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CHAPTER ONE 
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Old Bessie was a good enough plow horse or for pulling the wagon, but she wasn’t much good as a saddle horse. Especially as there wasn’t any saddle to be had. 

And Mrs. Stewart was nobody’s idea of a rider either. She had thrown a saddle blanket across Bessie’s broad back and had used a step-stool to climb on. But Bessie’s back was too broad for her to straddle. She ended up way to the front by the horse’s neck so’s her legs could fit over Old Bessie. Her homespun dress was wadded up almost to her knees, and her pudgy, milky white legs were hanging out there for any old body to look at.  

She had more things on her mind today than proper decorum, though. So, with her legs sticking out and just a rope halter to guide Old Bessie, she plodded slowly north and east along the old River Road. Kicking Bessie with her heels didn’t accomplish anything, so she quit and just hung on for the long ride ahead.  

A raven’s raucous call startled her into looking up as the big, black bird sailed overhead with a squirming lizard in its beak. “Devil bird,” she mouthed. “Just one more sign on as bad a day as ever was.” 

On she rode, dragging her shadow behind and hoping for help ahead. There was big trouble brewing in Tucson, and she was headed for the only person she thought might be man enough to face it. 

*  *  *  *  *
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He wasn’t tall, and he wasn’t short. He wasn’t stout, and he wasn’t thin. He was just a man. Coal black hair, worn long and tied with a leather thong at the back of his neck. A neatly trimmed black beard, kept short, was dripping with sweat as he cut lengths from a mesquite branch, using an old sawbuck he’d made years ago. 

He wore black pants tucked into tall, black boots and a black shirt, open at the neck. A flat-billed, black hat hung from a post nearby. A long-tailed black coat, cut away short across the front, hung with it. It’d been cool when he started this chore, but the morning sun was heating things up fast. 

Folks called him Preacher. At least, those that spoke to him did. Most folks avoided that if they possibly could. If he had another name, no one knew what it was. 

He had made his home here in this little, rocky cut-off in Sabino Canyon for the last several years. He liked the solitude. The creek ran low in the summer, but it still ran. So, there was plenty of water for him and his little mustang he called Jim. Jim had been with him for years, too. 

Their home was a thick-walled stone cabin; about twenty feet square. He hadn’t built it; just found it empty with the roof fallen in. He repaired that and moved in. 

There were all sorts of rumors about Preacher. Some said he had ridden with Quantrill’s Raiders. Others said that he was a sniper with the Reb Army. He didn’t admit or deny any of it. A Yankee mini ball had left him with a slight limp, that was true. You had to look close to see it, though. Most folks weren’t likely to do that. Mostly, they just left him alone. And that’s how he liked it. 

Preacher heard Old Bessie before he saw her and her rider. He laid aside the sawbuck and stood quietly waiting for his visitor to arrive. He held his .44 Henry loosely in his arms. At his side stood his trusted canine companion, Dog.  

Dog was a magnificent Irish Wolfhound. He stood an easy three feet tall at the shoulder and weighed north of a hundred-fifty pounds. His coat was gray mixed with darker, charcoal gray. His guard hairs stood out as stiff as spikes. Dog was more than capable of taking down a full-grown timber wolf. Preacher had raised him from a pup, having found him hiding under the burned-out hulk of a prairie schooner four years ago. 

The pair stood relaxed and waiting as Mrs. Stewart slowly rode into view. She seemed surprised to find them waiting for her arrival and was suddenly embarrassed that her fat, white legs were exposed. However, there was no way she could hide them unless she got down off Old Bessie. And she wasn’t certain how she was going to manage that. Trying to hide her embarrassment, she said the first thing that popped into her head.  

“’Spectin’ company?” 

Preacher offered in return, “When I hear hoofbeats, I expect horses.” In truth, it’d been Dog that was first aware of the approaching pair. Dog had alerted his master, so Preacher could trade his buck saw for his hat and rifle. 

“Well, would you be the one called Preacher, or would you know where I might could find him?” 

“Don’t know for certain. Why’d you ask, ma’am?” 

“We, uh, heard he was a capable man, and we got trouble. Big trouble down in Tucson. Thought a capable man like that might ought to be able to help.” 

“What kinda trouble would that be? Why don’t you light down from up there and tell me about it?” 

“Well, you see, I don’t know fer sure how I’m gonna manage that, mister. And I gotta find Preacher. If you cain’t tell me where he might be, I’ll have to keep looking.” 

“Okay. Well, I’ve been known to answer to that moniker, but I don’t know what I can do for you. I don’t live in Tucson and got no business down there.”  

“But...Uh...ain’t you a law man? Folks say yer some kinda law man.” 

“No. That wouldn’t be me. Didn’t know folks was sayin’ anything about me. Besides, isn’t Marshall Earp the law around here?” 

“Ain’t nobody seen him since his brother got kilt. And, anyway, the way yer always comin’ an’ goin’, folks say yer...well, I don’t know. But we need help. We need a law man. Need one bad. You sure you cain’t help?” 

“No. Like I said, I’m no law man, Mrs., uh, what did you say your name was?” 

“Stewart. Minnie Stewart. We got a little spread north of town, my husband and me. That’s where the trouble is. That’s why we need the law.” 

“Well, look. Why don’t you light down from there, and you can tell me what’s going on? Don’t mean I can help you, but we can talk.” 

“That might be a problem, as I ain’t quite sure how I’m gonna do that. Had a fright of a time gittin’ up here in the first place. Old Bessie ain’t no kinda ridin’ horse.” 

“Tell you what, I’ll just turn my back and wait over here by the ramada. You do whatever you gotta do. C’mon, Dog.” 

Man and dog turned and walked to where a ramada of Mesquite logs, roofed with Saguaro ribs, shaded the front door of the stone cabin. He hadn’t gone too many steps when he heard a loud ‘plop, followed by a quieter “oof,” and figured she’d made it down. 

He sat down on a leather bottomed chair beside a rough, wood table and leaned his rifle against the cabin wall, near at hand. As he turned his head, he saw his visitor coming toward him, trying to twist her faded dress back into some kind of shape. He gestured with his hand, and she took a seat on the other chair. 

“Now, why don’t you tell me what this trouble is and how you think I can help?” 

“It’s the bank. The Merchants Bank. They hold paper on our spread. I reckon they hold paper on most every spread in the valley. But they’s this new banker. He’s the trouble. Mr. Abernathy, who was the banker, we had no trouble with him a’tall. But it appears like he’s gone off somewhere, and there’s a new banker fella in charge now. He’s pesterin’ everyone to come up with more money that we just ain’t got.  

“We raise a little government beef what gets sent up to the White Mountains ‘Pache reservation. Don’t pay much. Not like the good beef that goes to the freight yard and gets shipped back east. But we always made ‘nough to pay Mr. Abernathy and a mite left over for livin’ on and such. But this new guy says we gotta pay double, and we just cain’t do it.” 

“Now, that’s interesting. I know Floyd Abernathy, and he’s a straight shooter. I didn’t know he’d left the banking business.” 

“That’s just it. Nobody knows where he went. One day he was just gone, and this new feller was in the bank. Mr. Smith. And he’s got all these hard lookin’ men with him. He sez we gotta come up with more money, or he’s gonna take our spread. That little spread is all we’s got! And we ain’t got no more money to give him. It ain’t right! We always paid our way, but this ain’t right.” 

“Hmm. What’s this new banker look like? You say he just showed up? Mr. Abernathy didn’t introduce him to you?” 

“That’s right. Just... one day Mr. Abernathy’s gone, and this Smith feller is there sayin’ we gotta pay more. He’s a right skinny guy. And tall. Must be head an’ shoulders higher than most, an’ he’s got a sickly look to him. Ain’t there nothin’ you can do, Preacher?” 

“Like I told you, Mrs. Stewart, I’m not a law man. But I do know some people. Let me ask some questions and see if I can find out what’s going on.” 

“Oh, we’d be so obliged. I gotta get back now. I snuck out the back ‘cause my hubby’s sittin’ on the front porch with his squirrel gun, fixin’ to shoot anybody comes trying to take our place from us. And how’m I gonna get back up there on Old Bessie, anyhow?” 

“I’ve got a little ladder right here, should do. Tell your husband not to shoot anybody just yet. I’ll ask around some; see what’s up.” 

After helping the stout little lady back up on Old Bessie’s broad back and giving the horse a swat on the rump to get her moving, the man called Preacher walked back to the ramada. He took his gun belt down from a peg where he’d hung it earlier. Snugging the belt around his waist, he headed for the corral behind the cabin to saddle Jim. Then he whistled for Dog. 

“C’mon. Let’s go see a banker.” 

With the little mustang moving at an easy, ground-eating lope, and Dog pacing alongside, they passed Mrs. Stewart before she’d gotten a mile down the River Road. He gave her a little tip of his hat as they flew by. Mrs. Stewart felt a sigh welling up in her chest. It felt like help was on the way. 

Preacher rode easy, headed to see what the trouble in Tucson was. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
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The Merchants Bank was in the middle of town on Stone Avenue.  

Stone Avenue, for the three blocks that made up downtown Tucson, was hard-packed gravel, so it could stand up to the constant traffic of freight wagons that brought goods to and from the railroad depot. 

It was over a ten-mile ride, but Jim, the little mustang, could run at that easy lope all day and never get winded. Preacher had gotten the horse from an old Apache shortly after rescuing Dog. The old man had told Preacher the horse’s name in the Apache tongue. ‘Jim’ was as close as he could come to repeating it, so ‘Jim’ had stuck. The three of them, man, horse, and dog, had formed a bond that was stronger than what most families shared. 

Preacher pulled up to the hitching rail in front of the Silver Nugget Saloon, across the street from the bank. He stepped down and tied Jim with a quick twist of the reins and told Dog to stay. Then, stepping up onto the wooden sidewalk, he crossed to the batwing doors of the saloon. 

A grizzled old man in a filthy, shapeless shirt was sitting on a bench outside the saloon. He cackled through a mouth full of cracked, yellow teeth and said, “Is that there a big dog or a small horse? Be awright iffen I pet ‘im?” 

“Sure, go ahead. Long as you don’t mind losing a few fingers. Name’s Dog.” 

The old man’s grin quickly faded. He looked closer at the black-clad man who had just arrived and figured the conversation had gone as far as it was going to.  

Preacher stepped into the saloon. A long, polished, wooden bar crossed the back wall. A large mirror was hanging behind it. A bullet hole showed starkly in the mirror’s upper left corner, but it offered a clear reflection of the barroom. Half a dozen tables were scattered across the floor, only one of which was occupied. Three men with a half-full bottle of whiskey sat at the table. Two more lounged at the bar, booted feet propped on a shiny, brass footrail. 

All five pairs of eyes watched Preacher as he crossed to the bar and stopped several feet away from the two who stood there. The barkeeper flicked a dirty towel over his shoulder as he stepped over. 

“What kin I getcha?” 

Preacher ordered a beer to cut the dust of the long ride and drained half of it as soon as it was delivered. As he set the heavy glass mug down on the bar, one of the two men standing at the bar stepped closer to where Preacher stood. He had greasy, dark hair parted in the middle and a nose that gave evidence of having been broken at least once. He wore a string tie over a brocaded vest that contained several brown stains, probably from tobacco. 

He leaned his left elbow on the bar so that his right hip jutted out. A heavy revolver hung from a holster worn low. He jabbed his right thumb toward Preacher’s waist. 

“What’re you doing with a little thing like that? Ain’t ya got a real gun?” 

Preacher’s choice of side-arms was unique. He carried a handmade Belgian revolver: .36 caliber, cap and ball. It was unusual in a time when most men opted for a much heavier Colt .45 or some similar version. One of the major benefits of the .45 was that it could be reloaded much faster than the older cap and ball revolvers. 

But Preacher had gained possession of his side-arm by taking it off the body of a Yankee officer at the first battle of Bull Run. Because he carried a spare cylinder, already loaded, in a pocket of his coat, he could reload in half the time a Colt could be reloaded. 

The man at the bar was attempting to make that very point. He said, “I kin reload this here Colt while yer still hunting caps fer yers.” 

As he spoke, he started to lift the Colt out of his holster. Before the cylinder had even cleared leather, Preacher’s .36 was sticking in the man’s left nostril. He hadn’t even seen Preacher move, but he immediately dropped the bigger gun back in its holster. 

Preacher pushed a bit harder with his pistol, forcing the other man’s head back. In a very calm voice, he told the man, “That may be, but I’ve found I usually don’t need more than one load. What do you think?” 

The man held both hands out and empty. “Okay, sure. Just making conversation, y’know? No cause to get touchy, ok? Just talking.” 

Preacher held the barrel of his gun against the other man’s nose for a long beat. Then he just as quickly returned it to his holster. 

“I prefer to drink my beer in peace, if that’s all the same with you, friend.” 

“Sure, sure. No problem,” the man said as he hurriedly stepped back to where he’d been standing with his friend. He rubbed at his nose where the pistol had pushed and tried to watch Preacher in the mirror behind the bar, without actually seeming to do so. 

Preacher calmly finished his drink. He laid a coin on the bar, and, with a glance at the others, walked outside. 
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