on Pete’s arm. He came back from Santa Fe with Ginny in tow. He had hired her as his secretary. Of course, she was fucking him, and after she and Rachael talked, she decided to marry Pete. 

Now, they were a team, she and Ginny. She made coffee and went out to the porch, remembering how she’d imagined this becoming her domain.

But it wouldn’t ever be. Even if Chester still had money, Glenwood Springs wasn’t enough, anyway. Pete’s growing wealth didn’t sweeten the place enough for Ginny, either. They had bigger ideas. 

“Being rich wives sounded good,” Ginny said. “But being a rich widow sounds better. When Duffy shows up...”

But Duffy didn’t show. And the idea of being rich women, living far away from this dirty little gold town, sounded even sweeter. And Ginny’s job made that goal more than an impossible dream. If they were smart. But they needed time to get everything in place.

“Rachael,” a man called.

She turned and saw Gabe at her door, hat in hand, the way she liked men. He was clean-shaven, about forty, and of moderate build. He did enough hard work to stay in shape.

“Gabe Gavin, come on in,” she said.

“Did I just see Chester ride off?” he asked. 

“You sure did see him leave. No problem with your eyes, Gabe. Pete asked him to fix a wagon that broke down.”

“But you sent a message saying that if I came over here today, I could talk to him. Why did you let him go? We have important business.”

She waved a hand. “Pete insisted he go. But that’s just as well, as I’m the one you need to talk with. Chester knows I am going to handle this.”

“You?” He hesitated. “It’s something of a delicate subject.”

“You are concerned about the money he owes you, right?”

Gabe nodded. “I...”

“Not a problem, Gabe. I keep the books. Besides, Chester tells me everything.” She smiled coyly. “I don’t necessarily return the favor, but that’s women for you.”

He smiled, sorting it out. “I suppose.”

“Now, the situation you are concerned about is that a payment is due.”

“One hundred dollars. Due yesterday.” 

“Yes. And while we’ve got the money coming in, it ain’t all been paid yet.”

“Your fool husband extends credit to too many people, Rachael.”

She turned and touched his chest. “I tell him the same thing, Gabe. Those very words.”

“And him being owed money don’t help me get what I’m owed.”

“It sure don’t,” she said. “And yet, I know a man in your position can afford to wait a short time to get his money.”

“Not really.”

“Sure. If he knows he’s getting it, then for a man like you, it’s not such a problem to wait a little.”

“It ain’t that simple. I start letting Chester slide... where does it end? People will start to think I’ll loan them money and they ain’t gotta pay it back. They’ll decide I ain’t gonna foreclose on them when it’s my legal right to do so.”

“I don’t think it’s that much of a problem, Gabe. A man of your means...”

“I didn’t balk when Chester needed money to put in that new forge. It seemed like a good investment and I put up the money. Now I expect timely repayments.”

“It’s a pretty steep interest rate,” she said.

“Fair, under the circumstances, and him having not much collateral.”

“He should have the money next week, Gabe.”

“I can’t be sure of that. He owes them other men money, too.”

“But you are the main man, Gabe. The one he has to pay first. Chester knows that. More importantly, I know that.”

“Do you know it, Rachael?”

She smiled and turned to look down into the valley. The view was always restful, restorative.

“I sure do know it, Gabe. And I would be grateful to you if you could show a little patience.”

“I feel like I’d just be giving that man enough rope to hang himself.”

“That might be, Gabe. But if you insist, if you don’t give him some time, I’m afraid you won’t get shit.”

“What do you mean?”

“We ain’t got the cash today. So either you give us time to come up with the money or start the legal proceedings to put us out of our house. That might be your right, but if that’s your choice, you’d be forcing our hand.”

“How?”

“Well, the moment he gets back on this job, I’d advise Chester that the best thing for us to do is to pack up everything of value and get out of town. We could leave you three to fight over this house and the business equipment.”

“You wouldn’t do that.” Gabe moved closer. “You wouldn’t do that to me.”

“I definitely would. What choice would I have? Let you take over the house and move into some shanty while Chester works off his debts to Pete and Kenneth? I ain’t gonna live like that.”
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