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Coming into Alto Pinos from the brown hills around midmorning, a young rider, still in his teens, named Stan Gruber passed by a handful of ramshackle houses. These were homes to Mexican families who worked for the rich, in fancier homes, in businesses. 

The dry breeze blowing in from the surrounding desert flapped the laundry on the lines, and chicken and children scampered about in the yards. 

These sights were of no interest to a young man, looking for action, seeking adventure. He urged his nondescript brown horse along the street, moving into the town, on the way, passing a small stable with a corral. While functional, it, too, was an unpromising sight, and he had to cross an empty stretch of land before reaching the town proper. 

The first building, an ugly affair on his left, was Trader’s Tavern. 

Once, Trader’s Tavern had been an actual trading post. The old, squat, two-story adobe building had held a prosperous business, and seen a procession of Indians, trappers, and miners enter its doors. But over time, the trading business shriveled. People settled down and businesses opened. The number of trappers bringing in furs dropped and the Indians that avoided reservations retreated to the hills. The trading post on the frontier saw the encroachment of civilization, where people wanted proper stores, not trading posts. 

As this happened, Sheldon, the owner, somewhat reluctantly cut back on the variety of goods, simplifying his stock. Finally, he sold off his remaining stock to another businessman. Seeing the future, he added the word “Tavern” to the sign out front and turned the grubby trading post into a grubby saloon. In turned out to be a clever move and, as the town grew up around his business, Sheldon expanded the saloon. 

He added some tiny shacks out back and hired some whores. The unlikely town grew, and his business prospered. Soon he had to add a second floor for more rooms and now he made more money than he’d made before and did a lot less work. The customers could give him more trouble, at times, but the business suited him. He didn’t need to dicker. People paid the asking price or went away.

Next door to the saloon sat a general store. It was of the same construction and a similar vintage. It sold a variety of household items, some clothing, and hunting and trapping gear. The owner had bought much of the initial inventory from Sheldon.

This morning, the tavern was where Stan Gruber stopped his ride. Stopping in front of the saloon, he slipped out of the saddle, tied the horse to a post, checked the way his Colt revolver rested in its holster, and went inside. 

He wanted a drink and to spend a little time listening to gossip. You learned a lot from gossips and some of it was even true. He was a curious young man, and wanted to get the feel of the town, its pace, its people.

If he’d gone further up the street, he would have come to a pleasant and well-kept two-story frame building that had a sign advertising that it was Holling’s Hotel and Restaurant. Across the street was a small brick building that served as the sheriff’s office. It included a little room with a barred door that held a small bunk. This was the town’s jail.

The street continued a hundred yards further, but was mostly homes after that, although there was a shabby church with a plain cross on the rooftop, a farrier’s shop, a barber shop and a feed store. And the bank, of course—another squat, newly built brick building that looked more like a jail than the jail did.

Today, the jail held one man, a rugged-looking sort with a long scar down his left cheek where the beard wouldn’t grow. His eyes were dark.

“Keep a sharp eye out,” Sheriff Michaels told his deputy. “Don’t go near the prisoner when I ain’t here to back you up. He’s dangerous.”

The prisoner smiled thinly. 

Sheriff Michaels glared at the man. He felt an odd jealousy toward the outlaw. Not the man, but the life he led. The life Michaels was getting ready to end. Although Henry Amos was hard looking and had lived roughed, he had a reputation for living high—lots of wine and women, as well as robbery. 

“That ain’t a compliment, Amos. But I’ll admit I’ll be glad to see you get your neck stretched once and for all.”

The young man, a thin boy in his late teens, lifted his chin and looked at the sheriff. “Bring me some food back, willya?”

The boy didn’t really have the makings of a peace officer. All he thought about was himself.

“When I come back, I’ll let you go hustle your own,” Michaels said.

The sheriff was in no mood to cater to the boy. 

His bad mood had to do with the prisoner. Rumors were going around that the prisoner had friends in the area. Unfortunately, the rumors didn’t say who they were. And, being as they were rumors, it could be nothing. Maybe someone spotted one of his old gang in the area. It didn’t take any more than something like that to make sound like the goddamn apocalypse was on its way.

Sheriff Michaels knew Henry Amos probably had friends willing to bust him out. Not only did he work with other outlaws, the story was that he still had money stashed away from a train robbery. Having loot set aside somewhere could be a powerful motivation to break a man out of jail, even if it involved some shooting.

They didn’t have long to do it, though. The sentence from the court was to hang him in three days. Still, why they didn’t just march him out of that courtroom and string him up was beyond the sheriff. Keeping a dangerous man, a convicted murderer, around, and feeding him and all didn’t make no sense.

The sheriff walked down to Trader’s. He could get a drink and see if any new men were in town. Any of the crowd that might try to bust Amos out would be the kind to head straight for the saloon.

Built to keep out the bad weather, the saloon held in smoke and smells. When it was crowded, breathing could be a chore.

Michaels looked around the familiar room. It held a pot-bellied stove and a few tables and chairs. A kitchen at the back was only half inside, although he knew the tile roof extended out, to cover the kitchen, the pantry, and a couple of small rooms that held nothing but a rude bed.

A couple of cowhands sat at tables, drinking. Michaels recalled their names as Mack and Will. Seeing them midmorning, he wondered if Granger knew his men were in town drinking when the fence on his southern quarter needed mending. Probably not, but that kind of stealing was none of a sheriff’s business. If Granger asked, he’d tell him, but there was no need to stir shit up.

A new man was at a table with a Mexican whore, who called herself Millie. She had an odd look about her, but Michaels knew the woman gave good value, and right now she was hustling the new fella. She was putting her hand in the man’s lap and telling him about the good time they could have if he had the price.

The guy looked young, maybe twenty, at the outside. But a lot of drifters coming through were young. They grew up busting their asses, got older and fought with their fathers about working worthless land and took off, trying to make a better life for themselves. 

This one packed a fairly new looking revolver. From the set of his chin, the way he glanced around warily, Michaels figured he wasn’t the kind to back down from trouble. That made him one to watch.

The sheriff went to the bar and winked at old Sheldon, who sat in a chair, staring at nothing. Michaels grabbed a bottle from the bar, poured himself a drink, and went to sit down at a table. He checked the chairs until he found one that wasn’t broken and made himself comfortable.

He no sooner had taken a sip of the cheap whisky, enjoying the way it washed a desert dust out of his throat, than he saw a cowhand named Mack heading over for the table where the new man and Millie were negotiating. It had the look of something brewing.

“Hey, Millie, come over to our table,” Mack said.

She wrapped her arm around the new man’s, acting possessive. 

“I am busy, mister. Why don’t you put your little dick back in your pants and go back to sit with your boyfriend?”

Michaels didn’t pay much attention to the words they said after that. It would be all nonsense, anyway. There would be bluster from the men, teasing insults from the woman. Eventually, it would escalate. It always did.

“Goddamn whore,” Mack said. 

“Don’t talk to Millie that way,” the young man said.

“Why not? You in love with this whore, boy?” Mack asked. “You look that dumb.”

Michaels knew he could stop it, of course. He should. He could step up there and tell the men to sit down and stop this shit. And one of them, maybe both, would decide he was taking the other fella’s side. And then they might decide to shoot him. 

Best case, he’d wind up needing to arrest one or both of them. And where would he put the assholes? That convicted murderer was filling up the jail. If he was a drunk or something, they could share the space. But Henry Amos wasn’t a sharing person. A man like him would probably kill anyone the sheriff put in with him. Probably do it just for the fun of it. What did he have to lose? He was about to be hanged for murder.

So, Sheriff Jeff Michaels set his face to do what he often needed to do as the head peacemaker in Alto Pinos... he would let things take their course. He’d watch these fellas settle whatever their dispute really was and then pick up the pieces when it was over. 

Hell, it wasn’t like either man was an important citizen of the town, or even important to a prominent citizen.

Although the argument increased in volume and intensity, the young guy seemed unnaturally calm. His calmness seemed to piss Mack off even more.

A whore named Daria glanced over at the sheriff and gave him a grin. She saw that he was watching the show. With a wink, she sauntered over to his table. 

“Howdy, sheriff. What do you think? My money is on that kid being the last one standing,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “What do you say to a wager? You win, you get a quickie. I win, then you give me twice the price.”

“I ain’t taking that bet,” Michaels said. “You’ve got the measure of them two.”

When Mack started pushing the kid around, something that seemed to amuse the young man, Sheldon finally had enough. Figuring his rickety furniture was at risk, he stood and leveled a double-barreled shotgun at the two men. 

“You take that shit outside,” he said. Sheldon was pretty old, but his voice came across as stern as some wagon master’s, which was something Sheldon claimed he’d been back in the day. A lot of days back.

The young man smiled at the bar owner. “It appears we ain’t wanted in here,” he said.

“If you got the balls, we can step outside and finish this,” Mack said.

The boy nodded toward his gun. “If we go outside, the size of your balls won’t matter much at all, mister. A fast and steady hand is what is going to win the day.”

Michaels thought he saw a shiver ripple through Mack at the icy tone of the boy’s voice. Mack glanced back at his friend, who nodded, encouraging him. Then he tugged his hat down tight and glared at the boy. 

“Let’s do it.”

The two men headed out into the street with Millie in tow and Will, the other cowhand, trailing behind her. Michaels noted the set of Will’s face, and when the man stopped in the doorway, the sheriff stepped up behind him and slipped his pistol out of his gun belt.

Will jerked his head around and the sheriff smiled. 

“You can have it back when the dustup is over, Will.”

Will made an ugly face but didn’t say a thing. Then he went over to where the men were facing off in the street.

Even though it was already getting hot, as the men squared off, with Will cheering Mack on, the ruckus they made attracted a small crowd. Rogers came out of his store. Samuel, the stable owner, who doubled as the town’s undertaker, was there, which the sheriff figured was opportunistic on his part, but real handy. Some people followed the shouting out of Holling’s hotel. 

Standing over among the Mexicans who had come into the street, an eager audience, he saw a gringo couple. They would have stood out in most small towns. The man was tall and wore fancy clothes. His boots and his gun belt were both crafted from intricately hand-tooled leather. Had to be Mexican workmanship. Michaels had seen work like that down in Sonora, but couldn’t think of anyone on this side of the border doing such fine work. 

The woman with him was dark-haired, thin, and elegant. She wore a long dress and a fancy hat. Neither of them seemed much bothered by the prospect of a gunfight. The woman seemed amused and the fight unveiling in front of her.

The young fella that Millie favored started talking. Curiously, Michaels thought he sounded like he didn’t want to fight. He was saying that he had no interest in killing a man over a whore, and if Mack would apologize, they could get back to business at hand—that being drinking and whoring. 

Mack wasn’t ready to do that at all. He put on his best fuck you face and, without a word, went for his gun. The instant his shoulder dipped, the young man drew and fired with lightning quick precision. In the blink of an eye, he put two bullets square in Mack’s torso. 

A surprised look crossed Mack’s face. The barrel of his gun hadn’t cleared the holster. 

Sheriff Michaels sighed as Mack slowly spun around, clutching at his guts, and crumpled to the ground.

The young man holstered his pistol, then turned to face Michaels.

Samuel darted over to Mack’s body. “Dead as a nail,” he called.

Rather than gloating, the young man looked over at Michaels. “You willing to call that a fair fight, sheriff?” the young man asked.

“About as fair as a gunfight gets, I reckon,” Michaels told him.

The young man nodded, went over to Millie, took her hand, and led her back to the saloon.

The crowd began to disperse, and Michaels walked over to Will. 

“You good with what happened here, Will? I don’t want more trouble.”

Will nodded, looking ashen faced. “That kid is fucking fast.”

Michaels held Will’s pistol, handing it to him butt first. “Fast enough that maybe I did you a favor.”

Will gulped. “Yes, sir, I think you did. Now w\hat the fuck do I tell old man Granger?”

“You best tell him he’s short a cowhand,” Michaels said. “Best tell him that slacking off was Mack’s idea, seeing as he ain’t gonna call you a liar now.” 

“We was supposed to be mending fences.”

“Then you still got the work of two men to do, don’t you? I suggest you don’t sit around here no more.”

Seeing the cowhand go straight to his horse, Sheriff Michaels was pretty pleased with the way things worked out. He didn’t much give a shit what Will did as long as he didn’t start thinking idiot thoughts like getting revenge on the man who shot his friend. 

Shootouts in the street happened, and as long as the only ones harmed were the idiots doing the fighting, well, the town understood those things happened. But if he let it escalate, grow into a grudge match, the town’s leaders would look at it a mite differently. 

From the look of things, if Will tried anything with that boy, Samuel would have a busy week. Seeing Mack shot dead probably put paid to any such notion on Will’s part.

The boy was calm and fast, and that was a deadly combination.

Now, he thought it would be best for everyone, especially Jeff Michael’s favorite sheriff, Sheriff Jeff Michales, if the young fella had a few drinks, took a whore upstairs for a nice fuck, and then rode on out of town. If he didn’t get the message, maybe he’d put a bug in the boy’s ear. 

But right now, Sheriff Jeff Michaels wanted to grab a bottle of whiskey and take it back to the jail. He had a pile of wanted posters in his desk drawer that he hadn’t looked at. The way that boy handled himself, he figured there was a fair chance that his face was on one of them. 
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Abby’s Crossing loomed down the slope from where Sam Colder emerged from the tree line. The snug cabin, with two outbuildings, looked inviting.

It wasn’t a crossing at all. There was little to cross, but it was a place where two stagecoach lines intersected and Abby Cross and her husband, Leon, a big Dutchman, had built the place. They got the franchise from two competing stagecoach lines to run a stop for them. Between the two, they scratched out a living.

Leon had wanted to name the place after Abby, and while she liked that, she talked him into making the name Abby’s Crossing, to reflect the idea that the two stagecoach lines intersected here. Nothing else crossed out here, and except for the rough terrain, there wasn’t much to cross. Here, the Gila River ran underground. 

As happy as Sam was to clear the woods and get back below what in winter would be the snow line, he was even more pleased at the prospect of seeing Leon and Abby. The woman had long, chestnut hair and a smile as welcoming as a man could ask for. She was one of those ladies, that, if she wasn’t married to a good man, he would be thinking of pursing. But she adored Leon as much as he did her.

After weeks spent tracking a bank robber named Roland Watson from Lordsburg, up across a desert, then up into the mountains and down again, riding up to Abby’s Crossing felt like arriving at a big city.

They both seemed glad to see him and, over his first real meal in a week, he showed them the wanted poster and told them a little about the man he was after. 

Abby nodded. “Sure, I recollect he came through here a few days back,” she said. 

“He did?” Leon asked. Leon wasn’t much of a people person.

“Rode in on that buckboard,” Abby told him. “And he had a woman with him.”

“Oh, yeah,” Leon said.

“A woman?” Sam asked. “I hadn’t heard he was with anyone. But that would explain why he was driving the wagon.”

Abby screwed up her face. “I recall they didn’t stop long. Just to water the horses. The man came inside, wanting to buy some grub to eat on the way. The woman stayed out at the buckboard.”

“So, you didn’t get a good look at her?”

“Just a brief glance from the distance. She stands out, though. A tall lady. Almost as tall as the man. But what caught my eye is that she was dressed mighty fancy for traveling this country. She had dark hair and wore a hat. Maybe she had some Spanish blood?”

Sam tucked the information away. “And they went straight on to Alto Pinos?”

“As opposed to where?” Leon laughed. 

Abby grinned. “Yes, they did. Not like they was in a hurry, but clearly, they wasn’t interested in dawdling, or even spending a little time on gossip.”

“Makes me wonder,” Sam said. 

“What are you wondering about?”

“Can there be something special that’s going on in Alto Pinos?”

“Just the hanging,” Leon said.

“There’s going to be a hanging?”

Leon nodded. “The sheriff caught a wanted man. The story is that the man came into town, got serious drunk, and started a fight. The sheriff arrested him. When he had him in the cell, he recognized him from a wanted poster. The judge came in the following week and held a trial. Found the fella guilty and told the sheriff to hang him. The word is out, I guess, and a few people have started drifting in to see the fun.”

“Not my idea of something to go see,” Abby said. “There’s plenty enough death around without that.”

“It’s the moral thing,” Sam said. “Some folks like the idea of an outlaw getting his comeuppance, not getting away with his crimes.”

“I reckon, but that don’t make it an attraction in my book,” she said. “Death shouldn’t be entertaining.”

Abby fixed up a room for Sam that they rented to travelers, and then they sat in front of the fireplace. Leon brought out a bottle of whisky and poured one for Sam and one for himself. 

“A drink to make the night’s rest more restful,” Leon said. 

Just about the time Sam was thinking of going to bed, the sound of shod horses came to them from the front.

“More travelers,” Leon said, standing up. “I best see to them.”

He went to the door and let in a couple of young me. Sam sized them up as they walked in the door. Given they were traveling this country, their rough appearance wasn’t a surprise, but something about them was wrong. Sam had trouble placing them—figuring what they were. Their clothing and the way they moved told him they weren’t cowhands looking for work. They certainly weren’t gamblers or gunmen, either. That pretty much made them aimless drifters, he reckoned.

“Name’s Matthew,” one said as he stepped into the room. His eyes darted around, taking in Sam and Abby. 

“This here is Luke. We know it’s kinda late, but if you could spare some food and a place to spend the night, we’d be much obliged.”

“And we can pay,” Luke said. “Not asking for no handouts.”

Abby stood and smoothed down her apron. “In that case, I got some stew left that I can heat up for you. And there is a little bread to go with it.” She brushed her hair back from her face. “Thing is, we only got one room left, and it’s only got one narrow bed.”
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