
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Blood on the High Plains

        

        
        
          A Val Buchanan Investigation, Volume 4

        

        
        
          James Dargan

        

        
          Published by Danny Boy Books, 2025.

        

    


Blood on the High Plains: A Val Buchanan Investigation Book Four

Copyright © 2025 by James Dargan

Published by Danny Boy Books

[image: A logo for a book

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Book cover designed by Majes Nagrad

––––––––

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof

may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever

without the express written permission of the publisher

except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.



  	
	    
	      Also by James Dargan

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Bayside City Book

          
        
          
	          Dead Soprano

          
        
          
	          Purple Haze

          
        
          
	          Red Magic

          
        
          
	          Honey Bee

          
        
          
	          Killer Toast

          
        
          
	          Tiger Dawn

          
        
          
	          Bullet City

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Napoleon Clancy Book

          
        
          
	          Lenin's Ghost

          
        
          
	          Napoleon Clancy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Neo-Noir Crime Thriller

          
        
          
	          Pig Killer

          
        
          
	          Gun Smoke

          
        
          
	          Butcher Boy

          
        
          
	          Fat Cat

          
        
          
	          Fat Cat & Gun Smoke: Two Neo-Noir Crime Thrillers

          
        
          
	          Fender Bender

          
        
          
	          Sputnik Baby

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Val Buchanan Investigation

          
        
          
	          The Iron City Affair

          
        
          
	          The Dynamite Ledger

          
        
          
	          The Bread and Roses File

          
        
          
	          Blood on the High Plains

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dead World Post-Apocalyptic Cycle

          
        
          
	          The Samurai of Rust

          
        
          
	          Dark Frequency

          
        
          
	          The Filth King

          
        
          
	          Zombie Siege at the Lone Star Saloon

          
        
          
	          Ash Road

          
        
          
	          The Last Reel

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Napoleon Clancy Books

          
        
          
	          Spaghetti Junction

          
        
          
	          Cuyahoga Blues

          
        
          
	          Dublin Murder Mystery

          
        
          
	          Spanish Poodle

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          God and the Lonely Emperor

          
        
          
	          In the Dole-Drums

          
        
          
	          Portrait of Love Lost and Found in Ukrainian Cornfield

          
        
          
	          The Miracle at O'Hare's Pub

          
        
          
	          Mister Blue Sky

          
        
          
	          Out of the Cage

          
        
          
	          Master Sisyphus and the Saveloy Men

          
        
          
	          The Legend of Montpelier Hill

          
        
          
	          Transatlantic, The Ballad of Thomas Fox

          
        
          
	          Zombiana Europa, A Zombie Apocalypse Survival Story

          
        
          
	          Red Corner

          
        
          
	          Papyrus Comic Hobo

          
        
          
	          Irish Puns & Jokes

          
        
          
	          Almost the Best Pun and Joke Book Ever

          
        
          
	          Carnival Dracula

          
        
          
	          Mushroom

          
        
          
	          Old Man Blues

          
        
          
	          Mojo

          
        
          
	          Shanghailand

          
        
          
	          Panda, Chinese Pulp Fiction

          
        
          
	          The Desert Dago

          
        
          
	          The Red Masks of Montevideo

          
        
          
	          Black Ghost

          
        
          
	          Dog Station

          
        
          
	          The Blue Trabant

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at James Dargan’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Colorado, 1914

Orders from Denver
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Val Buchanan stepped from the overnight train with a stiffness that sat deep in the joints, the kind that stayed after fistfights, winters, and years of not sleeping right. The Denver light came thin through smoke and cloud, a gray sheen on the glass and brick. He paused at the end of the platform and watched the porter shoulder two carpetbags and pick his way around a stack of freight. The smell of coal drifted up like a bad memory.

He turned his collar against the wind and walked toward the street. Cabs waited with chuffing horses. He took one and told the driver where to go. The driver looked at him once, at the coat that had been brushed but not pressed, at the hat that had seen rain and a pair of boots that had seen worse, and clucked to the horse.

“This town’s grown,” Buchanan said.

“Grows by the day,” the driver said. “Mostly men chasing money or running from it.”

“Same men,” he said.

“Most times,” the driver said.

They rode past storefronts and shallow heaps of snow piled black at the corners. Telegraph wire sang in the wind. The cab pulled up before a brick building with a brass plate that read the agency’s name. He paid the driver and climbed the steps.

The lobby smelled of polish and paper. A clerk behind the counter looked up with the punctual disinterest of a man who knew he could find any file within thirty seconds. Buchanan gave his name. The clerk nodded, rang a bell, and asked him to wait. He took off his hat and studied the marble veins in the floor. They ran like railroad cuts, east to west.

“Mr. Buchanan,” the clerk said. “Go on through.”

He found the office at the end of a corridor, the door cracked as if the room itself were listening to the hall. He knocked.

“Come in,” a voice said.

Charles McDougall—a Pinkerton agent Buchanan hadn´t seen in a few years—stood at the window with his back to the door and both hands in his pockets, shoulders smooth as if the suit had been tailored to the bones. The desk behind him was clean except for a typed memorandum, an ashtray, and a glass with a line of whiskey left from someone else’s morning.

“Val,” McDougall said. “You look like you fell out of the mailbag.”

“I rode one,” Buchanan said.

McDougall turned and smiled without warmth. “Sit.”

Buchanan sat. He placed his hat on his knee, brim sideways, the way his father had done in the union hall when men still believed rules could be bargained like bread.

“How’s the arm,” McDougall said.

“Works,” Buchanan said.

“And the eye.”

“Sees enough,” Buchanan said.

“That’s all we need,” McDougall said.

A clock ticked a slow metronome against the window’s thin rattle. McDougall took up the memorandum, tapped it square, and set it down again.

“Colorado Fuel and Iron,” McDougall said. “They have trouble.”

“They always have trouble,” Buchanan said.

“They have trouble that could make more,” McDougall said. “Miners on strike. Camps of families. Men with rifles. Deputies with badges and rifles. Baldwin–Felts playing sheriff when it suits them. It is messy work and the papers like mess when it comes with a name they can print. Hearst loves a dead man. He loves a dead child even better.”

“What do they want,” Buchanan said.

“They want peace,” McDougall said. He let the word hang a second. “Or the appearance of it. They want a full assessment of union agitation across the southern fields. They want names of instigators and names of men who can be bought for half a month’s wage. They want to know where the union keeps its strongboxes and where the tents keep their guns. They want to know which priests will speak for them and which schoolmarms will cry.”

“Anything else,” Buchanan said.

“They want to know,” McDougall said, “if federal troops are more likely to help them or hang them. And they want us to tell them that the story will end before summer.”

“It won’t,” Buchanan said.

“It rarely does,” McDougall said.

They sat with the thing between them. Buchanan watched a coal wagon pass in the street below, the driver hunched into himself like a pocketknife folded wrong. The cold made a white nimbus about his breath.

“Pay,” Buchanan said.

“Standard,” McDougall said. “Plus a retainer from CF&I. They are generous men when they are afraid.”

“They are always afraid,” Buchanan said.

“That’s why we stay in business,” McDougall said.

Buchanan looked at the ashtray and the one black end of a cigar left in it. The smell put a dull heat behind his eyes. He remembered a different office in a different city where the talk had gone in circles until someone died.

“What do you want from me?” Buchanan asked.

“I want you to go south,” McDougall said. “Pueblo, Walsenburg, Trinidad, Ludlow. Walk the camps. Talk to the men who talk too much. Count the rifles if they let you. Count the children if you can. See if the union is preparing anything bigger than the last time. The Governor thinks he can keep the Guard neutral, which means the Guard will not be neutral. CF&I thinks they can keep the press quiet, which means the press will not be quiet. I want an assessment we can use and a report they can swallow.”

“And if I find something they can’t swallow,” Buchanan said.

“Cut it small,” McDougall said.

A telegraph key clacked in the outer office, little stabs of sound like hail against the glass. McDougall walked to the desk and slid a packet across. It was bound with twine. Inside there were passes, a folded map, a letter with three signatures, and a voucher for rail.

“You’ll have a contact at the company,” McDougall said. “Edwin Halter. He’s a small man with a large authority and he believes he was born for it. He will give you access to the yards and the company houses, if any of them still have doors on the hinges. He believes in order. He believes in the right kind of men for the right kind of work. He believes he is that kind of man.”

“He sounds lonely,” Buchanan said.

“He is married to a kind of principle that does not come to bed,” McDougall said.

Buchanan slipped the packet into his coat. The coat hung heavy around him in that moment and he could feel the seam where the stitches had been set after a blade took him last year. It ached in cold like a barometer.

“Questions?” McDougall asked.

“Who is paying for the rough men,” Buchanan said. “The deputies who do not wear uniforms on Sundays.”

“Everyone pays for rough men,” McDougall said. “Sometimes we do. Sometimes they do. Sometimes the county does with fines from Saturday night. Do not worry over the ledger. We are not auditors.”

“We never sleep,” Buchanan said.

McDougall looked at him. “We never sleep,” McDougall said.

“Sometimes I think that is not a boast,” Buchanan said.

“It is a condition,” McDougall said. “And a necessity.”

The clock ticked. Buchanan thought of his mother’s hands and how they had been raw most days and how she had blown on them before she took the next bundle of cloth. He thought of his father’s voice when the organizers came through and the careful way the old man had formed words that could cost a man his job. Those voices had not left him. They lived in him like tenants. He charged them no rent.

“I’ll need cash,” Buchanan said.

“Of course,” McDougall said. He opened a drawer and set a roll of bills on the desk. “And a pistol you will not register.”

“I have one,” Buchanan said.

“Take another,” McDougall said. “Colorado is large.”

Buchanan stood. He set his hat on his head and tightened the band. McDougall came around the desk as if to shake his hand and then did not.

“Val,” McDougall said. “Do not confuse pity with policy. It makes men slow. It makes them targets.”

“It makes them men,” Buchanan said.

“It makes them dead men,” McDougall said.

Buchanan left the office with the packet inside the coat and the cash inside the inner pocket and the second pistol sitting in the small of his back. The clerk did not look up as he passed, which was a kind of courtesy. Outside, the cold lay bright. He walked toward the depot on foot and let the wind take the heat out of his face until the ache felt clean.

The station café served coffee that had been reduced to its arguments. Buchanan drank two cups and ate a plate of eggs and bread. The waitress had a ribbon in her hair and a child’s tiredness in her eyes. She refilled his cup and asked him if he was going south.

“I am,” Buchanan said.

“Be careful,” she said.

“Of what?” he asked.

“Men,” she said.

“That is good advice,” Buchanan said.

She smiled and it made her look younger. He paid and left her most of the change because the coffee had reminded him that some bitterness could be useful.

On the platform, a boy sold papers and shouted headlines about steel, wheat, a train wreck in Kansas, a murder in Chicago, and a bill no one would pass. Buchanan bought a paper and folded it under his arm without reading it. He looked down the track where the rails ran like paired knives set for carving.

The train south came in a drag of cinders. Buchanan boarded and found a seat by the window and placed the carpetbag above him. He kept the coat on. He took the map from the packet and traced the line through Pueblo and Trinidad with a thumbnail. The paper had the feel of something that would tear if you breathed on it wrong.

Two men sat across the aisle, company talk in their voices. They had the milk-white hands of indoor work and boots that had not seen mud in months. One said the union was made of foreigners and the other said the union was made of poor Americans and it came to the same. They looked at Buchanan once and then looked away the way men look at a dog that might bite.

A conductor came and clipped the ticket and moved on. The car rocked and shuddered into a steady motion. The city slid back and the fields opened. Buchanan watched snow trapped along fence lines like torn lace.

At Pueblo the train paused for water and coal. Buchanan stepped down to stretch the leg that still knotted if he sat too long. The platform carried the smell of hot iron. Men in canvas jackets crossed with sledgehammers over their shoulders. A priest walked past with a collar bright as bone and two boys with their hands jammed into pockets and heads bare to the cold. A girl tried to sell him apples and he bought one and bit into it and let the sugar wake him.

“Heading for Trinidad,” a voice said.

Buchanan turned. Edwin Halter stood with his hat at a stern angle and his mustache trimmed like a parade. The man’s coat was new and his gloves were soft. He offered a hand.

“You must be Mr. Buchanan,” Halter said.

“Yes,” Buchanan said.

“I’ve been told to keep you from the wrong doors and toward the right ones,” Halter said. “I imagine you know which is which better than I.”

“We can both be wrong,” Buchanan said.

Halter smiled the kind of smile that did not like company. “We have a car at Trinidad,” Halter said. “I will take you to the office. The district superintendent is a busy man but he will make time for necessary measures. The Governor called for restraint. We regard that as an admirable sentiment.”

“Admirable,” Buchanan said.

“And impractical by itself,” Halter said. “You will find the Guard to be helpful when properly guided. You will find the union to be less helpful. They traffic in stories. Children starving. Women threatened. But I have seen their tents. They fly the flag when photographers come and stow it when the photographers go. These are men who play at war and like their pictures in the papers.”

“Men do many things for a picture,” Buchanan said.

“You do not seem impressed,” Halter said.

“I have seen pictures,” Buchanan said.

The whistle called them back like a mother to the yard. He tossed the apple core and climbed aboard. Halter touched his hat and said he would see him at Trinidad.

Back in the car, Buchanan breathed through the coal smoke and let the motion fold him. He could feel the old scar under the coat and the way it had learned the weather better than his bones. Across the aisle the two company men discussed a list of names as if they were inventory. He leaned his head against the glass and closed his eyes. He saw a mill room, his mother with her hands raw and her shoulders bent, his father leaning on a pole of a picket sign, the words on it fading but the stance permanent. He did not sleep.

When the train rolled, the plains unrolled like a ledger written with wind. They passed clusters of houses with the windows nailed to the cold and fence posts standing like teeth in a long jaw. A hawk rode a column of air. He thought of how men learned to ride other men the same way.

By the time they saw the first spires of slag and the low breath of the coke ovens, the light had narrowed toward evening. Trinidad lay where the land bunched and folded, a town half-kept and half-spent. He stepped onto the platform with the bag and the packet and the coat that carried every day he had not slept. Halter stood at the end of the platform with a driver and a dark motor car polished as if it had been shined with spit and pride.

“Mr. Buchanan,” Halter said. “Let’s see to order.”

They drove past company houses in neat rows that had given up on neatness. Windows wore blankets. A girl hauled a bucket that was too heavy and did not ask for help. Halter nodded at the rows as if pointing out trees on an estate.

“Temporary conditions,” Halter said. “Once the men return to their senses, we will restore the usual arrangements.”

“What are their senses,” Buchanan said.

“Work,” Halter said. “A man’s work is the thing that keeps him honest.”

“What keeps his employer honest,” Buchanan said.

Halter laughed a small laugh. “You have the manner of a humorist,” Halter said. “I appreciate it.”

They reached the office, a block of brick with a flag that had no wind to move it. The superintendent would see them in the morning. Halter arranged a room in a boardinghouse where the wallpaper had begun to fade in an orderly fashion. The landlady asked if Buchanan wanted supper and he said yes and she brought stew with a strong hand of pepper and a slice of pie that had seen better peaches. He ate it all and wrote a few lines in the notebook he carried like a prayer he did not say out loud. He listed numbers. He listed towns. He listed names he would have to learn and names he would have to forget before they could hurt him.
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