
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Six-shooter Tales

        

        
        
          I. J. Parnham

        

        
          Published by Culbin Press, 2024.

        

    


Names, characters and incidents in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

Once Upon a Time in Mirage first published by Express Westerns. Copyright © 2007, 2024 by I. J. Parnham

The Man who Shot Garfield Delany first published by Express Westerns. Copyright © 2009, 2024 by I. J. Parnham

Copyright © 2024 by I. J. Parnham

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the author.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Once Upon a Time in Mirage
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Tucker Crowley was asleep when the new prisoner was brought in. He slipped his head out from under his blanket as Sheriff McAllen threw the prisoner to the floor where he slid on his side against the other cot.

The prisoner gathered his breath. Then he leaped to his feet and hurled himself at the cell door, but McAllen had already slammed it shut, locked it and stepped back. Still, the prisoner grabbed the bars and rattled them.

“Save your strength,” McAllen said, sneering. “You’ll need it.”

“I’ve still got plenty to take you on,” the prisoner shouted, and then launched a gob of spit that splattered over McAllen’s shoulder and dripped down onto his star.

With the back of his hand McAllen cleaned his star.

“I’ll be having another word with you about that later,” he said, and then backed away to the door to the cells.

“McAllen isn’t right about much, but he was there,” Tucker said, now wide awake as the door slammed and keys rattled. “You’ll get to spend a lot of time angry in here if you don’t calm down.”

The prisoner considered his bleak surroundings: two cells, barred on three sides with a stone back wall, and two snoring whiskey-hounds in the other cell.

“I guess you’re right,” he said. He flopped down onto the free cot.

The reason for the prisoner’s anger was clear. Bloody scrapes coated his knuckles, a split lip had dirtied his teeth and an ugly bruise darkened his cheek.

“Did McAllen give you a hard time?”

“Not as hard a time as I gave him.”

The prisoner uttered a rueful laugh, which Tucker returned. They exchanged names, Tucker learning that he shared a cell with Durango Jones.

“And what did you do to get thrown in here?” Tucker asked.

“What’s it to you?” Durango snarled, his brief friendly mood ending in a moment.

“Hey,” Tucker said, raising his hands. “I was just making conversation. We haven’t exactly got much of anything to do in here but talk.”

“There’s no point in me wasting my breath on that. I don’t intend to be in here for long.”

Durango gestured at the small grille in the back wall through which the rays of the low moon shone.

“I wish you luck with your dreams, then. I spent my first month in here plotting to escape until I realized it’s impossible, and after tonight it won’t matter.”

Tucker settled down with his head resting on his hands. He’d given Durango an opportunity to talk, but if he didn’t take up the offer he could just resume his interrupted sleep.

“Why?” Durango asked. “What’s happening tomorrow?”

Tucker smiled. “I get shipped off to Denver for ten years.”

“What did you do to get that?”

“What didn’t I do?” Tucker swung his legs down to the floor and leaned forward. He lowered his voice. “The things I’ve done, I could have got hanged ten times over, but they only got me for horse thieving.”

“So what else did you do?”

Tucker pondered on whether to answer honestly. He’d killed his first man at sixteen, spent the next ten years chasing the easy dollar and he wasn’t sure how many men he’d killed in that pursuit. But with his companion being so cagey about himself he didn’t feel inclined to spill his guts just yet.

“You’ve got to be careful what you say in here. The rats have ears, if you know what I mean.” Tucker lay back down. “So you go first. What did you do to get thrown in here?”

Durango sighed. He got to his feet, covered the three paces to the back wall and then jumped up to slap the grille. Having completed the tour of the cell, he threw himself back on his cot and matched Tucker’s posture.

“It’s a long story.”

“I’ve got the time to listen, provided you finish by tomorrow.”

Durango cleared his throat, but didn’t speak while he considered whether to reveal his crime. Then he grunted as if he’d made a decision and started talking. His voice was low and melodic, and contained just enough detail to let Tucker close his eyes and imagine that the world outside his small cell did still exist. . . .

––––––––
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Walker Beck beckoned me to enter the hide-walled shack. As he’d promised, he was alone. He sat at a table, his hands resting on its top.

“So, have you got the money?” he said.

“I have, but only if you have Mance Ryker,” I said.

“I know where he is.” Walker leaned back in his chair. “Why do you want him?”

I’d answered this question many times and never saw a reason to hide my purpose.

“My name is Durango Jones. Three years ago Mance Ryker killed my brother.”

Walker spread his hands in a benevolent gesture. “Then you can have him when I have the money.”

It always came to this, the moment when I learned whether I’d get real information that would get me closer to Mance, or whether I’d just have to kill another double-dealer. I reached into my jacket with my left hand and then stopped.

“Prove yourself. Tell me something about Mance Ryker that only someone who knows him would know.”

Walker’s beady eyes took in my right hand dangling beside my holster and my hidden left hand that may or may not be holding a concealed weapon.

He smiled. “All right, you’re not the only man offering money for Mance.”

I was thinking about this information, which was new to me, when Walker’s gaze flicked over my shoulder in a nervous betrayal of his true intent. I nodded, as if I wanted to hear more, making Walker relax, and then ripped my gun from its holster, turning at the hip as my left hand shot out from my jacket.

I blasted lead through the hide wall where Walker had looked. An agonized screech sounded at the same moment as I noticed the hole in the wall through which the shot man had watched me.

Then I swung back. Walker was scrambling for his own gun, but before it cleared leather I kicked the table up into his face, tumbling him backward from his chair. He landed on his back, shook himself, but by then I’d vaulted the table and had thrust my gun up under his chin so firmly I doubted he could open his mouth wide enough to answer my question.

“I’m not offering money for Mance no more, just your life,” I said. “Talk!”

“You’ve made a big mistake,” Walker bleated through gritted teeth. “You just shot a deputy sheriff, Lorne Wright. The law is looking for Mance, too. They’re paying good money for information on anyone asking about him.”

“Being a wanted man doesn’t worry me. Now talk!”

“You didn’t get my meaning.” Walker snorted a hollow laugh, enjoying himself for probably the last time. “Lorne isn’t the only lawman interested in Mance.”

Walker’s eyes flickered, hinting that something was still amiss. This time I noticed it too late.

“Release him,” a stern voice said behind me.

Footfalls sounded as a man, presumably another lawman, settled his stance. Walker was right. I’d made a mistake, and a bad one. I weighed up my chances of taking on a man who must have a gun aimed at my back.

Then I threw Walker to the floor. I straightened up, raised my right hand and let the gun fall. . . .

––––––––

[image: ]


“And that’s how you ended up in here,” Tucker said. “Well, at least you got to dig a hole in a lawman.”

Durango’s eyes flared, registering his irritation at having his story interrupted.

“I hadn’t finished,” he said. “I told you it was a long story, and that isn’t how I ended up in here.”

“You mean the lawman didn’t arrest you?”

Durango laughed. “He tried, except I really did have a second gun, which I’d have told you about if you’d have kept your mouth shut, along with the fact this happened six months ago and over the state line in Newton.”

“So you got away.”

“Yup. I killed the other deputy and made Walker regret double-crossing me so much in the end he begged me to kill him, and I obliged. But not before he told me what I wanted to know about Mance Ryker. And it was good information, even if it came with another price.”

“What price?”

“I’ll tell you, provided you keep quiet,” Durango said, waggling a reproachful finger at Tucker.

––––––––
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I stood outside Jim Crest’s mercantile with a foot raised and pressed flat to the wall while smoking, providing an impression of someone wasting away the day. I tipped my hat to the few people who passed by so as not to alarm anyone.

After all, I didn’t want to appear as if I was about to rob the town bank. I’d had to do plenty of questionable things since I’d made it my life’s mission to track down and kill the man who’d shot up my brother.

This was the worst. The people I had to kill before were either aiming to kill me or stood between me and my mission, but this time I was deliberately setting out to break the law. Walker’s information had led me to Tex Cody and his motley collection of bandits.

Mance Ryker rode with these men, Walker claimed. It had taken me four months to find them and another month to get close enough to observe them, but by then Mance had moved on.

So I worked my way into Tex’s confidence and found he was willing to talk about Mance, but only after he’d tested me. Today I would prove I was a man he could trust. Tex was on the opposite side of the street also acting nonchalantly and he occasionally caught my eye with secret signals that kept me informed of progress.
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