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All characters in this novel are fictious, and any resemblance to actual people is coincidental.  This is a work of fiction, and as such the actions taken by the characters are not meant to be copied or attempted.

This book is the third in the Dry Crik Western series, and continues the story of Deputy Albert Johnson and the citizens of Dry Crik, Arizona.  Johnson arrived there while on the run and being pursued by a gang of traitors (see “No Place Safe.”)  I’ve tried to be historically accurate, but have also taken a few liberties as well.  (Writer’s prerogative if you will.)  It’s set in the 1870’s and the use of certain words may offend some people.  That’s how they talked, and I’m not going to “clean up” their language to avoid offending people.

Saddle up your horse, grab your guns, and make sure your spurs are secure.  It’s time to go for a wild ride.

Books in the series (in order)


	No Place Safe

	Welcome to Dry Crik

	Bandit Tales

	Bad Endings



You may contact me via E-mail at: 

drycrikaz@aol.com

View my Author page on Amazon:  

https://www.amazon.com/~/e/B07T2724P9
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First Tale
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​Chapter 1
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THE PROSPECTOR ARRIVES

I was still recuperating from my wound when the prospector came to town.  I’d moved out of the hotel and into one of the old abandoned houses.  It had cost me some of the money the Sheriff and I’d stolen from the gang of traitors to pay the whorehouse Madam to send a few of her ladies over to fix the place up, but in the end that was cheaper than the daily hotel fee.

She’d instructed them in advance there was to be no poking, but that hadn’t stopped some of them from trying.  Any money they earned on the side, and away from her eyes, they didn’t have to share with her.  While I’d been tempted, Doc had made it clear I was to refrain from any strenuous activities.

Sheriff Bob Adams came by on a regular basis to check on me, and being as there were no cattle drives expected any time soon, he had little need of a Deputy.  Judge Higgins had cleared me of any charges in the death of David Larson, and said I’d been justified.  Mayor Fieldstone had visited me, and vented his anger.

“Damn it Deputy!  Why’d you kill the bastard?”

“He shot me in the back, and was standing over me planning to kill me!”

“You could have wounded him!  Do you realize what this means?”

I’d grinned.  “I ain’t dead?”

“This is not a laughing matter!  Once word of his death gets around, future cattle drives may avoid us.  It could ruin the town!”

“I’m sorry my instinct to stay alive is upsetting you.”

“Quit making jokes about this!  You’ve been nothing but trouble since you arrived!  I’m going to tell Bob to fire you!”

“You mean ask.”

“No!  Tell!  And he better listen!”

“And if he doesn’t?  Who in town will take the job?  You?”

His face had reddened in anger.  “I could do a lot better job than him!”

“Ha!  I’m willing to bet he can outdraw and out shoot you easily.  Have you EVER been in a gunfight?”  He’d shaken his head no.  “The first outlaw or drunk with a gun you face would be the day you’d die!”

“You insufferable ingrate!”  He’d stormed out before I could reply..

Bob had come by later that day to bring my supper.  “The Mayor’s mad.”

“I know.”  I told him what had happened.

“Not exactly the way he told me.  He claims you insulted and threatened him.”

“Ha!  The lying scum.  So, are you going to fire me?”

“No, but you get no wages until you can return to work.”

“I already knew that.  How’s the rest of the town taking it?  Are they ready to tar and feather me, then run me out of town on a rail?”

“Horrace and the Madam are mad, but don’t blame you.  Some of the other citizens will miss the income, but Larson brought it on himself.  If I’d gotten there in time I would have arrested him , and the Judge would have hung him for attempted murder of a Deputy.  We’ll survive.”

“Not according to the Mayor.”

“If it rains, we’re doomed.  If it doesn’t rain, we’re doomed.  He has a one-track mind and it runs in a circle.”

“That makes him the same as all the politicians I met in DC.”

“Did you meet the President?”

“Lincoln, and Johnson.  I wasn’t impressed by either of them.”

“Interesting.  Doc wants to know, are you behaving yourself?”

“Yes.  Some of the whores who cleaned up the place tried to tempt me, but I resisted.”

“You’re a stronger man than me.”

“Not at the moment.  He warned me, so I obeyed.  Anything happening in town?”

“Nothing bad, or at least not that I’m aware of.  A prospector wandered in, and he claims to have found gold.”

“That’s trouble.”

“I thought it would be good.”

“Hell no!  Once word gets out, even if it ain’t true, people will start pouring into town.  Some of them will be other prospectors, while the majority will be grifters of different kinds.  Gamblers and thieves will arrive.  The ‘No Gambling’ signs at the saloon will be ignored, even worse than they already are.”

“The Mayor seemed happy about it.”

“He would.  Has this man any proof of his claim?”

“Some gold dust, and a few small pieces.”

“Which he could have gotten anywhere.  Damn it Bob!  I need to be back on duty soon.”

“Doc says at least another week, and only very light duty.  You won’t be able to run or ride a horse for at least another month.”

“Another month!  Shit!  The town’s about to be invaded, and there’s no way you can handle it on your own.”

“How the Hell do you know this?”

“I’ve seen it before.  Ask Doc to visit me.  Hell, tell him he has to.”

“What are you thinking?”

“I can sit in the saloon as easily as I can here.”

“You ain’t doing much sitting here.”

“And I for damn sure ain’t any use to you right now.  Even if I can’t chase people, I can watch and shoot if necessary.”

“Or get shot again!”

“I’ll sit in a chair with my back against a wall.  Get Doc!”

“Okay, but I think it’s a bad idea.”

“I do too, but there ain’t much choice.”

Doc didn’t like my idea either.  “Just how the Hell are you going to get there?  You can’t walk, or ride a horse.”

“A travois.  Have two or three men help me onto it, then inside to a chair.”

“And when you have to use the outhouse?”

“Help again.  Damn it Doc!  This town is about to go crazy.”

“A half-dead Deputy on duty is crazy!  So a few people will want to shirk their regular duties and go looking for gold.  Not a problem.”

“I ain’t worried about Clyde and others in town.  I’m worried about the influx of newcomers.  Gold fever takes over mens’ senses.  There will be fights, thefts, gambling, excessive drinking and whoring.  All of those lead to gunplay, so you can expect to become very busy; perhaps even more than you can handle.  The jail won’t be big enough, and Bob can’t work 24 hours a day.”

“And you can’t work at all!”

“I can talk, and shoot if necessary.  I can use Timmy to run errands, and fetch Bob if I need him.”

“And end up hurting yourself.  Or dead!”

“That’s my problem, not yours.”

He stared at me while shaking his head.  “You’re serious.”

“Yes.  I’m not happy about it, but I can’t do anything to help while I’m captive in this house.”

“It’s your funeral Albert.”

“That’s a possibility.  Now make the arrangements.”

He walked away, saying over his shoulder to me as he did, “You stupid bastard.  Don’t expect me to sew you up when you get shot this time.”

I ignored him.

Traveling to the saloon wasn’t fun.  In fact it hurt like Hell, and getting inside wasn’t much better.  I had strapped both my guns on, and made sure they were loaded, so was ready when I finally sat down.  Clyde came over to visit, and from behind the bar Horrace gave me a dirty look, which matched the dirty floors inside.  In looking at them it appeared he hadn’t made much effort to clean the blood off them, or anything else either.  Some things never change.

After Clyde left Timmy snuck over.  “How you doing Deputy?”

“In pain.  That bastard hurt me bad.  I’m lucky to be alive.”

“If you need anything, let me know.”

“Thanks Timmy.  How’s business?”

“Slow.  You’re the only one who ever remembers to give me anything besides a kick.”

“Hopefully you’re saving your money.”

He lowered his voice to almost a whisper.  “I’ve got a few dollars saved up.  Hopefully enough to go looking for gold!”

‘Don’t do it!  You’d be wasting your money.”

“But I’ve seen it!  All pretty looking.”

“Timmy!  You don’t how a damn thing about gold!  Forgot about looking for it.  You’d end up dying out in the desert.”

His face, which had been smiling, turned cold.  “You’re jealous!”

“No.  Timmy, most prospectors end up broke and dead.  When you see the one who came into town, look at him.  Is he old?  Does he look as if he could die any day?”

“No.  He’s young and healthy.”  He pointed upstairs with a jealous look on his face.  “He’s been spending a lot of his time up there with the whores.”

“He has?  That’s interesting.  Point him out to me the next time he comes downstairs.”

“What do I get?”

“A dime now, and another when you introduce us.”

His eyes gleamed.  “Deal.”  He ran off to a corner so he could watch the stairs.

With this new information I was determined to meet the prospector.  He was either new and lucky in the business, or it was some kind of a con.  I suspected the latter, and wondered exactly how the con was supposed to work.  Finding out proved to be dangerous.

Bob came by to check up on me, and we had some whiskey while he was there.  “Doc said you could have some, but not a lot.”

“Glad to hear it.  Chin came downstairs and left some tea for me.  He said it was some ancient Chinese medicine and would help me cure faster.  Frankly, I think it was too damn ancient.  At least it tasted that way.”

He’d laughed.  “Chin may know what he’s talking about, but none of his so-called medicines are tasty.”

“So he’s used them on you too?”

“Me, and a few others.  Most of the townspeople are too leery to even try them.  The Madam says he knows what he’s doing, and she uses them on a regular basis, both for herself and on the whores.”

I’d laughed.  “I don’t think they have much choice, as they’re under contract.”

“True.  Are you comfortable?”

“No, but I’m learning a few things.  Have you met this prospector?”

“Yes.  I wondered when you’d ask about him.  His name is Daniel Hawkins, and his face doesn’t match any of our Wanted Posters.”

“Timmy says he’s young, and spends a lot of time upstairs.”

“True.  Why?”

“How many young prospectors have you met in the past?”

“Very few.”

“How about young successful ones?”

“None before him.  What do you suspect?”

“Some kind of a con, or perhaps he stole the gold from someone else.  I’ve asked Timmy to introduce me to him.”

“So you can feel him out?”

“Correct.  I’ve known a few prospectors in the past.  By the way, has he registered a claim?”

“He’d have to go to Clifton to do that.”

“Hmm.  My point exactly.  Why come here if he needs to go there?”

“To rest up?”

I pointed upstairs.  “He doesn’t seem to be doing much resting, at least not from what I’ve heard.”

It was his turn to laugh.  “Can you blame him?  I’ve heard it can be hard lonely work.”

“True.  Did I tell you why the town got named Dry Crik?”

He rubbed his chin.  “You did.  I’d always wondered why before.  They came looking for gold and silver, and didn’t find any when they panned for it, so called the creek ‘Dry.’”

“Then this guy shows up claiming to have found some.  Do you blame me for being suspicious?”

“No.  He’s one man who either got lucky when dozens of others in the same spot weren’t, or maybe he dug a small mine.”

“By himself?  How long would that have taken?  Something about his story smells.”

Bob sat in silence looking at me, then slightly nodded his head.  “What’s his game?”

“I don’t know, and that bothers me even more.  I intend to find out.”

Timmy came running over.  “Here he comes!”

I flipped him a dime and turned to look at the stairs.  A man dressed in clean and new looking clothes was descending the stairs.  He didn’t look to be more than 25 years-old, had a neatly trimmed small beard and mustache, fresh cut hair, brown cowboy hat, and a single gun on his right side.  His boots, like his clothes, were new looking, and on his face was a self-satisfied smile.  I took an immediate dislike of him, and watched as Timmy ran to meet him.

“Mr. Hawkins!  Mr. Hawkins!  The Deputy wants to meet you.”

He flinched at the word Deputy and a quick flash of fear appeared on his face as he started nervously looking around the room.  Timmy pointed to where Bob and I sat.  “There he is!  Next to the Sheriff!”

His smile, which had faltered, returned.  “Why hello Timmy.  Nice to see you.  Are you trying to get another peek at my gold?”

Timmys’ face lit up.  “Can I?  Please?”

“If the Deputy wants to see it.  I guess he’s the only person in town who hasn’t.”  He strode over to us, grabbing a chair as he did.  His face one again beaming, he put the chair down, sat, and stuck out his hand.  “Daniel Hawkins.  And you are?”

“Deputy Albert Johnson.  Sorry to have missed you earlier.”

Timmy almost shouted out.  “He got shot, and Doc had to sew him up!”

His face had almost no reaction, but his eyes gave him away.  He found the news interesting, and his mind was calculating.  I decided to play up my injury.  “I’ve been resting at home, but wanted to meet you as nothing interesting ever happens in town.”

“You got shot.  That must have been interesting!”

“A mad cowboy.  It happens, especially when they drink too much.  I don’t consider it interesting compared to having to avoid Rebel bullets.”

“So you were on the side of the Union?”

“Due to circumstance, as I lived in a Union state at the time.  Were you in the war sir?”  I quickly added, “I won’t hold it against you if you were a Reb.”

One of the patrons let loose with a Rebel yell, and I responded with one myself, much to the surprise of several people in the saloon, including Hawkins.

“You sure you weren’t a Reb?  That sounded damn convincing.”

The yeller called out.  “He’s an honorary one!”

“Thanks Paul.  Horrace, give him a shot on me!”

Paul let loose with another yell in celebration.  I noted Hawkins had avoided answering my question, so I asked another.  “How long have you been prospecting for?”

“Not long.  I guess I got lucky.”

“From what I heard, you sure did.  Panning or a mine?  Or is that a secret?”  I gave him a wink.

He laughed.  “Some of both.  I got some of the nuggets and dust by panning, so I decided to try digging.”

“Then I guess you need to head to Clifton to register your claim.”

“So I heard.  I wanted to get some rest before going there.”

Bob spoke up.  “You might want to travel on the stage.  It’s a dangerous trip to make by yourself.”

He patted his sidearm.  “I’ve got my gun.”

“Which won’t do you much good if you get jumped at night by several men, or Indians.”

“I thought the Injuns were under control in the area.”

“Mostly, but there are still renegades, like Geronimo and his band.”

His face turned slightly pale.  “I didn’t realize that.  The gold won’t do me any good if I’m dead.  Is the stage that much safer?”

“A lot more than traveling alone.”  Bob pointed at Paul and me.  “We’ve made that trip together, and none of us would ever do it alone.  You could get bit by a sidewinder, bushwacked, or worse.  You’re lucky you weren’t attacked while coming here.”

He flinched slightly.  “I guess I was.  Thanks for the advice.  Where’s the stage office?”

I spoke up.  “Timmy can show you.  Now, out of curiosity, may I see one of the nuggets?”

Timmy had been edging closer during our conversation, and almost magically appeared by my elbow as Hawkins reached inside a pocket to produce a small bag.  From it he dropped a tiny gold nugget into his hand.  “Here you go Deputy.  It may not appear like a lot, but I’m hoping I can find more.”

I looked at the nugget, and he was right, it wasn’t much, nor did I consider it impressive, but I could see how it affected Timmy.  He was fascinated, and I knew he had caught gold fever.  His eyes stared at the nugget as if they were made of iron, and it was a powerful magnet.  Hawkins knew the effect it had on him, and rolled the nugget around in his hand, then suddenly popped it back into the bag.  “I hope you’re satisfied sir.”

“Nice, but as you said yourself, small.  Good luck getting to Clifton.  Timmy, Mr. Hawkins needs to know where the stage office is.  Perhaps you could help him find it.”

His face had slowly returned to normal, and now he bolted upright and looked at Hawkins.  “Yes sir.  I’ll be happy to help you.  Just let me know when you’d like to go.”

“Now will do, if you’ll excuse me gentlemen.”  He rose, and Timmy ran to the saloon doors to wait for him.  I watched as he walked, and came to more conclusions as I did.  He didn’t realize I’d also made some while seeing his hands.  The man had lied, and he’d never dug a mine in his life.
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​Chapter 2
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OUR FIRST PLAN

After he left I told Bob, “We need to talk.  Let’s head to the office.”

“What about your injury?  I doubt you could walk that far.”

“You’re right.  Damn!  We’ll have to keep our voices down.”

He looked at Horrace.  “A bottle and two glasses!”  Before he could speak Bob spun some coins in his direction, then grabbed the stuff as Horrace put them on the counter.  Paul gave us another Rebel yell as he left.

“Okay.  What’s wrong?”

I looked around to be sure no one could hear us.  “That mans’ hands are too soft.  He’s never dug a mine or worked hard in his life.”

“So you noticed that too.”

“He’s a phony, but I’m not sure what kind.  He’s already got people infected, including Timmy.  Half the damn town may go out looking for gold.”

“At least it will keep them from spending all their money at the saloon, or whorehouse.”

“They’ll instead spend it on supplies, half of which will be wrong, and die in the desert.  Either from stupid accidents, or being bushwacked.  I suspect he’s the front man for a group of bandits.”

He poured each of us a shot, “Why?”

“Did you see the way he reacted when Timmy yelled out I wanted to see him?  There was a quick flash of fear in his face; then his eyes when he found out I’d been shot also gave him  away.  He thinks I’m weak, which is good for the moment, if we can get Timmy to shut his damn mouth!  He’s probably bragging about your and my speed with pistols.”

“That’s not exactly a secret around here.  Hell, even in Clifton they talk about it.”

“How do you know?”

“A traveler left a newspaper on the stage and I read it.  News of the shootout got that far, at least.  We’re locally famous!”

“Damn!  Young gunslingers may come looking for us, so they can get a reputation.  This is bad.”

“I thought the opposite.  That it would scare away trouble.”

“There are too damn many idiots in this world, and most of them believe they’re better than anybody else.  Watch your back when I’m not with you.”

“Which is all the time at the moment.”

“Blame Larson for shooting me.”

“I do.  What are you going to do about Hawkins?”

“Ask more questions, when I get a chance.  He avoided answering about what he did during the war.”

“And lied about other things.  How will you know if he’s lying again.?”

“Watch for his ‘tell.’  When he uses it, I’ll know he’s lying.”

“Is it the hand thing?”

“No, at least not directly.  That’s a distraction on his part.  He blinks quickly, and his eyes move down to look at his hand, hoping you’ll do the same.  The hand movements vary, plus he does them at other times.”

“The sneaky bastard!”

“Exactly.”  We heard nearby footsteps, so stopped talking.  The Madam had descended the staircase and was headed our way.  “Good afternoon Madam!”

“And a good afternoon to you Deputy!  Feeling better?”

“Some.  I’m here trying to relieve the boredom.”

She smiled.  “You could come upstairs, or I could have one of the ladies visit you at home.”

“I’m afraid Doc has said no strenuous activity for me.”

“Hmm.  You could still be entertained without having to exert yourself.”

“Possibly, but I might get carried away due to eagerness.  It’s best I avoid temptation.”

“Perhaps when you’re fully healed?”

“That sounds like a reasonable plan.  Did you get a replacement for Rachel?”

“Sadly, not yet.  How about you Sheriff?  Care for a poke?”

“Not at the moment.  We’re busy discussing a problem.”

She stood there for a minute, then sat down in the chair Hawkins had vacated.  In a soft voice she asked, “Is there something I should know about the prospector?”

I kept a stiff face while Bob talked with her.  “Why do you ask?”

“He’s the only thing new in town, so there ain’t nothing else you two would have to discuss.  Spill it Bob!”

His eyes narrowed and his jaws clenched.  “Damn it!”  He glanced at me, perhaps for support, and continued as I stayed quiet.  He nodded his head in my direction.  “Albert thinks he’s a Bushwacker.”

She laughed lightly, then quickly went silent when we didn’t join in.  “You’re serious?”

I took the lead.  “Take a detailed look at him.  Do you seriously believe he dug a mine?  Ask your girls how soft his hand are.  He never worked a day in his life.”

Her gaze switched back and forth at the two of us.  She sat up straight in her chair as her eyes slowly narrowed.  “Damn!  I’ve left myself be swindled!”

Bob asked, “How?”

“He’s been using the whores on credit.  I own 10% of nothing.”

“I could be wrong.”

“Albert, you’re a lot of things, and one of those is seldom wrong.  You’re perhaps the best judge of character I’ve ever met.”  She turned her head and shouted, “Chin!”

Her Chinese man appeared at the top of the stairs and descended at a breakneck pace.  He was soon beside her and glaring at Bob and me.  “Not them.  The gold man.”

“Him bad.”

“So I just found out.  Speak properly Chin.”  His eyebrows shot up.  “Yes.  We need to discuss the situation.”

Chin smiled.  “With your permission, and that of the Sheriff, I can make sure he does not see sunrise tomorrow.”

“How?”

“Poison, broken neck, strangled, stabbed, even suicide by shooting himself.  Let me know which you prefer.”

“Can you hurt him without killing him?”

“I can easily break his arms or legs.”

“I would like you to capture and tie him up.”  I raised my fists.  “After that I can beat the truth out of him.”

“Put out an arm Deputy.”

“Why?”

“So I can show you won’t need your fists.”

I stuck out my left arm.  Chin reached over and pressed two fingers on it.  I yelled as I pulled it back.  “God damn that hurt!”  The other patrons and Horrace looked at us, so Bob stood up.

“Albert just got stung by a wasp.  Watch out!  There may be more of them inside.”

I was vigorously rubbing my left arm with my right hand.  “How the Hell did you do that?”

“Ancient Chinese knowledge.  I can teach you.”

“That would be good.”  I waited until we were once more being ignored.  “Okay Chin.  Capture and take him to my house.  Once he’s there, you have my permission to torture him until he answers my questions.”

“Madam?”

“It’s okay Chin.  Do as he says.  As for me, I don’t care to watch.  Return when you’re finished.”

They left, and I had Bob arrange for me to go back home.  While waiting for my ride I yelled out to Horrace.  “When he gets back, tell Timmy to visit me at home.”  Horrace had grunted in response.  Thirty minutes later I was there and waiting.

An hour later I was still waiting, and beginning to get worried.  Timmy was young, and gullible.  Hawkins could pump him for information, then get rid of him with an “accident.”  My back hurt, and that was making me irritable.  The bed was barely more comfortable than the saloon chair, but I felt isolated from any events which might be happening, and being unable to observe or participate in them just made it worse.  Imagination can be good at times, but not when you’re concerned about other people.  Finally I heard a knock on the door, and yelled out, “Come in!”

Timmy entered with a smile on his face.  “You wanted to see me?”

“Yes Timmy.  Where have you been all this time?”

“I took Mr. Hawkins to the stable office, then showed him around town.”

“What did you talk about?”

“Lots of things.  I learned more about gold mining!  Boy, it sounds like a lot of work!”

“So maybe you’re thinking it’s not for you?”

The smile left his face.  “I’m too young to do it by myself, so I’d need a lot of help.  That would mean splitting the profits.”  His smile returned.  “But if we struck it big, it would be worth it!”

“Few people find a profitable mine Timmy.  There’s also problems of claim jumpers, bandits, Indians, cave-ins, flash floods, and many other hazards.  Imagine you’re deep in a mine and a flash flood occurs.  You’d drown in just a couple of minutes.”

His face showed fear for an instant.  “But what about the Gold?”

“It would do you no good if you’re dead.  Someone else would come along, find your mine, take the gold and leave your dead body there, if the coyotes or wolves hadn’t already drug it off.”

He shivered, then got control of himself.  “You’re trying to scare me off!”

“No Timmy.  I’m trying to save your life.  Now listen.  Be careful what you say to Mr. Hawkins.  Tell him as little as possible.”

“Why?”

“Come here and compare your hands to mine.”

“Mine are a lot smaller.”

“As they should be at your age.  I’m talking about the texture.  Our hands are rough.  We’ve done a lot of hard work.  The next time you see Mr. Hawkins, shake his hand and feel how soft it is.  How could he have dug a mine and still have soft hands?”

Timmy looked at his hands and mine, then felt the palms and fingers.  “Maybe he used good gloves.”

“Gloves only work so well.  He’s lying to you Timmy, and to everybody else in town.”

“Why?  And he has the gold!  How did he get it?”

“I intend to find out.  Don’t trust or admire him.  He’s a con man.  A thief.  Do you understand that.”

His face showed his disappointment.  I’d just crushed his dreams of wealth, and soon I got the response I’d expected: Anger!  “No!”

“Yes Timmy.  Go ask Bob.  He’ll tell you the same.  Avoid Mr. Hawkins as if he has smallpox!”

I saw the tears begin to form in his eyes, and he ran away without even bothering to close the door behind him.  I hoped I hadn’t destroyed our friendship.

The wind blew dirt and sand inside, and I was in no shape to close the door.  Just after dark I heard people approaching, and as I hoped it was Bob, Chin and Mr. Hawkins.  His hands were tied, mouth gagged, and Bob was holding a pistol on him while Chin forced him forward.  Hawkins’ face showed fear, and I hoped it was genuine.  After he was tied to the only chair in the room, and Bob had closed the door, I asked, “Any problems?”

Bob had grinned.  “Not after Chin ‘persuaded’ him to cooperate.  We caught him near the stables, and I’m not certain what he was planning on doing.”

“I think we can find out, after you take his gag off.”  Bob did so and I looked at him.  “Mr. Hawkins, you’re a lying scumbag.  I suspect you’re also a bushwhacker.  You have two choices.  Answer me truthfully or Chin will use his skills on you.  I don’t think you’ll enjoy that.  Bob, tie his right wrist to the front of his right leg.”

He looked at me questioningly, then nodded his head.  While he was doing that I asked Chin, “Will your methods leave any permanent marks.”

He had grinned.  “Not if you don’t want them to.  His choice.  Last for a few hours, days, or forever.”

“Can you use them on or near his face?”

“Yes.  Any part of the body.”  A big smile.  “And I do mean ANY.”  He had nodded towards Hawkins crotch.

“You can’t do this to me!  I’ll report you to the authorities in Clifton!”

“IF you ever get there.  We can telegraph them ahead of time and warn them about you.  Now, Chin, if I tap my leg he’s lying.  Start easy and apply more pressure if I keep tapping.”

“Understood.”

I looked at Hawkins.  “Did you dig a mine?”

“Yes.”  I tapped and he screamed.

“The truth.  Did you dig a mine?”

“No.”

“See.  Easy.  The questions are going to get harder, and so will the pressure if you lie.  Did you steal the gold from someone else?”

He stayed silent, so I tapped and he screamed.  “Not answering will also result in torture.  Answer!”

He looked at Chin with hate in his eyes, while Chin just smiled back while waving his fingers at him.  He started to reach forward and Hawkins spoke.  “Yes.”

“How many men in your gang.”

“Just. “ I tapped.

The process continued for an hour.  There were six men, including himself.  He was the ‘front’ man for the gang, as the others were all wanted.  Bob recorded their names, and the location of their hideout.  They had met an old prospector, robbed him, and Hawkins had come up with the idea to con the town.  Get them infected with gold fever, sell maps to different suckers, make deals for a percentage of a non-existent mine, and any other cons he could arrange.

“And after you got as much money as you could, what would you have done?”

“Leave on my own, go to another town, and swindle them.”

“So the other five men would have been left high and dry.”

“They’re criminals!”

“And so are you!  You do realize they would eventually have ended up on your tail.”

“I would have been out of the territory and back east.  They wouldn’t have been able to track me.”

“When are you due back?”

“In two days.”

“Cutting it a little close to make your escape.”

He’d grinned.  “I’ve been enjoying myself.”  Chin reached forward and applied pressure with both hands.  The result had been a long scream as Chin kept his fingers in place for a while.  Finally, almost out of breath, “What was that for?  I wasn’t lying.”

“You stole from the Madam, and I work for her.  She’s not here to punish you, so I do.”

Bob and I had laughed.  “Mr. Hawkins, if that’s even your name, you’re going to end up with pressure around your neck.”

“Running a con isn’t a hanging offense!”

Bob glared at him.  “It is in this town!”  He once again gagged him, then looked at me.  “What now?”

“We still have the covers on the windows at the jail?”

“Yes.”

“Lock him up and keep him gagged.  If I think of more questions to ask, we can have another session.”  Hawkins was shaking his head no.  “Too bad.  You tried to steal from the wrong town.  Unless you can come up with useful information, the Judge will sentence you to hang in two days.  Do you know anything useful?”

He nodded his head, so Bob ungagged him.

“The gang plans to rob the Army payroll!”

Chin looked at me, but I didn’t tap.  “Go on.”

“Give me a deal and I’ll talk!”

“Or I can have Chin force it out of you.  Talk!”

He glared at me, then Chin, then back at me.  “You bastard!”

I tapped, he screamed.  “Insults are not information.  Talk or else!”

He talked and Bob made more notes.  Afterwards he ended up in jail, with the window blocked by boards.  Bob went to talk to the Judge, and Chin returned to the Madam.  I sat in my room and enjoyed a couple of shots of whiskey.
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​Chapter 3
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PROSPECTOR IN JAIL

The ‘mystery’ of Hawkins disappearance didn’t last long.  After his meeting with the Judge, Bob had returned to the jail, removed the boards from the window, and ungagged Hawkins.  He’d informed him, “The Judge agrees with me, and what you’ve done is a hanging offense.  The trial will be tomorrow.”

“I want a lawyer!  I need time to prepare a defense!”

“Tomorrow at 10 AM you face justice.  My advice, start praying.”

“Prayor never helped anybody.”

“And never hurt anyone either.”

“You can’t be serious!  What about the payroll job?”

“Tell it to the Judge.  Maybe he’ll be lenient and only sentence you to 20 years in prison.”

“Twenty years!  I’ll be an old man when I get out!”

“IF you get out.  That would be 20 years of hard labor.  I don’t think you’ll last a week.”

“That’s murder!”

“You were willing to send people into the desert looking for a fake gold strike!  How many of them would have died?  Maybe even at the hands of your gang?  Now that I think about it, hanging’s too easy of a sentence for you.  I hope you get at least 20 years!”

He’d walked away laughing leaving Hawkins pleading for mercy.  Townspeople soon had started to visit him there.  He was spat at, had piss thrown at him, and heard every insult they knew.  He took to cowering in a far corner with a sheet over himself, which didn’t stop the piss from soaking through.

After I finished the diner Bob had brought me, along with the details of his visit with the Judge, we began to discuss the next problem: The other gang members.  I couldn’t ride with him, so that left the option of Deputizing others in town.  We decided to use the remnants of the men who’d help us kill the band of traitors.
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