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Amos Cutter sat at a table near the door of the saloon, watching with amusement as tension built up between two men drinking at the bar. They’d been rubbing each other the wrong way ever since the tall man had come up to stand next to the other man. Something he said had irritated the other man.

Without taking his eyes off the story unfolding in front of him, Amos poured himself another drink and sipped it. He wondered, idly, if they were arguing over anything important. Not that it mattered what their dispute was about — he didn’t give a shit one way or the other, but he sure enjoyed watching confrontations between men. 

When they each thought they were big, bad men, it was even better. There was lots of posturing, like roosters in a cockfight. 

What with his daddy only in the ground for a week, and everyone in town acting like the old man had been a fucking saint, Amos appreciated a little amusement. Watching this situation escalate would be a pleasure, and without pleasure there wasn’t much point to anything at all. Pleasure from fighting, from drinking, from fucking... they were all good.

And now, if things went well, Amos would get to watch these two men fight. 

That wasn’t nearly as good as getting into a ruckus himself, but this was shaping up to be gunplay, not the kind of brawl he preferred. Besides, he was in mourning for his daddy, or supposed to be. 

The truth was that he was glad to be free of the old man. Frank Cutter, founder of the town of Prosperity in Arizona Territory, had been a well-respected man. A feared man, by those who knew him. A real sonofabitch, daddy was. But he did his stealing legal like, and his passion had been for men to respect him.

Amos wanted respect, too, but the kind of respect people showed a man who was important. Important and fearsome.

He was important. With daddy dead, the town of Prosperity was his... a lot of it, anyway. 

He inherited the bank, the mercantile, the hotel... the feed store was already his... well, theirs. Honey, his wife, had inherited that from her daddy. That made him the biggest fish in this growing pond, and with old Frank gone, he intended to put his personal stamp on everything. A different one than daddy’s.

Amos didn’t much care for what it took to run a business. Daddy sure had loved the wheeling and dealing, the warlike nature of it. But Amos found it too sneaky and subtle. The give and take it required, the pretending that went along with it, didn’t appeal to him. No, he was a big man, and usually had physical strength on his side. That was enough for him to usually get his way when dealing with people. That business crap, with all its accounting and ledger books, that was something else again.

Things were different now, too. He had his strength and size, his ability to intimidate people, and he also had Honey. His wife had kept daddy’s books for a time, and she was a sharp woman. She knew as much about the businesses as the old guy had. If something had to be negotiated, well, she would do that. She would keep the regular business ticking over. 

That left Amos free to impose his will on people... to focus on enjoying his pleasures.

The idea of pleasures was still in his head when he noticed Della Trent headed toward him, swaying her hips the way she always did. Without a word, she came to his table and sat down, sending a cloud of some sweet smelling perfume to wash over him. 

The look she gave him blended suspicion and a certain amount of interest. The woman had sharp, piercing gray eyes that always made him think she was planning something. A lot of the time, he figured she was, but it was too much trouble to try to guess what it might be. Whatever the bitch had in mind, he probably wouldn’t like it. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t attracted to her. Maybe that hint of danger made her even more attractive. 

“You brooding?”

“What?”

She touched her nose. “You got your nose out of joint about me getting the saloon, doncha?” 

The question surprised him. “Of course I do,” he said.

The woman was smiling, and he took her in. Other than the eyes, the plotting they suggested, she was a desirable package. A fine-looking woman always made a man feel better and, if she had ever let him get close, he might be enjoying her company, thinking it might go somewhere. But she’d kept him at arm’s length. Besides, under the circumstances, he wasn’t looking kindly at her, even though none of it had been her doing. No, that was her momma getting her claws into old Frank.

“Finding out about that part of old Frank’s will, don’t sit right with me, Della. It don’t seem right that my Daddy left you this damn saloon. Don’t seem right at all. I was supposed to own the fucking town.”

And, for Amos, the saloon, although not the nicest building the town of Prosperity offered, was the centerpiece. The bank was important to folks, and so was the mercantile and the other businesses, but the saloon was where everyone came. It was the social center, and the place you learned what was going on.

She shook her head. “That idea of you inheriting the town always was in your own head, Amos. Frank never said that. When he first started this town, as soon as he built this place, he brought momma and me from Wyatt so she could run it for him. And he promised her that one day it would be hers.”

“He brought your momma here so he could fuck her,” Amos said.

“And seeing how she gave him what he wanted, given that he said many times that momma made him happier than your momma ever did, I reckon she kept her part of the bargain.”

“But your momma died.”

“If she’d survived the influenza, she’d be running it now, and you’d be pissed at her. Then she’d leave it to me. Works out about the same.”

“Look,” Amos said.

At the bar, the taller of the two men seemed to have gotten past the boiling point. He stepped back two deliberate steps and shifted his coat, uncovering the pistol stuck in his belt. One hand hovered over the butt of the pistol, the fingers flexing. His mustache twitched and his face was pinched with anger.

The man at the bar took his time, turning to face the tall man.

Della looked over. “You gonna stop them from shooting up the place?”

Amos had started to stand, but now he stopped and reconsidered. Maybe he could make a point about who ran things. “Out here, you gotta let men settle things,” he said. Then he grinned. “Besides, we let them do what they gonna do, then we can make a profit from it.”

Della grinned. “I wouldn’t mind that. It ain’t like they are locals, anyway.”

“You know them?”

Her nose wrinkled, and she shook her head. “They both rode in the last couple of days.” She shrugged. “I got two dollars that say the short one shoots the tall one dead,” Amos said.

He laughed. “I’ll take your money.” Watching them, it looked like Della probably had it called right, but that didn’t matter.

The shorter man stepped toward the tall man, looking relaxed. “Let’s take this outside,” he said. 

The tall man scowled. “I got no reason to leave here.”

“I’m thinking your wild shots could hurt someone. Hell, a crazy fuck like you might kill a whore, or someone else important.”

“I’ll show you wild shots,” the tall man said, his shoulder jerking as he went for his gun. 

The other man stepped slightly to his right, drawing his own gun smoothly from its holster, looking almost unhurried. He fired twice before the tall man even leveled his gun. His bullets caught the tall man in the chest, knocking him backward, into an empty table. 

He lay on the ground, twitching slightly, with a pool of blood spreading around him. The winner holstered his gun and turned back to his drink.

Amos Cutter stood to his full six-foot-two and stretched. 

“Well, now it’s time for me to bring a little law and order to this place, Della.”

She laughed. 

By the time he reached the bar, the winner was leaning against the bar, staring at a whore across the room. Amos slapped a hand on the bar next to the man.

“Well now, while that was some nice shooting, it seems you done broke the law, mister.”

The man turned to face Amos, then looked up at him.

“And who the fuck are you?”

“I happen to be the mayor of this town, duly elected by a majority of the business owners, which would also be me. And I am the duly appointed sheriff. Appointed by me. I sometimes serve as the judge. And, by a strange coincidence, it turns out I am the chief eyewitness to this crime.”

“Then you saw that we had a fair fight,” the man said darkly. “He drew on me.” 

Amos glared down at the man, pleased at the hint of intimidation he saw in the hunch of the man’s shoulders. The confidence he’d shown facing off the other man wasn’t as clear now.

“That fella went for his gun,” he said again. “I had to defend myself.” 

Amos nodded. “That’s plain enough. But the town of Prosperity has a law against shooting guns inside the saloon. We don’t see no harm in two men settling their differences in the street, as long as they don’t shoot bystanders, but I ain’t gonna tolerate men shooting up the saloon.”

“I told him we should take it outside,” the man said.

Amos turned to the small man tending bar. “Solomon, get over there and check that dead man’s pockets for me.”

As the man scurried over and did as he was told, Amos reached over the bar and grabbed a bottle and a glass. He poured himself a shot and drank it.

“He’s only got two dollars,” Solomon called out.

“Now, you see, that there is a problem for our community,” Amos said. He turned to the bartender. “Solomon, you go find Mitch and tell him to put on his undertaker hat and get over here. He’s got work to do.”

“Sure, boss.” The little man hopped up and ran out through the front doors.

Hearing the man call him boss felt good enough to make Amos smile. More folks should do it.

He turned his smile into a scowl and his attention back to the gunman at the bar.

“You are a stranger in Prosperity, so I’ll explain how things are. You see, it costs the town five dollars to bury a man. That’s just what it costs. That fella you left lying on the floor don’t have the money. Now, I did notice that he drew on you, but you could have wounded him. You didn’t and so, I’m fining you twenty dollars.”

“Twenty dollars?” the man almost screamed.

“That’s right. It costs the town five dollars to bury this poor, stupid fella. Then you are paying five more for getting the saloon cleaned up. Another five is the fine for disturbing the peace, and the last five will cover the court costs.”

“Twenty dollars?” the man asked again. “What about his two? And he’s probably got a horse. Hell, his gun is worth a dollar.”

“The town will sell his things and use the funds for civic improvements.” He looked around. “Since it is quiet in here, I’ll use the dead man’s two dollars to buy a round of drinks for everyone. That will restore the peace a bit.”

“That’s just crazy,” the man said.

“Well, if you want to appeal the judgement of the court, that’s fine,” Amos said. “If that is what you want, the sheriff will arrest you. Tomorrow, I’ll hear my testimony, find you guilty of murder, and hang you the next morning.”

The man looked around the room as if he might see a friendly face, the face of someone willing to help him.

The man looked up at Amos. “What if I don’t got no twenty dollars?”

“Then maybe you got something that is worth that much.”

The man pointed to a repeating rifle leaning against the wall by the door. 

“I got me a Winchester 1866 repeating rifle.”

“That’s the rimfire model,” Amos said. “It ain’t worth twenty dollars these days.”

The man emptied his pockets and put his coins on the table. 

“I got a ten-dollar gold piece and change. But that gold coin is for supplies.”

“Guess you are going to have to do more hunting than you planned.”

“Hunting? Without my goddamn rifle?”

Amos grinned and grabbed the gold coin. “Men hunted for years around here with nothing but spears and snares, fella. I guess you can do it, too.”

“I don’t know shit about that.”

“Well, you can learn. And going hungry for a few days is a damn sight better than hanging. And I’ll tell you what, when Solomon gets back, I’ll have him give you a big bowl of chili and a beer. Then I want you out of town.”

The man pocketed his coins and glared at Amos. 

“Are you saying that if I’d shot that man outside, you wouldn’t be fining me?”

“I didn’t say that, neither. It’s my town and I like the laws to be like my mother’s bread used to be.”

“Like bread?”

“Freshly baked,” Amos said, throwing his head back with a roar of laughter. 

It felt good to be the man that not only made the rules, but one who could change them when it suited him. That was what you called an important man.

“You best move along before you break another law,” he said. Grabbing the man by the arm, and walked him out of the saloon. He stopped at the doorway and picked up his new rifle. 

It was a good one. Maybe the day didn’t suck so bad, after all.

Back at the table, Amos plunked the gold piece down. “See how that works?”

Della snapped it up.

“That ain’t yours,” he said.

She grinned. “You said it was for cleaning up the place and burying the asshole,” she said. “I don’t imagine you gonna do either of them things. Plus, you owe me two dollars for our bet.”

Amos felt the happiness slip away. “I guess.” The woman was a torment to him.

She wrinkled her nose. “But, seeing as how you worked to get the money, maybe I got something for you.”

“You finally gonna fuck me, Della?”

She shook her head. “No, but May is up in her room sleeping. I figure that if you go up there and tickle her awake, she’ll spread her legs for you real nice. Think of it as a peace offering.”

“Offering me a piece as a peace offering?” he laughed. 

“Reminding you that as a saloon owner, I understand that it is a good idea to treat the important men in this town properly.”

Amos had to admit that fucking May sounded good. She and her twin sister, April, had delicious pale white bodies and knew how to please a man. Fucking Della would be even more of a treat, and he was determined to get her, but he’d save that for later. Once he consolidated his grip on the town, once he took over the few businesses he didn’t own now, well, he’d find a way to get her to let him in her bed. When that happened, he’d fuck Della good. And then, eventually, he’d work out some way to fuck her out of the saloon.

“That sounds fine to me, Della.”

“See? We can make this arrangement work, Amos,” she said.

Amos wasn’t sure that this was working the way he wanted, but for now, he’d settle for what she was offering.
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To the east of Tucson, the first light of day colored the hilltops a lovely pink, surrounded by a pale yellow and silhouetting the trees and rocks. It would spread quickly now, giving them plenty of light to see. 

Sam Colder dropped his saddlebags on the ground and grabbed Dancer’s halter. He stroked Dancer’s nose, and the filly snorted. 

“Time to get started,” he said. 

Sam slipped the halter off her head, replacing it with a soft hackamore. The horses snorted and stamped eagerly. 

“We are two of a kind, Dancer,” he said. “Normally, I’d be as excited about hitting the trail again, as you. Getting out of town is good, but this time, I ain’t that eager to do what needs doing.”

The horse was unconvinced.

“Well, I got a little something for you,” he said. Reaching into his coat pocket for the carrot he’d put there, his fingers bumped into something else. He fed the carrot to the horse, and while she munched happily, took out a small pistol. At the sight of the five-shot Colt Open Top Pocket Model Revolver, Sam smiled. 

“Fucking gambler’s gun,” he said. Thelma’s gift was well intentioned, no doubt, but a .22 didn’t do a man much good out in the high desert. 

“Sometimes small is good,” she said. “You never know when you might need it.”

Maybe it would be useful in her restaurant or the brothel. She didn’t allow guns in either place, but told Sam he could have this one in his pocket. That was fine for town. Now, he opened his saddlebag and dropped it inside. Then he turned to the rack that ran along the stable to grab Dancer’s saddle blanket.

He threw it over her back as a man came walking in.

“You said early,” the man said. “Here I thought I was early, but it looks like I’m late.”

“Not too bad,” Sam said grudgingly. “We won’t lose too much time if you get your horse ready. Should I call for the stableman?”

The man laughed. “I might not be your idea of a rider, Sam, but I think I can saddle my horse all by myself.”

Sam took the man in, glad to see that he wore clothes that wouldn’t stand out on the trail. The suits Sam had seen him wearing around Tucson would have marked him as a tenderfoot. And easy prey. 

“Then get to it.”

The man went to a stall and petted a lovely bay. “Good morning, Marcus,” he said.

“Marcus?”

“My favorite philosopher,” the man said as the horse bent his head to get a rough scratch between the ears. “I guess I been ignoring you the last few days, fella,” the man said. “Here is a peace offering.” 

He pulled a carrot from his pocket and held it while the horse gobbled it. Even though the man couldn’t see it, Sam smiled his approval, and went back to getting Dancer dressed to go riding.

“Thanks for letting me ride along,” the man said.

“Thelma told me she figured you would do all right on the trail,” Sam said.

“Well, she had to tell you that, didn’t she?” he laughed. “You wouldn’t have agreed to let me ride with you if she’d said anything else.” 

That was true too.

The man was named Brad Brindle, and he worked for Amalgamated Freight. It was some big company from back east.

“Thelma wasn’t clear about why.”

“To make an evaluation,” he said. “My boss wanted reassurance.”

“Why are you out here in the first place? The west, I mean, not Tucson.”

Brad laughed. “Think of it as a city slicker’s game. The boss wants me to prove I’ve got what it takes, that I can manage myself a wild region like this one.”

“And if you can?”

“The company needs someone to run the region. I think I can do that.”

“Can you?”

He laughed. “I reckon we are going to find out.”

“I don’t get my role in this,” Sam said.

“This little ride won’t prove shit to an old hand like you,” Brad said, “but Thelma promised she’d have someone who knows the area ride a ways with me and tell them if coming across a rattlesnake makes me wet my pants.”

“I got no intention of watching you that close,” Sam said.

Brad laughed. “All they really want to know is that I won’t take a look at the wild west and bolt for Alabama or someplace.”

“They don’t trust you?”

“They don’t think I know myself. A while back, they opened an office in Santa Fe and then found out that having a city boy sitting in an office there don’t exactly do much in terms of keeping a handle on things further out. That makes expansion a problem. They need someone to scout for them. Find out which freight companies are doing fine and which people the company might want to recruit.”

“They intending to buy up the independent freighters?”

“Some of them, sure. I hear a lot of them are barely breaking even and we can use their resources. Ideally, if we buy them out, we keep the people on as local agents. Or maybe we work out agreements with them to contract for us. We get new business and they do the work.”

“Is that sensible?”

“Sure. Some areas just ain’t gonna have enough business yet to make it worthwhile for us to run an office. The local freighter will have some regular business of their own. Add them together and they get by.”

“And you just ask them what kind of business they have? Take their word for it?”

Brad laughed. “No. I need to talk to key customers.” He pointed north. “That’s why I’m headed up to Clifton first. There is a freight operation in Wyatt, but I aim to talk to the mine owners in Clifton and get a handle on their plans. Are they expanding, or winding down, or just holding steady? Once I know that, I’ll talk to the local freight haulers. They got the local knowledge.”

“You seem to take a pretty personal interest in the welfare of this company.”

Brad laughed. “Thelma didn’t tell you?”

“She didn’t tell me much at all. She asked me to see how you handled yourself out here.”

Brad tied his bedroll tight and patted his horse’s flank. “My father owns the company. And his brother, my uncle, is a... friend of Thelma. He has an office in Tucson. Having someone keep an eye on me was his idea.”

That made things much more clear. “So if you step into shit out here, your uncle can tell his brother that he was looking out for you, and Thelma can tell the uncle she got an experienced hand to watch your back. It ain’t their fault if you buy it.”

Brad chuckled. “A bit of a joke, given they all know damn well no one can protect anyone out here. But they mean well.”

“To be clear, I ain’t going as far as Clifton. I’m aiming for Wyatt.”

“Seems close enough on the map I saw so they can sleep nights.”

Sam leaned against a post and envisioned the map he carried in his head, focusing on the area up by Wyatt and the big mine outside of Clifton.

“A day’s ride, more or less.”

“Then we can part company outside of Wyatt with my thanks to you for doing this.”

“The truth is, Thelma asked me to do this and I can’t hardly say no to anything she asks.”

“You two been friends long?”

Sam tightened the cinch on his saddle. Hearing the curiosity in Brad’s voice was no surprise. 

“We been friends for quite some time now.”

“A bounty hunter and the owner of the fanciest brothels and restaurants in both Prescott and Tucson,” he said.

He turned and watched Brad finishing up getting Marcus ready with a horseman’s expertise. So far, so good. A man like that deserved a proper answer to his question.

“Thelma used to run a saloon down in Yuma,” he said. “When she wanted to open the place in Prescott, I helped her make the move. Then I talked her into letting me invest in her enterprise. So we are partners.”

Brad clapped his hands. “An entrepreneurial bounty hunter? I love that notion,” Brad said. 

Sam watched him swing up into the saddle, making it look effortless. 

“A city boy who come out here with the notion of bringing commerce and big business to the frontier ain’t got no room to talk,” Sam said.

“Fair enough,” Brad laughed. “I was teasing because you are encroaching on my world, and here I am, getting your help to step into your world.” 

He reached behind and patted the bedroll tied to the back of the saddle. “You said to travel light. I’m guessing we’ll be camping on the trail?”

“We best plan on doing that since, unless someone just built some new hotels in the scrub, there ain’t nowhere else to put your head down until we reach up near Safford.”

“So we camp,” Brad said. He inhaled deeply. “Damn, I can smell the wood smoke already.”

Sam laughed. “That’s because about two doors down from here, Alonso is getting the fire going for breakfast at the restaurant. The ponderosa pine even cuts through the fragrant aroma of horseshit.”
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