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CHAPTER ONE
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In a secluded box canyon off the much larger Sabino Canyon, near the foot of the Santa Catalina Mountains, where desert and mountain meet, stands a stout cabin built of native stone. A covered porch across the front of that cabin holds two handcrafted rocking chairs. From that cabin, a man steps out and onto the porch. He is unremarkable. Neither tall nor short. Neither broad nor thin. He’s just a man.

He is dressed all in black: pants, shirt, leather vest, boots - all black. On his head a broad-brimmed black hat. At his side a black gun belt holds a custom built .36 caliber cap and ball pistol with walnut grips much polished by use.

He steps off the porch and over to a ramada where a strange little man is busy at an outdoor stove. The little man’s legs are bent at angles God never intended, and he moves in a weird, hopping motion.

“G’morning, Preacher,” the small man calls.

“Morning, Budge,” the man called Preacher answers. “How are you doing today?” 

The question is asked sincerely. The man in black knows the struggles Budge endures because of the wounds he suffered during that cussed war where both his legs had been crushed when he was run over by a horse-drawn cannon. Those breaks couldn’t be properly set and had healed into the configuration one saw today. Budge endured constant pain that was helped by laudanum to differing degrees, depending on the day.

“Doing good t’day, Preacher. Doing real good t’day.”

Preacher had befriended and then rescued Budge when he had been considered Tucson’s town drunk. Preacher had gotten Budge medical help, brought him to his own home where Budge had built himself an apartment. And he had turned out to be not just a first-class carpenter but a better-than-most cook.

As proof of that, Budge set two plates on a table containing light fluffy biscuits, bacon and eggs, plus cups of steaming coffee for both.

Since Preacher had rescued Budge and cleaned him up, and his talents had been discovered, every café and restaurant for miles around had tried to lure Budge away. But the little man was fiercely loyal to the man who had brought him out of poverty and shame.

“Got any plans for t’day?” Budge asked.

“Yes, I’m gonna ride down to Tombstone to see Wyatt and Virgil, then swing west over to Contention. Got some business to take care of over there. Shouldn’t take more than a day or so.”

“Well, looks like a right fine day for a ride, but have a care. Ain’t a whole lot of good ever came out of Contention.”

*   *   *   *   *
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In the stable behind the cabin, Preacher brushed his long-legged, deep chested Mustang, then gave close attention to each hoof before saddling up. Preacher had gotten the Mustang from an ancient Apache when the horse was but a colt. The old Indian had tried to explain the name the colt had been given, but the closest Preacher could come to the name was ‘Jim.’ But from the first, a deep bond had developed between the man and the horse. There weren’t many horses around that could catch Jim in a quarter mile, and he had plenty of bottom and could run all day if necessary.

To complete this family, a huge Irish Wolfhound sat and watched as Preacher got his horse ready for the trail. His name was Dog, and he went an easy one-hundred-thirty pounds and could easily take down a full-grown timber wolf. Dog was every bit as loyal to Preacher as Jim was, having been rescued from under a burned-out wagon after an Indian attack. Barely weaned, Preacher had carried Dog home curled up inside his vest.

A strange family this was for certain, but far happier than most.

*   *   *   *   *
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The trip from just north of Tucson to Tombstone was about one hindered and fifteen miles. Too much for a single day, so Preacher was wont to spend the night with a friend who lived in the little Mormon settlement of St. David. Up and off with the sunrise, he rode into Tombstone just after midday.

Since Preacher was a man nearly obsessed with cleanliness, as always, his first stop was at Sing Wan’s Laundry for a hot bath and to have his clothes washed at the same time. Finally, rested and refreshed, he was seated at a table in the Rural Dining Hall near the end of Toughnut Street when two men in knee length black coats stepped inside.

All conversation ceased as the two men stood just inside the door for a moment to allow their eyes to adjust from the brilliant sunshine outside. Both men were tall and slim. Both sported huge walrus-style mustaches.

“Over here, Wyatt,” Preacher called from his table in the corner. Preacher was seated with his back to the wall and where he could see both doors. But as the Earp brothers approached, he stood and moved to the other side, so the two lawmen could have that same advantage.

“Good to see you, Preacher,” Wyatt said. “Been a while since you’ve been down this way.”

“It has at that,” Preacher replied. “And I’m just passing through as it is. Got some business over in Contention.”

“Contention, huh? You watch yourself over there. Somebody ought to burn that place to the ground. Ain’t nothing there but the scum of the Earth, seems like.”

“I’m afraid you’re right, old friend. But I’ve been hired by a man who thinks his young son is there and tied up with some bad people. He wants me to see if I can locate him and get him outta there. I suppose I can take a look around without ruffling anybody’s tail feathers too much. How about you? Keeping things under control here in Tombstone?”

Wyatt accepted a mug of hot coffee from a serving girl and said, “Aw, same old thing. The McLaury boys are cutting up some. I’ll most likely have to dent their heads to get their attention.”

Virgil spoke up to say, “It’s that Frank. Tom would settle down and do right, but Frank keeps him worked up.”

About then, plates loaded with huge beef steaks and fried potatoes were set before them, and the old friends spent a leisurely hour or so catching up and rehashing old times.

All too soon, the lawmen had to get back to work, so Preacher walked with them as far as the Oriental Hotel where he intended to get a good night’s sleep and head for Contention early the next day.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Preacher left Tombstone as the sun was just beginning to clear the Dragoon Mountains. He put that sun at his back and rode cross-country toward the hard-bitten town of Contention and the job he had been hired to do. As he rode, a mockingbird serenaded him from atop a late blooming Palo Verde tree.

Jim, his Mustang, was eager for the trail and moved along at a fast walk that ate up miles as Dog, the massive Wolfhound, trotted alongside. Preacher tipped his hat to a group of Chiricahua Apache women who were using long poles to harvest Saguaro fruit.

When the sun was directly overhead, he came upon the lawless town he had been bidden to go to. He stopped before entering to look the situation over, as he had never had reason to visit the place before.

Using the binoculars he’d been issued as a sniper for the Army of the Confederacy, he slowly examined the scene before him. For such a small village, he was surprised to count no less than five saloons. There were three scattered along the west side of the single street and two on the east side. There were two cafes, a small two-story hotel, a combination livery and blacksmith shop, a general store, and a hardware store that advertised ‘guns bought, sold, and repaired.’

Six or seven small buildings may have been homes, and one burned-out shell with metal bars rising from blackened timbers spoke of where a jail had once stood.

He saw at least a dozen saddle horses standing at hitching rails outside various buildings and one buckboard in front of the general store. Men in range clothes were seated at benches along a boardwalk or wandering from saloon to saloon. With the exception of the burned-out jail, it was not unlike a hundred other small frontier towns. Only its reputation set it apart.

He kneed Jim forward and rode slowly down the center of the town’s single street, gathering curious glances from the men on the boardwalks. He acknowledged the looks with a slight nod of his head and dismounted at the livery stable. A man in soot-stained denims stood at an anvil, swinging a hammer against a brightly glowing horseshoe. He dropped the shoe in a tub of water and came over to where Preacher was stepping down from the saddle. He looked Preacher over from head to foot before speaking

“Stranger, are ya? Whatcha need?” About then, Dog stepped inside the livery from where he had been relieving himself against the side of the building. When Dog sat down beside Jim, the smith blew out his breath in surprise. “Lord a’mighty, but that’s one ugly dog, if it even is a dog. Kin I pet ‘im?”

“Sure,” Preacher answered, “if you don’t mind losing a few fingers, that is. He don’t take kindly to being touched.”

The smith had already started forward with his hand outstretched, but when Preacher spoke, he quickly stepped backward. “Uh, yeah, alright then. What kin I do fer ya?”

“I’d like a stall for my horse and dog and a bit of oats for the horse. If the dog gets hungry, I suppose he’ll just catch himself a rat or two. I might be in town a day or so.”

“Sure, sure, I kin do that. Got business here, do ya?”

“My own, yes,” Preacher answered. He removed a silver dollar from his pocket and handed it to the livery man who made it disappear as if by magic. Preacher turned his back and stepped out into the street.

He had a detailed description of the kid he was looking for, so he figured to start visiting saloons until he found him. The first one he came to was called the Red Dog Saloon. He pushed the doors open and walked inside, and then stepped to the side so he could let his eyes adjust to the dimness inside after the bright sun of the street. It was a small place with a bar across the back wall, a mirror behind the bar, and half a dozen tables with mismatched chairs scattered around the floor.

Three men stood at the bar and two more were seated at one of the tables playing cards. They all looked up when he stepped inside. One of the men at the bar was an absolute brute. All of six feet tall and half as broad. He had a battered face that looked like he had fallen out of an Ugly Tree and hit every branch on the way down. He pushed himself away from the bar and stepped over to where Preacher stood. The body odor that rolled off the man nearly made Preacher’s eyes water.

“We don’t cotton to strangers ‘round here, so why don’t you...?” Then the big man looked down at the gun at Preacher’s hip and said, “Well, would you look at that? You don’t even carry a real gun! Got one of them old timey cap and ball things. Lemme see that.”

He reached his big hand, fingers thick as sausages, for the gun and in a flash, Preacher pulled the pistol and stuck the tip of the barrel in the big man’s nostril.

“Sorry, pard, but I don’t let nobody handle my gun.” 

With that, he pushed the gun deeper into the big man’s nose, and the man had to step back. Then as quick as he had drawn it, the pistol was back in the holster.

A startled expression passed over the big man’s face. “Whoa!” he said. “That was like magic! Yer sure enough fast with that thing, mister. C’mon and lemme buy ya a drink.”

“Sure,” Preacher answered. Without taking his eyes off the big man’s face, he said to the barkeep, “I’ll have a beer. Is it cold?”

“Yer darn tootin’ it’s cold,” the bartender answered. “Got a big icehouse right out back.” He drew a frothy glass and set it in front of Preacher who tasted it and, yes, it was very cold.

The big man ordered the same and lifted the glass toward Preacher. “I’m Biggie Hunter. That fast gun of your’n come with a name?”

“Sure. I’m...Bill Rooney,” Preacher invented. “Thanks for the beer. Got some business here in town.”

“Well, welcome t’ Contention, Bill Rooney.” With that, Biggie poured the contents of his glass down his throat and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Let’s have another’n,” he said to the bartender.

“I’ll just work on this one for a bit,” Preacher said. “But you can tell me a little about this town. I’ve never been here before.”

So, the man now known as Bill Rooney sat at a table with his new best friend, Biggie, to nurse his beer and pump the big guy for information.

“I reckon you seed the jail when ya come into town? That means there ain’t no law in Contention. But that don’t mean there ain’t no rules. See, what we got is a Boss, and what The Boss says goes! And if ya don’t like it, ya kin just rattle yer hocks back where ya come from.” Biggie paused to drain off half of his second mug of beer before he continued.

“Them rules are pretty simple. The Boss says ya cain’t bother none of the businesses here in town. And if ya kills somebody, ya gotta bury ‘em. And if ya got a posse after ya, ya cain’t come in ‘til ya shake ‘em.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Bill Rooney answered. “Who is this Boss you’re talking about?”

“Well, Bill, it’s like this. If The Boss wants ta see ya, then ya’ll see The Boss. Elsewise, The Boss don’t need ta be bothered.”

“Fair enough,” Bill Rooney said. “But look here, I come here looking for a friend. A young guy. Slim, average height, pale blonde hair. It almost looks white. Seen him?”

“Sorry, Bill,” Biggie said, “but here in Contention, if somebody wants ta see ya, they’ll find ya. Elsewise, ya don’t ask no questions. Get it?”

“Yeah, I get it. In that case, I think I’ll have a look around, see if I can find him. Thanks for the beer.” 

Bill Rooney stood up and walked out, leaving most of the beer behind. Biggie Hunter quickly picked up Bill’s abandoned glass and drained it.

*   *   *   *   *
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Preacher, now known as Bill Rooney, stepped out of the Red Dog Saloon and looked up the boardwalk to the next drinking spot. The sign hanging above the door proclaimed it to be the Two-Bit Saloon. He turned left and started that way.

The Two-Bit Saloon was a much classier place than the Red Dog. The bar along the right wall was of highly polished walnut. A life-sized, modest painting of a nude lady hung behind the bar.

Four wagon wheel chandeliers with six oil lamps each hung over the floor, making it much brighter inside. Eight tables with four chairs each stood around the floor. Half the tables were occupied, and five men stood at the bar.

Against the far wall stood a piano where a bald man with sleeve garters was beating out a lively tune. Beside him, on a tall chair, sat a man with a huge drooping mustache who held a ten-gauge double-barreled shotgun on his lap. Apparently, he was there to ensure order was observed.

Bill Rooney went to the bar and ordered a beer. It, too, was ice cold. Must be more than one icehouse in town. As the bartender set the beer in front of him, Bill repeated his request for information about his pale-haired, slender friend.

The bartender wore a neatly trimmed red beard and had a fringe of red hair around his head. His pink scalp was so shiny it looked polished. “Mayhap I’ve seen someone like that around time and again. Where he’d be right now, I have no idea. Mayhap he’ll hear you’re looking, and he’ll find you. Or not. Who knows?” With that, he walked away, polishing the bar as he went.

Bill Rooney turned to lean his back against the bar and took a good look at the men scattered around the floor. Several of them wore suits of broadcloth, possibly businessmen. Two of them wore the flashier clothing of professional gamblers. The others were all dressed like cowhands. Maybe they even were. But none of them had pale blonde hair.

He went back outside, leaving the full glass of beer on the bar. The last saloon on this side of the street was called the Silver Dollar, and he headed that way.

As he approached the saloon, someone stepped quickly out of a doorway, wrapped their arms tightly around him so he couldn’t move, and swung him into an empty alley. Preacher struggled against the grip that kept his arms pinned to his sides as his attacker slammed him viciously against the wall, knocking his breath out.

With the same move, the attacker grabbed Preacher’s throat in a crushing grip and leaned close to whisper in his ear. “Alright, mister, who are you, and what do you want with the kid?”
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