
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_4ecf1c25dc76e5a58534efa05dc43063_mxZKs1_html_2a1b54f9.jpg]

The Home of Great Western Fiction!







Matt Buxton was a good man
who built an empire out of prairie dust. And Matt was loyal to his
own—even his rowdy brother Jed, who fought too often and drank too
much. He was so loyal that when Jed shot a girl in the back, he was
willing to wreck his own town and start a range war to save Jed's
hell-bent neck from the rope.

What he didn't count on was
Marshal Hancock, the lawman who believed in law, and the girl's
mother who'd just arrived from the East and she would do anything
for revenge.
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Book One – The
Crime



One


Ben Hancock rose at eleven,
his usual hour. The shades were drawn against the sun over the town
of Cobre and it was hot in the room. Since, when at home, he slept
nude, he washed carefully at the basin before donning clean cotton
underwear and a linen shirt and his work clothing of dark, tailored
trousers, tight-fitting in the legs, and the striped gray and black
vest which was his trademark and upon which the polished star
proclaimed his position as marshal. He tugged on handmade boots,
grunting a little. Then he drew the curtains and surveyed the
street, Buxton Street, the main stem.

Clouds stretched above, the
sun was high and the street was quiet, or at least without untoward
noise. Hal Wayne’s four-span freight wagon was rumbling toward the
Mogollons with supplies for the mines and kitty-corner across the
street Linda Darr was watching for his morning greeting. He waved
and she smiled and went back into her shop.

Hancock put on his
roll-crown Stetson and went down the stairs to the
office-jailhouse-kitchen of adobe which was his personal domain.
There were no prisoners today, which was Friday. He made himself a
skillet of bacon and eggs and picked up the newspaper Dan Melvin
left for him each day. The coffee was still warm from last
night.

The headline read: Marshal
Banishes Gambler from Texas.

Dan Melvin did not like Texans. There was another story, a
dispatch from the East, captioned Treaty With Korea, which went on
to say that President Arthur’s representatives had signed an
agreement of peace, amity, commerce and navigation with Korea, but
did not give the location of that nation. Hancock made a mental
note to ask Melvin where it was and turned his bacon. He liked to
keep up with things now that he was a substantial citizen, and the
editor of the Copper Bulletin was a great source of information. There had been
a time, a more violent time, when the young Ben Hancock had not
cared about such matters. He sipped the harsh black coffee,
thinking a bit of old times, of those who had died and those, of
smaller number, who had survived.

One of the survivors was
overdue in Cobre right now, Luke Post, a friend. A man did not have
many friends in this world, Hancock ruminated. It was good to tie
to one who could be trusted. Now that times were good and there was
a chance to cash in, a friend deserved a break; also Luke was
always in a position to come up with ready capital.

The eggs sat like
yellow-white twins in the grease, then turned brown at the edges.
Hancock ladled the fat over the yolks to set them, moved the pan to
the back of the stove. At that moment there was a commotion on
Buxton Street.

Hancock sighed and went
quickly through the office and to the door, pausing, blinking a
little in the sunlight, a tall man, slightly stooped, clean-shaven
in a day of beards, tanned and slender. People were coming out of
their places of business, pedestrians were gaping. Linda Darr was
in the window of her shop, looking toward Hancock, suppressing a
grin even as she registered disapproval. There were three young
girls, arm in arm, walking down the center of the
street.

They wore mother hubbards.
The small one in the middle had belted her robe tight to her tiny
waist. They were smoking cigarettes and singing an
indistinguishable melody. They were drunk, or they were muddled by
drugs, or both. They were escapees from Mrs. Jay’s house down on
Maine Street and in the distance the pimp could be seen hurrying
toward them.

Hancock debated. The pimp
would beat them when he had dragged them home, but in the meantime
there would be a scene. There was only one course open to him. He
walked out and blocked the path of the three maids.

Daisy, the small one, looked up at him and sang, “Here’s
old marshal, my love, my love; come to give us all a shove
…”

He said, “Now, darlin’, you know better than
this.”

She said, “You should know
what I know, you are my true love, my turtledove.”

He said, “You needn’t tell
the world, Daisy, you’ll get us both in trouble.”

The young lady on the right hooted, “She’s tellin’ the
truth, you always ask for her.”

Hancock cut her off. “Now, girls, Chompy’s right behind
you. Better you should come with me for a while than have him on
you, huh?”

Daisy said, “Chompy,
Chompy, the hell with Chompy.” She was extremely pretty and younger
than she admitted. “I’ll cut his heart out if he touches
us.”

Hancock sniffed. “You all
been smokin’ that Mex weed. Now, come on, a rest will do you
good.”

The pimp, a sullen-faced
young bully, walked widdershins in the background, undecided.
Hancock gave him a look and made a gesture. Chompy retreated to the
boardwalk.

Daisy said, “I don’t mind,
really. I don’t mind.” She turned to the others. “Do you girls
mind?”

They considered. They were
country girls, from some bleak ranch run down by misuse or from the
mines where the living was worse. Daisy, the stranger not long from
some place east of Cobre, was their leader in mischief. They
giggled.

Hancock said, “You’ve
already spoiled my breakfast. Now go ahead there.”

He shepherded them into the
building. The first two went resignedly, stolidly, easily stupefied
by any display of authority. He detained the third for a moment,
looking into her round, fringed eyes.

He said, “You go in the
kitchen, Daisy.”

“Maybe I will, maybe I
won’t.”

“Daisy!” He stared hard at
her.

She returned his gaze
without flinching, then shrugged and went obediently into the
kitchen. He opened a great oaken door with iron hinges which led
into the jail. There were three single cells for serious offenders
and a tank for Saturday night drunks. He put the two whores in the
tank and they sat on the floor and mooned at him, smiling silly
grins, trusting him.

The one called Cora said
without guile, “You goin’ to give Daisy a bounce,
Marshal?”

“Just behave yourself, both
of you.” It was like admonishing schoolchildren. He went back into
the office, to find Chompy lingering uncertainly in the doorway.
Hancock told him, “Tell Mrs. Jay I won’t fine them this time. And
you keep your hands off them, understand?”

Chompy was a breed, with a
low brow and greasy hair. “They need beatin’, you know
that.”

“I don’t know any such
thing. Furthermore, I don’t want to hear any of it.”

“I got to keep ’em in line.
Mrs. Jay depends on me to keep ’em in line.”

“I said no beatings. Now
get the hell out of here. You want to do something, stop them
getting that Mexican weed.”

“I can’t find it. I dunno
where they get it. You right, Marshal, a couple of them things and
they start climbin’ the walls. It’s no good for Mrs. Jay’s
business.”

“The town is getting down on you all. You tell her
I’ll be down to see her.”

“She’s got the only house
in town,” said Chompy reasonably. “We do what we can. You got to
have a house.”

“You’ve got to keep it
quiet and decent.”

“That damn railroad,”
Chompy complained. “Everybody’s scared crapless about whether Cobre
gets the damn railroad.”

“True,” said Hancock.
“Includin’ me. You savvy?”

Chompy swallowed. “I
savvy.” He departed, going north on Buxton Street. Hancock watched
him turn down Pass Avenue toward Mrs. Jay’s, then went into the
kitchen.

The bacon was crisp but the
eggs were congealed. Daisy had put it all on a platter and sat at
the table, legs crossed, arms folded, staring into space. Hancock
cut into a loaf of sourdough bread.

“You want something to
eat?” he asked.

“No, thank you.” The voice
was distant, cool, without feeling but well placed.

He sat down and looked at
her. “You’re not high on that peyote or marijuana or whatever it’s
called. You’re just having a ball, raisin’ hell as
usual.”

“Is that so?”

“You tell me.” He picked at
the unappetizing breakfast, nibbling bits of bacon, dipping the
bread into the eggs. She looked at him, half smiling without mirth.
She was on the edge of beauty but there was something awry with
her. He said again, “Tell me.”

“Ha!”

“I’ll never understand,”
Hancock complained. “You come from some place back East, I been
there, I recognize things like your voice, the way you talk. When
you do talk.”

“Ho!”

“Oh, you talk, all right.”
He lowered his voice. “When the door is closed and it’s dark
upstairs in that room you say things. And you laugh. And you carry
on some.”

Now she stirred. “I’m a whore. All whores are
actresses.”

“You don’t know a damn thing about whores. You’re
new at this. You enjoy it.”

“That’s a lie!”

“I’ve known whores all my
life,” he told her.

“And you’re going to marry
Linda Darr? Ha!”

“Contrary, that’s you. Just
plain ornery. But there’s some reason for it. I want to know.” She
was so young and so tough she seemed invulnerable, but he knew
better since he had lain with her so often. It was a problem that
battered at him. He did not like mysteries, he was a forthright
man. He had come to the time of life where reason was
preponderant.

“I don’t want you to know,”
she said calmly. “I’m Daisy, you see. Daisies don’t
tell.”

“You keep sayin’ that.
Look, I know I can’t change you, do anything for you, we been
through all that. I just want to know what makes you tick, so I can
look out for you.”

“Just put me in the cell
with the others. I’ve been up all night. I’m quite weary,
Marshal.”

He said helplessly, “Oh,
sure. Put you in with the others. Like you belong with them. Why,
you even got Mrs. Jay worried. I misdoubt that ever happened
before. The way you carry on, knockin’ things about, stirrin’ up
the others, you’d think she would get rid of you. But she only
worries.”

“She needs me.” One rounded
shoulder lifted the mother hubbard, she recrossed her legs. She
obviously was naked beneath the thin covering. “If you want me in
your bed, Marshal, why don’t you say so?”

“Crazy. You’re plumb crazy
sometimes.”

“Ha! You must like crazy,
you always ask for me, never for any of the others.” Now she
laughed on a low, somehow dangerous note. “Why, Marshal, the world
is insane. You and the law and this little town and the railroad
and the Buxtons and the preacher who comes sneaking into my room
when his wife won’t have him and the mine owner with his funny
ideas about what to do in bed, you think this isn’t
craziness?”

“Could be,” he said. “But
I’m wondering. How come you to know so much about craziness? Where
are you from? Who is your mother and father?”

Now she froze.
“Ha!”

“You know what happens to
whores? You know? Course you don’t know. Damn it, I’ve seen old
whores die in jail, right here in Cobre.”

“Ha! I’ll never make an old
whore.” She got up and moved toward the door, swaying her hips.
“Marshal, can’t I please go to jail?”

“I could send you home,” he
said. “I’d be glad to see you got fixed up and pay your fare and
all.”

She turned and stared at
him. “Home?”

“To your folks. Or to any
place where you’d be all right.”

For a moment she hesitated,
her eyes widening like a child who has been proffered a sweet. Then
she said, “Marshal, I’ll go to hell my own way. In a basket or a
hearse. But don’t say ‘home’ to me. Not ever. Not ever
again.”

There was no mistaking the
vehement finality of her tone, nor the hatred and lost innocence of
her, nor the fire burning in her. He got up, feeling old and
inadequate, and led her through the big door and into the cell
area. The other two whores were sound asleep. Cora was sucking her
thumb. He unlocked the door and allowed Daisy to join them. She lay
down on a bunk and seemed to be immediately slumberous.

He went back and locked the
big door and hung up the key and went into the kitchen and scoured
the dish, the pan, the other utensils—the insects of southwestern
New Mexico were infamous—and tried to dismiss the pretty little
whore from his mind. He should be satisfied with the world today
but he was not, she had spoiled the edges of things.

He went into his office and
sat behind the scarred heavy table with two drawers which served as
his desk. There were dodgers on the walls and a calendar with a
snow scene and a gun rack holding rifles and shotguns. There were
three bucket chairs and a small potbellied stove polished and
somnolent for summertime. His revolver and belt hung on a wooden
peg and each hour gathered a bit of dust from the street and he
knew he should cleanse it. Instead, he went out and walked north on
Buxton Street.

Across from his office at
Jersey Street and Buxton was Abe Getz’s Dry Goods Emporium, then
two dwellings, then the Wells Fargo office. He walked across to
speak with Speedy Jackson, who handled the telegraph wire and ran
the freight and passenger business and knew all that happened,
sometimes even before it took place. Speedy was small and thin and
very sporty, bow string tie, striped shirt, green eyeshade as badge
of office.

“Some folks burnin’ up the wires, believe me.” He
spoke out of the corner of his mouth, confidentially. “The
railroad, the railroad. I say damn the smelly, noisy damn
railroad.”

“Why, they’ll have you
running the telegraph office at the station,” Hancock said. “It’ll
be right nice for you.”

“Like hell. I come here to
get away from trains. Hate ’em, they stink.” Jackson altered his
tone, became reproachful. “I seen you pickin’ up the gals. Too
bad.”

“They’re asleep and happy
as beavers.”

“Not Daisy. Don’t tell me
Daisy’s happy.”

“I wouldn’t know about
her.” He evaded the subject. “Anything new from Santa
Fe?”

“Just the same damn thing,
railroad, railroad, railroad.”

“Got a pal coming in on the
stage. Luke Post,” Hancock said. “Look after him, huh? I’m ridin’
out a spell.”

He went past Mueller’s
General Store and crossed Alamo Avenue and waved at Smokey
Moriarty, the aged fire chief. Cobre had really grown up since he
had come here to act as marshal five years ago. He came to the
Chinaman’s laundry, went down the alley to the rear, next door to
Lawyer Finnegan’s office.

He went through a door,
parted a hanging bamboo portiere. The odor of tobacco and opium was
overpowering. He yelled, “Hey, Ching Hoo,” and retreated to the
alley.

There was a furious fantan
game going on in the back room and Hancock knew it but no one took
any interest, since it was a foreigny business and had nothing to
do with local affairs excepting when violence broke out, in which
case Hancock knew what to do. Ching Hoo was an old man with a long,
skinny mustache, a great hand-rubber and diplomat.

“You got any of the old
stuff left?” Hancock asked.

“For my friend.” Ching Hoo
bowed low.

“Send six pints over to my
place pronto. Neddy will be there.”

Ching Hoo said, “Mebbe I no
got six, though.”

“Six of the best. I’ve got
a pardner coming in,” said Hancock. “Don’t disappoint me,
now.”

“You velly good to me. I am
humble servant. Six.”

“That’s what I said. A half
dozen. Six.” It was a small enough graft, he thought, going back
onto Buxton Street. The still was in the yard, between the law
offices and Smokey Moriarty’s house on School Street, which ran
parallel to Buxton. Everyone knew it was there but they also knew
that Ching Hoo aged his whiskey in some peculiar manner of his own,
and that it was better than anything that could be supplied by
Madison’s or the Mex places or the general store’s brand of eastern
stuff. Cobre was willing to wink at federal law under any
circumstances and Ching Hoo made a nice dollar selling to the more
prosperous citizens.

On Buxton Street two
drunken soldiers from Fort Bayard were arguing in loud tones.
Hancock went close and listened.

“I tell you, New York’s the
place,” said a red-haired infantryman.

“Chicago,” said a horse
soldier. “Crap on New York.”

“New York,” said the
redhead and aimed a punch at his companion.

Hancock reached out and
caught them each by the collar and brought them sharply together.
They cried out in pain and struggled, trying to kick at him. He
rammed their skulls against the wall of the law offices until they
were babbling incoherently for mercy. He turned them loose and
said, a bit out of breath, “Dammit, get back to the fort. It’s too
early to be drunk in Cobre, don’t you know that?”

They cursed him in an
undertone, but made for their horses at the nearby rack. He waited
until they had, with some difficulty, mounted and started on the
east road to Bayard, then he went across Buxton Street, thought of
entering the elaborate establishment of Jim Madison, booze,
gambling and rooms upstairs, very fancy, the best place in town,
decided against it. He had already decided not to go down the alley
past Madison’s to Mrs. Jay’s to speak about the girls. He went
instead into the livery stable and blacksmith shop of Jeb
Truman.

The wide, bushy-bearded smithy was hammering on an anvil,
shaping the ends of a broken whiffletree. It was off a Candlestick
wagon which waited lopsided in the yard. Young Neddy Truman, the
spittin’ image of his father, waved a hand and his father stopped
pounding.

Hancock said, “I’d like for Neddy to spell me a while. I
got to ride out, thought I’d take your buckboard.”

“You want the roan?” asked
Neddy. “He’s rested.”

“The roan’ll be fine,” said
Hancock and the boy went to hitch up the rig.

Jeb Truman said, “Nice day,
Marshal.”

“It is that.”

“People still ravin’ about
the rails?”

“Some people.”

“I got some land on the right o’way, too,” said
Truman. “But I dunno. This hell hole of a town, you think the
railroad people will come through here?”

“No more of a hole than
Centro,” said Hancock. “It’s six of one, half dozen of
t’other.”

“Them hoors,” said Truman.
“I keep tellin’ Neddy, I catch him with them hoors again I’ll kill
him.”

“You just happen to live
near them. Why don’t you build over on School Street or some
place?”

“I got my business here, I
live here.” Truman was dogged. “Let them hoors move.”

It was true that the Truman
property ran from Buxton through to the short block, Texas Street,
which alone separated him from Mrs. Jay’s place. His dwelling was
only one empty lot removed from the palace of joy. From thence,
Maine Street did an oblique turn to the Mexican section of Cobre.
It was the north end of the town, far removed from the more elite
establishments of the south end and Jeb Truman was ever bitter
about this, feeling himself looked down upon by the banker, the
butcher and the candlestick-maker.

“Jeb, you’re a good man,”
Hancock told him. “But you are as stubborn as your best mule.
Either you live with your business or you move to the other side of
town and live like you think you want to live.”

“That’s what Ma keeps
saying. I swan, you and Ma and Neddy. All alike. Can’t see things.
I was here first, wasn’t I? Why can’t the damn hoors
move?”

“They don’t want them on
the other side of town, not any more than you want them
here.”

Truman said, “Raisin’
tarnation hell all night. Howlin’ and paradin’ past the windows
nekkid.”

“Keep your shades drawn.”
This was an old story, Hancock had been through it many
times.

“Let them keep their damn
shades drawed,” roared Jeb. Behind him his son made signs, the rig
was ready.

Hancock said, “Jeb, I do
believe you stay up nights peekin’ out your window just to see
what’s goin’ on at Mrs. Jay’s.”

He ducked the swing of
Truman’s maul and skipped outdoors, laughing. The smithy was half
in earnest, half in jest, he knew. The son was a goodhearted,
good-natured, healthy boy of twenty, strong as two oxen. They got
into the buckboard and drove back to the marshal’s office through
increasing traffic.

Neddy said, “Good thing Pop
didn’t ask about who you got in the hoosegow or he wouldn’t’ve let
me come.”

Hancock dug in his pocket
for keys. “See you don’t get caught in the cell with them, now. I’m
trustin’ you.”

“Oh, I won’t get caught,”
said Neddy. “And I do thank you for the chance—I mean the
job.”

“The town pays for deputies
when I need them,” said Hancock. “Don’t thank me—and make damn sure
you’re not caught.”

He waited until Neddy
brought him a rifle and his gun belt and some ammunition, which he
put on the seat alongside him. The buckboard was a special, well
braced and springy contraption, comfortable on the open road. He
drove down to Broadway at the south end of town, turned west to the
courthouse at the head of the avenue, then south again on Gary
Road. There were mountains all about him, the ever-changing,
ever-present clouds formed a brave series of shapes and pictures
for his delight. The grama grass grew belly-high on the plain. This
was a wide valley or a high plain, whichever one chose to consider
it. Cattle grazed within a mile of town, but to the southwest were
copper and silver mines. It was conglomerate country, even the
Apaches were whimsical, sometimes quiet enough, biding their time
before again coming out to devastate unwary outlying habitations.
It was strong and rough and beautiful country, poppies growing wild
along the edges of the road, mesquite intermingling with green
grass, yucca standing high in scattered array like a broken
battalion in a war scene.

This was Candlestick, but
just prior to reaching its border were the plots Hancock owned. He
had bought them on a tip, a strip of them, one acre wide, and those
he could not swing himself he had purchased in the name of Luke
Post, who had sent the money posthaste. He could see them from the
road and he lifted a hand in fond salute.

A career on the frontier
plying his trade of lawman had brought him little. He was
thirty-five and it was time to think of settling down. It was time
either to go the way of others he had known, shooting and drinking
and whoring, or to marry and raise a family. It came to
that.

He had been a boy in Texas, a drover with Luke Post, going
up the trail to Kansas in the earlier days, learning what could be
learned from the rough men and the good men and the medium men.
Luke had taken to cards and made it big in Denver. Hancock had taken to
lawing in Dodge for a while, then the other places as the rails
came, making westward, shuffling the cattle business, watching over
the cowboy towns to their little deaths. He had gone back to Texas,
always moving when the commerce came in and the solid citizens took
over. Now he had come to leaving his guns in the office, walking
the street like the patrolmen he had seen on his one big bust in
New York with Luke.

This was the way of Cobre,
founded on cattle and mining, struggling to be a respectable rail
center. The railroad would mean the end of the rough stuff, the end
of Ching Hoo and possibly of Mrs. Jay and certainly of such as Jed
Buxton and the wild bunch of riders who worked Candlestick. The
miles of Buxton fence, starting here south of Hancock’s property,
would not be affected, Matt Buxton’s beef would simply be driven to
town instead of to the railhead. Not that Matt Buxton worried, he
no longer had to fret about money. Matt’s fence stretched for
twelve miles along the Gary Trail, Matt’s cows were fat and sassy,
Matt himself was fat and sassy.

Well, Hancock would have
money also when the rails came. The Judge and Banker Clark and Abe
Getz and all the rest were planning on the railroad, it was as good
as built right into Cobre. If the situation just remained normal so
that the big-money people could retain their trust in the town’s
future, everything would be all right.

The horse slowed down for a steep grade. Hancock let the
reins loose, stretched his legs. It was a good country to settle
in, he thought. He had been born in the Southwest, he knew it all,
the desert, the mountains, the high plains. He was part of it and
it was part of him. Everyone knew him despite his long absences, he
was Pat Hancock’s son, one of the old families. Even the new
people, the farmers and bankers and storekeepers and mining people,
knew that Pat Hancock had been killed by Cochise’s Apaches, some
said by Cochise himself, as if that was a big honor.

There was a chance he might
run for sheriff. Elias Buchanan was getting old and had never been
a real town buster. Buck was a politician, first and last, and the
meeting to which Hancock was now making his way was political. The
old sheriff had a lot of things on his mind, mainly, as everyone
else, the railroad.

At the top of the rise the ground was rocky, with the
poppies defying the stony soil and the yucca brave but
scarce. Two miles
south was the swinging gate to Candlestick, where the meeting was
to be held. There was a break in the barbed wire just below the
promontory on which Hancock pulled in to blow the hired
horse.

Hancock reached for his gun
belt, donned it. The cut ends of the wire were shiny, brand-new.
They had been made not long ago. There were tracks, also fresh and
new.

He pulled the buckboard off
the road and tied it to a sapling. He took the rifle and crossed to
the break in the fence. He hunkered down and examined the
tracks.

There were three ponies,
unshod. Then there was a horse, a big animal with a broken shoe on
its left front hoof. It was plain enough that three Apaches were
stalking Candlestick beef. It happened all the time, it had nothing
to do with warfare on a large scale, the braves were hungry and
their women wanted meat for a stew.

If it had not been for the
track of the horse he might have gone to the ranch for help. If he
had good sense, he thought, he would do that right now. But the big
horse was probably ridden by a white man and since Sheriff Buchanan
was expected for the conference at Candlestick it might well be he
who had chased in after the Apaches.

Hancock debated, walking in
the tracks. There was a rocky knoll of some height to his right. He
climbed it, careful of the way he went, avoiding loose stones. A
yucca grew bravely and there was some sparse buffalo grass atop the
little hill. The pasture was beyond but he could not get a view of
it. He was obliged to go farther to see what was going on. The
silence was oppressive, he began to sweat, knowing Apaches, knowing
the aging, somewhat clumsy sheriff.

It would have been better to let the Indians take the beef.
Matt Buxton could well spare a steer or two. They needed it or they
would not have come in this close—or they were young braves daring
each other, making a brave deed of their thieving.

There were people, maybe a
majority of people, who claimed the Apaches were not human, that
they were varmints to be extinguished before the country could be
safe. It was true that they were “The People” and would not meekly
surrender no matter how chivvied and oppressed by the military,
indeed often turned to whip a troop to bits. They would have to be
decimated and chained and guarded before it was all over and even
then, he thought, it would be no cinch to keep them in order. But,
after all, this had been their land. He had sympathy for
them.

He came down off the knoll
and just then there was the flat crack of a gun and then a yell
which was half a moan. Hancock ran back up the hill, the sweat now
pouring from him, his ears aching with the sounds he knew were
coming. It was Buchanan, all right, by the voice. The high, keening
scream could be the sheriff also, as the Apaches closed in on their
wounded prey.

There was no use going in
alone and on foot. It was too late, Hancock knew very well. He
levered a shell into place and took out his revolver and placed it
beside him on the hilltop in case the Remington should jam. He
heard the scream again, but the Apaches were in a hurry and the
torture would not be prolonged.

After a while the three of them came down around the hill,
riding slowly, defiantly, slaughtered beef in coarse sacks across
the rumps of their ponies. They were very young. One of them yipped
and waved a bloody piece of hair. Another gave their peculiar,
keening war cry. The one in the lead was grinning; he was scarcely
more than a boy.

Hancock shot the boy
through the body. Then he threw down on the second rider, the one
with Buchanan’s scalp. The Apache fell over backward, slid down the
tail of the pony, which bolted. The third got off a shot from an
old musket. Hancock felt the wind of it as he shot the Indian
point-blank, through the left side of the chest.

The first Indian was trying
to crawl to where his rifle lay. He had a knife in his hand. Blood
streamed from his belly but he still crawled. Hancock shot him
through the head.

“Settin’ ducks,” he
muttered, wiping away the sweat. “A hell of a thing. Like shootin’
fish in a barrel.”

Still, there was the
sheriff. He scrambled down from the promontory and went past the
Indians, cautious, making sure all were dead, knowing how hard they
died in battle. There was another slope, which had cut off his view
of the meadow. The grass was so high that the bellies of the cattle
were hidden by it. Flies buzzed and a buzzard circled.

They always knew, the black
birds, he thought, picking up the tracks again and following
through the thick, tall grass. They were on the spot as soon as the
deed was done. They were circling to pick out the initial repast of
what promised to be a great day for buzzards.

The big horse was munching
at roots. Buchanan lay stretched out on his back. He had worn his
hair bushy and thick and now he was bloody-bald.

They had hit him in the
shoulder to knock him off the old roan horse. Then they had stuck
an arrow in each eye and sliced away at his testicles and then they
had scalped him. Buchanan was not young, he had probably died
quickly, before he knew all that happened, Hancock hoped. The
Apaches were young and they had their beef and they were in a hurry
or it would have been worse.

There was nothing more he
could do. He went back along the way he had come. He walked past
the dead Indians to the road. He felt old and weary. He untied the
horse and snapped the reins and drove on to the gate over which the
Candlestick brand was simulated on a weathered signboard. He drove
up the well-worn road to the main house. He was still sweating and
the inside of his mouth was dry.

Matt Buxton had built the
best and biggest and most comfortable ranch house in New Mexico, or
at least he so boasted, for his wife Virgie. The couple were
childless. The house was a byword in the entire Southwest. Brick
had been brought from rail’s end, fine glass from San Francisco,
tile from Mexico. It was Spanish style, with the patio in the
center, two stories high, with a cheerful red roof. Instead of
palmetto there were pines from the high plains.

Beyond was the bunkhouse,
in the same fashion, but Spartan, as befitted the station of the
riders, and indeed exceeding their fondest desires, since running
water was provided from the stream that ran burbling all the way
from the Gila River to the west. Even Matt Buxton’s tough home
guard appreciated running water, Hancock knew.

The stable was imposing, unlike most ranch barns, a place
to store hay for the Morgans and other fine horses, a place for
milch cows, and nearby a pen for hogs and a whitewashed chicken
house. One of Matt’s favorite penalties for disobedience was to set
his hands to work cleaning that chicken run. The corral was close
at hand and it was here that action was taking place as Hancock
drew rein and descended, his knees, annoyingly, buckling a little
as he moved toward the imposing, bulky figure of the owner of
Candlestick.

The men were yelling, and beyond the spectators and the
rail fence Jed Buxton could be seen, atop a bucking, flailing young
buckskin, a wild one, it appeared. Jed was high-waisted and
wide-shouldered, he took after his mother, and he could twist a
bronc with the best of them, Hancock conceded—which was about all
he was good for.

The home guard lined the
fence, ordinary enough cowboys, made tough mainly because Matt was
tough and Jed was mean; Kit Larson, Dave Pitts, Muley Ward and
Sandy Farr. These were what some people believed to be the guns of
Candlestick, although they had other titles and indeed Larson was
foreman of the ranch, a rawboned man of great physical strength and
tenaciousness of character. All were loyal first to Matt, then to
the brother. Now they were howling encouragement to the buckskin,
in the fashion of the time and place, maligning the rider. Matt
paused, staring at Hancock; a fat man, of medium height, with a
strong jaw and narrow eyes and long apelike arms ending in huge
hands.

“You seen a ghost,
Ben?”

Hancock said,
“Worse.”

“Better come in and have
one.” Matt turned, leading the way through a gate and then through
his office and into the patio, where it was cool and water tinkled
and the Chinaman named Hip Toy was smiling and producing, as though
by magic, a tray with a bottle and fine glasses from some place in
Europe. Hancock remembered the architect who had done all this at
Matt’s behest, a slim man from Philadelphia, who spoke with a
slight lisp but seemed to know all the good things, the material
things to make a rich man feel secure in his castle.

They sat at a tiled table
and Matt, always sensitive, asked quietly, “Something real
bad?”

“Over on your west meadow,”
said Hancock. He took a drink of the good liquor. “Gettin’ old,
Matt. Haven’t seen a dead friend in too long, maybe. Three ’Paches
got one of your steers—and Elias.”

“Buchanan?” Matt’s eyebrows
shot up toward his lowering hairline. “What the hell?”

“Yes, what the hell? Buck
didn’t have any sense, we know that. Thought Indians were dumb
animals. He went in after them and they stuck arrows in his eyes
for luck.”

“The bastards.” Matt
waited, expectant but not questioning.

“I was a few minutes too
late. Reckon that’s what is bothering me. Just a couple minutes,
maybe not that if I’d gone dumb-head into the pasture. Took high
gun on ’em.”

“How many?”

“Only three.”

“You got ’em?”

“There’s a mess in your
field,” said Hancock. “Better get it cleaned up, there’s buzzards
already.”

“Hip Toy,” said Matt, not
taking his eyes from Hancock. “Send the boys with a wagon and some
shovels to the south pasture. Bury the Injuns, bring in the
sheriff.”

Hancock took another drink.
“Damn, it made me sick. Things have been so quiet, a man forgets
how it was. Damn Buck for going in there alone.”

“Bad luck,” said Matt. He
poured himself a second libation. “You on your way here to meet
him, too. This changes things, Ben. It changes everything we was to
talk about.”

Hancock shook his head. “I
hate to think on it.”

“Poor Buck gets a funeral
instead of another term in office. Nice man, Buck. Not a strong
man, but he had his own kinda guts.” The fat man ruminated. “You’re
shook. But you got to know it, you’ll be sheriff.”

It was true. Had it been in
the back of his mind all the time, lurking behind the shock and
disgust and horror? Had he realized it the moment he heard the
first shots?

He said, “Hadn’t thought of
that. Naturally.”

Matt Buxton said, “You
will. It’s the logical way. County seat is Cobre. You the only
lawman. Who else?”

“I don’t know. Somebody
will run. It’s a good job. Taxes, all that, fees for certificates.”
Hancock heard himself talking calmly, and it helped. “But if you
and the town say so, then I reckon it’s me all right.”

“Town’s got the
votes.”

“You’ve got the say-so.”
Hancock finished the drink.

“I say so,” said Matt
without inflection. He could swing the county vote and influence
the town vote. He could do about anything he wanted in this
country. He had been early in the land, he had come up from Texas
with a herd and had marked the grama grass and had returned with
wife and his little brother Jed and had conquered all—drought,
Indians, mining interests, rustlers, hoof-and-mouth disease, storms
from the mountains; and he had built this empire.

“I’m grateful, Matt,”
Hancock said.

“Don’t suppose you’d care
to eat right now.”

“No, I couldn’t, right
now,” he said. “Sorry. I liked old Buck.” He paused, then added,
“And I haven’t had to kill a man in some time. It was never one of
the things I cared about, you know that.”

“You was a good law
officer,” said Matt. “And Injuns ain’t rightly people, you got to
figure.”

“They breathe, they walk
around, they have feelings. I’ve always wondered about Indians.
Never knew too much about them, not the real ones, the ones like
those up yonder in the hills.”

“Nobody knows about ’em,”
said Matt. “They don’t want you to know about ’em.”

“Could be.” Hancock
finished his drink. “Never thought I’d be squeamish. Town livin’,
it softens you up.”

“Sure you won’t
stay?”

There was a sound behind
them and Jed Buxton came through the gate, dusting his boots,
looking as always neat and clean and expensive. He wore only
handmade clothing, even on the range, it was said. He was fifteen
years younger than his brother and beneath his mustache his lip
trembled a little, giving the lie to his swagger.

“You find ’em?” asked
Matt.

“Sure. The boys are
cleanin’ up.” Jed spoke to Hancock. “You sure did make a mess,
didn’t you?”

“Partly. Partly it was the
’Paches.” It was hard to conceal his dislike for the spoiled brat
of the Buxton family.

Jed reached for the whiskey
decanter. Matt unobtrusively put his hand over it, spoke to his
brother.

“Bothered you, did it?
Don’t start up, now.”

The strangely unjointed
face darkened, Jed blurted, “Sure you didn’t do in ole Buck to get
his job, Marshal?”

Hancock, already on his
feet for departure, felt his throat contract. His right hand went
to his gun butt, he fought for control.

Matt said gently, “Now,
now. That ain’t funny, Jed. You just upset, that’s all.”

He interposed his bulk
between them, taking Hancock by the elbow, steering him toward the
patio gate. When they were outside he said, “I know you been havin’
trouble with Jed in town. I know how he is.”

“Do you, Matt? Do you think
you know?”

“He’s wild.” Matt Buxton
wiped a hand across his face, a bit bewildered. Then he toughened
up. “He never had a ma or a pa. Only me. I was real busy
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