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1.  Bringing A Man In
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A faint noise from the low, brown, prickly scrub that dotted the side of the hill stopped him. Sam Colder crouched motionless, his rifle over his knees, listening. He heard the noise again and smiled.

Something was trying to move cautiously, but it was struggling, possibly in panic. With luck, whatever it was would be dinner.

He glided forward. He wore knee-high moccasins that kept his steps silent as he crossed the hard-packed, arid dirt.

So were the steps of another, for when he circled around, he saw the yellow glare of a Mexican gray wolf. The majestic creature was following the same sounds, hunting the same game. And now they could both see it clearly. Twenty yards below them, a jackrabbit stood staring at them — frozen in fear.

“I reckon you heard him first,” Sam told the wolf. “You go on ahead and collect your supper.”

The wolf didn’t move a muscle. “You don’t trust me,” Sam said. Then he backed away, focusing his attention on moving as smoothly as he could. Only after he’d put some distance between himself and the animal, a distance that seem to please the wolf, did the creature turn his attention back to the prey. 

It hadn’t moved.

The wolf’s body tightened as he gathered himself, getting ready to pounce.

That was too much for the rabbit. It bolted, darting down the slope, moving with lightning speed. In that same instant, as if they were tied together by some invisible force, the wolf lunged. The rabbit was fast, but it scrambled on loose rock, losing its balance for a fraction of a moment and the wolf was on it, grabbing it by the neck. The rabbit let out a high shriek, but the wolf shook it, snapping its neck, silencing the rabbit forever. 

With a last, suspicious look at Sam, the big wolf trotted off into the brush, his kill limp and still warm in his mouth. 

Although it had been marvelous to see, the events left Sam Colder eating beans and jerky again. But that was more than the wolf would have had. 

It wasn’t likely he’d make a kill now.

Even at altitude, and he thought they were above seven thousand feet in this range, this early July heat kept the game under cover. They hid out from the blistering sun, as any sensible creature would. That had the predators that depended on them, whether it was wolves or men, a tad on the cranky side.

The rabbit’s death cry would have put any game that ventured out of its own safe place on high alert. 

Giving way to his fellow hunter had been partly out of respect, but this time of year, it was also a matter of self preservation. 

Game being relatively scarce, the wolf might not back down. Sam wasn’t hungry enough to want to assume he could take on a full-grown gray wolf who was hungry and not get injured.

He couldn’t afford to fight the wolf over that rabbit. He still had a man to hunt down and from the tracks, his quarry had connected with a friend. That meant dealing with two men. The good news was that they weren’t far ahead. 

The rate they were traveling suggested that they didn’t seem to think anyone was on their trail. If they continued thinking like that, he should catch them before lunch the next day.

He went back to where he’d left Dancer hobbled in the shade offered by an outcropping of rock.

As he got on his knees to unroll his bedroll, with the idea of setting up camp for the night, sweat ran down his face. Suddenly, hunting seemed pointless. The idea of building a fire on such a hot evening made him squirm. It was nearing eight o’clock and the cooling that came with evening hadn’t gotten serious yet. Unlike the lower elevations, up here he could expect that eventually it would get cool enough for him to catch some decent sleep. 

But the idea of cooking dinner, or even making coffee in the morning, didn’t sound like fun. 

But he was lucky. His heart went out to the poor citizens of Las Cruces and El Paso. Down that low, they didn’t get the big temperature swings. No, if they slept at all, they’d be drowning in their own sweat this time of year.

He pulled one of his pre-rolled cigarettes from his shirt pocket. Like everything else, it was damp with sweat, but a big flaring match got it going. Inhaling deeply, he stood in the shade and reflected on what got a man to head out across this inhospitable country. In his case, it was simply to track down another man—an outlaw wanted by the law.

He took off his hat and let the breeze evaporate the sweat on his forehead, cool his damp head. 

The truth was, he didn’t really question why he found himself spending so much of his life out in these open spaces, this high desert. It was beautiful, in its stark way, and he was just part of the land just as the men he chased were part of the life he’d chosen.

The man he was after, like all of them, was a criminal. He was a dangerous man, traveling through harsh and dangerous country. But chasing outlaws was what bounty hunters did. He’d been chasing them for some time now. It seemed like a never-ending story. He caught or killed outlaws, and yet, there always seemed to be more. 

So, the question was never why he was there, but how much longer he intended to be there. How many more months and years did he want to spend doing this? Even if he was doing some good, one man couldn’t ever catch all the bad men. It seemed reasonable to ask how many was his lot? His fair share?

He earned good money. Did a lot better than a lawman ever would. But doing the job was asking for trouble. Every time out, the odds got worse.... stacked more against him. The chance to spend all that money became more of a risky proposition. Some of the outlaws were smart and good with a gun. 

Deliberately confronting them was definitely not a ticket to a long and healthy life. 

Hopefully, you got a little smarter over time and that made a difference, but Sam Colder was well aware of being vulnerable.

He finished his cigarette and his contemplation without a single new thought on what had become a tired subject for him. Some old philosopher had said that an unexamined life wasn’t worth living. He’d read that somewhere. But he’d pretty much examined his own life from every angle there was now. 

That introspection had changed his life a time or two, gotten him to stop working as a lawman, to become a Pinkerton, and then quitting that for being a bounty hunter. Still, in the scheme of things, he couldn’t see that his well-examined life was any more worth living than it had been before.

But no one said those old philosophers were any smarter than anyone else when it came to it.

Not having any great thoughts, Sam at least had a compassionate thought. He took the hobbles off Dancer’s ankles and patted her rump. 

“Thirsty?” he asked. “Course you are.”

He grabbed the halter and walked her down the hill to where the underground river bubbled up in a small, clear pool of cool water. 

The filly, as enthusiastic about it as he’d hoped, nudged him down the hill and when they reached the pool, she drank deeply. Sam pulled off his denim shirt and soaked it in the water, then wiped her down, wringing it out on her back and letting the water lower her body temperature.

“You sleepy, Dancer?” he asked. “I ain’t really that tired, and I was thinking we might be better off spending the night closing in on the bad guys. If that Barney Trainer hooked up with an old pal, someone he ran with before, they might camp early and drink a little and tell tall tales. We might even learn where others are hanging about.”

If he was to come across them sitting around chewing the fat like that, it might not be a hard thing to grab. And it would happen sooner, rather than later. In this heat, that was a good thing.

“We bag us our limit of outlaws, then we can head over toward Silver City.”

Dancer raised her head and shook it.

“Why Silver City?” Sam asked. “Well, I’ll tell you. Before we left Duncan, I got a letter that Thelma forwarded from Prescott. It was from my sister, Susan. Susan Mason now. Anyway, her boy, Ellery, graduated from West Point and got himself stationed at Fort Bayard. I expect he should be there by now. I thought we might swing by and welcome him to New Mexico. Not that I know the lad, but if I say howdy, then I can write Susan and tell her I looked him up. She’d like that.”

Hearing no disagreement whatsoever from his partner and given that she was the one that had to do the bulk of the walking to get to these men, Sam set his mind to the task.

“Fine. Once you drink your fill, we will go up and pack my shit back up. You were eating grass already and I can nibble on jerky while I ride.”

Dancer turned her head around and nuzzled Sam’s face, making him laugh.

“What’s in it for you?” he chuckled. “A fair question. Well, when I break camp and get you saddled, you can have the last carrot I brought for you from Duncan. It will be dead by tomorrow, anyway.”

And when they trudged back up the hill and he’d gotten things ready to go, Dancer reminded him of his promise.

The evening cooling still hadn’t taken hold yet, but the next day would be scorching. Even though tracking at night across irregular ground could be tricky, the decision he and Dancer had made was the right one. 

Even moving slowly, they’d be more comfortable. Once he had the outlaws trussed up like pigs to take to market, he could find a cave or some coolish place for them to rest through the heat of the day.

At least, that sounded like something that might work. That drew him up. Was he underestimating these outlaws? That could be deadly. Sam tended to not think much of men like Barney Trainer, but he was a vicious and dangerous criminal.

He dealt with men like that many times, and doing it required patience. Perhaps heading out in the dark of night wasn’t being sufficiently patient, but if he kept the extra risk he was taking in mind, he should be fine.

As long as he didn’t stumble into some ambush set by an outlaw who was a tad smarter than Sam gave him credit for being. One that had an impatient bounty hunter in mind.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2.  Welcome to Fort Bayard
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Ellery Mason, a tall, lean, newly minted US Army first lieutenant, stood outside his commanding officer’s quarters and drew a long breath. He’d arrived at Fort Bayard a week ago and not talked to the man since reporting in.

For an ambitious Army officer raised on dreams of glory, being assigned to Fort Bayard, up by the Santa Rita mine in New Mexico Territory, felt like a form of banishment to nowhere. 

The Apache wars winding down. That much was clear. The chance of rising quickly by proving his mettle, leading troops against hostile Indians, and rising quickly through the ranks didn’t seem realistic. Dying of boredom, forgotten by the Army, was a more likely outcome.

And this part of the southwest was bleak. He didn’t see the promise he’d heard so much about. And discipline seemed lax. 

Even Ellery himself had let himself go. He hadn’t shaved in two days, and here he was going to see his commanding officer in that state. It had to be a new low.

Still, Fort Bayard was at least at elevation, and picturesque. And it seemed likely that the reason Colonel Ewing had summoned him to his quarters to give him his first mission.

His pulse raced. The Colonel could well be sending him with a detachment to strike Victorio’s men who were raiding settlers. It might not be too late for him to ride the hostilities to the edge of greatness.

The colonel was a big-boned man who might have once been strong but was wracked by some decay. His long, droopy mustache gave him an air of sadness.

“I have a job for you, lieutenant,” he said. “I need you to lead some men up to Fort Tularosa. You’ll be escorting a wagon taking them critical supplies.”

A supply run? 

He hadn’t enlisted, spent four years learning to be an officer to babysit a supply train. 

“You want me to lead a supply train? Since when does a wagon need an escort?”

The task was insulting and doing it in the insufferable heat would make it worse.

The colonel leaned back in his chair, eyeing his new officer. 

“It’s unfortunate that this has to happen now, but it is vital. Victorio’s renegades make a military escort essential, and it is a chance for you to get some field experience.”

Ellery had heard the long-term soldiers complaining about this season, about how the sweltering heat would linger over New Mexico, an insufferable blanket of air that would torture the people, the land, and animals until the monsoon rains arrived sometime in July.

“It breaks when it breaks,” Sergeant Evans had said, when he asked.

“The men and animals are jumpy, sir,” Lt. Mason told his commander. 

“And it is going to stay that way until the monsoon winds bring the moisture up in enough volume that its weight drags some big fucking black clouds down from the mountains to rain on us.”

“Why not wait until the rains come and cool things down, sir?” he asked.

“Because when them rains do come, they’ll start in the mountains. When they do, you will see flash floods like you’ve never seen. There could be massive hailstorms, too. The sky will throw down rocks of ice that will injure man and horse alike.” 

The colonel waved his index finger. 

“And right at this moment, we got us twenty-five soldiers from K Troop of the 9th Cavalry stationed up there. Those men are supposed to protect the folks there from Victorio’s Chiricahua Apache warriors. They are outnumbered and outgunned. But we can help them.”

Ellery smelled a gunfight. It was in his imagination, of course. He’d never been around a gun fired in anger — just during maneuvers and target practice.

“We will help them fight the Indians?”

Ewing shook his head. “You’ll be taking them the latest repeating rifles the Army has, along with a pile of ammo. That will even the odds a mite.”

“That will surprise the renegades,” Ellery said, sounding smug even to himself.

Ewing laughed. “You can bet your last dollar that Victorio knows what’s going on. His people watch our movement.”

“Then he’ll try to cut us off?” Ellery tried not to sound too hopeful.

“When he sees a chance, he’ll strike. He won’t want any supplies getting to the men up there. So you need to get through to the fort before the flash floods make the arroyos nothing but a death trap.”

“And how do we get back?”

“Take the mountain passes,” the colonel said. “It will be the low passes that are dangerous... from flooding. Leave the wagon there and ride back across high country.”

Mason shook his head. “Maybe I’m not the right man, Colonel. I don’t know the weather here, or the terrain.”

“And yet, you are the only man for the job,” the colonel said. “I got one officer down with a fever and another with a broke leg. I need Lt. Travis here. That leaves you. But I’ll send Sergeant Major Evans with you. He’s lived here most of his life. He’s got local knowledge and Injun lore. If you are smart enough to listen to him, he will keep you both alive while you are still wet behind the ears.”

That was not comforting.

“Yes, Sir. And on the way there, we have to assume that we might be attacked by savages?”

The colonel laughed. “Savages? I don’t know about that, but sure as hell, any number of Injuns who live out there who might take it into their heads to come after whatever you are hauling. And they ain’t gonna ask polite for it. But don’t get it into your head that you don’t have to worry about white men, cause the same goes for bandits.”

“Bandits? Outlaws?”

“Yup. And they come in white, brown, black, and there are even a few yellow ones. This territory has more than its share of men willing to kill just to see what’s in your pockets, Mason. Get used to that. And hauling a wagon that might hold something useful to folks out here, well, that’s like walking around flipping gold coins.”

Now the old man was talking. The trip was sounding far more promising all the time. As dull as it had sounded at first, it might give him a chance to show his courage, his leadership.

“And we are authorized to defend ourselves with force?”

“You get attacked, you damn well better shoot back, soldier. That’s why I’m sending you. Out here, a man either gets blooded or just fucking bloody in no time, Mason.”

“And how many armed men are in the detachment?” he asked, feeling more optimistic. 

If he had to lead men through the scorching heat, it better involve some kind of glory. He pictured himself at the head of a column of men, like the painting he’d seen of General Custer going into battle.

“I’ll be assigning you a driver and shotgun for the wagon, and two mounted soldiers for guards.”

“Four men, sir?”

The colonel smiled. “Unless you don’t think you need that many. We are shorthanded, lieutenant, so if you think you can do it with fewer...”

“No, Sir.” 

“Didn’t think so.”

Colonel Ewing picked up a map and unrolled it, spreading it over his table. He held one corner down with a whiskey bottle, another with a glass, and then sat his pistol on the other side. With a glance at Mason, he pointed his finger at Fort Bayard. 

“We are here,” he said. Then his finger traced a trail that made an arc to the west, but ended at a spot north of them. “Fort Tularosa is up here.”

“That’s a long way,” Ellery said.

“That route makes it one hundred and thirty miles.”

Ellery sucked in a breath. “Sir, with a loaded wagon, that trip will take at least ten days.”

Ten days out in that bleak wasteland under a blistering sun.

“Probably more,” Colonel Ewing said. “There are shorter routes, but you’d never get a wagon through the steep and narrow passes. That’s why you’ll leave the wagon there when the main trails are too risky.”

“When do we leave?” Ellery asked.

“The weapons arrive from El Paso tomorrow. We need to inventory them and load and provision a wagon, so you will leave early the next morning.”

“And until then?”

The colonel smiled. “I suggest that you meet with Sergeant Evans and then take some time in town to enjoy yourself before you leave.” 

“Enjoy myself?”

The officer grinned at him. “The village of Central offers some a man some entertainments—indulgences.”

“Sir, I —"

“Mason, in two days, you are going to be starting off on a dangerous mission through a harsh and hostile environment. I highly recommend you consider spending some time enjoying life’s pleasures while you can. Go let off a little steam.”

“Steam?”

The colonel winked. “I’m sure the ladies at the saloon would be delighted to accommodate a dashing young cavalry officer with a few dollars in his pocket. They’d make your last night in civilization something to remember.”

Ellery tried, unsuccessfully, not to blush. 

“You mean the whores, sir?”

“Damn right,” the man said, brushing his mustache. “I’m sure your head is still full of all that officer and a gentleman bullshit the Point shoves into cadets by the bucketful. That all sounds nice, but this is the real world. When a soldier goes off on a mission like this and there is a good chance he don’t come back. Especially while you are green and don’t have the instincts.”

The colonel poured himself a drink from his bottle, letting the map curl back up. 

“I’m guessing you are a virgin, Ellery. You leave here a virgin, you might end up that way as well, and that would be a damn shame. Dying sucks bad enough. Dying without ever having been with a woman, well, that’s practically a life unlived. So, I highly recommend that you go to Central and find some sweet girl to show you all the reasons it is worth making a serious effort to get back here alive.”

Ellery stiffened. The advice went against his upbringing. In some ways, he found the idea of sitting in a saloon, consorting with whores, more intimidating than the mission. Those women unnerved him, even when he saw them at a distance.

Still, if sex was half of what it was cracked up to be, then the colonel had a point.

“Yes, sir,” he said.

“Evans will be over in the mess. Take him into town with you. The two of you are on leave until the day after tomorrow when I expect you both here, ready to ride at 0700. Meantime, get to know him and he’ll show you the ropes both on the trail and in the saloon.”

Leaving the commanding officer’s quarters, Ellery Mason stuck his sweaty hat back on his head and puzzled over his situation. 

It seemed that getting along out here meant making some changes in his thinking. That was never easy for a person, but out here in the west, even the Army was clearly different than back east. 

In his short time, after a few weeks traveling to Fort Bayard by stagecoach, he’d noticed that everyone and everything he’d encountered was cruder, rougher, and dirtier than anything he was used to. 

Hell, even he was dirtier out here. He rubbed his chin and sighed. He’d never imagined in a million years that he would report to his commanding officer unshaven and stinking. But staying clean was hard. Everything was hard.

He’d seen how the times had changed since he started school. The Indian wars were fading. There were still bands of renegades, but the large battles were over and dissipating the chances for him to execute his carefully planned career. Despite having illusions dispelled on a daily basis, he had to admit that the west, and its people, had a vitality that impressed him. 

These dirty, rough, and rugged people might not be attractive, but they were survivors. They fought violently to tame a land that the people back east couldn’t even imagine. 

He remembered his stopover in Laredo, waiting for the next stage. He had tried to picture one of his female cousins on the boardwalk there. 

Walking down the gritty street from the restaurant back to his hotel, hearing the dance hall music coming out past the whores under the ramada of the saloon, he had tried to imagine Ellen or Clarissa in the center of that town. 

It was laughable. The women would be screaming in horror at the ugliness, the rudeness surrounding them.
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