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"When the shooting stops, the last man standing isn't the winner... he's the survivor.  A winner is the man who keeps the guns from blazing."

— Sam Colder, bounty hunter.

As reported by Claire Reed in the Chicago Tribune in her column: Gunmen of the West
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Mexican Bandits
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Hearing the clatter of hoofbeats in the street below, Elmore Redding, mayor of Rock Canyon, reluctantly got up from his desk and went to the window of his office. 

In the dusty street below him, in front of the general store, Sheriff Mark Douglas and his stocky, brutish deputy Tankheart Williams were pulling two Mexicans off their horses. The men, dirty, sweat-soaked, had their hands tied behind their backs. 

Elmore thought they looked frightened.

He leaned out the window. “What’s this, then, Sheriff?”

Douglas looked up and scowled. Redding knew the man disapproved of him, but increasingly, he didn’t seem to care if Redding saw it. That was disrespectful, and it bothered him. He would have to mention the man’s attitude to John Chancellor the next time he saw him. Chancellor would put Mark Douglas in his place quick enough.

“These fellas are the bandits been terrorizing the homesteaders, Mister Mayor. The ones that wiped out entire families.”

“Bandits? These fellas hardly look like bandits. They look like scared rabbits more than bandits.”

“They look scared as shit because we caught their dumb asses and they know they’ll get hung,” the sheriff said.

"I'm coming down," Elmore Redding said. 

He grabbed his derby and headed out the door and down the outside stairs. It annoyed him to have to leave the relative cool of the office in the middle of the day, but he was the goddamn mayor and needed to see what was going on.

When he stepped out on the boardwalk, he noticed a third Mexican draped across his saddle. Tied to it. He was dead.

Douglas saw the mayor looking at the body and snorted. 

“That one made the mistake of going for a gun,” he said. “I shot the dumb fucker.”

The uncomprehending looks on the faces of the two prisoners gave Elmore a strange, uncertain feeling. It was as if they didn’t understand what was going on.

“Speak English?” he asked them.

They simply stared at him, eyes wide. Not for the first time, he wished he spoke some Spanish. But this was Arizona territory now, and the damn Mexicans needed to learn English.

“Why did you bring this body into my town?” Elmore asked the sheriff. “Probably ain’t no reward on him. Probably no one even knows the man’s name.”

“Poncho,” Williams said. “They are all named Poncho.”

Redding ignored the deputy. “I don’t need no dead Mexican stinking up the town.”

“I wanted you to see him, is all. Wanted you to know we got all three of the murdering bastards.”

“Why?”

“So you can wire the governor and tell him we got ‘em, tell him we got this handled.”

Douglas’ interest in making the governor aware struck him as strange. Sure, the governor needed to know, but that had nothing to do with the sheriff, unless... hell, maybe the man thought the governor would give him a medal or something. Fat chance of that.

As Douglas pushed one man toward the jail, Williams grabbed the other by the arm and followed. 

“Why would I wire the governor?” Redding asked.

“So he’ll know we stopped the rampaging and killing out here. He can rest easy now,” Douglas said, calling back over his shoulder. “I’ll lock these two up for tonight. We can hang them in the morning."

"What are you talking about? What's the rush?"

"Get 'er done and the town can save some money if we bury the three together in one big hole.”

“You can’t hang them without there being a trial,” Redding said. “The governor wouldn’t be pleased to hear about a lynching.”

“Hey, I’m the law,” Douglas said. “So it ain’t a lynching.”

“I know you've only been a lawman for a month, Douglas, but you aren't the law. You are the arresting officer. Only a judge can decide if men deserve to be hung.” He brushed the dust off his pants leg. “Even Mexicans. Without a fair trial, it’s a lynching. That’s the law.”

Douglas shook his head. "Damn shame."

"Maybe so."

"Well, if that’s how it is, then tell them to send out the judge pronto. I’ll have the undertaker deal with the dead one and stuff the other two in the jail to wait for him.”

“I’ll let Donna know that they’ll be there for a time. She’ll arrange for their meals.”

“Tell Missus Redding that she only needs to fix beans and rice for these hombres,” Douglas said. “They don’t deserve no better.”
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Sam Colder toweled himself off and stepped out of the bath feeling refreshed.

“There are your clothes,” Mary said.

Mary was a slender black woman, one of Thelma’s girls. When he had shown up in Prescott, coming in off the trail, stinking of horse and sweat and endless campfires, Thelma had taken one look at him and sent him off. 

"Get your ass over to your room at the boarding house," she said. “I’m sending Mary along to get you presentable,” she said.

And she had. Mary had bathed him, shaved him, cut his hair, and otherwise refreshed him.

And now Mary was pointing at clothes she had laid out on the bed. The clothes he’d been wearing were piled up in the corner.

“Thelma wants you wearing those tonight,” she said. 

He looked at them and snorted. “Gambler’s clothes,” he said. “White shirt, fancy pants, and new boots... the whole deal.”

“Gentleman’s clothes,” Mary said. “Thelma don’t want you going into her fancy house dressed like some saddle tramp.”

“But I am a saddle tramp,” he said. “And I’m part owner of the damn place.”

“So when you go there, you best look like an owner and not some bum who snuck in the place. No sense in scaring off the upmarket customers she worked so hard to attract. Besides, she wants you to meet someone.”

Someone important, she meant. Important to her.

Thelma had surprised Sam with the deft way she managed their business. Going into business with her, funding it as a silent partner, had been a smart move. In no time, she’d made their idea of opening an upscale cat house a roaring success. It was all her vision. 

Quickly, politicians and lobbyists, businessmen, and other big deal people learned they could trust her to see that people they wanted to be pleased were delighted. She'd combined it by opening The Bar T, a public bar, and made it an elegant meet-and-greet place where even the governor of the territory didn’t mind being seen. And there was no scandal in eating in the attached restaurant, Thelma's, which became the finest in Prescott, the capital of the Arizona Territory.

Those two places were well known and completely legitimate. But, for exerting real influence over powerful men, that was just the start of Thelma’s businesses. 

When an elegant dinner wasn’t enough, an elite group of members and their guests could slip off into a private half of the house. There, she offered a salon where the men could discreetly meet her hand-picked and specially trained girls. The girls provided attractive entertainments and a variety of intimate services. 

In Prescott, and now in Tucson, when the rich and famous wanted to delight a customer, a powerful person, they took them to Thelma’s.

“She needs you to blend in with her clientele,” Mary said.

She was right. 

On the bed, next to the white shirt, he saw a pistol. It was shiny, new, and small.

“What’s this?”

Mary laughed. “A Colt New Line, dummy. Brand new.”

“It’s tiny,” he said, hefting it, looking at it noting that the gun was loaded. 

“A five-shooter. Looks like 38s.”

“Thelma said she knows you’ll feel naked going out without a holster on and she can’t allow that, so carry this with you. In a pocket and out of sight.”

He chuckled, imagining walking into the public bar with his guns on. The men in suits would be on edge, even if most of them carried a derringer. 

“It’s a lot better than the gentlemen’s popguns they’ll have,” he said. “Most of them are 22 caliber. Hardly worth shooting. This one will put the hurt on a man.”

“I’m sure glad that pleases you,” Mary said, grinning. “I guess knowing you can hurt anyone in the place is a man’s thing.”

He shook his head. “Not so much, but knowing you can defend yourself is.”

“I’ll take your word for that, Sam,” she said. “Me, I’m not pleased by all the killing that goes on.”

“Being willing to kill ain’t the same thing as being pleased by it,” Sam said. “Not the same at all.”

She grinned. “Well, I think I like you even better than I thought I did. And that is saying something.” 

She held up his coat. “Now it’s time for you to have that business meeting with Judge March.”
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Sam Colder sat in a comfortable leather chair at the table in the elegant bar, sipping an appropriately excellent whisky. A tall man in an expensive suit, muttonchops, and cool gray eyes that matched the color of his hair, moved toward him.

He felt good. The hot bath and hotter whore had washed away the trail dust and some of the frustrations of coming home empty-handed from his last venture. When his quarry had headed down deep into Mexico, taking a path across the searing Sonora desert, Sam had made the painful decision to let him go. 

He had no interest in making a career out of running down one lone man. 

Returning to Prescott let him find out how Thelma’s venture was doing (excellently) and take a needed break.

Now, dressed in the fine clothing that Thelma had provided, feeling a bit awkward and out of place, he was waiting. He’d been waiting for this man... the man Thelma wanted him to talk with.

And drinking whisky. This very good whisky. 

The man stopped at his table and looked down at him with the impatient, stern manner of someone used to wielding authority. Something in those eyes told Sam that the man knew he belonged in this place, in places like it wherever he went, and that Sam didn’t. Not really. Men like Sam, when they’d been cleaned up a bit, could be allowed, tolerated. But they didn’t belong.

He couldn’t know that Sam was part owner and Sam didn’t want him, or people like him to know that.

He glanced up and gave the man a smile.

“Can I help you, sir?”

“If you are Sam Colder... if you are him, I was told you could.”

Sam motioned to an empty chair. “I am. And you must be Judge March?” The man nodded his gray head. “Thelma told me to expect you. Please join me.”

“Thank you.” The man settled into the chair, motioning to the waitress who clearly didn’t need to ask for his order. Without missing a beat, she swept over to the bar and returned with a brandy. 

“Here you go, your honor,” she said, putting it in front of him. “From your private bottle.”

Not just a judge, then—a man important enough that they kept his private stock right handy.

“Thank you, Evelyn,” he said. “Bless you.”

When she’d left, the man sniffed the liquid and took a sip. Rocking his head back, he inhaled through his mouth. Then he nodded. “I needed that.”

“Rough day?”

“Rough week. Rough month, to be honest.”

Sam waited, letting the man work up to saying outright what he wanted from him. There was no point in guessing what he wanted or rushing things. Men like this would get their hackles up if you let on you minded being kept waiting. 

And he didn’t, really. He found it different, novel having a judge looking for him.

“You know my name, but do you know who I am?” he asked.

Sam cocked his head. “You are with the high court, right?”

The man smiled. “Yes. That’s right. Most people don’t even know there are different kinds of judges.” Then he laughed. “Of course, your line of work...”

“Bounty hunters get to know about some of that,” he said.

“And a former lawman.”

“In another life.”

The judge sipped his brandy. Sam took a sip of his whisky and let it trickle down his throat. Fine stuff, indeed, even drinking with a judge.

“Another life,” the judge said.

“I’ve lived a few,” he said. That was an understatement when he thought about it.

“Yet, you look more like... a gambler,” he said. 

Hearing his own thoughts thrown back at him made Sam laugh. “Do I now?”

“No disrespect meant. Your clothes are nice, but too elegant for a businessperson, much less a gunman.”

“Gunman is a vague and useless term,” Sam said. “It refers to most men out on the trail and they all got different aims, not to mention skills and attitudes.”

The judge waved a hand. “I didn’t mean any offense.”

“And none taken. The term fits me, I was just making a point. And, as far as the clothes go, I’m not trying to pretend to be something I’m not, a respectable gentleman. A lady friend picked them out for me. It suited her fancy if I looked like I fit in, at least a little bit.”

“And that lady friend would be Thelma?” he asked.

“The very same.”

The judge nodded. “She said you were the right person to help me out. To help out the governor.”

“The governor?”

“I’ve read a lot about you, Colder, and I still don’t know much at all.”

Sam laughed. “That damn fool book?”

He looked puzzled. “No. You are in a book?”

“A novel,” he said.

The judge nodded. “Well, I was talking about newspaper articles.”

Relief shot through Sam. He hadn’t finished reading the book yet and didn’t really know how Claire had portrayed him. 

The judge held up his glass and winked at the waitress. Sam did the same.

“I had the editor of the Gazette compile articles he’s written about you. There are quite a few. Some are even complimentary. Especially the ones in the Chicago Tribune.”

More of Claire Reed's work. Sam grinned. “Good to know.”

“The point, the reason Thelma asked you to have this chat with me, to hear me out, is that I, and the governor, need your help.”

“I don’t vote,” Sam said.

“Well, that’s an easy fix. But the issue ain’t government, it’s law enforcement.”

“And you know, as we said, that was a past life.”

“What I need is a special investigator,” the judge said. “There have been some killings out around Rock Canyon.”

“Never heard of the place,” Sam said.

“Down near Nogales. A tiny town, only significant because it is surrounded by a few big ranches and a bunch of homesteaders.”

“A dangerous mix,” Sam said.

“Can be. Not always. But in this case, it might be. Entire families of homesteaders have been killed and buildings burned down. The remaining homesteaders are begging the governor to send troops to protect them.”

“Tough thing to do, the way we scattered the homesteads out.”

“Plus, it means taking troops from places we need them the next time the Indians rise up again... as they do.”

“That being Chiricahua Apache territory makes it trickier,” Sam said. “Sending in soldiers might upset them all by itself.”

“And yet, the governor can’t do nothing. He can't let someone slaughter those people.”

“Hard call. But the fact that we are talking about this means you want me to get involved somehow. You didn't arrange this meeting so two gentlemen can just chew the fat about regional problems.”

The judge laughed. "In short, get on with it. Well, it happens that the mayor of Rock Canyon, a fella named Elmore Redding, has hired himself a new sheriff. He claims they are sure the problem is Mexican bandits coming up across the border. He wired the governor, saying that this new sheriff is gonna take care of that problem.”

“And, naturally, he is positive it’s Mexicans and not Indians or maybe even the cattlemen who don’t much like the homesteaders putting up fences and enclosing grazing land?”

The judge smiled wryly. “That’s what he says.”

“But you ain’t so sure?”

“I’ve advised the governor that we need independent eyes on the situation. He agreed and asked me to find someone who doesn’t have a stake in this squabble to poke his nose into it. He wants someone who can handle himself in a mess like this, with people like this, to look around let him know what is really going on.”

Sam sighed. “And you are telling me this because you think I might be that fella? A little bird hinted you might persuade me to hightail it down there and sort this out?”

The judge sipped his drink and gave Sam a thin smile. “You come highly recommended.”

“Thelma,” he said.

“I checked you out and I think she’s right. You’ve worked for both the Texas Rangers and Pinkerton’s, so you understand evidence and know how to conduct an investigation. You did well in those jobs. As well as a man can who just doesn’t like dealing with the bureaucracy they involve.”

“Working for the governor sounds pretty damn bureaucratic to me, Judge.”

Showing the wisdom of his years of experience on the bench, the judge let that sit unanswered for a minute. Probably considering his answer. Noticing the way Sam fingered his empty glass, turning it, the judge waved at the waitress, who rushed over to refill it. 

Sam gave her a smile.

“Sam, if you go down there, you would represent the governor and be able to use that as leverage, but you’ll work for me. And I ain’t asking you to fix all the problems in Rock Canyon. All I need you to do is find out what is really going on. The Territory is seeing some changes. Some political, some economic. We need law and order to prevail, at least some of the time, and I know you support that and always have, even as a bounty hunter.”

It was true. The judge was picking at his weak spot, and he was sure he could blame Thelma for that. She’d prepared the judge for the meeting.

“Ask me any questions you like, and I’ll do my level best to answer,” the judge said.

“If this works out, if I can sort things for you, then you’ll be leaving the bench, won’t you?”

The judge laughed. “So the real question is what I get out of this?”

“Pretty much.”

“It’s true that with all that’s happening, the governor is looking for people to work with him, people who prove to him they can make things happen. He wants people on his team who can pick competent people to do difficult jobs. He’s looking for men who think the way he does to represent us in Washington. I can’t say that isn’t a motivation.”

“Sitting here in this nice place, sipping the finest whisky this side of the Pecos River, chewing over the way things are, this job looks that simple. A man goes down around the border, talks to a few people, works out who is telling the truth and who ain’t, and sends a telegram back with what is sort of a verdict.”

The word choice made the judge wince. “Sort of a verdict.”

“The reality of things in wilder parts of the territory is that a number of people might object to a man doing that very thing—poking his nose into what they will consider their business.”

“Which is why I need someone who knows how to deal with that.”

“Someone good with a gun.”

“More than that,” the judge said. “I’d prefer it to be someone who doesn’t need to kill anyone who don’t agree with him.”

“Even if a man has the best of intentions on that score..." Sam scowled. "I need to know that you and the governor accept that an ‘investigation’ into what’s going on might not please everyone. It could lead to a little bloodshed.”

“I do know that.”

“And the governor?”

“He accepts that might be the cost. If it’s the ranchers, they will see you as a threat to what they see as their way of life. If it’s Indians or Mexicans, well, kind of the same, I guess. But we have to know.”

The judge was no idiot. “And of course, stirring these troubles up could make trouble for the governor. Say, at election time.”

“It could. So could letting them fester.”

Sam’s gaze caught the judge’s eye. “So, that means we got to consider that whoever is behind the massacres might not be a rancher, Indian, or a Mexican.”

Surprise flickered in his eyes. “I suppose so. Just someone who might benefit from a shitstorm down there and don’t mind it costing innocent lives.”

Sam sat back, letting all the thoughts, guesses, concerns that were floating around settle down. 

“So my role, what we’d tell folks, is that I was sent down there as an investigator to look into who caused the massacres?”

“A special, independent investigator appointed by the governor. Not subject to whatever the sheriff has already decided.”

“And I report only to you?”

He nodded. “As the governor’s representative, who is looking into these troubles for him.”

“This isn’t the only hot spot, then?”

“I wish it was. We live in volatile times.”

Sam smiled. “For those of us who have lived our lives in the territories, life has always been what you call volatile, judge. But when you push civilization, propriety onto frontier people, you got to expect some pushing back. And that’s what you got, whether it’s ranchers, Mexicans, or Apaches, doing the pushing.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
"’

ROCK CANYON
JIASSACHES

KURT DISAA





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





