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The desert that separated Lordsburg from the little town of Sotol was achingly empty and hostile. The air sat still, and the mid-July sun burned down hot. Not blistering, just unrelenting. Even riding along at a leisurely pace, by early morning, the sweatband in Sam Colder’s hat was soaked. By afternoon, the back of his shirt was soaked as well. 

Dancer’s saddle collected puddles of sweat under his ass.

Still, it was a relatively pleasant and easy ride over flat terrain, and they were in no rush. It wouldn’t be any cooler in the town, so he was content to let Dancer set her own pace. Although she preferred a genteel wandering, the steady steps of his fine little filly ate up the desert. 

At the end of each day, when the sun sank low in the west, glaring into their eyes, they’d stop at the first scrap of shelter they encountered, even if it was nothing more than an outcropping of rock. Then, with the temperatures starting to plummet, he’d give Dancer some water, unsaddle her, and find her a shady spot. 

As the sun disappeared completely, he’d make camp and see what game he could rustle up. Not making a huge effort to hunt something that involved skinning and cleaning. Most times, a lizard or a snake starting to wake up with the cool would cook up right fine.

By nine at night, it would be cool enough to start a fire and cook whatever he’d come up with. 

Having settled into that almost peaceful routine, neither of them minded the hot days or the long trek. When he got to Sotol, Sam expected to have to deal with a lot of action. For now, the slow pace, riding across empty spaces in a soft quiet, gave him time to think about whatever came into his head. It gave him time to enjoy the sight of the bright purple blossoms of woolly locoweed dotting the hills. 

It was a meditative time, rocking in the saddle, with no sound but the occasional shriek of a red-tailed hawk and the steady thud of Dancer’s hooves striking the dry ground.

When the town of Sotol finally came into sight, Sam reined Dancer in. Sitting still, he let out a low chuckle. This was his first time approaching this town, and he sat in his saddle, admiring the now obvious reason for the town’s strange name. 

The sotol is a desert plant, a member of the asparagus family that blooms from May through July. It produces a stalk that can rise sixteen feet high. From a distance, you see a cluster of shorter, spiny leaves with the spine standing erect. 

That was a perfect description of what he saw in front of him, shimmering under the desert sun. At this distance, he saw a tall water tower in the center of the town sprouting upward — the town’s stalk. It rose up from a small cluster of buildings fringed by cottonwood and willow trees — its spiny leaves. 

The water tower was an unusual feature for a desert town, but was the reason it even existed. The trees marked the location of an underground pool of fresh water fed by an underground river, an offshoot of the Gila. That water meant travelers could stop there and find water and shade.

Coming closer to the town, Sam could see the large wooden blades of a windmill atop the water tower turning lazily, ensuring that the tank stayed full. That made it not only a place to recover from traveling but a commercial center. 

Located west of Lordsburg and east of Tucson, the stage stopped here. And businesses developed that offered more than just the essentials travelers might need. It became a crossroad town in a place where there were no roads. 

Unlike some of the mining towns, settlements that died when the silver or copper played out, this town was expanding. Word was that the railroad planned to run its western expansion line from El Paso through here on its way to Tucson and onward to San Diego.

As far as anything the railroads did, Sam thought that sensible. Steam locomotives needed water as much as men and horses did. And passengers would pay for entertainment and refreshments of various sorts. 

But that was the future. Right now, long before the railroad workers laid their first rail in this direction, the next stagecoach would arrive from San Francisco. 

When it did, Sam wanted to be there to meet it. He intended to meet a business associate. If things went well, this associate would have no idea at all that Sam was going to be there. He would have not a hint that Sam even had any business with him at all. 

Even then, the meeting would be dangerous business. But Sam’s business was always dangerous. He was a bounty hunter and the man who would be arriving from San Francisco was also on dangerous business. He was a killer for hire. A professional gunfighter.

This gunfighter lived in San Francisco and only came this far east on business. Tracking him down in his own backyard would be even riskier and stupidly expensive.

Sam intended to collect the substantial bounty on the man while he was here.

Sam and Dancer ambled down the dusty main street, finding the town quiet and empty. That seemed natural enough. It was midday and sane people, the solid citizens, would be huddled inside, in the shade, taking a siesta. 

Even the boardwalk was empty as they rode past the saloon and a stable, heading down to an adobe building that had barred windows. There wasn’t a sign, but it had to be the jail.

Reining Dancer in, Sam dismounted and stretched. All that riding had him stiff.

He opened his saddlebag and rummaged in a small lacquered box, taking out a folded paper. He stuffed it in his shirt pocket and went inside.

A young man sat behind a table with his boots propped up on the table and his chair leaning back against the wall. He was smoking a cigarette. At Sam’s entrance, he looked up with a bored expression.

“Can I help you?”

“You the sheriff?”

The boy gave him a pleased smile, then shook his head with a sadness that told Sam the young guy thought he should be sheriff. 

“He’s out of town. Just out a ways today and I expect him back later today. Can I help?”

“Maybe. I just wanted to check in with him. I’m here on some business that it's best he knows about.”

The young man looked at him with more interest. “Business? Then you’ll be staying in town?”

“I need to be around a few days, I expect. If there are rooms available, then I’ll be in town. Otherwise, camping suits me fine.”

The kid pointed. “They got some rooms down at the saloon. They better suit someone here to cut loose a bit than anyone doing business. A business person might be happier at our bed-and-breakfast. That’s a couple of doors down from here.”

“That sounds right nice,” Sam said.

“You’ll need to talk to Cynthia. She runs the place. In the daytime, she has a job running the stage office.”

He saw a twinkle in the boy’s eyes as he said her name. A crush? Something more?

“Then I guess I got two reasons I need to talk to this Cynthia.”

“Two reasons?”

“I need information on when the San Francisco to El Paso stage comes through here.”

The boy sat up. “I take it you are expecting someone on that stage?”

“I am.” 

The kid was clever, and Sam watched him putting two and two together. A smile of understanding crept over his face.

“If you want the sheriff to know about whoever it is you are expecting...” he drew in a breath. “Then I reckon you must be some kind of lawman.”

“Why would you guess that?”

“The sheriff wouldn’t care about business as such. So... well, I’m guessing you think that when this fellow shows up and you meet him, there is gonna be some kind of trouble.”

His grin said the idea pleased him. It wasn’t likely a young deputy in a tiny place saw a lot of real action, and young men tended to want action.

“Well, I am hoping there won’t be any trouble. I don’t want it,” Sam said. “The thing is, I don’t control how things play out. Now, the stage arriving ain’t no problem, but you and the sheriff need to know that if the person I’m expecting is on the stage, he might decide to stir up some crazy shit.”

“I’m his deputy,” he said. “Name’s Leon. You can tell me.”

Sam couldn’t see any reason to keep things secret. It wasn’t like the kid would ride out and meet the stage and spill the beans.

“Well, Leon, the truth is that, if my information is sound, an outlaw is coming in on that stage. A fella who goes by the name of Alexander Crater. When I got word he was heading out this way I made it a point to get my ass out here to meet him.” 

“An outlaw?”

Sam nodded at the reward posters stuck up on the wall. “I’d figure you got at least one for him sitting around here. Some of them might not know his real name. A lot of folks just call him The Owl.”

“The Owl?”

“He wears tiny round glasses. A dapper man, last time I saw him.”

“Wow,” the kid said, sitting up straight. “I never heard of outlaws taking the stage. Robbing them, for sure.”

The idea was novel. “Well, everything about this fella is kinda stylish, even the way he travels. He ain’t no robber, far as I know. He is a hired gun. A specialist in killing men.”

“A fast gun?” the boy was almost breathless.

“Fast enough. He is said to have killed himself a fair number of men who thought they were fast with a pistol. But that ain’t the real reason he’s dangerous. There are lots of quick-draw artists. But this man hires his gun out for the right price. When he kills a man, he don’t much care if they are facing him in the street or looking out a window with their back to him. He ain’t trying to prove he’s good or brave. So he don’t mind shooting first or even care if a man has a gun in his holster.”

The boy scratched his head. “Sounds like a nasty fella.”

“That’s why there is a price on his tiny head.”

The kid shrugged. “And he’s headed to El Paso?”

“No. He’s head right here.”

“Sotol?” He laughed. “I can’t hardly imagine anyone in Sotol willing or able to pay some fancy gunman to kill someone. Most folks here that want someone killed just go after them with a club.”

Sam shook his head. “If my information is right, the person who hired him is meeting him here. I don’t know where that person is from. But I’m not concerned with whoever is paying him.”

“No?”

“I just want The Owl. He’s got a date with a hanging judge in Tucson... unless he makes me take action that sends him straight to the undertaker.”

The boy snapped his fingers. The last piece of the puzzle popped into place. “You are a bounty hunter.”

Sam nodded. “I am. The name is Sam Colder.”

The boy’s mouth moved as he chewed on his thoughts. “So you just waltzed in here to tell us you plan to kill an outlaw?”

Sam laughed. “No. Like I said, I am gonna try to take him alive. But when I suggest he surrender to me, there ain’t no way of telling how he will take to that idea. He is a fairly prickly sort. If things don’t go well, my thought was it would be best if the local law already knew what’s going on.”

“What are we supposed to do?”

Sam grinned. “Not much. But I’d rather not have you see it going down and shoot me, thinking I’d started a gunfight with an innocent traveler.” 

The boy slapped his knee. “That would be a hoot.”

“Not for me. So, it’s just that I don’t want there to be no confusion when the shooting starts.”

The boy grinned. “I never thought about that. Sounds smart.”

“So you will let the sheriff know?”

“I sure will. But between you and me, the sheriff won’t factor into whatever happens.”

“What do you mean?”

“Our sheriff is a good man, but when I explain the situation to him... well, the fact is, he’ll most likely make a serious point of not being around when the stage shows up. He does a fine job of keeping order and all that, but he doesn’t see getting shot as something that interests him. He does what he can to avoid that possibility altogether. So he’s not all that eager to face down outlaws. Or bounty hunters, if it came to it.”

“That don’t entirely come as a surprise, Leon. You’ll find most small-town sheriffs feel that they don’t get paid enough to risk their lives against professional killers. It just ain’t part of what they signed on for.”

“I reckon,” the deputy said. He didn’t sound one bit sincere.

“You got a decent stable in this town?” Sam asked. “If I take a room, I’ll want a good place for my horse.”

“It ain’t much, but Miguel, the Mexican who runs it, is great,” the boy said. “Loves the shit out of them horses. I think he likes them a lot better than people.” He rubbed his jaw. “Of course, most folks around here don’t treat Mexicans very good, so that might be understandable.”

That was good news. “Then I’ll go see Miguel about taking care of my horse and then see this woman about a room.”

“Cynthia Williams,” Leon said. “But the stage office will be closed about now,” Leon said. “Things are kinda slow in town, and Cynthia likes to take herself a long lunch.”

“Then I’ll settle my horse in at the stable and walk down to the saloon and have myself a drink or two,” Sam said. “Everyone deserves a peaceful lunch.”

A soft breeze outside made it seem cooler under the ramada fronting the sheriff’s office. Sam untied Dancer and walked her back down the street to the stables they passed on the way in. 

As they clopped in, a smiling Mexican man in his twenties popped out.

“Can I help you?”

“You must be Miguel,” Sam said. “Leon said I should talk to you. My name’s Sam. Sam Colder.”

The man went to Dancer and held her hackamore. “I can like a man who doesn’t use no bit on a lovely lady like this one, amigo. Excellent, for she is such a pretty horse,” he said. 

“Her name is Dancer,” Sam said.

His smile seemed to grow. “In my language, that would be Bailarina,” the man said, stroking the horse. “A pretty name in two languages. Perfect for a pretty horse.”

Liking the sound of that, Sam grinned and tossed him a coin. 

“Whatever name she tells you she goes by, she needs a stall in the shade and some good feed after dark.”

The man nodded his understanding. “She will have the finest we have once it is cool.” He patted her flank. “Well, Linda Bailarina, Miguel will take good care of you.”

Happy to know Dancer was in good hands, Sam strolled back out into the heat.

He strolled slowly down the street, taking a closer look at Sotol as he headed for the saloon.

He was looking at it with eyes that knew the future.

This is the town where The Owl would end his career.

He wondered what his writer friend would make of that. He decided he’d buy himself a journal and write it all down and mail it to her. 

Knowing the way Claire Reed spun out a yarn, adding to it, without changing the truth of things, he figured that the woman would turn him shooting down an arriving stage passenger and collecting the bounty into an entire fucking dime novel.

She’d done it before.

The idea amused him, and she’d get a kick out of the idea of him giving her the notion as well as getting the details from the bounty hunter's mouth.
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Oliver Walters stood on the hard-packed earth, staring down at the man’s dead body. 

He let out a low, admiring whistle. It had been a perfect shot. A head shot. And not from close up, neither. 

He turned and stared back at the rocks where the shot had been fired. Yes, sir, that there was a sweet and serious distance to hit a rider that accurately.

He grinned at the idea that Oliver Walters was a hell of a good shot, even if he did have to say it himself.

Course, he’d had a lot of practice. All the prairie dog hunting, the wolf hunting he’d done over the years had been fun. And now it really paid off for him big time. Grace under fire, he’d heard it called.

Now this man, his kill, lay on his side in the dirt. His eyes were open, but unseeing. He had a shocked look on his face and Oliver wondered if he’d had a moment, maybe sometime between the time the bullet hit him and his body hitting the ground, when it occurred to him to be surprised. 

Or was that just the look of a man who didn’t see his death coming?

It didn’t matter. 

He got down on one knee and carefully rested his Winchester carbine on the dirt before starting to go through the dead man’s pockets. 

His fingers touched a leather pouch filled with hard objects. His heart pounded as he opened it and saw gold coins. There weren’t a lot. It weren’t no fortune. He knew that much. But this was a hell of a lot more money than he’d ever had at one time in his entire twenty years. 

And it was there in his hand.

What had his heart pounding, made him feel so good, was the knowledge that these few coins were a hell of a lot more than he would ever have made in his entire life if he’d stayed on his stepdaddy’s farm. Staying there would have meant nothing but working his ass off for the rest of his cursed life, that was for sure.

It was a relief. His belly still growled, but he knew he was on the right track.

In the week since he’d taken off, he’d had his doubts. Now he knew he’d been right to leave.

Besides, he couldn’t go back if he wanted to. He’d sorta made sure of that.

He knew his stepdaddy would be after him. He would be wanting to get back the egg money Oliver had taken, not to mention the Winchester rifle. 

Even without being there, Oliver could see his stepdaddy telling all and sundry for miles around that his good-for-nothing stepson, Oliver, had betrayed the family, and stolen their money.

Well, screw that vicious bastard. 

That went for his Ma, too. The woman never said a word when her new husband beat on Oliver for some stupid thing. Oliver had stupidly put up with it for that year after she married the bastard. At first, he thought she needed him. She might see the error of her ways and toss him out. 

But he’d learned better. As far as she was concerned, he was just a worker, a slave.

Finally, he’d had enough. He’d grabbed the rifle, the money, and ran. 

He moved mostly at night. He stole food whenever he got a chance, but mostly just ran, trying to get as far from that farm as he could. 

When he felt he was clear of them, gone far enough that his stepfather would just give up, he sat down and made a plan. 

He needed to do something a little more than just put distance between himself and that life and those people. He needed to figure out a way he could make something of himself. He deserved better. A lot better.

It wasn’t just his stepfather Oliver hated. He hated farm life. He detested the routine, endless chores, the poverty... 

Before running off, he’d taken a look at how some other folk lived their lives. When he was in town, he talked to people. From what the cowboys said, he knew he wasn’t much interested in working with cattle. Living in some goddamn, stinking bunkhouse with a bunch of other sorry men, working all month for maybe thirty dollars, weren’t any better than what he’d left, in most ways.

He talked to people who did other things and could see himself with a town job, a room of his own somewhere. But when you couldn’t read or write, getting a job at a store or some other town job wasn’t gonna happen. 

The jobs he could get, things like working in the stables, were as bad as farming. And folks didn’t respect people who did those jobs. Oliver wanted his freedom, but he wanted some money and respect, too.

Gambling appealed to him, but it was also scary and confusing. Worse, a gambler needed to be good with numbers, and ciphers didn’t make sense to Oliver. 

He snuck into town to watch a professional gambler play one time. It had been something. The man’s concentration, the way he handled the cards, making them flow throw his hands like river water, seemed goddamn magical. Maybe, if he had someone to teach him.

But who?

That particular gambler turned out to be an arrogant bastard. When Oliver tried to ask him a couple of questions, he was rude. He shooed Oliver away. Then he raked in his winnings, a pile of money, had a whisky, and then grabbed a smiling whore and took her up to his room. 
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