



[image: ]





        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    

RIMROCK 
RAIDERS

BRADFORD SCOTT

A Walt Slade Texas Ranger Western






[image: ]

a division of F+W Media, Inc.




One

RANGER WALT SLADE’S gray eyes had a pleased expression as he rode into the mining town of Hato and noted the busy appearance of the long main street that was laid out straight as an arrow. To his ears came the monotonous rumble of the huge iron pestles in the stamp mills grinding the silver ore, that was also heavily freighted with gold, to a watery paste from which the precious metal would be extracted by the amalgam process. There were many prosperous-looking establishments, including saloons, dance halls, gambling halls and other places of diversion, and a general air of well being.

There was something unique in Hato, aside from its broad and straight streets, something unusual to a Texas Border town. All the buildings were new, whether they were clapboard shacks or more ornate false-fronts that boasted plate glass and bright lettering. This, however, was not particularly remarkable when one recalled that Hato hadn’t been there three years before. Hato was a silver-strike town with the turbulence common to boom towns in Texas, or anywhere else in the country.

“Quite a pueblo, Shadow,” said the man who the peons of the Rio Grande river villages named El Halcon — The Hawk — to his great black horse. “Folks with plenty of money and itching to spend it, lots of gents dropping in for diversion and not overly particular about the brand just so it makes for swallerforking. I’ve a notion we’re going to enjoy our stay here.”

Shadow’s answering snort held a dubious note. Slade chuckled, but a moment later as Shadow ambled leisurely along the main street he did not chuckle. Without warning a gun boomed and a bullet turned Slade’s hat sideways on his head.

Instantly Slade’s hands streaked to his own guns, but at the same instant he realized the bullet had not been meant for him. A big bay horse tore down the street. Forking the bay, leaning low in the saddle to present as small a target as possible, a hatless, coatless man urged the frantic cayuse to greater speed. After him raced a man on foot, a man whose face streamed blood and who held a smoking rifle. Even as he came abreast of Slade he halted, flung the rifle to his shoulder and sent another slug whining after the rider who swerved around the last building on the street and vanished southward in a cloud of dust.

The rifleman grounded his long gun, swore bitterly and mopped his bloody face with a handkerchief.

“Sorry, feller,” he called to Slade. “Reckon that slug of mine came sort of close to you. The blasted blood got in my eyes and throwed me off.”

Slade removed his hat and tentatively fingered the bullet hole in the crown. He contemplated the other man a moment before replying and decided he didn’t look too bad. “Glad you pulled high,” he remarked dryly. “You should learn to squeeze a trigger instead of jerking on it. But just the same I’m glad you didn’t learn before today.

“What’s this all about?” Slade added, his musical voice hardening slightly and his eyes seeming to subtly change color. “Sort of an afternoon pastime hereabouts?”

“That slick-iron hellion was cold-decking a game in my place,” the other replied, still swabbing at the blood which Slade saw came from an ugly gash just above his left temple. “I caught him at it and called him. He bent a gunbarrel over my head and sifted sand. After I’d turned a couple of flip-flops I grabbed a rifle from a lookout and skalleyhooted after the sidewinder. If it hadn’t been for the blood in my eyes he’d be making acquaintance with a coal shovel about now.”

He bound the bloody handkerchief about his head, blinked with the pain of its contact with the cut and swore some more.

“Come on in and have a drink on me to even up for that hole in your sombrero,” he invited, waving his hand toward a wide glass front and a pair of swinging doors a little farther up the street.

“You can tie your cayuse at the rack across the street,” he added. “Don’t worry about him, he’ll be safe. I’ve got a lookout settin’ by the window with a sawed-off, keeping an eye on the boys’ horses.”

“The gent who tries to put a hand on Shadow’s bridle will be the one to do the worrying, only he’ll quite likely have to do it with one arm,” Slade replied as he dismounted.

“One-man horse, eh?” nodded the other. “I like that sort, and,” he added frankly, “I usually kind of cotton to a man who rides that kind of a horse. A gent has to be kinda reliable to train a horse that way, I’ve noticed. Hitch him and come along.”

Slade, however, merely dropped the split reins to the ground after selecting a spot at the rack for Shadow. The saloonkeeper again nodded approval. “Stays put, eh?” he commented and led the way through a gathering crowd into the saloon. The big room was in an uproar but a bellow from the host quieted the turmoil.

“Sure the horned toad got away,” he answered a volley of questions. “The last I saw of him he was fogging it for the Espantosas like the devil beating tanbark. All right! All right! Forget it! But the next son of a skunk I catch monkeyin’ with a deck is going to get perforated first and told about it afterward.”

“That’s the way to talk, Gotch Ear!” a rangy cowboy shouted. “The Vinegar Hall always has had a reputation for square dealing. Keep ‘er that way, feller!”

Slade had already noted that the saloonkeeper had a notched ear, presumably sliced by a passing bullet some time in the past, but he chuckled at the apt nickname.

Gotch Ear was a squat broad man with abnormally long arms, enormous hands and feet that looked like a puncher’s warbag laid out flat; but there was a twinkle in his brown eyes and the thick lips of his wide mouth were grin-tilted at the corners. His nose had been broken in the course of some ancient shindig and carelessly set, so that it had an inquisitive quirk toward his left ear, the notched one. His hair was carroty red and bristly. With the bloody handkerchief tied around his head he had the look of a truculent but cheerful pirate.

“Name your pizen,” he invited Slade heartily as they bellied up to the bar. “The best in the house for this gent, Sam,” he told the bartender, without waiting for Slade to make a choice. “I owe him a new hat for this one I drilled a hole through — wish it had been that crooked hellion’s hide instead — and he’s figured to square it up in whiskey.”

“If he swallers a hat’s worth of this snake juice he’ll wish you’d aimed a foot lower,” grunted Sam, a mournful-looking individual with one eye that looked in one direction while its mate gazed in another, and who evidently did not stand in awe of his boss.

“Sam’s sore,” Gotch Ear chuckled as the lugubrious barkeep filled the glasses. “He used to be a lookout, but the customers couldn’t tell who the devil he was looking at. One time he threw down on a jigger up here by the bar and everybody in the back of the house went under tables. So I made a bartender of him. Nobody minds a cross-eyed bartender.”

“I wasn’t cross-eyed till I made a mistake and took a drink in here one night,” Sam explained. “Innocent strangers smelling a cork out of one of Gotch Ear’s bottles have been crippled for life.”

Gotch Ear chuckled. Sam poured a second drink, glanced keenly at Slade with his mismated eyes and apparently was satisfied with what he saw.

“Boss,” he said, his voice holding a more serious note, “I’ve a notion that hellion you threw lead at might be a Rimrock Raider.”


Two

GOTCH EAR GLARED AT THE BARTENDER. “Rimrock Raider, sheep dip!” he exploded. “Rimrock Raider, this! Rimrock Raider, that! Folks hereabouts have got Rimrock Raiders on the brain! Culebra rides again! The Snake strikes! Every time anything happens the Rimrock Raiders did it! Let a salty-looking gent ride into town and like as not he’s Culebra! He’s a Rimrock Raider! If there are any Rimrock Raiders, which I doubt, there’d have to be a regiment of ’em to handle everything they’re given credit for. There’s always been plenty of owlhoots in this section and down in the Espantosa Hills, and more coming in all the time. I know there’s been lots of hell-raising hereabouts, but what can you expect with a big mining strike and money in everybody’s pockets? Culebra is something some Mexican dreamed up, and the chances are the Rimrock Raiders came out of the same bottle. What makes you think he’s one of your blasted Rimrock Raiders?”

Sam did not appear particularly impressed by Gotch Ear’s outburst. He poured himself a drink, tasted it tentatively, then tossed it off like so much water. He wiped his lips, eyed the bottle suspiciously and refilled Slade’s glass.

“I got the notion from something I saw,” he explained. “When you scooted out the door after that cold-decker, I noticed a couple of hard-looking hombres get up from a corner table over there — I’d already had my eye on ’em. They headed for the door, but Jawbone Carter, the lookout, stepped in front of the door with both barrels of his sawed-off cocked. ‘There don’t nobody go out of here till Gotch Ear comes back in,’ he said. Me and the other two drink jugglers had our shotguns up, too, so those gents thought better of it and went back and sat down. They slid out a minute after you came back in.”

“Tarnation!” scoffed Gotch Ear, “that don’t make that feller a Rimrock Raider, even if there is such a thing. Mebbe those gents just wanted to see what was going on outside.”

“Maybe,” admitted Sam, plainly unconvinced, “but they didn’t act like fellers who were just curious. They looked to me like they meant business. You know that’s the way the Raiders have done before: they sift into a place by ones and twos and scatter around and don’t ‘pear to know anybody. But they’ve always got an eye on each other and are ready to horn in at the right time. That’s how they held up the Ace-Full saloon last week — the only way they could have done it in a crowd like that. When they started operating they were posted all over the place, so that no matter which way a gent turned his head he was looking smack into a gun muzzle and knew there was another one behind him. The way those two gents acted when the rukus started in here reminded me what I heard about the Ace-Full, so I grabbed my scattergun and threw down on the crowd soon as they jumped up from the table. The other boys were right with me and if the hellions had planned to pull something, I reckon they figured it wouldn’t be exactly healthy to go through with it.”

Gotch Ear fingered his injured head and looked thoughtful. “You might have something,” he admitted. “I don’t take no stock in your blasted Rimrock Raiders, but there are plenty of outfits operating in the Big Bend that are capable of just such a chore. And right now there’s a mighty big take in the safe. Quick thinking, Sam, and I won’t forget it.”

Sam nodded, and ventured a word of advice. “You could be right about the Rimrock Raiders,” he said. “Maybe there ain’t no such outfit, but whoever happens to buck the Rimrock Raiders what ain’t, it’s a pretty well-known fact that said gents is all of a sudden found waiting comfortably somewhere for the undertaker. So if this gent you threw lead at happens to belong to the Rimrock Raiders what ain’t, it wouldn’t be a bad notion for you to sort of keep your eyes skinned for a while. The outfit what ain’t just might take a notion to even up the score.”

He filled the half-empty glasses to the brim and hurried off to attend to the wants of an impatient customer. Gotch Ear watched him contemplatively.

“That’s what comes of having eyes that look two ways at once,” he said in low tones to Slade. “I reckon there ain’t anything going on around that Sam don’t see. A Rimrock Raider! Hmmm!”

Slade regarded Gotch Ear who still stared at the barkeep, his brows knitted, an abstract look in his eyes. “Who are the Rimrock Raiders?” he asked.

Gotch Ear’s head jerked around and he regarded Slade a moment before replying, looking him up and down. “Stranger hereabouts, eh?” he remarked. “Fine! You’ll be Culebra before dark, see if you ain’t. Any big tall jigger with black hair and packing a couple of guns who rides in is Culebra. I’ve had seventeen Culebras pointed out to me, so far. One an Injun squaw wearing pants! Yep, you’re Culebra, just have to be.” He tasted his drink, downed it, wiped his lips and continued.

“Down in Mexico a while back there was a jigger who did considerable swallerforkin’ around, starting half-baked revolutions and talking of filibusters in the William Walker style. Woods are full of that sort down in mañana land. The hellion was bad, though, and efficient, and raised plenty of the devil for a while. The Mexicans, who are always hanging outlandish names on people — I think it was one first called me Gotch Ear — called him El Culebra, The Snake, ‘cause a snake is always popping up where he ain’t supposed to be, with no warning, and moves quick and silent and strikes deadly. Well, the Mexican Mounted Police, the rurales, finally caught up with him and did for most of his outfit. Culebra got away and folks say he came up this side of the line and got another bunch together and started operating. To my way of thinking he’s just a brush-poppin’ owlhoot and quite likely he ain’t around here at all. But some bunch has been operating, all right, or several bunches, which is more likely. Maybe there is such a bunch as the Rimrock Raiders, as lots of folks believe, I don’t know. As I said, Culebra got away and dropped out of sight. That was about two years ago, just before the silver strike in the hills and this burg got underway. There’s been plenty of trouble during the past year, all right, including a couple of seemingly senseless killings — ranchowners down in the south end of the Star Drive Valley, to the east of here.”

Slade looked thoughful. “Culebra is not a Mexican?”

“Nope, he’s not, or so everybody says,” Gotch Ear replied. “Folks figure he’s a Texan, though of course he could be from anywhere. One thing’s sure for certain, if there is a Culebra, he knows the section, especially the Espantosa Hills to the south. Those jiggers got their name for riding the rimrock trails up there top the canyons. There are trails up there, old Injun trails, I reckon, but mighty few folks know how to get to them or where they go. But a bunch has been seen riding up there, especially on moonlight nights, and every time they’re seen, something bad happens. No wonder folks are sort of superstitious about them.”

“Anybody know what Culebra looks like?” Slade asked.

Gotch Ear shrugged. “The Mexicans say he’s a big feller with gray or blue eyes, mean as a snake with a sore tail and with plenty of savvy. As to his heading the Rimrock Raiders, if there is such an outfit, that’s very likely just a lot of bunkhouse jabber.”

Slade nodded, his gray eyes even more thoughtful.

A few minutes later Slade noticed two men enter the saloon and sit down at a nearby table. Gotch Ear nodded cordially to them.

One, Slade noted, was a big, finely set-up man with thick shoulders, a hard-lined face and truculent pale eyes. His companion was also well-formed but shorter and slenderer. He had a bronzed fine-featured face, clear gray eyes and a pleasant expression. There was something retiring about him and he appeared to be dominated by the other. Both wore corduroys and heavy laced boots.

“The big feller is Bob Roberts, he owns the Lost Lode silver mine up in the hills, low-grade ore but pays to work. He located it about a year ago,” Gotch Ear remarked to Slade. “The other one is Al Hubbard, his mine superintendent. Al is a nice feller, never says a word out of turn and always quiet and in order. Roberts is just the opposite. He’s bad-tempered and a troublemaker and gets ugly when he drinks. Gambles a lot and is always beefing and arguing with the other players. I think Hubbard is a bit afraid of him, but he does seem able to cool him down a bit when he gets too rambunctious. Talks to him nice and soft and persuasive like. Roberts growls and grumbles but he does sort of listen. I’ve a notion he’s scared Hubbard may quit him if he gets too rough. Understand Hubbard is a first rate mining man and I figure Roberts don’t know too much about the business. I got him spotted as a prospector of sorts who made a lucky strike and had to hire somebody with the know-how to make it pay.”

The slender man glanced up at the moment, as if aware he was the subject of conversation. He struck a match and lighted a cigarette. Slade watched the operation with casual interest.

“Where’d they come from?” he asked Gotch Ear.

“New Mexico, I heard,” the saloonkeeper replied. “Both brought up in the mining country over there; don’t reckon they ever got very far away from it. They’re mining men, all right.”

Shortly afterward, Slade left the saloon, mounted his horse and rode to a livery stable Gotch Ear said was just around the corner.

“It’s a good place and your horse will be safe and well cared for there,” Gotch Ear told him. “A room? Well, I got a couple upstairs for rent, if you can stand the racket down here. I sleep up there. Sort of particular who I rent the spare ones to, but reckon I still owe you something for that hat and, well, you seem the right kind of a jigger.”

Slade found the stable satisfactory and the keeper was a sociable old gent, a former cowhand.

“Nice trough of cold water in back if you’d like a dip,” he told Slade. “Here’s soap and a towel. You look sort of dusty.”

Grateful for a bath, Slade thanked the keeper and enjoyed a sluice in the icy water, after which he set out in search of something to eat. Preferring to avoid the noise and turmoil of the Vinegar Hall at the moment, he had a meal in a small restaurant nearby that the stablekeeper recommended. Full fed and content, he rolled and lighted a cigarette and enjoyed a leisurely smoke. The section recalled old memories, for it was not so far from where Hato now stood, less than forty miles to the west, that he had covered the first big assignment Captain McNelty handed him after he joined the Rangers, some several years before.

He smiled a little to himself as he recalled how he had thought at the time that his stay with the famous corps of law enforcement officers would be comparatively short.

Shortly before signing up with McNelty, Walt Slade had graduated from a noted college of engineering. He had planned a postgraduate course to round out his education before taking up the profession for which he had been trained. But his father had suffered business reversals and because of droughts and blizzards had lost his ranch and not long afterward had died. Abruptly the postgrad course had become out of the question. As it happened, Slade had worked some with Captain McNelty during summer vacations, and when the illustrious commander of the Border Battalion had suggested that it would be a good notion to sign on with the Rangers for a while and complete his studies in spare time, Slade had been agreeable to the suggestion. Long ago he had gotten as much and more through private study than he could have acquired by way of the postgrad course. But meanwhile Ranger work had gotten a strong hold on him and he was loath to sever connections with the outfit just yet. He was still young and there was plenty of time to become an engineer. He decided to remain a Ranger for a while.

Meanwhile Slade had acquired a mixed reputation. There were plenty of folks, including some puzzled peace officers, who maintained that if El Halcon wasn’t an owlhoot, he missed being one by the skin of his teeth. Slade did nothing to discourage this erroneous viewpoint, having found it valuable at times in the course of his Ranger work. People who knew him to be a Ranger held him in high esteem. “The smartest and most fearless Ranger of them all,” they declared. Which was saying considerable, but the truth of which even critical old Captain Jim McNelty was ready to concede.

The sun was already touching the crests of the western hills when Slade left Gotch Ear’s saloon. As he turned the corner he saw a crowd hurrying up the opposite side of the main street. In the center were four men carrying another on a blanket.

The crowd paused in front of a small building with a doctor’s shingle swinging in front of it. The four bearers mounted the steps with their burden and disappeared through the door.

Slade quickened his pace slightly and crossed the street. “What happened?” he asked a member of the crowd that milled about the entrance to the doctor’s office.

“It’s Gotch Ear Henry,” the man excitedly replied. “Somebody sent a slug through the back window of the Vinegar Hall and plugged him.”


Three

SLADE SHOULDERED HIS WAY through the crowd and mounted the steps. He passed into the office without interference.

The wounded man had been laid on a table. The whole front of his shirt was soaked with blood.

Gotch Ear was cursing between his set teeth. The men who had carried him in were standing helplessly about, muttering oaths. One Slade recognized as Jawbone Carter, the window lookout.

“Where in blazes is Doc Raines?” Carter was demanding as Slade entered. “I reckon we’d better go look for him,” he added.

The men were moving toward the door when Slade spoke. “Wait,” he said quietly.

The men hesitated, but there was the authority in that quiet voice that was accustomed to obedience. They waited, muttering among themselves.

Slade bent over the wounded saloonkeeper. Gotch Ear gazed up into his face and recognized him.

“Looks like Sam might have been right,” he said thickly between his set teeth.

The men in the room stared at him and at Slade, but Gotch Ear did not see fit to amplify his remark for their benefit.

“Could be,” Slade nodded as he drew his knife and began deftly cutting away the blood-soaked shirt. In a moment he laid bare the wound, which was bleeding badly.

“Went clean through the flesh between the arm and the shoulder,” he told Gotch Ear. “Can be taken care of, but two inches more to the right and you’d have busted up a dull day for the undertaker.”

He applied his thumb to the hollow above the collarbone as he spoke. Gotch Ear winced with the pain of the pressure and set his teeth harder than ever, but the flow of blood from the wound appreciably diminished.

Slade turned his head and spoke to the men in the room. “One of you hightail back to the saloon and get a big bucket of hot water, as hot as they can give you,” he directed. “The rest of you light every lamp in the place and set or hold several of them around this table. Then one of you look for the doctor. Move!”

They moved. One darted out the door, the others began striking matches.

“Come here, Carter,” Slade called to Jawbone. “Put your thumb right where I have mine and keep it there. Press hard.”

Jawbone did as he was told. Slade hurried to the inner office, which was now brightly lighted. In a glass-fronted cabinet were bottles, surgical instruments, bandages and other medical paraphernalia arranged in orderly rows. Slade selected astringents, antiseptics, bandages and pads. He passed back to the table where Gotch Ear lay and went to work on him. By this time the hot water was forthcoming. Slade bathed and cleansed the wound and applied astringents and antiseptics. Gotch Ear swore weakly at the sting but lay still while Slade worked over him. A few minutes more and the compresses were in place and the wound was efficiently bandaged.

Slade waved Jawbone Carter away, felt the injured man’s pulse and hurried back to the inner office. He found a heart stimulant, measured the infinitesimal dose with the utmost care, charged a hypodemic syringe and sent the contents into Gotch Ear’s arm. Then he stepped back, rolled a cigarette and placed it between Gotch Ear’s lips.
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