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Chapter 1
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Cresting a hillock outside of Waco, Texas, Sam Colder let Dancer come to a stop and he stared out at the unsettling sight of the edge of the town. It had been a long time. Long enough?

He took a long drink from his canteen. The water, oily and warm, refreshed him. 

The dust sat heavy in the afternoon air, turning the light a soft orange. Overhead, a dark spot circled — a vulture, its wings unmoving as it rode the waves of heat that rose from the parched soil. Sam poured water into his hand and reached down to put it in front of the filly’s mouth. She lapped up the water, and he did it again.

When she tossed her head, Sam reached down to pat her neck.

“You must be more eager to get there than me. But then, you ain’t been in Waco before, far as I know. And sure, it looks okay from here. And you know that when we settle in, I’ll get you some nice feed, but I’m pretty sure you aren’t gonna want us hanging around any longer than it takes us to do our business.”

The horse whinnied.

“Well, that’s right. We can’t leave if we never get there.”

Sam nudged the horse forward. 

Behind them, another horse followed, his reins tied to Sam’s saddlebags. 

Sam didn’t know the horse’s name, but he knew the name of his unmoving rider. The body draped over the horse’s back was that of the late Lester Delray of Waco, Texas. Lester was the reason Sam had returned to Waco for the first time in many years. 

Riding down the main street, no one paid them much attention. At midday, Waco bustled with activity. Sweaty men grunted with the labor of loading or unloading wagons of various sorts. At a large storehouse, they wrestled bales of cotton inside. Getting them ready for shipment back east, most likely. The cotton business was doing fine. Cotton liked the dry climate, the blistering sun. 

Sam didn’t. 

Finally, a few heads turned to see them pass. Not that anyone recognized Sam, as far as he could tell, but they were only mildly interested in a rider heading down main street with a dead man tied over his saddle. It hadn’t been an everyday occurrence in the wild Waco, Texas he’d left and probably was more rare in this civilized version of the place.

It was going to be interesting to see how the next day or so played out. It would be interesting if a civilized Waco, with its fancy stores and businesses, was a friendlier place.

Sam pulled Dancer up in front of a young man sitting on a bench in front of a building that claimed to be the sheriff’s office. Seeing as he had a star on his chest, Sam said hello.

The young man scowled. 

“Looks like someone got hisself shot,” the man said. “You coming in to confess to killing him?”

“In a way. This boy is one of yours,” Sam said. “His name is Lester Delray, and the wanted poster says there is a bounty on his head, but it has to be collected in Waco. So here we are.”

The man hopped up.

“Sheriff!” He turned toward the door, opening it. “There’s a fella out here claims he’s bringing in Lester Delray’s body.”

“Well, does he?” a voice called out.

“He’s sure got a body, all right.”

An older man came to the door and blinked in the bright. 

“That so?” He had a face that had seen a lot. He had a manner that said he had no interest in rushing to the next thing. A life could fill up quick.

With a glance up at the sky, and a scowl that seemed to be directed at the buzzard who had come for a closer look, the sheriff shrugged and stepped off the boardwalk. He walked over to the body, grabbed a fistful of dead man’s hair and lifted the face. 

“Shit.”

“Is it him?” The deputy asked.

The sheriff turned and spat. “It’s Lester.”

“You know what you did, mister? You brought us trouble, is what you did.”

“Did I? I know I brought you a wanted man. And seeing as the poster said he had to be delivered to your door, me dragging his ass halfway across Texas to collect it shouldn’t be a big surprise.”

“More of a disappointment, I guess,” the sheriff said. “I was kinda hoping that no one would collect it.”

“Why not? Did you want him to get away with murder.”

The sheriff stepped back onto the boardwalk. “No. I was happy to have him get punished, but you bringing him here is gonna stir up some shit. The boy has some hotheaded friends.”

“Then why insist on having the body here? You could have had the sheriff in El Paso confirm he was dead.”

The sheriff let out a breath. “Well, it’s kinda complicated. Lester shot a man, and his best friend Lester says it was self defense.”

“You don’t agree?”

“I don’t know. But Lester decided not to hang around and let a court settle the matter. And he created more trouble as he left that got Judge Gerrold to put that condition on the reward.”

“What happened?”

“Come inside,” the sheriff said. 

Sam followed him into the office. The building was clapboard and unlike it could be inside the adobe buildings the Mexicans put up, this had gotten baking hot. But they were out of the sun. Sam sat in a rickety chair and the sheriff sat behind his desk and folded his hands. “I’m gonna put a little trust in you.”

“Why?”

“Instinct. You strike me as an honorable man, in the sense we mean that out here. And you deserve to hear the whole story. But it can’t go no further.”

“There is a secret?”

The sheriff nodded slowly. “Not one that changes a damn thing about the price on Lester Delray’s head, but explains why you got dragged her to collect the bounty.”

Sam sat back and took a cigarette and sulfur match from his shirt pocket. He struck the match on the desk, inhaled, and sat back. “Okay.”

“Like I said, Lester Delray shot some drifter. I don’t know why. I don’t even know if he gunned him down or shot in self defense. The witness swore it was self defense, but he was a buddy of Lester’s, named Askar, and Lester didn’t wait around to defend himself. I ain’t sure that Askar saw shit at all. Could be that giving me sworn testimony was just to slow down the hunt for Lester, giving him time to get out of town.”

“Okay.”

The sheriff clearly didn’t want to say the rest. But he felt he needed to. He took a breath. “Lester decided to run for it, but on his way out, he made himself a little stop.”

Sam sat, paying close attention as the sheriff told the tale. When the man finished, he nodded. “So, this judge got it in his head that it wouldn’t be enough to know the boy was killed—he wanted to see the body.”

“He felt his wife needed to see that the man was stone cold dead with her own eyes. She was broken up pretty bad.”

Sam took it all in and tried to imagine how he’d respond to it all in the sheriff’s spot. Strange that keeping a lid on the reason they needed the body brought here was the only truly reasonable part of the story. “I agree with you. That ain’t got nothing to do with the reward.”

“But it brings you here and Askar, well, like I said, he’s a hothead, and what he will see is that you shot his friend.”

Sam took a last drag of his cigarette. “Don’t seem that civilization done made Waco a safer place than it was when I left.”

The sheriff found that amusing. “You know someplace that civilization has improved in that respect? Seems to me that it changes the nature of the crimes a bit is all.”

“I think you are right.”

The sheriff stood. “Well, I need to go see the judge and tell him to arrange the bounty. He is gonna want to know the name of the man who brought in his dead and stinking carcass.”

“Sam Colder.”

The sheriff straightened, recognition in his eyes. 

“Not the same Sam Colder who was a Texas Ranger here back a few years ago?”

“A lot of years now.”

The sheriff blew a long breath. “I heard about you.”

“That I quit?”

“Story was you was a good ranger. And shifting from Texas Ranger to bounty hunter? That’s quite a change, son. Kind of a comedown, ain’t it?”

Sam sighed. “Not really. A lot of folks see it that way, but I don’t. A bounty hunter usually gets to pick the outlaws he brings down. If he’s got a conscience, he goes after the really bad ones, not just the ones that go after the rich and important people.”

“And yet, you didn’t know shit about Lester and his crimes. What did young Lester here do to someone you know that was so bad that you went after him, Sam? What fairness did you chase after?”

“I didn’t go after him. Lester was foolish. Over in New Mexico Territory, he joined up with a bunch of kids who fancied themselves bank robbers. They hit a bank in Lincoln City. Thing is, I was in the bank at the time.”

“Just happened to be in the right place at the right time?”

Sam made a sour face. “Or the wrong one. The point is, when the smoke cleared, two of them were dead and Lester was one of them. Lester had a bounty on him, and bullets cost money, so here I am.”

“You recognized Lester?”

“Sort of. I thought he looked familiar, and I’d spent some time going through the reward posters the El Paso sheriff had. We dug them and there he was.”

The sheriff took off his hat and rubbed his head. “Shit. I didn’t know anyone in El Paso even looked at them things. You must have a hell of a memory for faces.”

“I look at them whenever I’m passing through. I have a real good memory for faces.”

“And you brought him all this way for a hundred dollars?”

This was the tricky bit to explain.

“That condition on the bounty, needing to bring him home, had me curious. Plus, it’s been a long spell since I visited Waco, so I thought I’d see if it had changed much.” 

The sheriff waved his arms. “Not much, as you said.”

“Keeps you employed.”

“It does that. Well, I’ll take Lester out and show the judge his dead body.” He looked out the door at his deputy and called out to him. “Rick, write Mr. Sam Colder here a receipt for the body of the late Lester Delray. Then get your ass over to the Delray’s place and let his momma know he got himself killed robbing a fucking bank in Mexico.”

“New Mexico Territory,” Sam said.

“Tell her Mexico,” the sheriff said. “She don’t know the difference and she’ll take it better if it happened in a foreign country.” 

They started for the door. Outside, the sheriff rubbed his jaw. “I’ll get your money as quick as possible. The word will be out about you bringing in Lester, so I suggest you watch your back. His friends, especially Askar, won’t care that you killing him was legal.” 

Sam pulled his hat down. “Nothing new in that, sheriff. Truth is that every outlaw I met had friends and family who don’t want to know the facts, or accept their loved one went bad.”

“For sure,” the sheriff said. “In both our lines of work, we got to take into account revenge seekers. And as long as we are telling the truth, my real concern ain’t so much with your hide, but that of innocent bystanders. I don’t want my citizens in the getting killed because they get between you and Askar.” 

“What do you expect me to do?”

“Some bounty hunters brag about their kills. That might raise hackles. I’m asking you to do what you can to avoid trouble and to encourage you to keep your stay in Waco real short.”

“I don’t intend to stay longer than necessary. Don’t seem like I forgot anything when I rode out of here.” 

“Good.”

Sam stared down the street. “Lots of new places now. Where is a good place to room?”

“The big saloon, the Top Hat, has the cheapest rooms, and has all the booze and whores a man needs. But if you want some rest, you’ll be more comfortable at Waco Palace... it’s a good hotel.” 

“I’ll check that out.”

“Mrs. Logan will do right by you,” the sheriff said, stroking the nose of the sorrel holding the dead man. “What’s the deal on this horse you brought him in on... is it yours?”

“Lester rode it to the bank. The local law said it wasn’t stolen, so I guess it was his. That means it belongs to his family now.”

The sheriff shook his head. “That’s a first. The man who kills the outlaw is an honest bounty hunter. I think I been doing this far too long.”

“There’s a time and place for everything,” the sheriff said as the deputy emerged and handed Sam a piece of paper. “I sent a boy for the undertaker,” he said.

“Can’t be soon enough,” the sheriff said. “Tell Lester’s mother that I’ll send his horse and all his belongings over when the undertaker has him.”

Sam rose in the saddle, swung his leg around, and dismounted. 

“It’s been a long ride and I best take care of my horse. She’s been doing all the hard work for the last week or so.”

The man pointed down the street. “Just this side of the saloon. The stable is first rate. Not cheap, but I guess a man headed for a small payday can afford it.”

“Appreciate it.”

“Stay out of trouble if you can.”

They both knew that if one man was determined to cause trouble, if this Askar came for him with his face set on vengeance, there wasn’t much of a way to prevent someone from getting hurt.

Sam tipped his hat. “I’ll reckon that during my short stay, I’ll spend some time in the saloon. If I see you, I’ll buy you a drink.”

“That is always appreciated,” the sheriff said.

Leading Dancer to the stables, arranging for her to get curried and fed and boarded, gave Sam time to think. The sheriff seemed to be on the level, and it was wise to heed a warning. Mixing it up with local hotheads didn’t appeal to him. The boy sounded all emotional, and you couldn’t argue with emotion.

But then, after only a short time in the town, Sam had no interest in staying any longer in Waco than he had to. Or any part of east Texas.

Yessir, as soon as the judge paid up that bounty money it would be time to get back to New Mexico Territory.
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Shouldering his saddlebags and carrying his rifle, Sam left the stables, heading up the street. He saw the little hotel, and it looked inviting. The sheriff gave good advice, and he'd swing back and get himself a room in a bit.

But first, the sign over the door of the Top Hat Saloon looked inviting. He licked his lips unconsciously as he thought about getting a stiff drink. He was of a mind to indulge in a little drinking and some relaxing, and it would be a good idea to get a little more information about things in Waco.

In his experience, the best place to feel the pulse of a town was its saloon. All the gossip and rumors a town could produce wound up clustering in its saloons and churches. Sam wasn't much for churching going, so the saloon called to him. 

The saloon was the same building it had been before, dressed up with that new sign that displayed a new name, but otherwise it hadn't changed a lick. He walked in through the stink of cigars, whisky, and stale beer into a familiar room. It was like stepping back in time.

He paused and looked around at the bar, the four tables, the stairs that led up to a balcony that the rooms opened onto. At midday, only a handful of men were drinking. He walked to the bar and ordered a whiskey. 

The bartender poured the drink, eyeing Sam, letting his gaze take in the cross-draw holster that held his Colt on his left hip, and the saddlebags over his shoulder. “Just getting into town?”

“That’s right.” 

“We got rooms if you need one,” the man said. “If you get hungry, we got a Mexican gal who serves up a spicy chili in the evening.”

It was a standard offering that sound particularly tempting. The rooms would be ones the whores used and the walls would be thin. The chili would be sitting on the stove for days. They made it spicy to cover the rotten flavor of the meat, if there was any meat. But the man was being helpful and spilling it all out saved him the trouble of asking questions. 

“Thanks,” Sam said. He swallowed the shot and put the glass on the counter. "Just another drink for now."

“How long you staying in Waco, mister?”

He turned to face the questioner—a tall, willowy girl with brown hair and a wicked smile.

“Just a few days,” he said.

She frowned. “You plan on hanging around this godforsaken town a few days and all you want is a drink?"

Sam looked her over, appreciating what he saw. "I wasn't tempted by the offer of a room or the food," he said.

"I can understand that, but you will need a room. A man can sleep rough, I suppose, but even if you are only going to be around a short time, you should make an effort to get to know people. Be sociable."

"Should I? Why is that?"

"Because making friends makes spending time in a place so much more enjoyable."

“Does it now?”

“If you pick the right people to get to know,” she said, stepping up to him. "I'm a good person to get to know." 

He ran his eyes over her. She smiled and pulled down the top of her blouse, showing him her breasts. They were nice and firm. While he surveyed them, she put a hand on his crotch. Her long, delicate fingers traced the lined of his rapidly stiffening cock. 

It had been a long ride from New Mexico.

“I take you are Waco’s welcoming committee?”

“Appointed by the mayor himself,” she said. “I’m Martha, and I leave it to you to decide if I have the skills to make a man feel welcome.”

“I’m Sam, and I seem to be feeling more welcome all the time.”

She reached over and took one coin off the bar.

“What’s that for?”

“A token of your appreciation for a sample of my welcoming skills.”

“Feeling men up must be rare in this town to cost that much.”

She licked her lips. “That’s just me saying hello, mister.” She led him over to the side of the room and stepped back against the wall. Her tongue danced over her lips. “You want to feel welcome, then fuck me against this here wall. It will give you a taste of just how welcome I can make you feel.”
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