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            Lion Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      Lachlan Maclean rode into the Tularosa Basin in the fall after the end of the Civil War. He had fought in the war on the side of the Union, and he was a lieutenant when the war ended. It was his and his father’s plan to start a ranch in the Western lands, but then the war happened and father and son signed up for the Union. His father, Ewan Maclean, died in battle in 1863, and now Lachlan was making his way to Arizona. He had heard that there was land for the taking in Arizona, but settlers were hesitant because of the Apache threat. Lachlan was willing to take on the Apache, but he needed sufficient capital to start a ranch. He had decided to take on whatever work he could find and save his money, but he was also thinking about the gold strikes in Arizona.

      He was in the Antler Saloon in Chaparral when he heard a man talking to the barkeep about mountain lions. The man said, “Vasquez is having trouble with some mountain lions and he don’t know what to do about it. He’s losing sheep and some cattle and he’s at his wit’s end.” The barkeep, Simon, asked, “Why don’t he hunt them down?” The man replied, “He tried, but I’ve been there, and it ain’t that easy. His place is right up against the Sacramento range, and there’s a heavily forested area along the foothills and on the slopes. Unless a man can track those lions, there’s no way you can hunt them down.” Lachlan suddenly asked, “This Vasquez willing to pay for a kill?”

      The barkeep and the man turned and looked at him. They saw a lean, tall young man with wide shoulders, wearing a low-slung gun on his right thigh and a Bowie knife on his left. Lachlan was an inch over six feet and had blue eyes and light brown hair curling out from under his flat-brimmed black hat. His square-shaped face was clean-shaven, and he wore dull-colored clothing that was faded with use. He carried a Sharps buffalo gun in his left hand. He weighed around two hundred and twenty pounds, with most of it in his broad shoulders and deep chest. The man asked him, “You a hunter, Mister?” Lachlan shrugged and replied, “The name’s Lachlan, and I’m whatever it takes to get the coon.” He paused and then added, “If this here Vasquez is willing to pay, then I’ll get him his mountain lions.” The man looked him over and then said, “Better you than me. My name’s Ben and Vasquez asked me to hunt them down, but I didn’t take him up on the offer. That there is a dangerous place and I ain’t that good a tracker.” Lachlan asked him, “What did he offer?” Ben rubbed his jaw and replied, “He’s willing to pay up to a hundred dollars per hide, but only after the kill.”

      Lachlan said, “Only a fool would pay for a kill up front. If you’ll point me in the right direction, I’ll go see this Vasquez.” The barkeep, Simon, said, “The mountain lions in these parts are bigger than normal, if you ask me, and twice as ferocious.” Lachlan shrugged and said mildly, “Ain’t nothing more ferocious than a .50 caliber slug.” Simon asked him, “You a tracker?” Lachlan said laconically, “I can track some.” Simon stared at him for a moment and then said, “Ride up north from here and slightly west. When you cross a creek, the ranch is about five miles northwest. The Vasquez ranch is the D Slash V, and you’ll see some cattle with that brand.”

      Lachlan said, “I’m obliged.” He left the saloon and rode out of town, headed for the ranch. It was a rugged land, and he saw the mountain and forested areas in the distance. “What do you think, horse? Sure to be mountain lions here,” he said. The dun blew, and Lachlan said, “Not to worry, I won’t let them get you. But maybe I should think of hunting if it’s going to pay well. Might be a faster way to raise the money I need for a ranch.” Like many a lonely man who rode the lonely trails, Lachlan had a habit of talking to his horse.

      He crossed a creek and soon saw some cattle with the D Slash V brand. He saw a vulture circling in the distance to the northeast, and he turned the dun and increased his speed in that direction. After about four miles, he saw the carcass of a sheep—or what remained of it—just inside a grove of trees. He pulled up and studied the ground. He saw the marks left by the carcass being dragged, and he saw the pug marks of a mountain lion. Judging by the width of the pad marks and the stride length, he figured this was a large male—larger than usual. The tracks led off into the trees, but Lachlan didn’t try to follow them. Lions can take to trees, and tracking them was slow work. He’d better first check if Vasquez was willing to pay. He turned his horse and rode to where he figured the ranch house might be. He had covered two miles when he saw two vaqueros riding across the range. They turned their horses when they saw him and rode toward him.

      Lachlan said, “Looking for the D Slash V ranch house. The barkeep at the Antler Saloon in town said that you were having mountain lion trouble.” One of the vaqueros asked him, “You a hunter, amigo?” Lachlan said laconically, “I’ve hunted.” The other vaquero asked, “You think you can find these lions and kill them?” Lachlan replied, “Depends on what your boss is willing to pay.” The vaqueros turned their horses and said, “Follow us.” They rode for another two miles and came to a sprawling adobe building with a low parapet running along the long porch in front. At right angles to the building was the bunkhouse, also built of adobe.

      They rode up to the steps, and a neatly dressed man in his forties, sporting a well-trimmed moustache, came out on the porch. He asked one of the vaqueros, “You bring a guest, Pedro?” The vaquero shrugged and replied, “Met him on the range, Patron. He said he wanted to talk to you about the mountain lions.” The other vaquero added, “He said that Simon sent him here.” The man sized up Lachlan in one look and said, “I’m Don Vasquez, Señor. Please come in and we will talk.” Lachlan swung down from his saddle, tied his horse to the hitching rail, and walked up the steps to the porch.

      They were seated in a well-furnished sitting room, and a middle-aged Mexican woman brought them coffee. Don Vasquez asked Lachlan, “You think you can track and kill these lions, Señor? We have tried to track them, but we always lose them in the trees and on the mountain slopes. The foothills are heavily forested, and the ground under the trees is covered with leaves and debris.” Lachlan said, “I’ll track them. I came across the carcass of a sheep just now. The lion had gone back into a thick grove of trees.” The Don said, “Yes, I am losing sheep and sometimes young calves. The trouble is that we don’t know how many lions are doing the killing.” Lachlan nodded and said, “If food is readily available without great danger, then other lions will keep coming. But if you kill a few, then the others will leave and seek easier prey.”

      The Don stared at the good-looking young man for a long moment and then asked, “You think you can take care of this problem, Señor?” Lachlan replied, “Depends on what you’re willing to pay per kill.” The Don asked, “And how many kills do you think it will take?” Lachlan shrugged and told him, “That’s hard to say, but it’s been my experience that if you kill at least three, the other lions will generally leave the area. You just leave the bodies where you kill them, and the others seem to get the message.” The Don said, “I will pay a hundred dollars per kill.” Lachlan stood up and said, “Well then, I’d better get to work. A word of advice, though—once I’m through, have your men take a daily ride around the places I show them and fire a few shots. That will keep the lions from coming back.”

      Lachlan tracked the lion that had killed the sheep he had found. He knew a lion would often jump up a tree and then jump down the other side. Although the ground under the trees had a lot of fallen leaves and debris, this lion was a heavy animal and there were still traces of his passing. He kept scanning his surroundings, especially the tree branches above, as he tracked the animal. It took him an hour, and then he found the lion resting on a branch of a tree. The large animal rose up when it saw Lachlan, and it snarled. Lachlan took swift aim with his buffalo gun and shot just once. The lion fell from the tree and lay still—shot through the head.

      He left the lion there and went back to the ranch. He told the Don, “I’ll take one of your men tomorrow morning and show him the body.” The Don said, “There is no need for that. What’s your next move?” Lachlan said, “I need a sheep to stake out as bait. You’ll lose the sheep because I have to let the lion make its kill. Then I’ll track and kill it. It’s easier to track one immediately after it’s made a kill.” The Don was curious and he asked, “Why not just shoot it from a distance when it approaches the bait?” Lachlan shook his head and replied, “If I want the lion to make the kill in the day, then the bait has to be tethered in the forest. Too many trees with branches to give you a clear field of fire. If the bait is outside the forest, then the lion will attack only at night, and you can’t track a lion in the dark.” The Don said, “I have a spare room that you can use. Come with me and you can wash up. Dinner will be in an hour.”

      At dinner, the Don introduced his wife and three sons. He asked Lachlan, “When did you become a lion hunter?” Lachlan shrugged and replied, “I’m not a lion hunter. I’m just trying to raise a stake to start my own ranch. But I used to track lions when I was a boy, so I know a lot about them.” It took a week for Lachlan to kill three lions, and then he showed the vaqueros where to take a daily ride. “Remember to shoot a few times, because now the lions know that the sound of a gun can kill them,” he said. He told the Don, “I’ll be in town for three more days, so if there are any more attacks, send one of your men for me.” He went to town and took a room at the Chaparral Hotel.
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      He woke up before first light on his third day in town to the sound of gunfire. The gunfire didn’t interest him. This was still the frontier, and gunfire was common in towns, although usually not before the first light of a new day. He lay for a moment with his hands clasped behind his head, contemplating his future. This was an easy way—for him—to earn three hundred dollars in a few days, but he knew it wasn’t a sustainable source of income. There weren’t many out there who needed a lion hunter. Maybe hunting for gold was the answer to his problem of building a sizeable stake. He was willing to do any work, but a cowhand earned about thirty dollars a month, and it would take him a lifetime to save enough to start his own ranch. He sighed, stretched, and got out of bed. He’d go to Arizona and try his luck hunting for gold; and if that failed, he’d try the mountains of Colorado.

      He was having his breakfast in the Antler Saloon when Simon told him, “You must have heard the shots early in the morning. The bank was robbed, and Silas, the owner, said that they got away with more than ten thousand dollars. That’s big!” Lachlan just nodded and continued eating. Out West, bank robberies, holdups, cattle rustling were part of life. Only the tough survived on the frontier, and you naturally had the good and the bad—so outlaws were as tough as the lawmen. Most Marshals and Sheriffs tended to police only their own jurisdictions and weren’t interested in arresting a man wanted in some other town or territory. The local law dealt only with local crime. Lachlan finished eating and was drinking his coffee when Pedro, the Don’s vaquero, walked into the room. He glanced around, saw Lachlan, and walked up to him.

      Lachlan said, “Have a seat, amigo. Don’t tell me the lions are back?” Pedro shook his head and replied, “No, Señor. The Don sent me over to give you this.” He handed Lachlan a hundred dollars and said, “The Don said to say thank you, and this is a bonus for a job well done.” Lachlan took the money and said, “Thank the Don for me. He’s a good man and a fair one.” Pedro asked him, “So what next, Señor? You told me you were going to Arizona.” Just then the batwing doors were pushed open, and three men walked into the room. Pedro said, “The lean, tall man on the right is the town Marshal, Tom Grady. The big man in the center is the town’s banker, Silas Levine, and the man next to him is his son, Saul.” Lachlan told him, “Simon just told me that the bank was robbed early this morning, and the thieves got away with more than ten thousand dollars.”

      The three men walked up to the bar, and the banker told Simon, “Please put up this poster where everyone will be able to see it. Those dogs got away with nearly twelve thousand dollars.” The Marshal said, “I trailed them, but they’re headed for the border, and they have spare horses.” Simon tacked the notice to a shelf behind him and remarked, “That’s a good bit of money you’re offering, Silas.” The banker snorted and said, “That’s a good bit of money they got away with.” Simon glanced at Lachlan and said, “It would take courage to go after these two. You sure it was them?” The Marshal, Tom Grady, replied, “Saul saw them, and he opened fire. They retaliated with a blast of lead from their Henry rifles and made their escape. I trailed them for ten miles, but they have three spare horses each, and they’re running them into the ground.”

      Simon remarked, “Must be a reason you quit after ten miles.” Tom Grady said, “I came to a place where they had hidden fresh horses. They left the exhausted horses there and took the fresh ones. From the looks of the horses, they rode them at a gallop without stopping. Must have switched horses on the run.” Simon again glanced at Lachlan and said, “Five hundred dollars for the capture of each man and a thousand dollars if the money is recovered. That’s going to tempt a lot of men to go after these two.” Tom Grady shook his head and said, “They’ll be tempted, but self-preservation will deter most of them. These two are genuine fast guns, and they’re killers. They’d shoot anyone following them, and they wouldn’t hesitate to shoot from ambush either.” Lachlan asked, “That’s a thousand dollars for bringing in the two men and a thousand dollars for recovering the money?” Silas turned around and stared at Lachlan for a moment. He frowned and said, “Ain’t seen you around before this, so you’re a stranger here.”

      Tom Grady said, “He’s the lion hunter that the Don hired. Been here a few days. I hear tell he succeeded in helping the Don with his trouble.” Pedro said, “That he did.” Then he added with a glance at Lachlan, “A man who can track mountain lions in the forest can easily track two outlaws.” Lachlan said mildly, “The Marshal just said that they’re headed for Mexico, Pedro. Not much tracking involved in that.” Tom Grady asked him, “You interested in going after these two?” Lachlan shrugged and replied frankly, “I’m interested in the money. Two thousand dollars would go a long way to building my stake.” Silas stared at him and remarked, “A dead man can’t use money. These two are very dangerous men, and that’s the reason I’m offering such a large bounty.”

      Saul said, “The poster says they’re wanted - dead or alive.” Lachlan smiled and asked him, “You telling me to shoot them from ambush?” Tom Grady answered and said seriously, “Would be the safest and best way if you ask me. Besides, a lot of bounty hunters do just that. I know of some who would shoot the wanted man even if he surrendered. One of them once said that it was easier to bring in a dead body than a live one.” Simon remarked, “A man would lose sleep keeping watch on a captured outlaw to make sure that he didn’t escape.” Lachlan stood up and said, “I’m obliged for the advice, but if they surrender, I’ll bring them in alive. Right now, I’d like to see the place where they switched horses.” Tom Grady said, “I’ll take you there. Reckon you’ll want to see the tracks of the fresh horses. I’m mighty sure that they have more fresh horses somewhere further along the trail as well. These two are known for their planning, especially in preparing their escape route. That’s why they’ve never been caught.”

      Lachlan walked up to the bar and studied the poster of the two men. Their names were Huck Wilson and Mateo Diaz. Tom Grady said, “That’s a poster that was sent to me from Santa Fe. They robbed a bank there about six months ago, but all they got was a thousand dollars. It’s a good likeness of the two.” Lachlan turned around and said, “You ready to ride, Marshal?” Tom Grady replied, “I’m ready, Lachlan. I just hope that you are. These two are hell on wheels with a six-shooter.” Lachlan told Pedro, “Thank the Don for me. I’ll look him up when I come back to make sure that he hasn’t had any more trouble.” Pedro stood up and said, “I’ll tell him, amigo.” He hesitated and then said, “That Mateo wears his gun with the butt forward, and he can draw with either hand.” Lachlan smiled and said, “Thanks, Pedro. I’ll remember that.”

      Two hours later, Lachlan and the Marshal were at a grove of trees, and Lachlan said, “You’re right, Marshal. They came in with three horses apiece and left with two each.” Tom Grady held out his hand and said, “You’re young for this game, Lachlan. You bring them in dead if need be, and ain’t no one going to find fault with you.” Lachlan shook his hand and said, “I ain’t a backshooter, Marshal. They’ll have a fair chance, and they’ll have a choice—it depends on them whether they come in dead or alive.” Tom Grady said, “Well, good luck to you. They’re about six hours ahead of you.” He left, and Lachlan studied the tracks of the fresh horses. He looked up and studied the land in the direction the outlaws were heading. It was open scrubland for as far as the eye could see, but on the horizon, he saw a smudge that looked like trees or small hills.

      He rode at an easy, ground-eating lope that wouldn’t tire his horse quickly, only occasionally glancing at the ground to make sure that the tracks didn’t veer off in another direction. It looked like the Marshal had been right, because the tracks were definitely headed to the Mexican border—but Lachlan never took anything for granted. He rode for five miles and then slowed his horse to a walk for another mile. Then he stopped, poured some water in his hat, and allowed his horse to drink. He let his horse rest for half an hour before continuing. After another five miles, that smudge came into focus as a low rolling hill across the land. It took him another five miles of riding before he came up to it. The land near the hill had tree growth, and the hill was covered with trees and bushes.

      Two miles away from the hill, Lachlan had started following the tracks on a parallel course about a hundred feet away. He entered the trees and made his way back to where the tracks should be, scanning everything in front and to the sides as he rode. Nothing in his life had inclined him to taking things for granted, and he was wary of an ambush. But he saw no one, and he came up to the tracks again. He followed the tracks and came to an open space within the tree growth. He found where two horses had been tethered, and he cast around in a widening circle to find where the churned-up tracks ended. He finally found the place where the tracks of many horses ran off in one direction. He hunkered down and studied those tracks carefully. The tracks he had been following were mixed in with other tracks, so the outlaws had taken the tired horses with them this time. From the length of the strides, the outlaws were walking the horses. That made sense, since the horses they had used to reach this place would be plumb tuckered out. So they now had three horses apiece.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            The Hunt

          

        

      

    

    
      He studied the tracks of the new horses and then swung into his saddle and started following the new trail. After a mile, he came to a campsite and approached the place warily by circling around. He found the tracks headed away from the site and then made his way to the camp. The ashes of the fire were still warm, so the outlaws had rested here. They hadn’t wanted to abandon those horses, which made him wonder whether those horses were their own or ones they used regularly. No one wished to abandon a horse he was used to. The warmth of the ashes told him that now the outlaws were less than two hours ahead of him. He tethered his horse to a long lead to allow it to graze and roll if it wanted. He made coffee and rested for half an hour before starting out again.

      The tracks were heading around the hill to the west and not over it, which made him wonder at the outlaws’ ultimate destination. He rode warily now, riding on a parallel course about fifty feet away. Every hundred feet, he would approach the trail cautiously to see if the tracks were still headed in the same direction. After a mile, he was clear of the low hills, and ahead of him was again open land dotted here and there with tree growth. He turned his horse and rode back to the tracks of the outlaws. He pulled up and studied them for a while. The tracks had been swerving around gradually for some time now, and as he looked at the tracks headed across the open land, he could see that they were still moving in a now definite arc toward the northwest. So the initial trail to the Mexican border was a ruse.

      He studied the land ahead and to the sides and made up his mind. He swung into the saddle and circled around in a wide arc that would bring him to the tracks again, but he would be approaching them from the northeast. He rode now at a fast canter and covered five miles before slowing down to a walk. He was now approaching the trail where the tracks should be if they had continued in the same direction. He came to a small hillock and climbed to the top. Using his field glasses from his army days, he scanned the land in front and to the sides. He saw smoke about five miles ahead and studied the surrounding area to figure out a route that would allow him to approach from the side. He saw another, smaller hillock, to the north of where he saw the smoke.

      He rode straight to the hillock and climbed to the top. He had his field glasses and his buffalo gun with him. He easily spotted the camp within a small grove of trees. The camp was about 900 yards from the hillock, and there were two men sitting by a small fire. He couldn’t make out who they were, but he saw where the six horses were tethered. He carefully scanned the area around the camp and decided that he could approach the horses from the west without circling for too great a distance. He adjusted the glasses and stared at the two men. He finally decided that they were preparing a meal—that would account for their movements. A man couldn’t see clearer with these army field glasses at that distance.

      He ran back down the hillock to his horse, exchanged his boots for moccasins, and rode fast in an arc that would bring him west of the outlaws’ camp. He tied his horse to a tree, took his Sharps buffalo gun, and made his way to the camp. He had decided to approach the horses from the west because the wind was blowing in that direction from the horses. Now he was downwind of the horses, and they wouldn’t get his scent and warn the outlaws. He ran swiftly and silently toward the camp, skirting where the horses were tethered. He stepped out from behind a tree and said, “I reckon you’re Huck Wilson and Mateo Diaz.” The two outlaws froze and then slowly looked up. They looked around and Lachlan said casually, “It’s only me. Ain’t no posse hiding out there.” He held the Sharps rifle in his left hand, fully cocked, finger on the trigger, with the barrel pointed at Huck Wilson. “You two stand up slowly and don’t make any moves I might not like. I reckon I’ve been born with an itchy trigger finger,” he said.

      The two outlaws stood up and Lachlan said, “Now, you will appreciate that I could have shot and killed you from cover. I was behind that tree and you two were acting as though there was no one around for miles.” He shook his head and said, “From the way those folks talked, I figured you to be trail-wise and more alert. Turns out you all are greenhorns in the woods.” Huck Wilson stared at him and asked, “Who the hell are you and where did you come from?” Mateo was watching him warily and said, “I ain’t seen you before, amigo, so we haven’t done anything to make you hunt us.” Lachlan said grimly, “First of all, I ain’t your amigo. And secondly, I’m here for the bank money and I’ve got to take you back to town. That banker is paying a thousand dollars to see you boys again. I reckon he must be right fond of you.” Huck Wilson said, “You ain’t taking us back. You ride out or you die right here.”

      “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Lachlan said. “It’s up to you boys, but I’d like to know if you have the bank money on you.” Huck Wilson had his right hand hovering over his gun butt. He glared at Lachlan and snarled, “You think you can take out both of us? I’ll have two bullets in you before you can squeeze that trigger.” Mateo Diaz said, “He ain’t bluffing, amigo. He’s one of the fastest guns around—next to me, that is.” Lachlan said mildly, “This rifle is fully cocked and my finger is on the trigger. You can’t be that dumb to think that you can beat a rifle bullet.” Huck Wilson smiled grimly and said, “No, we ain’t dumb, boy. That’s the only reason you’re still living. You can kill one of us, but then you’re dead. Ain’t no one around here who can beat us to the draw.” He laughed and then said, “You should have asked around about us before you decided to come after us.”

      Lachlan was holding the buffalo gun in his left hand with his finger on the trigger. He shrugged and said, “Good thing I ain’t from around here then.” His right hand suddenly dipped and the Colt revolver seemed to jump into his hand. The gun blasted and Huck Wilson grunted as the bullet shattered his right wrist. Lachlan told Mateo Diaz, “Unbuckle and let the gun belt drop. Don’t matter to me if you do it fast or slow. All I need is to have one of you alive, and I already have ol’ Huck here.” Mateo was staring at the Colt in Lachlan’s hand, and now he slowly unbuckled and let his gun belt drop. “I ain’t seen anyone as fast as you, kid,” he said slowly. “Where the hell are you from?” Lachlan said laconically, “Yonder.”

      He told Mateo, “Tie his hands behind his back and then turn around.” Huck grimaced and protested, “I’m wounded and you’re going to tie my broken wrist?” Lachlan appeared to ponder on that for a moment and then said, “You tell me if you have that money and I’ll consider your broken wrist.” Huck said, “It’s in our saddlebags. All of it.” Lachlan moved around to the saddlebags and said, “The two of you face away from me. Mateo, you go ahead and tend to his wrist.” Mateo said, “I’ll need my canteen and some cloth from my saddlebag.”

      Without taking his eyes off the two, Lachlan rummaged in the bags and pulled out some clean strips of cloth. He bundled them up and threw them toward Mateo. “Take your canteen,” he said. Mateo picked up the cloth and the canteen and started to clean Huck’s wrist. Lachlan checked the saddlebags and found one filled with the bank’s money. He asked, “You boys are sure that all the money is here? If there’s even one dollar short, I’ll cripple the two of you.” He said it in such a matter-of-fact way that Mateo felt a shiver run down his spine. This youngster wasn’t as pleasant as he looked. He started to turn his head and Lachlan said sharply, “Face away!” Mateo turned back and then said, “The money is all there. Where would we have spent any of it?”

      Lachlan rode into town the next morning, leading the extra horses of the outlaws. Huck Wilson and Mateo Diaz were riding ahead of him, but their horses were on a lead rope that was tied to the saddle horn of Lachlan’s horse. The Marshal came out and Lachlan pulled the horses to a stop. Tom Grady looked at the two outlaws and shook his head. Mateo had his hands tied behind his back and the rope ran around and below the horse, where it was tied to his ankles. Huck Wilson was tied the same way, except that his hands were tied in front of him. Tom Grady saw the bandaged wrist and looked at Lachlan, who shrugged and said, “He figured to be fast.”
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            Bounty Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      The banker came over to the Marshal’s office with his son and handed over the two thousand dollars to Lachlan. Saul looked at his father, who hesitated and looked away. Saul said sharply, “Dad!” Silas Levine grunted, but took out a billfold and peeled off another thousand dollars. He gave it to Lachlan and said, “A bonus. For the—uh—quick recovery of the money.” He turned and walked out, and Saul shook his head as he watched him walk away. Lachlan asked Saul, “This was no bonus and your Pa didn’t want to part with the money. You mind telling me what this is about?”

      Saul sighed and then said, “I’m twenty-four years old, but my Pa keeps telling me that to run a bank successfully, it ain’t just about the numbers. He says that a banker has to be a good judge of people. I run the bank by myself and it’s doing great. I reckon I’m a good judge of people, but Pa always says that he’s already vetted the customers we have, so there’s no way to tell if I can judge a man correctly.” He paused and then added, “And in this small town, coming across new customers is a rare thing.” Lachlan said, “I get that. Some fathers want to keep ahold of the reins themselves and they find it difficult to let go. But what has this got to do with me?” Saul suddenly smiled and replied, “Pa said that we wouldn’t see you again. He said that you were obviously a youngster who fancied himself as a gunman, but once you started thinking about the reputations of Huck Wilson and Mateo Diaz, you’d just keep riding and you wouldn’t be back.”

      Lachlan studied him thoughtfully and then said, “But you disagreed.” Saul nodded and said, “I told him that you were a man who had been around and you had confidence in yourself. If you said you’d do it, then you’d give it a damn good try. I told him you’d be back with the outlaws and the money. So we made a bet. If you succeeded, he had to give you another thousand dollars as a bonus. Not from the bank, but from his personal money. If you didn’t come back, then I’d agree that he was right and I’d continue working for him.”

      Lachlan was now curious and he asked, “What did you base your assessment on?” Saul shrugged and said, “Anyone can see that you’re a confident man. Quiet, but confident in yourself. The calluses on your thumb mean that you’ve used that Colt a lot. You carry that buffalo gun like an extension of your arm. You’re young, but you’ve got lines and crow’s feet at the corners of your eyes. That tells me that you’ve been across the wide-open prairie and you’re most probably a hunter.” Lachlan asked, “What made you think of a hunter?” Saul shrugged and replied, “The crow’s feet can come from staring over long distances, but it can also come from sighting down the barrel of a gun many times over the years. Besides, the way you sit your horse tells me that you’ve been a soldier in the Civil War. The way you talk and the way Pedro deferred to you tells me that, in this war, you were an officer used to command. At such a young age, to be an officer says something about a man.”

      Lachlan suddenly laughed and said, “Your old man better get ready to hand over the bank to you. Otherwise, you’ll just strike out on your own and he’ll be the loser.” Tom Grady said, “Saul has always been a sharp lad, but like you said, Silas just don’t want to let go of the reins. But you’re saying that he’s right? Even about the part of being an officer?” Lachlan shrugged and replied, “I was just a lieutenant for two years before the end of the war. I’m a tracker and I’ve been hunting since I was nine years old. Grew up along the old Natchez Trace and learned hunting and tracking from the Choctaw and Cherokee.”

      Saul left and Tom Grady asked Lachlan, “So what you planning on doing next? You want to be a bounty hunter?” Lachlan shrugged and replied, “I want to be a rancher, but for that I need a good stake. I don’t want to have a two-by-four ranch, and a sizeable outfit requires a good stake. I took on the lions because the money was good and I went after those outlaws for the same reason. I’ll do whatever it takes until I make enough money to start my ranch. But that’s the extent of it. Right now, I reckon I’ll head to Arizona and try my luck in finding gold. If I don’t make it there, then I’ll try Colorado. I don’t mind working as a cowboy, but I’ll never get my own ranch working for thirty dollars a month.”

      Tom Grady opened a drawer and pulled out a sheaf of posters. He laid them out on the desk and said, “These are some of the posters that get sent to all town Marshals. If you look at them, you’ll find that some of these outlaws have a sizeable bounty on their heads.” He stared at Lachlan for a long moment and then said, “You’re young, but like Saul said, you’re confident. I believe that you’ve been up the creek and over the mountain and you can handle yourself. But some of these characters are genuine tough men and even lawmen won’t go after them unless they absolutely have to.” He rubbed his jaw and said, “I reckon what I’m trying to say is that this might be a fast way to raise the money that you want—but make no mistake, it’s also the most dangerous.”

      Lachlan looked through the posters and picked out the ones that offered a thousand dollars or more. He counted what he had picked out and he had six. He laid them out in front of the Marshal and said, “Tell me which of these are still current and where I can make a start. Do I have to go see some Sheriff or Marshal somewhere and get his permission to bring in these men? If I do capture some of them, where do I take them?” Tom Grady looked at him and said, “You are new to this. When you brought in those two outlaws, for a moment I wondered if you’d done this before. The way you tied them up—that was professional, and there was no way they could get free or try anything. But then, you could have killed Huck Wilson instead of shooting out his wrist. A professional bounty hunter would have done exactly that. He would have killed him when Huck drew.”

      He gathered up the posters and went through them again. Then he laid out two posters and told Lachlan, “These two are wanted all over Texas and New Mexico. They’ve robbed banks, done holdups, cattle rustling—you name it and they’ve done it. They ain’t together and I doubt that they even know each other. They’re only identical in the crimes they’ve committed, and they’re both ruthless killers.” Lachlan studied the posters and said, “Two thousand seems a lot of money for this man, but five thousand for this one? What exactly did they do?” Tom Grady touched one of the posters and told him, “This is Boden Price. He killed a Marshal in Texas while making his escape after a bank robbery. He also killed a young boy who happened to be standing in the street at the time. Nobody knows why he shot the boy, but that’s what he did as he was making his escape. He still has kin in Texas.”

      He touched the other poster and said, “This here is Chuck Davis, and he’s a depraved killer with no conscience. He robbed a bank here in New Mexico, but when he came out, they were waiting for him. He ducked back inside, grabbed a young girl and came out. He held her as a shield in front of him, with the barrel of his pistol grinding into her head. He told them that he would kill her if they tried to stop him, but that he would let her go free once he was five miles from town with no signs of pursuit. He said that no one was to follow him until an hour had passed.” He paused for a moment and then said pensively, “She was the daughter of Jim Granger. He’s a cattle baron up north and he also owned the bank. They let Chuck go and waited for an hour—then they went searching.”

      He sighed and then said, “They found Jim’s daughter three miles from the town. She had been raped, brutalized, and then murdered. They never did catch Chuck Davis, although Jim hired many men to get him. Some of those men didn’t come back, but word about them did. Chuck Davis had killed them. He’s a very fast gun, but he’s also cunning and has a sixth sense for danger. Two of those men were killed in face-to-face gun battles and four of them were shot from ambush.” He pushed the poster toward Lachlan and said, “That money has been put up by Jim Granger. I know Jim. You bring in that man and you get the five thousand dollars.” He pushed the other poster toward Lachlan and said, “You get this man and you get the two thousand dollars. You don’t need to go anywhere—you bring them to me, dead or alive, and you get paid.”

      Lachlan studied the posters one more time and then said, “You got any suggestions where I should start looking?” Tom Grady told him, “Boden Price was seen in Arizona a month ago. A man told me that Boden has been riding the Outlaw Trail for a while. You know about the Outlaw Trail?” Lachlan nodded and said, “I know it. Me and my Pa traveled it one time.” He saw the look on Tom Grady’s face and he smiled and said, “Not that way. I was twelve when my Ma died. Pa took me with him to the Western lands to help me get over my grief—and I reckon he needed to get over his grief too. He showed me a lot of things and he showed me the Outlaw Trail as well.” Tom Grady said, “Chuck Davis was last seen two weeks ago in Colorado where the mining towns are. He’s most probably waylaying miners and robbing them.” Lachlan stood up and said, “I’ll be in touch after I find them.” Tom Grady told him, “If they ain’t alive, don’t bring back the bodies. I’ll take your word for it.” Lachlan turned to leave and remarked, “It don’t feel any different, knowing that I’m now a bounty hunter.”
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            Lachlan Maclean

          

        

      

    

    
      When Ewan Maclean married Faye Rogers, he settled down in a stand along the Natchez Trace. The stand had belonged to his father, and Ewan had spent his growing years traveling up and down the Trace. He grew up with the Choctaw and Chickasaw youngsters and knew every trail through the forests and rolling hills along the Trace. In 1845, Faye gave birth to a baby boy and named him Lachlan. It was a difficult birth, and the doctor told Ewan that Faye could not have any more children. Ewan was disappointed but did not show it. He loved his wife, and he told her that one son was all he ever wanted.

      From the time Lachlan could walk, Ewan took his son to the forests and started teaching him all he knew about living off the land and about the flora and fauna of the forests and the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. The native tribes had been forcibly removed from the Natchez Trace to open up the area for white settlement, but a few groups still survived in the forests and in the rolling hills. Many of them knew Ewan, and they took part in training Lachlan in tracking and hunting. By the time he was seven, Lachlan could make his own bow and arrows, and he was hunting squirrels and birds. He always felt proud when he laid fresh meat on the table for his mother.

      Ewan would go to the Western lands for six months in a year to hunt and trap to augment the family income. Faye would take care of the farm in his absence, and she had two Choctaw families to help her. The two families lived with them on the farm, but their neighbors said not a word about it. Ewan was known as a hard man with his guns and his fists, and no one wanted to willfully antagonize him. Lachlan was always big for his age and was stronger than most of the older boys he played with. By the time he was nine, he had learned to shoot, and Ewan bought his son a Sharps carbine, which was a shorter and lighter version of the Sharps rifle. Lachlan began hunting and providing fresh meat for his mother and some of their neighbors.

      Ammunition was scarce, especially when his father was away in the Western lands, and Lachlan learned not to waste a bullet. Faye would count the bullets she gave Lachlan before a hunt, and she would count them again after the hunt. She would praise her son if there was a kill for every bullet spent. Lachlan loved his father, but he loved his mother more. She taught him to read and write and encouraged him in everything that he did, including hunting and tracking. He traveled the trails with the Choctaw groups that had escaped the forced removal of their people from the area. He learned from them how to hide in plain sight by staying absolutely still and blending in with his surroundings. He learned how to read tracks like reading a book, until studying a trail could tell him a lot about the animal or man he was tracking. His father taught him how to track by getting into the mind of his prey - be it man or animal.

      When Lachlan was eleven, a neighbor told him that a mountain lion was killing his sheep. Everyone knew about Lachlan’s skill in hunting and tracking, and the neighbor jokingly offered him forty dollars if he could kill the lion. Ewan had been gone for eight months this time, and Faye was finding it hard to manage, even though Lachlan always brought in fresh meat for the table. Knowing that his mother was sick and needed money, Lachlan set out to track and kill the lion. He went to the spot of the most recent kill and began to track the animal from there. The trail took him deep into a forested area, and he came to a spot where the indentations were deeper and the fallen leaves had been scattered. It took a second for the young lad to figure out that the lion had gathered itself at this point and jumped. The powerful thrust of its legs had scattered the leaves and left the deeper impressions.

      As the realization struck him, he instantly swung his gun up and saw the lion leave the branch, above and to his right, as it pounced. Aiming instinctively, without raising the carbine to his shoulder, Lachlan squeezed the trigger and then threw himself to one side in a long, low dive. He rolled twice and came up in a smooth move as he automatically began to reload the carbine. He watched the lion as he reloaded, but the lion did not move. He cautiously approached the lion with the loaded carbine held ready to shoot. He kicked the body, but there was no response. He sighed as the tension drained from him, and he sat down next to the lion for a while. His body was shaking, and he sat there until the tremors passed. He knew that this one had been close, and a second of hesitation would have left him badly mauled or dead.

      He skinned the lion and lugged the hide back to his neighbor. The man was shocked, and others came running up to see the hide. The neighbor said, “I was just joking. I never meant for Lachlan to hunt the lion.” Lachlan looked at him and said, “I never joke about a hunt. You promised me forty dollars.” The neighbor stared at the serious youngster and then pulled out the money and handed it to him. “I was serious about the forty dollars,” he said. “I just never thought that you would go after the lion. You’re a brave lad, Lachlan.” Faye was scared, but proud at the same time, when Lachlan gave her the money and told her about the lion, but she suppressed her fear and hugged him. “You’re a brave boy and you’re going to do well in your life, Lachie,” she said.

      Ewan came back a month later, and he felt his chest swell with pride when he heard about his son and the lion. Faye was still sick, and Ewan took her to the nearest doctor, who said that she had developed pneumonia. She got better but never fully recovered from it. She died a year later. Ewan was heartbroken, but he hid his hurt for the sake of his son. Lachlan was devastated at the loss of his beloved mother, and he spent hours just sitting in the forest and staring at nothing. Ewan tried talking to him, but Lachlan responded in monosyllables. A week after Faye had been buried, Ewan sat his son down in the forest and told him, “I loved your mother and my heart is broken. But seeing how torn apart you are, I cannot grieve properly for her.”

      Lachlan finally broke down and said, “Why did she have to die? I would have gladly died in her place. She was so full of life and she taught me so much. Why did God take her away? I hate God!” Ewan hugged his son and said, “These things happen, and you have seen death before this, son. You know that death is a part of life, and you have always accepted that as a fact. But when Death comes to your home, then it’s hard to accept. Accepting that Death comes to everyone, including ourselves, is the final lesson a man must learn in life.”

      The next day, Ewan arranged to sell his farm and packed up a few essentials. He told Lachlan, “We’re leaving here for good. I want you to cherish the good memories you have of this place and your mother. But if you stay here, then the bad memories will overtake the good ones.” Lachlan asked him, “Where are we going, Pa?” Ewan replied, “We’re going West, and we’ll travel the Western lands without settling down anywhere. There are wonders for you to see over there, and living off the land is the best way for you to handle your grief.” He paused and then added, “It is the best way for me as well.” They left after a week, and Lachlan never came back to the Trace.
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      They went up to Missouri and spent some time with a relative of Faye’s there. Then they went down to Arkansas, and Ewan showed his son the vast plantations that were worked using slave labor. When they left Arkansas for Texas, Lachlan asked his father about the slaves. Ewan told him, “It’s called trafficking or trading in human beings. These people are mostly captured from a distant place called Africa, where the sun is extremely hot. The people there are as primitive as the native tribes over here, and they still fight with sticks, spears, and bows and arrows. The white man has always had an advantage because of the invention of guns.” Lachlan asked him, “So what’s a slave? Can they leave if they want to?” So Ewan told him about slavery and said, “It’s a terrible concept because a slave becomes less than a human being. The man or woman is no longer a man or woman, but just an object that is made to work without complaint and can be traded or killed depending on the owner’s whims. Some slave owners treat their horses better than they treat their slaves.”

      Lachlan decided that he hated the idea of slavery, and he hated people who owned slaves. He told his father, “I can’t imagine not being allowed to be free. Not being allowed to hunt and live my life the way I want to. But most of all, I can’t imagine how one human being could do something like that to another.” They rode through Texas, and Lachlan asked his father, “Even here they have slaves, and I can see them working in the fields. But I’ve seen these same people riding horses and tending cattle, and they seem to be free.” Ewan told him about the black cowboys of Texas and said, “Cattle men are kinda different in the way they see the world. They accept that slavery is here to stay, but the dangerous life they live on a ranch makes them view life differently from a plantation owner or city dweller. They treat their slaves well and train them to be cowboys. Some of these black people are excellent horsemen, and they tend to make good cowboys. Most of them are quite intelligent, and they learn and adapt quickly.”

      They worked on a cattle ranch in south Texas, and Lachlan learned about bronco busting and how to use the lariat. He enjoyed life on the range and became expert at handling cattle and riding half-broken horses. He had always known how to use a hand gun, and he had a Colt revolver shoved down in his waistband. But because he had always been a hunter, he carried his rifle wherever he went. The owner of the Slash D was Patrick Douglas, and he was a friend of Ewan. One day he asked Lachlan, “I know you’re good with that rifle because I’ve seen you bring down a bird on the wing. But how good are you with that Colt revolver?” Lachlan was two months away from turning thirteen, and he said laconically, “I can shoot.” Patrick Douglas pointed to a tree about fifty feet away and said, “You see that knob protruding from the trunk? That’s the end of a broken branch. Let’s see if you can hit that with your six-gun.”

      Lachlan looked at the tree, then pulled his Colt and fired in one smooth move. Bark flew from the center of the broken branch, and Patrick stared at Lachlan in astonishment. “Your Pa teach you how to shoot like that?” he asked. Lachlan frowned and said, “Pa taught me how to shoot, but I don’t understand what you’re asking.” Patrick said, “You didn’t take aim at the object, you just pointed and squeezed the trigger. That’s a new way of shooting that’s just catching on in Texas, and it’s producing a breed of men who can draw and shoot faster and better than anyone else.” Lachlan still looked confused, and he said, “I’ve always shot like that - even with my rifle. I only aim along the barrel when I’m shooting a bird on the wing or aiming at an animal from a great distance.”

      He shoved the Colt back in his waistband, shifted his rifle to his right hand, and swung up the barrel. Holding the rifle at waist level, he squeezed the trigger and the end of the broken branch exploded. Ewan came riding up, and Patrick asked him, “Did you know your son can shoot just by pointing the gun?” Ewan shrugged and replied, “That’s the way he’s always shot, and I didn’t discourage him. It seems to come natural to him. I only trained him on taking long shots - how to allow for a drop at a distance and to allow for the wind.” The next day, Patrick gave Lachlan a gun belt with a holster and showed him how to strap it on and adjust the level of the holster to suit the reach of his hand. He showed him how to tie down the holster and use the thong to keep the gun from falling out when riding a horse. He showed him how to draw back the hammer as he was lifting the Colt and slide his finger across the trigger. He told him, “Now when the gun is aligned, you’re ready to shoot. All you got to do is point and squeeze the trigger. Practice drawing from the holster and shooting just the way you always do - just by pointing. When you’re comfortable with drawing from the holster, let me know.”

      A week later, Patrick came across Ewan and Lachlan riding across the range, and he pulled up and asked, “How’re you doing with your draw, Lachie?” Ewan said, “He’s been practicing and I reckon he’s a natural.” Patrick suddenly pointed up and said, “Get one of those quail for me, Lachie.” He had hardly finished speaking when there was the sound of a shot and a bird dropped from the sky. Patrick looked at the smoking Colt in Lachlan’s fist and he said, “I swear I hardly saw his hand move - and I was watching for it.” Then he added, “But be careful, lad. In this land, if you get a reputation with a gun, there’ll be men who want to challenge you just to prove that they’re better. It’s up to you how you handle that. It ain’t something someone can teach you.” Ewan said, “He keeps to himself, and he always keeps a low profile, so I reckon he’ll be all right. He ain’t pushy, but he don’t back away either. He’ll do all right.”

      They spent eight months on the ranch, and then Ewan took his son down to Mexico. After two months there, they rode up to New Mexico and explored the Guadalupe and Sierra Madre mountain ranges. They rode across the white sands in the Tularosa Basin of New Mexico and then made their way to Kansas. They spent four months hunting buffalo across the prairie and made enough money to sustain themselves for a long time. Ewan showed his son the Sandhills of Nebraska and explained how the scrub grass held the sands down. They made their way across the mountains into Colorado and mined for gold. Lachlan was six months short of his fourteenth birthday when he shot his first man - and his second.

      They found a pocket of gold, and they spent two months mining it. They sacked up their ore and headed to the nearest town. At the assayer’s office, they exchanged their gold for cash and came away with three thousand dollars. That was a large amount of money at the time, and they walked out of the assayer’s office and right into trouble. Three men were standing in front of the office, and one of them said, “You two robbed our mine. We had staked out that mine and left to get supplies. We got delayed a mite, and you two robbed our gold. Ain’t that right, Brad?” Another man said, “That’s right, Harry. Only right they hand over our money right now.” The third man said, “I’m John, and I’m a fair man, so I’ll pay you wages for working our mine.” Ewan had his rifle in his hand, and he said, “I don’t think so. Now get out of our way unless you want to die.”

      Harry said, “Now that’s the wrong attitude to take. Get them, boys!” The three men pulled their guns, and Ewan tipped up the barrel of his rifle and shot Harry in the stomach. Two shots sounded close together, and Brad and John dropped their guns. Brad had been shot through the forearm, and John took a bullet in his biceps. They stared at the smoking Colt in Lachlan’s fist, and Brad said, “Who the hell are you, kid?” Ewan told him, “Never you mind. Just get the hell out of here and learn to earn an honest living.” Lachlan and Ewan walked away, and Ewan told his son, “Wherever there’s gold to be found, there will always be thieves waiting to take the gold from the hardworking miners. That’s the way it is, and a man has to always be alert and prepared for the worst.”

      They rode out of town, and Ewan asked, “You want to go up north and search for more gold, or you want to see more of the land?” Lachlan said, “Let’s see the land. I like the prairie, but a man was telling me the other day that there are fantastic rock formations in Utah.” Ewan smiled and told his son, “I’m glad you realize that gold ain’t the only treasure this land has to offer. We’ll go to Utah and see those rocks. There are beautiful sandstone arches and hoodoos and massive monoliths that are worth seeing. The red, orange, and white colors of these formations are beautiful, and there’s a place that has massive sandstone cliffs of red, pink, and white. This is a vast land, son. It’s a rough and dangerous land, but it’s also a land of beauty and it’s a land of opportunity. A man willing to work hard can always find his future here.”
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      They roamed across Utah and lived off the land, visiting towns only rarely. But it was in one small town near the Outlaw Trail that Lachlan shot and killed his first man. The town of Three Willows consisted of a single dusty street lined on both sides by wooden buildings. Some of the buildings were constructed with seasoned logs, but most of them were just clapboard and tarpaper. On one side there were five buildings, and on the other there were four. There were two farms located about ten miles away and a cattle ranch about fifteen miles to the south. The only reason for the town’s survival was that it was frequented by outlaws from the Outlaw Trail. They rode in, spent money freely, stayed for a week or so to evade the law, and then moved on.

      Ewan and Lachlan were in the One Chance Saloon. Ewan was having a drink, and Lachlan was sitting at a table sharpening two Bowie knives on a leather strop. Three men walked into the saloon, glanced around the room, and swaggered up to the bar. Besides Ewan and Lachlan, there were five other men in the room. Two were sitting at a table near Lachlan, and he heard one man tell the other softly, “That’s the Myers gang. Billy Myers is the one in the center. The one on the left is Ruskin and the other is Nelson. They’re vicious, and folks say they leave no witness alive when they pull a holdup or bank robbery.” The other man said, “I hear tell that Ruskin is maybe faster than Billy Myers.”

      The three reached the bar, and Nelson shouldered Ewan aside at the counter—or tried to. Now Ewan was a big man and solidly built, so when Nelson pushed him with his shoulder, it was Nelson who staggered and almost fell. It might have ended there, but there was a snigger from the end of the room, and Nelson whirled around and glared. Nobody looked at him except for Lachlan, and Nelson asked him, “Did you just laugh at me, boy?” Ewan had turned around and he said mildly, “Leave him alone. That’s my son.” Nelson turned slowly and faced Ewan. His hand was hovering over his gun butt, and he snarled, “You have the guts to talk after pushing me?” Ewan said, “Don’t make something out of nothing. You tried to push me, but it didn’t work. Let’s leave it at that.”

      Myers and Ruskin were standing with their backs to the counter, watching the play with mild interest. They appeared to be sure of the outcome, and Myers had a small smile playing around his lips. Nelson said menacingly, “I ain’t gonna leave nothing. Either apologize or die right here!” Ewan’s right hand was next to the bar, and he took a small step away and said, “Ain’t no call for such tough talk. You tried to shift
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