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I’m always finding small bits of history that I was not aware of or perhaps forgot when that information was forced out of my limited storage capacity by some other surprising/interesting/unbelievable nugget of information from the past. One such tidbit that I’ve been aware of for several years is that the British Columbia Provincial Police did not have a detective (or inspector if you prefer) among their ranks until the reorganization undertaken in 1924, the same year they adopted uniform dress.

Until their first detective, the BCPP had been one of the Pinkerton Agencies best customers. I’ve speculated that perhaps that US agency wasn’t the only source for an investigator or for “outside” assistance.  As a result, an upcoming story entitled “Boundaries” will include a “citizen” investigator with some specific skills.

In the same theme, the BCPP used all manner of personnel in their efforts to expand their numbers and attempt to cover their vast area with, sometimes, less than two dozen officers. That is one of the subjects found here in “Gunfighters, Thieves and Lawmen.”

I’m also “recycling” a couple of characters. Those who have read the two “Hank James” stories will recognize them.

. You can access my Author central page through a search engine by entering amazon.com/author/dmmcgowan

I would also like to take the opportunity to thank those who helped bring “Boundaries” and “Gunfighters, Thieves and Lawmen” to reality. Randy Hadland (Handy Hadlands), Wayne Ezeard (Author of “Where Eagles Soar”, radio host on Peace FM) and Samantha Zwicker, co-director of Hoja Nueva of Peru who has created many of my covers. More information about them and their facility in Peru can be found at www.hojanueva.org 

Most importantly I acknowledge Karen Lynne McGowan who has been by herself as I disappear into a computer screen.
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When he saw the remains of the small fire he knew his life, or at least the one he had been enjoying in recent years, had come to an end. There were a great many things that upset him about the small pile of charcoal, but the end of that comfortable life was the worst aspect. 

“Been a quiet, peaceful run for close to five, six years,” he said to his mount, leaned forward in the saddle and patted the gelding’s neck. He turned away from the cold fire a few yards, swung to the ground and dropped the reins. He moved slowly back to the site examining the ground.

There were tracks of three men and three horses. They had driven at least three animals into the small clearing. Two of those animals were full grown or very close to it. 

“A cow, and a yearling and a calf, maybe,” he said to himself. “Or maybe two steers and a calf, hard to tell.” 

He could see two different places where animals had been roped both head and heals and dropped on the grass. A third man had handled the fire, heating a cinch ring that had been used as a running iron to change the brand, probably his brand to something else. He could see where the hot ring had been dropped three or four times in the grass leaving a circle of singed grass.

He stood straight and backed away from the branding site and looked around at the clearing. It was in a small cup or depression on a hill side and surrounded by aspen, a few spruce and several bunches of willows. A perfect little spot to drive a few cattle, rope them and drop them and then change their brands. 

“Perfect place to hide from the rightful owner, which would be me,” he said. “Don’t know as I’ve ever rode through this clearing before.”

He tried to think of a reason he had come through here today. Had he seen something, a track, crushed grass or a bent twig that had drawn him down the trail that led him here? He shook his head to drive the thought away. Coming through here had been pure chance.

He walked the few steps to his mount, swung into the saddle and reversed his ride, going back toward the buildings. 

“I guess we won’t be checking cattle for a few days, Patch,” he said to the sorrel. The name came from a circle of white on the sorrel’s left flank that stuck out from under the saddle skirt.

At the buildings he untied his bed roll, laid his slicker over the saddle and carried the bedding up to the front porch of his house. He dropped it, untied it and rolled it out flat. From the house he brought another shirt and several pairs of socks and added them to the clothes and other items in the bedroll. Rolling it up again he tied it and carried it back to Patch, tying it back in place along with the slicker.

Next, he checked the large saddle bags.

“Enough grub in there for what we need to do, Patch.”

He swung into the saddle and rode east.

The evening of the next day Constable Edward Theason dismounted in a clearing not far from the Yellowhead Trail. He made a circuit every month, but he only came this far north and west every three months. It made the circuit another two weeks longer, thereby cutting in to his regular time off, but he enjoyed the trip. There were never any problems to deal with and he got to enjoy several nice, quiet campsites with protection from the weather and plenty of good water. Except for mid winter when he often found those same sites isolated, lonely and sometimes dangerous.

He worked his ankles and stretched his legs. He put his hands on his hips and bent his back forward then back as far as he could.

“No law breakers, no Corporals or Sergeants, what could be better?” he said. He thought he was talking to his two horses and the trees.

He turned to his pack horse and started loosening the load when a man stepped out of the bush. It took a moment for Theason to see him for the man made no sound in his approach. He glanced down at the stranger’s feet expecting to see moccasins or mukluks but he wore mule ear adorned riding boots. The tops were every bit as high as Theason’s police issue boots but the heels were much higher and undershot. In addition, the stranger was not wearing spurs, even simple ones such as the military cavalry models Theason wore. The man held a Winchester carbine at port arms.

Moving slowly and carefully, his hand and arm hidden behind his pack horse, Theason reached down to his holster and released the flap.

“Not about to shoot anybody, Constable,” the man said. 

“Your rifle seems to be in a very, ah, readily available position,” Theason noted.

The stranger grinned. “You speak mighty well for a ten dollar a month itinerant policeman. And a rifle is just a well-designed ornament if it ain’t loaded and ready t’ hand.”

Theason’s expression remained serious but he took his hand from his holster and returned his attention to the pack. “You don’t appreciate art and ornamentation?” he asked.

“Depends on timing, I guess,” the stranger said. “Right now, I’d appreciate some coffee and I expect you would as well. When you get those two beasts hobbled or picketed, whatever you’re gonna do, follow this trail,” he jerked his thumb over his shoulder, “for a bit more than a hundred yards. We’re having venison, pork and beans. Oh, an’ the coffee o’ course.”

Theason pulled the tarp off his pack then looked back to the stranger intending to ask his name. 

The man had disappeared like a wisp of smoke.

“Makes very little noise for a man wearing boots,” he said to the trees and the horses. “To be more accurate, he doesn’t make as much noise as I do when I’m not moving.”

It took Theason a half hour to hobble his horses and prepare his camp. That accomplished he undid the top two buttons on his tunic, slipped a small revolver out of his pack and inside his tunic. He also picked up a tin cup and plate which he carried with his left hand. Leaving the tunic buttons undone he stepped out on the game trail the stranger had indicated. It only went north for perhaps twenty feet before it turned a circle through the brush and headed back toward the stream.

Theason stopped in the middle of the loop and considered the location of his camp and where he was going. If this stranger wanted to help himself to some new supplies, he could probably follow the stream, visit the camp, and then be back to his own camp before Theason arrived. However, stealing a Mounted Policeman’s goods wouldn’t be helpful in ensuring a calm life in the Canadian West.

Theason continued on along the trail and stepped out into a well protected clearing next to a deep, calm pool which, despite the cold earlier in the week had surrendered to the heat of the day leaving only a thin fringe of ice at its edges. 

The stranger was squatted down by the fire stirring the contents of a pot. He pulled the pot back from the coals, picked up the coffee pot, tapped it twice on one of the rocks surrounding the fire to settle the grounds and poured coffee into a cup.

“You have a cup?” the stranger asked.

Theason set his cup by the fire and the stranger filled it. While he sipped the coffee, he studied the stranger. In addition to the riding boots the man wore wool pants under home made shot gun chaps, from their thickness probably fashioned from moose hide but well made. His pants were held up with wide suspenders but his hips also carried a cartridge belt with a holster hanging on the left side for a right-hand draw. However, unlike Theason’s regulation holster which was mounted the same way, the cowman’s holster was mounted at an angle which put the butt of his revolver in front of his stomach. Under a tweed vest he wore a blue cotton shirt. The outfit included a wide, flat brimmed hat with a flat-topped crown.

“Name’s Sullivan Wheeler,” the stranger said. He picked up a pair of fencing pliers from the dust, tapped them against a stone and then picked up the pot of beans, looking up enquiringly at Theason. 

The Mountie set his plate on the ground and Wheeler poured beans out into it while drawing a large knife from a sheath hung on the right side of his cartridge belt. He stopped the flow of beans and scraped the edge of the pot with his knife.

“Help your self to the deer meat,” he said, using his own knife to spear a steak from the coals.

Theason changed the plate to his right hand and reached behind his holstered Colt to draw his own knife. He speared a piece of meat and dropped it on his plate.

There were two large logs on the edge of the camp site. Wheeler had taken one and Theason sat on the other.

“Stopping along the trail and wondering where I was, now that was a good idea,” Wheeler said. “You maybe should have thought of it before you stepped into an unknown trail with so many hiding places for a back shooter.”

“Are you a back shooter, Mr. Wheeler?” Theason asked.

Wheeler smiled. “You feel all right?”

Theason smiled in return. “No, I don’t believe I’ve been shot.”

“No, I’m not a back shooter. Matter of fact I hope I never have t’ shoot anything again, ‘sept maybe my food. However, I’m not the only man with a weapon out here, even though she often appears to be empty country.”

“A few women as well,” Theason said.

Wheeler nodded. “An’ some of ‘em damn quick t’ shoot. But it’s not the men and women you need to worry about.”

With a piece of meat in his mouth Theason didn’t say anything but lifted his eyebrows in enquiry.

“It’s the animals, the two-legged ones you need to worry about.”

Theason swallowed, nodded and added, “And those that have completely lost their mind.”

“I expect there’s some of them."

“We’ve been looking for one for most of a year now. Over east of here.”

Wheeler nodded. “Cree fella over in, what, Athabasca District?”

Theason nodded. “Calls himself Jean Baptiste but it’s in the District of Saskatchewan. Place called Duck Lake, near Batoche.” 

Wheeler smiled. “Maybe the agency calls him Jean whatever, but the other Cree call him Almighty Voice. And he shot one of you boys, what, September last?”

“Sergeant Colebrook at the end of October.”

“Well, I’ve heard about it a couple o’ times and even if the man is out of his mind, I doubt he’ll be hanging around real close to where he shot a white policeman.”

Theason shrugged. “There are a lot of members and volunteers looking for him. It leaves us short handed out here on the ground, but we’ll find him.”

“Sure you will,” Wheeler agreed. “But you’ll have to admit that with a little more care, you wouldn’t need to find him.”

“You’re talking about him walking out of jail at shift change,” Theason said.

“Well, I didn’t know how he got away from you the first time, but I guess there’s that, too. What I was talking about was this Sergeant riding into his camp.”

“That was his job,” Theason insisted.

Wheeler shook his head, rose and went to the fire and set his plate down. Picking up the coffee pot he took it to Theason, poured, and then filled his own cup.

“He rode into what he knew was a criminal’s camp,” Wheeler said. “A criminal, who’s very, I don’t know, existence I guess, is all about livin’ outside and not in some stone cell.”

Theason nodded. “His father served three years after the rebellion.”

“So, he knew something about jails, plus he spent a day or two in one at this Cold Lake,” Wheeler said. “Despite that this Sergeant rides right into camp, his guide or translator or whatever he is warns him that Almighty Voice is going to shoot and yet he just keeps riding on.”

“As I said, that was his job.” Theason had difficulty not showing his embarrassment. He knew about the shooting and had some difficulty defending the circumstances.

Wheeler sat down on his log again. “Ain’t nobody’s job to commit suicide.” He waved one hand toward Theason. “That damn red coat ain’t bullet proof, just like it don’t hide that special pocket you have inside and over your left breast.”

Theason smiled. “I suppose it would seem I don’t trust you.”

Wheeler chuckled. “You shouldn’t trust me or anybody else you don’t know. That’s the point I’m trying to make. Matter of fact, as a policeman you should give some serious thought about trusting somebody you do think you know. And you’re little hidey gun is a good idea, even if you need a better place to do the hidin’.”

Suddenly there was a Colt revolver in Wheeler’s hand.  It was pointed at the ground and was not cocked, but it was still in his hand and his thumb was on the hammer. “You also need a quicker way to get at it.”
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The Colt disappeared almost as fast as it appeared but this time Theason heard the sound of leather against metal.

Theason took a sip of his coffee, hoping the action would hide his slack jaw. “Are you some kind of a gun fighter?”

Wheeler simply looked at him with a blank expression. “Now you know there’s no such a thing up in this country. I’m sure some Sergeant or training officer has explained that to you.”

Theason let that settle for several minutes before he asked, “So, why are you camped out here?”

“Waiting for you,” Wheeler explained.

Theason had been about to take a drink of coffee but stopped with the cup half way to his mouth. “What gave you the idea I would be here?”

“Somebody’s here every three months or so,” Wheeler replied. “Fella that made this tour before you hardly ever came out here in the winter. You’ve camped here once in the snow.”

“Why are you spying on policemen?”

Wheeler shook his head. “Wrong question. Question is why do you boys come way out here and camp on my range when there’s nobody out here but me?”

“You ranch here?”

Wheeler nodded. “For six years now, but that may come to an end if I keep losing cattle.”

“Bad weather?” Theason asked. “I thought the recent winters had been pretty good.”

Wheeler smiled, rose from his log and went to the coffee pot again. He brought it over to Theason, filled his cup then filled his own. He set his own cup down by the fire, removed the pot lid and dumped the grounds on the fire. With that done he returned to the log and sat down.  

“Have you had enough time to think about what you just said?” Wheeler asked.

“You wouldn’t hunt up a policeman to have the weather changed,” Theason said.

“That’s true,” Wheeler said as he nodded.

“Cattle thieves,” Theason said.

“We call ‘em rustlers in this country.”

“Have you had trouble before?”

“I reported it twice to the fella before you. Spring and midsummer last year.”

“Carlton is his name, Constable Carlton.”

Wheeler shrugged. “If you say so. Lazy as a fat hog. Good to have him gone someplace else. That is, if you ain’t as lazy as him.”

“Mr. Wheeler, I’ve had just about enough of you denigrating the force, its officers and its training,” Theason said. “If you have a complaint against an officer, then make that complaint in the prescribed manner.”

“I don’t much like leaving my place,” Wheeler said. “I live alone up here ‘cause I like livin’ alone up here. I go out in the fall with any animals I have to sell an’ while I’m out I buy supplies. I go out in the spring for supplies. Working alone I don’t have time fur any more trips out t’ the uncivilized centers of our fair land, nor do I want to.

“I particularly don’t have time to waste making complaints to some Mountie Sergeant who then puts it in a filling cabinet and forgets about it ‘cause he doesn’t want his precious force embarrassed by a man who isn’t a real cop but happens to wear a red coat. Such as was the case with this Carlton fella was ridin’ this area before you.”

Wheeler took a drink of coffee.

“That’s a very long and heated speech for a taciturn, lone living man,” Theason said.

“I do believe taciturn and lone livin’ is redundant,” Wheeler said, “and I ain’t finished.”

“You must have been a teacher in an earlier life,” Theason said. “You can’t seem to avoid correcting people. I also notice your understanding of the Queen’s English is greater than your demeanour would imply.”

“I read a book one time, however, I didn’t spend a day finding your tracks and then coming here to meet you so ‘s I could show off my learnin’. I hunted you up to report cattle thieves.”

“And what do you want me to do?” Theason asked even though he thought he knew the answer.

“Well, I want you ... no, let me tell you where I stand first. Last winter, well two winters ago now, I fed six bulls, eighty cows and their calves, and twenty heifers and I turned them out in the spring. Now, I lost three calves, so that’s a total of a hundred and eighty-three. Last fall I rounded up a hundred and thirty for a loss of fifty. That was all damn hard work for a loss of fifty. There’s some wolves and other varmints around, but there ain’t that many. The varmints responsible walk on two legs.

“So, what I want you to do is get a bunch of your red coats together, find this bunch that’s rustling and hang ‘em all. What I expect you to do is something else entirely. I expect you to find them, arrest them and see they spend about ten years over toward Winnipeg at Stone Mountain Pen. While they’re over there breakin’ rocks maybe that’ll give me enough time t’ put together enough of a herd that I’ll be able t’ hire some help one day.

“I’ve already been through this twice,” Wheeler held up one hand to halt an interruption he expected from Theason. “Yeah, I know it was somebody else and he didn’t report it, but from my viewpoint I’ve done my best to see my problem is handled by the proper authorities, as they say. I’m through. You have a month to show me you’re doing something, or I’ll look after it myself.”

“Then you’ll be the criminal,” Theason said.

“No, I’ll still be the victim, but then I’ll be the victim twice or maybe three times over.”

Theason finished his coffee and let his cup dangle. “I don’t understand,” he said. “Why three times?”

“Once, well actually probably several times while the cattle are stole. If I have to shoot somebody again, that’ll make me a victim of circumstances and I’ll be upset about it for the rest of my life. And then you boys will come around and try and prove I did break the law, even though it’ll be self defence, and that’ll make me a victim a third time.”

“Right now, I have some sympathy for your situation,” Theason said. “But if you take the law into your own hands no one will have sympathy for you.”

“First off, I’m lookin’ for more cows, not sympathy. Second, I’ll get lots of sympathy from everybody around here ‘cept for you boys. And I don’t know that law and order is your outfit’s first concern anyway.”

“It’s our only concern,” Theason responded.

“If it was you might get things straightened out faster. No, your biggest concern is making sure everybody knows you’re in charge. Take that Sergeant was shot by Almighty Voice. He goes against a man holding a rifle on him after his helper tells him he’s about to get shot. He had to show how much power that red coat has. It cost him his life.

“Now I’ll wager you’ll be making somebody pay for that real soon. Well, no longer than it takes you to find this Indian fella and that might take a while. But you men are after somebody killed one of your own. Won’t matter if it takes you five years to find him, you’ll have the men to do the job. But you don’t have anybody to spare when it comes to catching some rustlers.

“Far as takin’ me in for shootin’ somebody, you’d have t’ know somebody was dead. I’ll wager there’s a half dozen bodies buried in these mountains t’ the west that nobody knows of.”

Theason’s own thoughts were that there might be several dozen murder victims in the Territories but he didn’t say so. He found he was angry, primarily because he didn’t have a good argument for what Wheeler was saying. It was time to get away from the man before he said or did something he would be sorry for.

“Thank you for the meal,” Theason said and stepped over the log he had been sitting on, moving toward the stream.

He stopped on the stream bank and turned toward Wheeler. “I’ll leave in the morning and go straight to Edmonton. I’m sure the Sergeant will have someone who can come out and deal with your problem.”

“Don’t go that way,” Wheeler said.

“That’s the quickest help you’ll get,” Theason said. “I don’t know anything about tracking.”

“No, don’t go that way to your camp. There’s a pool down there you can’t get by. Go back on the trail you came in here on.”

Theason turned and walked to the other side of the clearing but Wheeler’s voice stopped him.

“Just curious, but what is it?”

“I, uh, don’t understand the question,” Theason said.

“The little hidey gun in that inner pocket, what is it?”

“Does that matter?”

“Not at all,” Wheeler said with a shrug. “Years ago I spent time studying guns. Now I study cattle. Forget it, not important.”

“Model one and a half Smith and Wesson,” Theason said.

“Second model one and a half,” Wheeler said. “Thirty-two calibre, no trigger guard. You need to find a better place for it. Comes a time you need it you’ll be dead before you get it out of that pocket.”

Theason, still black with anger only nodded.

“And thank you,” Wheeler added.

“For what?”

“For listenin’. I’ve wanted to say all that for the whole winter.”

Theason nodded again and walked into the trail.
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The Edmonton Mounted Police post was actually more than a half hour’s ride east of the Hudson’s Bay post of Fort Edmonton at Fort Saskatchewan or two hours on a tired horse. By pushing his horses hard Theason rode into the post two days later shortly after mid-day. After taking care of the animals, he grabbed a few things he would need and his laundry and headed for bachelor quarters.

The post was designed for staffing by twenty-four policemen including commanders but the force had usually only managed to supply fourteen constables and sub-constables. However, one constable and three sub-constables were several hundred miles to the east looking for Jean Baptiste, or as Wheeler called him, Almighty Voice. There were two constables and four sub-constables under a Staff Sergeant tasked with guarding the thirty-four jail cells but they had little interaction with the patrol officers. There was another sub-constable in charge of the mess. Two constables were on patrol, a corporal and another constable were the only ones on post but off at some duty. All this meant the men’s barrack was empty and Theason had no trouble finding a table to use as a desk. 

He sat down and wrote a quick summary of his shortened patrol. He then wrote a quick overview of his meeting with Sullivan Wheeler. He was well into a more detailed coverage of this conversation when the other two officers returned to prepare for the evening mess.

“You eaten?” Corporal Mullen asked.

“I ate dried beef on the trail, Corporal,” Theason replied.

“We call it jerky in this country and I can’t afford to have men dropping because they haven’t been taking care of themselves,” Mullen said. “Knock off whatever you’re doing and get ready for mess call.”

“I’m required to report to my superior immediately upon returning from patrol,” Theason said, and passed Mullen the accounting he had completed.

“You get demerits for not doing so immediately,” the Corporal said. “You also get demerits for being out of uniform, and yours is filthy. But you get demerits and a night on guard duty if you don’t follow orders.”

Theason pointed at the paper in the Corporal’s hand. “Read those two. As soon as you’re finished, I’ll go right to the mess. While you’re reading, I’ll put a little more work into a more detailed report.”

Mullen looked around at the other officer. “You hear that O’Brian? He used a contraction, two of ‘em, actually. We’ll make a Canadian out of him yet.”

“A contraction, Corporal?” O’Brian asked.

Mullen held the hand that wasn’t holding the reports toward Theason.

Theason said, “I used ‘you’re’ instead of saying ‘you are.’ You’re is a contraction.”

“Oh, aye, an’ I’m seein’ it, now” O’Brian said. “It’d be your ‘can’t’ and ‘don’t’ an’ such like.”

“That’s correct, Collin,” Theason said.

“We covered that when we went over grade, let’s see, grade six,” Mullen said. “You forget as fast I teach you.”

“That is what tests and exams are for,” Theason said.

“And that would be for what?” O’Brian asked. “To show one and all how stupid I am?”

“Your intelligence is not in question, Collin,” Theason said. “Your education however was far too short and you didn’t pay attention to those aspects which might have helped you through life.”

O’Brian, his expression very serious looked at Theason then up at Corporal Mullen who was watching and smiling.

“Corporal, tomorrow when we’re doin’ my lessons, could it be you can explain what the hell he just said?”

Mullen made his smile disappear and put his attention on Theason’s reports. “I could, but be quiet while I study this, which is something you should be doing before mess call.”

Theason went back to writing and Mullen went to his reading. O’Brian smiled at the two of them and went over to his bunk and his books.

“You’re doing more detail on your meeting with Wheeler?” Mullen asked.

Theason looked around at him. “I am.”

“How long will that take?”

“Another twenty minutes, perhaps a half hour.”

“Make it fifteen minutes,” Mullen ordered, turned and left the building.

“An’ where would be he off t’?” O’Brian asked. “The mess bell’s soon t’ ring.”

“He’s off to see the Sergeant,” Theason replied. “Before you ask, he will be back in about five minutes and I’ll be going to see the Sergeant either this evening or first thing after morning mess.”

“And that’s why I’ve learned to live with you and the like of it,” O’Brian said. “You’re not really one of the hateful English but a Romanian, a Gypsy, no less. You can predict the future.”

“An’ tell me Paddy, me lad,” Theason said in a very good Irish accent, “would you be pullin’ the Corporal’s leg a wee bit with the need f’r schoolin’?” He switched back to his own voice and added, “You seem to know and understand history and geography.”

“It’s in the blood, lad,” O’Brian said. “The Irish are all about the mothers, fathers and the land.” He switched to an accent much like Theason’s and added, “Besides, it creates great pleasure in the dear Corporal when he is needed and important.”

Theason smiled. “Isn’t that true for us all?”

Corporal Mullen returned, as Theason had predicted in five minutes. As he stepped through the door he said, “I was chased out of there in a fine hurry. I don’t know what was in that report that I couldn’t read Theason, but there must have been something. The Sergeant wants you to take your time with the rest of it and see him after you’ve eaten.”

“It’ll be somethin’ the good Sergeant knows that’s far above the needs of lowly Constables ‘n Corporals,” O’Brian said.

Mullen hooked his thumbs in his equipment belt and studied O’Brian with a serious expression. “You’ve such a fine grasp o’ the obvious O’Brian. How is it you’re not the Sergeant or even Inspector?”

O’Brian studied the Corporal with an equally serious expression. “It’s only because you’ve not completed me education, fine teacher though you be.”

Mullen grinned. “Our mounts leave piles of that same stuff around the stables but it smells better. Tomorrow you can use a couple of hours to move some of it.”
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Supplies in Fort Saskatchewan were ordered in a volume far in excess of what was likely to be required. This was due to the fact that regardless of what the cook, Sub-constable Parker ordered they would actually receive what Headquarters in Regina decided to ship. No one at Fort Saskatchewan knew how Headquarters made those arbitrary decisions and had long since given up asking. As a result of those reduced shipments, Parker and his civilian support staff decided how large servings would be for each meal.  Theason was extremely hungry as he left the barracks for the mess. He had spent two days on short rations as he hurried back to post. Actually, the last day had been less than short rations for he had existed on water, jerky and hardtack eaten in the saddle or at short stops to rest the horses. What he expected at evening mess was better than nothing, but he knew it wouldn’t be enough.

Since he had been polishing his trail scarred boots and buffing brass for his appearance before the Sergeant, Mullen and O’Brian were already in the mess and seated with their supper when he arrived.

“I dropped your final report off with the Sergeant before we came in,” Mullen told Theason then left the table and approached the cook who was doling out the evening meal.

“Constable Theason is on special duties and deserves some, ah, likewise special consideration in the chow line,” Mullen said.

The cook simply looked at the Corporal with a blank stare. “What’s that mean, Corporal?” he asked.

“It means he should get an extra helping this evening,” Mullen said.

“You know I can’t do that, Corporal.”

Mullen shrugged. “You have undoubtedly received food stuffs for the five officers posted here who are not presently on post. You may even have supplies for officers that should be posted here and aren’t. One of your staff is also not on post. Constable Theason is performing some special service for Sergeant Dray. Perhaps I should ask the Sergeant if he has time to explain things to you.”

The cook simply glared at Mullen for a moment, then said, “Not a problem, Corporal. Two servings it is.”

Theason picked up a tray and slipped it under the plate and bowl the cook passed across to him. The cook followed the bowl with another smaller one that contained what might have been some kind of pudding. “Come back when you’re ready, Constable,” he said.

“Thank you, Parker,” Theason said, and turned away from the serving. As he stepped back to the table, he glanced out the window and saw Sergeant Dray walking by the mess. The Sergeant was carrying papers in his hand and Theason expected he was taking the report to Inspector Iverson to discuss it with him.

When they were seated and the cook was out of ear shot, Theason said, “Thank you, Corporal. He wouldn’t have given extra food to me and I’m very hungry. Too hungry to sleep last night, actually and ate in the saddle on the way here.” 

“And going into the Sergeant’s office to have your skin ripped off had nothin’ to do with that lack of sleep,” O’Brian said.

“I don’t believe so,” Theason responded. “I didn’t know anything about that last night, although I expected I would have to deal with some senior officer. I don’t often find my self called before the proctor. As a matter of fact, I do my very best to avoid such a summons.”

“What, or who is a proctor?” Mullen asked.

“A person in some universities, who oversees security, identifies cheats and metes out punishment.”

“And I’m sure you’ve much t’ be punished for,” O’Brian said.

“Shut up, O’Brian,” Mullen said his gaze on Theason. “Ed, do you see something more here than a few cow thieves?”

Theason shrugged. “I see a force that is, what do the Asians say? Losing face? Yes, losing face because a young Cree brave can shoot a senior officer and we can’t bring him in. Now we have someone, a group probably, stealing cattle. Are we doing something about it? No, because we didn’t know anything about it. Why were we not informed? Because an officer, one of us, didn’t make out his reports. As I understand it, this isn’t the first time.”

There was a long pause while Mullen and O’Brian stared at Theason.

“An’ what, pray tell, are you on about’...” Mullen held up his hand to halt O’Brian’s question.

“You’re talking about the Carlton thing,” Mullen said. “A little over a month ago a rancher’s wife was raped and killed.”

Theason nodded. “And the officer, who, well this Carlton as you say, didn’t submit a complete report.”

“He didn’t do a proper study of the site and his report held very little of use,” Mullen said. “No report and no investigation by an Inspector.

“How do you know about this?” Mullen asked. “This was supposed to, well; let’s say it was supposed to be kept quiet.”

Theason smiled and made a gesture to indicate the area outside the walls. “Do you think the people out there don’t talk to each other? I just patrolled the same area. This woman’s murder took place in the South West of that area. The rustling is taking place in the North West. Even though these ranchers are isolated they trade and therefore talk about the weather, the livestock, lazy policemen and murder. And of course, when we have members who don’t do their job, or treat citizens like so much trash, these ranchers take great pleasure in talking about our short-comings.”

Theason took a sip of his coffee. “This is cold.”

Mullen rose, took his own cup and Theason’s and went to the kitchen. When he returned, he set the cups down on the table, took a seat and looked at O’Brian. “I would have got some for you but you probably don’t have time for any more.”

“I don’t?” O’Brian asked.

“You have some study as I recall,”

“Certainly, Corporal,” O’Brian said, rose from the table, took his tray and dishes to the kitchen and left the mess.

Once he was gone, Mullen turned his attention back to Theason. “I’d like to hear more about what the people out there, the ranchers and trappers are talking about. And perhaps we can go over that some time. But right now, you need to report to Sergeant Dray.”

Theason took a drink of the coffee. “I appreciate you getting this for me, but I make better on the trail.”

“Enjoy it anyway,” Mullen ordered. “You probably aren’t going to enjoy your evening with the Sarge.”

Theason was to learn that Mullen had exaggerated but only slightly when he warned of a full evening with the Sergeant. 
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Theason knocked on the heavy plank door.

“Come in, Constable,” Sergeant Dray called.

Theason was somewhat surprised that the Sergeant didn’t have someone open the door, and then realized the shortage of people affected everyone. He was also surprised by the bunk and personal items. Apparently, Dray didn’t live in the Sergeant’s barracks but here in his office.

When he had closed the door Theason took a short step to stand in front of the plank table the Sergeant used as a desk, drew to attention and saluted.

“At ease, Constable,” the Sergeant said. “I’m reading your report again.”

Theason spread his feet slightly and grasped his wrist behind his back.

“Sorry, Constable,” Dray said. “I didn’t mean parade rest. I meant at ease. Take a seat.

“Oh, but before you do, there’s coffee in the pot on the stove. Help yourself.”

Theason looked over at a very small wood fired heater that must have been made in the post blacksmith shop. He had never seen one like it. He wondered why the Sergeant was being so friendly and offering coffee. He had not acted this way in the year and a half Theason had been serving here. This was not the reception he had expected nor what Mullen had warned him to expect and he found it unsettling. 

Dray read for a moment, then looked back up at Theason. “I didn’t get that coffee from the mess, Ed, I made it myself. If you don’t drink some I may be upset.”

“Yes, sir,” Theason said, stepped over, poured a cup and took a seat as he had been instructed.

It appeared to him that Dray was reading the report a second or perhaps a third time. Finally, the Sergeant dropped the report on the table, took a drink of coffee and shifted his chair back. Then he looked up into the corner of the room for several moments. 

Theason waited, sipped the coffee, which, as the Sergeant had warned was much better than that in the mess, and waited some more.

` “You’ve been here about a year, Ed?” Dray asked.

This was the second time the Sergeant had used his Christian name, and it increased Theason’s discomfort.

“Yes sir. I arrived in Montreal in the summer of ’94 and took ship from there to Toronto. I found out that was a mistake and went back to Kingston by rail. I found some small information about the force there and went to Ottawa by coach. I signed up there, took my training and went by rail again to Regina, arriving in January ’95. I’ve actually been here in Fort Sask a year and three months.”

Sergeant Dray smiled. “I don’t wish to be rude, Constable, but I have a story to tell which will probably take until after lights out. Therefore, a simple yes would have been sufficient for my question.”

Theason’s answering smile was brief. “Yes sir, one year.”

“You are upper class and you find this distinction is, what, upsetting?” Dray asked.

Theason nodded. “It’s primarily why I left England. I believe the figureheads; the royal family for instance, require special attention and consideration since their very being represents the whole country and their human peccadilloes are of little consequence. However, the House of Lords is full of men who are, ah, subject to the same faults and failures as the rest of us. They should be treated with the same respect or lack of it that they have earned and deserve. Simply what the rest of the people enjoy, or may earn. 

Dray smiled. “You’re doing it again.”

Theason shook his head, took a last drink of coffee and set the cup down. “Yes sir, I believe the class system impedes development.”

“I’m going to tell you a story,” Dray said. “It’s going to take some time, so pour yourself another cup of coffee and fill my cup while you’re at it. We will run out before I’m done and if we do, make some more. I like coffee in my coffee and I have squirreled away some extra stock. There are a few small sticks if the fire needs stoking, but as long as we have coffee, I expect we’d be better off to let it go out. We’ll have to open another window shortly as it is.”

“Yes sir,” Theason said and got up to retrieve the pot.

“To begin then,” Dray said. “I was at one time, a strong believer in the class system. I thought a Lord was a person one should be pleased to assist. A traveller, particularly a roaming saddle tramp or a destitute homesteader was simply not to be given any respect or consideration. That was how I was raised and an attitude or response that came naturally, actually still comes naturally to me. I have to give considerable thought to a situation to ensure I’m giving everyone equal time.”

Theason set down a full cup; Dray thanked him and then continued.

“Ten years ago, I was a Corporal in Calgary. There was a Lord Brean there at that time who owned, or at least the Brean family was the major stockholder in the Norfolk Cattle Company. The place was managed by a retired Mounted Police officer, a man named Martin.

“Much later I, well the whole country actually, discovered that this Lord Brean wasn’t a Lord at all but a younger brother of the Lord. This young brother had been sent off to Canada to get rid of him and had assumed the title in order to receive special consideration from naïve and gullible persons such as myself.”

“Banished to the colonies,” Theason said.

“Exactly. I don’t know what he did in Jolly Ol’ England but whatever it was it didn’t make his brother the Lord very jolly.

“Earlier, I had discovered from serving officers that the ranch manager, this Martin, had been asked to resign from the force. If he hadn’t, he would have been prosecuted. He goaded a drunken Indian into attacking him and then shot the man dead. I thought at the time it was hogwash and simply a story to discredit someone who other officers didn’t like. Turned out I was completely wrong; Portis Martin was a disgusting pile of human offal. 

“So sometime in the spring a man named James and his partner Gilmore came over the mountains from the west and took out a homestead right across the trail Martin wanted to use to take his cattle, or I suppose I should say, the company’s cattle to summer range. As I explained, at the time I’m of a mind to think Martin is in the right since he’s working for a Lord. Besides James and Gilmore dressed like a couple of drifting riders. So, I approach this all wrong and made a fool of myself by supporting Martin.”

Theason thought he could see where the Sergeant was going with the story and said, “And therefore embarrassed the force.”

“No, you’re getting ahead of me,” Dray said. “There was a Sergeant Matt Burke in Calgary at the time. He had worked with Martin, knew he was a disgusting character and for no other reason than that, supported James and Gilmore. In the end the force didn’t look too bad.”

“You made a point of mentioning James and Gilmore looked like drifters. I take it they were not?”

Dray nodded. “Another lesson about not accepting things as they may appear. True, they took out homesteads but unlike most that did so they had a considerable amount of cash. This James even owned small bits of a couple of businesses over the mountains in Kamloops.

“Now, James and Gilmore didn’t plough the ground and plant wheat. At least not any more than was necessary to prove up on their land. They were livestock men and in order to prove up on their homesteads they needed animals. So, the partner, this Gilmore rode down to the United States, and bought cattle.”

“As you said, they had some cash,” Theason noted.

“A quite a bit of cash, from what I gather,” Dray agreed. “Keep in mind that the country was in deep debt from just having built a railroad. There was very little cash in people’s pockets. There were cattle, horses, pigs, a few sheep and miles of open land, and there was the labour of a man’s hand, all items part of the commerce of trade. But cash money was harder to find than a virtuous politician. It didn’t take very much cash to give a person considerable power and yet these two partners kept the knowledge of their money fairly quiet.”

“Perhaps it was illegal money?” Theason asked.

Dray shook his head. “There was a court case. Martin tried to take a great horse James had, along with his saddle, and a Colt revolver. The details of the case are unimportant and embarrass me, so we won’t go into it, but James’s money started as a result of a bet he placed on a prize fight. After that he built it up freighting supplies for construction of the railroad. It all came out as a result of the court case.”

“Were times as hard then as now?” Theason asked.

“We’ve actually improved. We’re back up now to where we were in ’86,” Dray explained. “That winter killed most of the livestock in the country. In much of North America I’m told. In ’87 things were much worse than they were in ’86, or than they are now, for that matter.”

Dray took a drink of his coffee. “Where was I in my story?”

“Gilmore rode south to buy cattle,” Theason said.

Dray nodded abruptly and continued. “And came back with close to two hundred head. This alone upset Martin and Brean, but then James made it worse by selling beef to the Mounted Police who had been buying beef from Martin prior to that.

“However, that has nothing to do with where I’m heading with this enlightening and educational recitation. Now that I look back on it, I get some satisfaction, because justice was done and all parties got what they deserved. That wasn’t my view at the time, nor does it have much to do with
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