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1.  The Road North
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Lower San Francisco Plaza, New Mexico, north of Silver City, was a crossroads of sorts on the San Francisco river. 

They’d changed the name and called it Reserve nowadays, but Sam Colder always thought of it by the original name. A lot of people did.

It was a pleasant, green area, where travelers heading north from Arizona Territory could count on finding some resources there. 

Sam Colder had ridden the long trail up from Tucson with the intention of stopping there for a few days. He and Rocky, his horse, both needed a chance to rest in some comfort and Sam wanted to listen to the talk of folks coming from other places, passing through. He needed to catch up on the news and get a sense of things. 

Not that he’d have to ask questions. People gossiped in saloons, sure as the sun came up every morning. He had no control over the nonsense people said, though, and that meant sifting through a lot of bullshit and useless stuff. But he heard some things he wanted to hear, too. He heard tales of the latest robbery — bandits hit the stagecoach that ran from Yuma to Prescott. A few people spread wildly divergent versions of a rumored Indian uprising that killed four people in Flagstaff or, in another version, Kingman. 

The most interesting was a story a miner who came from Safford, across the border in Arizona Territory told about a fight he’d seen in a saloon there, just a few days before.

“A big mountain man got good and drunk. Some cowboy was giving him a hard time and he decided he was gonna whoop the cowboy's. Well the mountain man was big and the cowboy pretty mild-looking. All the time they was getting at each other, that cowboy was smiling like a schoolboy. But when it came down to it, that pleasant-looking fella was about as vicious a fighter as I’ve ever seen. When they got rolling on the floor, he damn near bit the man’s ear off, and then scratched one of the mountain man’s eyes out of his head. That guy was howling in pain and this smiling cowboy stomped on that eye and then grabbed up a whisky bottle and smashed it into the man’s balls. When the big man was unconscious, this cowboy took his stash out of his pocket, got on his horse and rode off.”

The description caught Sam’s attention. “You happen to catch the smiling man’s name?” Colder asked.

The miner scratched his head. “Heard one guy call him Billy, but earlier another man called him Bob,” the miner said. “Seemed strange.”

“Strange indeed. Any idea if he was with other people?”

“He rode in with men from the Jace Ranch. They were about to drive a herd to the railway head in Magdalena.”

Having the name of the ranch that the herd came from was plenty. 

“Those boys were in town for a last fling before starting a cattle drive.”

“And he left town? He didn’t get arrested?”

The miner pursed his lips, recalling. “The trail boss worked things out with the sheriff. His boys got the man back out to the ranch and he promised to keep him there. We was all glad to see the back of him. I decided it was best to move on.”

The description and the impression he made both sounded like Bob Heinrich — the wanted man whose name and sketch were on the poster in Sam Colder’s pocket and whose name was written at the top of the current page in his notebook.

Bob was a pretty ordinary looking guy who always wore a big smile. Some folks thought he looked pleasant, but to others that face came across as insolent, arrogant. And that was how Sam remembered him.

“That smiling man turned out to be one mean fucker,” the miner said. “Surprised everyone.”

“He always does.”

“You know him?” the miner asked.

“Our paths have crossed a time or two. I know that damn smile. It fools people.” 

Back in the Army, the first time he met Heinrich, he’d seen that smile. It rubbed Sam the wrong way. When the man showed his dark side one day, it didn’t surprise him. 

And just a few months back, a deputy over in Lincoln City, a man that he’d been in Pinkerton’s with, took it into his head that Bob Heinrich wasn’t a vicious snake. Somehow, when he stepped out into the street to face down with him, the bullet that killed him hit him in the back. 

Sam hadn’t been there, but he sure as hell could picture the look on Bob Heinrich’s smiling face, that pleased look he got when he killed the man.

Now Heinrich was a wanted man, but the authorities weren’t making apprehending him a big deal. The reward wasn’t large enough to attract a lot of attention. He was just a vicious killer and not as important as a lot of other men that had the rich people worried. Those were the ones that took priority. 

But not for Sam Colder. He had his own way of prioritizing wanted men, and the killing of that deputy put Bob Heinrich at the top of his list. Shooting a good man in the back made Heinrich the man he’d go after next.

He’d leave for Magdalena the next day with a good chance of getting there before the herd without rushing. A herd made at most about ten miles a day, if they didn’t run into trouble, and the trail wasn’t a straight shot from Safford. Even moseying along, a lone rider was a lot faster.

The weather was getting cooler every day. A cold front blowing up from Mexico darkened the sky, made it look threatening. 

Still, Sam and Rocky, his paint horse, took it slow. If he got there too early, he’d be just sitting around waiting for the herd to arrive. That would attract attention and you never knew what kind or how many friends an outlaw like Heinrich might have, especially in that area. Heinrich had ridden with the Fallwall gang up there for a time, and if he was heading back that way, might be expected. 

Turning up the collar on his sheepskin coat against the chill, he thought about the ride to the railhead at Magdalena. This part of New Mexico Territory was dangerous. This was Apache country. Not far ahead, he’d pass through a place called Apache Creek. It wasn’t called that because someone thought the name sounded pretty. 

Old Chief Victorio was long gone, but remnants of his Warm Springs band still roamed free. 

Indians weren’t the only problem, either. There were plenty of white bushwhackers around, too. They’d kill a man for whatever he had on him and if he had dark hair, probably scalp him and claim the bounty for killing an Indian.

The cold was in his favor. Bushwhackers were lazy people and it was a fair bet that they’d go into a town. If they stayed out, they’d hunker down in a windbreak, huddle in front of a warm fire. Maybe make some coffee.

Probably. 

Probably wasn’t a word Sam Colder trusted. 

It was vague and uncertain and there were enough things outside his control that were already uncertain. He had to focus, be alert, and ready to act. If trouble came at him, his experience and a better than fair skill at fighting, with or without his guns, gave him an edge. And an edge, no more than the edge of a sharp knife could be the difference between living and dying.

Sam tended to prefer living. 

Already his instinct had set his brain to scanning the surrounding, watching what was there without judging it. Until he decided otherwise,a rider was just a rider, a movement could be an animal. So those things were alerts, nothing more. The rest of his brain worked on sorting out the troublesome story that he’d pieced together. 

Bob Heinrich was no cowhand. He’d spent his life stealing. 

Like many outlaws, he was a lazy bastard. Cattle driving was hard work and if he was riding with the Jace herd, headed for Magdalena, there was a reason for it. 

A trail boss wouldn’t carry much cash money. That would be asking for trouble. Pretty much the only valuable thing would be the cattle. That meant that riding with them was just cover... an excuse to ride into Magdalena. Another cowboy with a herd, even a cowboy with a huge smile wouldn’t attract attention. Whatever he had planned would happen at the end of the trail.

It could be that he intended to meet up with Fallwall again. 

Last he’d heard, Gary Fallwall was further east in Socorro. If he was putting together more men, growing his gang, that might mean he had big plans. 

If Sam got there ahead of the Jace herd, he’d have a chance to grab that bastard Heinrich before he did anything. And that might be the only chance. Once they dropped off their cattle at the railhead and paid off the cowhands, the men would scatter to the wind. 

If Heinrich decided to disappear, Sam would find himself tracking the man through every saloon and brothel in the territory. 

Best for Sam to grab him right there at the railhead, with money in his pockets and more than his fair share of larceny in his heart. He could take him on the train to Socorro and collect the reward.

That would be the easiest way, but dangerous. The cowboys he rode in with might not take kindly to a bounty hunter arresting the man.

It didn’t matter. Whatever the risk, whatever Bob Heinrich had in mind, Sam intended to ride into Magdalena, New Mexico and meet him, and then wipe the pleasant smile off that butcher’s face.
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2.   The List
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A friendly fire crackled in the hearth, warming the patrons of Magdalena’s Lucky Strike Saloon. It did its best, mostly offsetting the draughts. 

A few raggedy men stood at the bar, drinking and talking. From the way they dressed, Sam took them to be miners. A few  sat at tables, playing cards with each other or the overdressed dandy who had to be a professional gambler.

He’d seen two of the bar’s four whores go out the front with customers. He knew there were shacks behind the main street and they used some of those. 

The other two whores put on tired, worn smiles and worked the crowd without any real optimism.

Sam sat alone in a hard chair at a table with his notebook open and a pencil in his hand.

As he often did, he was listening, catching a snatch of conversation here and a few sentences there. Collecting information. 

A fresh drink sat untouched on the table in front of him.

Most of the chatter he heard suggested the Jace herd wasn’t far out. People cared because those cowboys would be paid off, and the prospect of fresh faces and fresh money sparked a certain excitement. 

Weary from the long drive and flush with cash, they’d head for the saloon where all hell would break loose as they tried to see how fast they could spend their wages. 

For a brief spell, the saloon would sell booze by the gallon, and the whores and card sharps would provide their entertainments. 

Only the rare, conscientious cattleman would set aside anything to have his horse reshod or maybe get some new gear for a future trip.

If Sam judged Bob Heinrich correctly, odds were that he wouldn’t do more provisioning than buying more bullets for his guns.

Sam hadn’t seen anyone around that he knew was part of Gary Fallwall’s bunch, although he only knew a couple. So, when Heinrich arrived, he’d have to make his move and see what happened.

“What’s that notebook for?” a woman asked him. 

He turned in his seat to see an elegantly dressed lady with red hair looking down at him. This was no whore. He’d never seen this kind of woman in a saloon before. 

Noting that she seemed far too interested in his notebook for his liking, he turned it face down.

“Looks like a list of names,” she said. “Hardly riveting reading.”

“It is,” he said. “Just names.”

The woman looked at him and raised a finger. “And your name... you are Sam Colder, right?”

That caught him off guard. “How do you know me?”

“From your description. Your old boss in Austin, Texas, gave me an excellent one.”

“You’d expect that from a Texas Ranger,” he said. “Why was he describing me?”

She laughed and sat down. “I asked him to. I told him I wanted to find you.” 

Sam waited for her to finish. 

“Okay,” she laughed. “Because I research people like you.”

“Like me?”

“Bounty hunters, gunmen... I track down their stories and gather details about their adventures for my husband’s stories.”

“What stories?”

“My name is Claire Reed. You might know my husband’s name. Art Reed is well known back east for his articles about the west. He works for a Chicago newspaper that pays him to churn out what they expect to be daring tales that are at least partly factual about the lawmen and badmen they dream of being. Since newspapers don’t pay that well, Art and I then take the next step.”

“The next step?”

“We stir in a little imagination... blend in the inevitable rumors and gossip, add a dash of intense, over-the-top description, and turn the stories into novels about famous figures that his New York publishing house gobbles up.”

Sam nodded. “I read one of those once. About Wyatt Earp.”

“Probably one of ours.”

“Didn’t strike me as all that factual or even realistic.”

She slapped her hand on the table. 

“People don’t put down good money for a realistic story. They want an adventure, Sam. If you corner an outlaw and he surrenders, there is no story. It’s when the cowardly outlaw pulls his gun, when shots are fired, that’s when then readers get interested.”

“And you came here to find me?”

She shook her head. “No. Stumbling across you was just luck. We came here to write about the Fallwall gang. Gary himself, if possible. I had no idea you’d be here.”

She pointed at his notebook. “I keep a notebook of names, just like you. Only mine has the descriptions and background of people that I want to interview.”

“Is that what you are doing? Interviewing me?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Nope. If I was, I’d be doing a terrible job of it, seeing as I’ve been doing all the talking.” She reached over to tap a long fingernail on the notebook. “And I haven’t even gotten you to tell me about your notebook.”

“Like you said... just the names and background of outlaws that have a bounty on their heads.”

“Right. The ones you think deserve catching.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Your boss said you left the Rangers because they picked who you went after. Your ex boss at Pinkerton’s said the same thing, that you become a bounty hunter so you could pick who you went after.” 

It was a fair assessment.

She put her elbow on the table and rested her chin on her hand. “Can I read your notes? I bet they would tell me a lot about your background. That would be fascinating and a big help to me.”

“Private,” he said.

She just grinned. “What if I paid you to let me copy your notes?”

He shook his head.

“Look at this fancy lady,” a man said, walking up. 

His weathered face and manner said he was a trail hand. He put a hand on the table, leaning over. 

“I ain’t seen one as pretty in you in a saloon before. Let’s you and me go upstairs before these men ruin you.”

Her grin froze in place. She snapped a hard look at him.

“Darling, even if I could overcome the loathing your charming presence arouses in me, I don’t think the working girls would appreciate the competition.” 

Her voice was calm. The man didn’t intimidate her. “The fact is, I only came in here to have a conversation with this gentleman.”

He grabbed her wrist. “Any woman in a saloon sure as hell ain’t no lady and don’t get to be particular about her companions,” he said, yanking her to her feet.

As he pulled her from the chair, she twisted to face the man. With a flick of her left wrist, a two-shot derringer flowed out of her lacy sleeve and into her hand. A single motion pulled the hammer back and drove the barrel into the man’s neck.

“I disagree,” she said.

He tensed, and had his head pushed back. “Whoa, now.”

“Now I recommend, sir, that you reconsider the idea that any woman in a saloon is only there for your pleasure. There are several here who would be delighted to have your business, but I am not one. Do you understand?”

Her voice was calm, but tense, and the startled man stepped back. “Don’t get your knickers in a twist,” he said. “And don’t think you are so tough. That little toy gun ain’t so scary.”

“No?” She dropped her hand, aiming the barrel at his crotch. “A toy? In that case, you won’t mind standing thee while I fire a round at your little toy dick, right?”

Reflexively covering his crotch with his hands, he backed away, looking properly frightened. 

“You are one crazy bitch!”

“Tell all your friends,” she said. “If you have any.”

With another flick of her wrist, the gun disappeared up her sleeve. Then she sat back down. 

“You were no help at all, Sam. Not at all a gentleman.”

“You didn’t seem to need any. And from what I saw, I doubt you got much use for a gentleman.”

That got him a huge grin. “Bless you for being everything I expected. That doesn’t often happen with legends of the west.”

“Me, a legend?”

“Soon,” she said. “I’ll see to it.”

“Claire?” a man asked, coming into the saloon.

“Who else, Art?” She pointed to a chair. “Sit. I’m negotiating with Sam Colder for the rights to his story.” 

“Sam Colder, the bounty hunter? Well, I’ll be damned.”

Turning to Sam, she chuckled. “My husband, Art Reed. He’s the author of the Wyatt Earp story you found so awful.”

“Not awful,” Sam said. “Unreal. Phony.”

She waved a hand. “You can fix that, you know.”

“Fix what?”

“Phony stories. I want to let you make sure that doesn’t happen again. Help us, Art and I, put together a story that has the facts right.”

“Exactly,” Art said, sitting, rubbing his hands together nervously. “The real story of Sam Colder would make a big splash.”

“There is a story about me?”

“We’ve written about several outlaws you... took down,” Art said. “We pieced your story together.”

“Probably way wrong,” Claire said. “Word of mouth doesn’t get things right often.” 

As much as Sam felt taken with the strength and assurance of Claire Reed (doing his best to ignore her attractiveness as a woman) Art Reed surprised him. Picturing the smallish, nervous man with a sad mustache as the author of the wild west stories, and Claire’s partner, much less her husband, proved challenging. But then he didn’t understand what most women saw in the men they picked. And he didn’t know any writers at all.

“And you think I can give you the facts about those outlaws?” he asked.

Art shook his head. “Them dead outlaws are old news.”

Claire released a delightful laugh. “We want to document the legend of a famous bounty hunter named Sam Colder,” she said. “A former Texas Ranger and Pinkerton’s agent who quit to become a bounty hunter who, by all accounts, picks the outlaws he goes after very carefully. That’s intriguing. Planned.”

“What makes you think it’s thought out all careful like?”

Art folded his hands on the able. “Ain’t no secret. You been known to pass up on the most wanted outlaws, the ones with the biggest bounties, so you could go after another one,” Art said. “My readers would love to understand how you decide who to kill.” 
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