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Randall was a pen name of
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consecutive Spur Awards for Best Western Novel from the Western
Writers of America, first in 1969 for Tragg’s Choice and in 1970 for
The Last Days of Wolf Garnett.
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of the Year” in 1965 by the University of Oklahoma, his alma
mater. 
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Chapter One


IT WAS A slow day in Academy. Cattle traffic on the Western Trail had slowed to a trickle; another Panhandle summer was only a bad memory. The dust had settled, the air was clean, and Sheriff Amos Flagg was at peace with the world.

But he was still Amos Flagg, and suspicious of strangers. These pleasant, smoky days of late October hadn’t changed a thing as basic as that.

He had just come from his office in the basement of the Masonic Temple when the queer, boxlike wagon entered the far end of the street. The driver, obviously a pilgrim, stopped his team of mules in front of the Commercial Hotel and climbed down.

Some kind of drummer, Amos guessed, though he had never seen a wagon just like this one before. It looked like a small box house built on a set of ordinary Studebaker running gears. The roof of the “house” was flat, and there were no windows. There was a small door in the back. The whole affair was covered with black tar paper and battened with pine planks. Might be all right in cold weather, the sheriff decided, but it sure wouldn’t do to live in during a Panhandle summer.

The dude beat some trail dust from his swallowtail coat, gave his black derby hat a brush on his sleeve, and went into the hotel. Amos moved closer to the queer contraption and read the discreetly lettered sign beneath the driver’s box.

W. MEAD SYLVESTER. 

PHOTOGRAPHER OF THE PLAINS.

A traveling picture-maker. Well, Amos thought, looking down at the large gray tomcat that had followed him up the sidewalk, I don’t guess a picture-maker can cause much trouble. Unless, maybe, he was to burn the town down with an overcharge of flash powder.

The cat, whose name was El Cazador, gazed up at the sheriff with sun-yellow eyes. He yawned with thorough indifference, scratched a battle-notched ear, settled himself on a warm plank, and dozed while Amos gave the rig a closer inspection.

The “Photographer of the Plains” came out of the hotel and headed toward Amos. He was a compact, well-set-up dude with a pointed chin beard and black mustaches that had been waxed and twisted to dagger points. His eyes were dark, alert, quick. There was a certain purposeful air about him that Amos recognized—the old-time cattle kings had it. So did several hardcase gunmen that he had known, and a few professional lawmen and soldiers. Here, it said, was a man with a powerful hunger. And the hunger’s name was Ambition.

Amos asked in an idle tone, “This here your rig?”

The dark eyes sharpened. “W. Mead Sylvester at your service …” He glanced indifferently at Amos’s badge. “… Marshal.”

“Sheriff,” Amos corrected. With characteristic bluntness, he asked, “What’s a picture-takin’ man doin’ in these parts? Academy’s a trail town. There ain’t any families here to speak of, and what there is is a sight too poor to have their picture took. You must of knowed that before you come.”

A definite chill entered those dark, quick eyes. “Possibly,” the dude said slowly and distinctly, as he might have spoken to a backward child, “you are not familiar with the name of W. Mead Sylvester. In a town like this I suppose anything is possible.” With a single glance down the sharp angle of his nose he managed to indicate all of Academy. From his black braided vest he produced an immaculate card on which there were three lines of impeccable engraving.

W. Mead Sylvester

Photographer of the Plains

Representing the New York Daily Journal

It meant nothing to Amos Flagg. He had never heard of W. Mead Sylvester or the New York Daily Journal. “It still don’t tell me,” he said, “what a picture-takin’ man’s doin’ in Academy.”

The photographer drew himself up to what was almost military erectness. “Permit me to state it this way,” he said frostily. “The facts are: One, I am here. Two, there is no law against it.” He wheeled abruptly and marched across the street, a perfect picture of outraged propriety.

Amos Flagg scratched the day-old bristles on his jutting jaw. Look at that, he wondered to himself. Puffed up like a green bronc on a cold mornin’!

The sheriff of Sangaree County had not been elected to the office on the strength of his charm, good looks, or talent for diplomacy. His lack of charm was a fact almost too obvious to mention. As for looks, he was too big for most folks to be comfortable around. His long, angular face bore evidence of past violence—an uncertain drift to the nose, a bluish line along the jaw, an older and deeper scar near the point of a prominent chin. As for diplomacy …

Amos shrugged, tramped back to the plank walk and gazed down at the dozing cat. In a million-acre county like Sangaree—from the Spanish sangría: “bleeding”—whose only lawmen were Amos and a single deputy, the qualities of charm, looks and diplomacy were not what the citizenry looked for in a sheriff.

What they looked for first of all was an inner toughness. This was a quality that maintained the balance of a man when he was called on to arrest a brother or hang a friend. It had nothing to do with being popular with the voters, as Amos was not. But it had everything to do with being a lawman.

Rich Mandell, owner, manager, and chief clerk of the Commercial Hotel, sauntered out to the plank walk and stood beside the sheriff. Mandell, his hands folded comfortably on his large stomach, gazed sleepily at the Texas Star Cafe on the opposite side of the street. The dude photographer was just leaving the cafe and making for the Spur Saloon next door.

“Queer duck,” the hotel owner said idly. “Wonder what he wants with Gunner?”

Amos looked sharply at Mandell. “My old man?”

“That’s what he said. ‘Whereabouts is Gunner Flagg?’ he says to me. ‘I ain’t got a notion,’ I says to him. ‘Whereabouts might I locate him?’ he wants to know. ‘Well, I seen Gunner over at the Texas Star Cafe,’ says I, ‘but that was an hour ago, I guess.’ Then, just as the dude was goin’ out the door, I holler at him, ‘You never said what you wanted Gunner for.’ But he tramped out without a word, like a harvest hand goin’ to supper.”

Conversation with the rambling Mandell called for unusual patience, one quality that the voters of Sangaree County had never given Amos credit for. He turned and walked away as the hotel owner’s monolog veered into irrelevancy. Now, he wondered, what could an Eastern dude be wanting with Gunner?

He paused in front of the Masonic Temple, watching curiously as W. Mead Sylvester came out of Miles Booker’s general store and entered the American Saloon. Almost immediately he came out of the saloon and headed for the Settlers’ Feed Store and Saddlery. It looked like the Photographer of the Plains and Representative of the New York Daily Journal meant to investigate every store he came to until he located Amos’s old man.

Amos felt a ripple of uneasiness move up his back. It was bad enough for the county sheriff to have a father who had spent a quarter of his lifetime in prison. Against his better judgment Amos had taken the old man in after his last hitch in Huntsville. Gunner had given his solemn word that he would mend his hell-raising and larcenous ways, but Amos knew that Gunner’s word was an elastic thing at best, something that stretched or contracted to fit the situation of the moment.

A voice in the back of Amos’s mind warned him to head off that high-flying dude and find out what this was all about. Instead, he turned in at the Temple, tramping down the basement steps to his office. If the old man was in trouble again he would hear about it soon enough.

Liz Caroline, blackjack dealer, singer, part-time bartender, and sole owner of the Two-Wheeler Saloon, was dealing herself a hand of solitaire at the bar. At one of the front tables a pair of non-paying customers stewed over a checkerboard. Two of the regular girls were gone for the day, Big Bess Hogan visiting her family in the Neutral Strip, Baby Dodd drifting off somewhere with a loose cowhand.

Dora Hoad, number-one girl and Liz Caroline’s right hand, came out of the storeroom with a fresh keg of pigsfeet. “Them two still at it?” she asked, pointing with her chin. “Don’t you figure it’s about time we collected some rent on that table?”

The saloon owner grinned and studied her spread of cards. Through the surprisingly clean Two-Wheeler window she glimpsed the dude ducking into the Ace High Cafe on the other side of the street. Pretty soon he came out and entered the Spur Saloon. Then he left the Spur and made for Miles Booker’s store.

“Busy dude, ain’t he?” Dora Hoad commented. Dora, a round, pink woman with apple cheeks and eyes like bullets, put down the keg of pigsfeet and waited expectantly. Sure enough, the dude left the general store and made for the American Saloon.

Bored with cards, Liz blocked the deck expertly and boxed it. “If he’s sellin’ anything,” she told Dora, “we don’t want any.” She went back to the storeroom which housed the Two-Wheeler’s reserve of bottled stock, and a cookstove, and which served as an emergency kitchen. As she measured a handful of roasted Arbuckle’s into a canvas sack, Dora Hoad opened the door and looked in.

“Well,” Dora said, “he finally got to us.”

“The dude?” Liz folded the canvas sack on a whiskey case and pounded the coffee beans with a hammer. The well-practiced routine continued without effort or thought—dumping the pulverized coffee into a blackened pot, ladling water from a granite bucket and adding it to the grounds. “Whatever it is,” she said again, setting the pot on the stove, “we still don’t want any.”

“He wants Gunner Flagg.”

Liz was about to add a twist of dry prairie grass to the firebox. She put the twist aside and frowned. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothin’ yet. Told him I’d ask the boss.”

“Thanks,” the saloonkeeper said dryly.

“I told you at the beginnin’,” Dora said self-righteously, “that it was a mistake lettin’ Gunner take up here. He’s trouble, that old man. I told you—”

Liz pushed the pot to the back of the stove; she was no longer interested in coffee. “This dude say what he wants with Gunner?” You never knew about dudes. He might be from the Pinkertons or some other detective outfit. Gunner being Gunner, there was no telling when something out of his past might rear up to plague him.

Dora shrugged. “He never said what he wanted. But he gave me this.”

Liz took the engraved card, looked at it and laughed explosively. “A picture-taker. Well, with a name like W. Mead Sylvester, he can’t be too dangerous.”

But she wasn’t so sure of that when she went up front to have a look at this “Photographer of the Plains.” Dude he might be, but Liz saw instantly that he was not the common run of pilgrim. There was too much purpose in those dark eyes.

True, that singleness of purpose faltered for a moment, when he first saw Liz. But she was used to that. Most men, with the possible exception of a bullheaded county sheriff, were thrown a bit off balance when they first met Liz Caroline.

Against any background her presence would not have gone unnoticed, but in a place like the Two-Wheeler she was striking. Sylvester admiringly noted the coppery hair, the greenish eyes, and the strong round figure that not even a poorly cut copy of a Worth ball gown could successfully camouflage.

“Ah,” said the dude, taking himself in hand, “do I have the pleasure of addressing Ms. Caroline?”

“Mrs.,” she said automatically, though her husband was four years dead.

“Yes …” W. Mead Sylvester nodded, all business. “Mrs. Caroline, as your barmaid may have mentioned, I am—”

“Exactly,” Liz cut in, “what is it you want with Gunner Flagg?”

The two figures at the checkerboard turned and stared. “It’s a business matter, Mrs. Caroline,” Sylvester said carefully. “And rather personal, I’m afraid. However …” He had noticed the sudden interest from the two old-timers at the table and had instantly taken measure of the situation. “However, if you should see Mr. Flagg, and if you would be so kind as to relay a message …”

Those greenish eyes were slitted with curiosity. “What kind of message?”

“Please tell Mr. Flagg that I am in a position to offer him a very attractive business proposition. It will be greatly to his advantage to contact me as quickly as possible. My address for the present is the Commercial Hotel.”

“This proposition of yours …” She glanced at the card. “Mr. Sylvester. Knowin’ Gunner, he’ll want to know just how much to his advantage it’s goin’ to be. And even more important,” she added dryly, “how much work’s goin’ to be involved.”

The photographer smiled dutifully. “No work as such will be involved. As for the advantages that may be realized from this … venture—” he hesitated—“you may assure Mr. Flagg that they are substantial.”

“And legal?”

W. Mead Sylvester laughed, sounding like a man who didn’t do it very often. “Yes, Mrs. Caroline, perfectly legal.”

She looked again at the card and shrugged. “I’ll tell him if I see him.”

He smiled with a certain unconscious smugness, touching the brim of his black derby. “Thank you, Mrs. Caroline. Thank you very much.” Yes, his look was saying, quite a striking woman … for a saloon girl.

Neither the look nor the thought behind it had escaped Liz’s notice. The Two-Wheeler air fairly crackled with her anger, as her red hair sometimes crackled with electricity in cyclone weather. But she shrugged the anger away. After all, he was only a dude.

The two old-timers still sat with the checkerboard between them, but they had forgotten about the game. Liz turned toward them, smiling tightly. “Well, that was right interestin’. I wonder what it was all about.”

The men glanced at each other thoughtfully, and then at Liz. The one on her right was a bespectacled, fiery little Irishman with the temper of a shedding copperhead. From behind a pointed gray beard and beneath brows as bushy as mesquite thickets, a pair of dark eyes pierced like hunting arrows. William R. Cooger, Doctor of Medicine, lately Captain and Surgeon, United States Army, now on the retired rolls for reasons of health.

Cooger’s opponent was a man of sixty hard-lived years, his hair more white than gray, his beard neatly trimmed, which, along with his slightly dudish clothing, revealed his vanity, as his live gray eyes revealed his humor. He was a large man who in his younger years had been huge. His heavy shoulders still suggested power. His face was an actor’s face, mobile, expressive, now grinning, now scowling, now bland and almost without expression. Gunner Flagg, father of the sheriff of Sangaree County, lately of the Texas State Prison, Huntsville.

At the moment Gunner was wearing his thoughtful face. He gazed at the red-haired saloon owner and scratched his bearded chin. Then he pretended to study the pieces on the board.

Liz moved casually to the table and said with elaborate unconcern, “Wonder what the dude wants with you, Gunner?”

The old man shrugged his big shoulders. “What’s dudes always want? Some fool thing that’ll just be a bother and a worry. Whatever his proposition is, I ain’t interested.”

“Ain’t you?” A gentle pinprick that Gunner preferred to ignore.

“No, ma’am, I sure ain’t. The only thing interests me right now is how Doc figures to get himself out of this mess he’s blundered into.”

Cooger, always one hundred per cent predictable, leaped to the bait. “Like hell it’s my mess! It’s your mess, and your move!”

In Liz Caroline’s opinion it was a game without rhyme or reason. The board was a common checkerboard like any other, but the pieces were all different shapes and sizes, some carved in the likeness of horses, others representing castles, kings and queens with crowns on their heads, and soldiers. It was a game that Gunner had learned in prison. Where Doc had picked it up Liz had never heard him say. A smart man like Doc, you’d think he’d take up something sensible, like poker.

Liz started to speak, but Cooger waved imperiously for silence. Gunner captured a pawn with his bishop.

“Ha!” Cooger gloated.

Gunner smiled innocently.

“Mate in four moves,” Cooger said. “You concede?”

Gunner smiled the smile of a weasel spying an open henhouse door. “Might as well play it out, I guess.”

Doc Cooger stroked his pointed beard in glee. He advanced a knight, attacking Gunner’s queen.

Gunner studied. Give him the queen. Lose the battle but win the war. In midboard he advanced a lone pawn.

Cooger looked stunned. He pounced on the queen before Gunner could change his mind. “One move to check, two to mate. Give up?”

Gunner beamed a smile of saints. He attacked the length of the board, striking with a bishop through the opening left by the advanced pawn. “Check.” He gazed up benignly at Liz.

Fascinated, Liz watched Doc Cooger’s face grow redder and darker until it was almost purple.

“Ma’am, it’s been a pure pleasure,” Gunner said, bowing gallantly as he rose from the table. “I promised Amos …” He carefully left the sentence unfinished and sauntered toward the front door, leaving Doc Cooger muttering bitterly to himself.

Grinning, Gunner drew a slightly tattered cigar from his vest pocket, carefully licked down the frayed edges and bit off the end. Gunner, he told himself, this here’s shapin’ up to be a right pleasant day—and maybe a profitable one besides.

Despite his native shrewdness, not to mention a four-year stretch in Huntsville with a college professor for a cellmate, during which time Gunner had learned the game—it still wasn’t every day that he beat Doc Cooger at chess. But he did it often enough to keep the doc in a fine state of rage and Gunner in cigars.

And now Mr. W. Mead Sylvester had come to Academy. And about time! Gunner thought. He lit his cigar and strolled idly to the end of the street and turned in at the hotel.

Rich Mandell was dozing in a high-backed rocker in what passed as a lobby. The hotel owner grunted sleepily as Gunner came in.

“You got a customer name of Sylvester?”

Groggily, Mandell considered the question. “Now that you mention it, he was lookin’ for you, Gunner.”

“He in his room?”

“Last I seen of him he was standin’ across the street in front of the Spur.”

Back outside, Gunner studied the black box of a wagon with considerable interest. Until today Gunner had never heard of the “Photographer of the Plains,” but he was confident that Sylvester was the man he’d been waiting for.

He quartered across the street, keeping a sharp watch on the basement entrance of the Masonic Temple. Wasn’t much chance, he thought, of sweeping a conspicuous dude like W. Mead Sylvester under the rug and pretending he wasn’t there. Just the same, Gunner wanted to get to the photographer and clear up a few things before his badge-toting son got a crack at him.

Sylvester was in the Spur Saloon, famous for its Chinee cocktail—a doped whiskey drink that could drop a man like a bullet—and the inventiveness of its owner in rigging his games. Gunner swaggered up to the bar.

“Howdy. I’m Gunner Flagg.”

Sylvester’s expression was as sour as the beer he was drinking. “I saw you in the saloon across the street. Why didn’t you speak up then?”

“Figured this way’d be better.” He didn’t offer his hand; he had a hunch that the photographer wouldn’t see it. “You are from New York, I guess.”

“No.” Sylvester put down his beer. “I represent the New York Daily Journal in Kansas City. The New York office sent this—” From an inside pocket of his swallowtail coat he drew out an envelope and a letter that Gunner recognized immediately.

“Put them things away!”

The dude looked puzzled, but he did as he was told.

Ab Duncan, the round, baldheaded little Spur owner, with eyes as watery as his whiskey, moved toward them with a bottle. Gunner shook his head. “I’ll take my chances on the beer.” Resignedly, Ab brought the beer and Gunner fumbled expertly until the dude paid.

They took a table near the door where Gunner had an excellent view of the Temple. “What is this all about?” Sylvester demanded, as though Gunner had somehow bruised his dignity. “If there was the slightest danger connected with this assignment the New York office would have mentioned …”

“What would a bunch of dudes in New York know about it?” Gunner asked.

Sylvester cocked his head, almost birdlike, his eyes drooping. “Possibly your point is valid. However—”

“Did you bring the money?” Gunner cut in.

“I have been authorized to pay you the agreed sum after the completion of my assignment.”

Gunner grinned. He sat back puffing dreamily on the dry cigar, thinking of all the things a man could do with a thousand dollars—maybe even more. He could have wished that the newspaper had sent him a man with more savvy, but Sylvester was just about what he had expected. That damned black box of a wagon, though—something was going to have to be done about that. Gunner had asked for a reporter capable of long, hard riding. He hadn’t expected to be loaded down with a wagon and several hundred pounds of cameras and equipment, as well as a grass-green dude.

“Listen,” he said, “it never was part of the bargain that I had to pack a picture-takin’ rig on this job. You can leave the wagon and team at one of the wagon yards. I can rent you a ridin’ horse and maybe one pack animal.”

But the photographer had put on a stubborn look that Gunner didn’t like. “That’s out of the question, Flagg. The paper wants pictures; that’s the reason I was selected for this assignment.”

Gunner leaned across the table and made his voice as sober and serious as possible. “Friend, you don’t know the country we’ll be travelin’. The Nations ain’t back in New York where there’s bridges and graded roads. Some of the best roads we’ll see are plain deer tracks. And you never seen the Cross Timbers, either. Why, there’s stretches that go on for miles where the blackjack’s so thick that even the jackass rabbits have to go around them. You think for a minute that we could travel country like that packin’ a wagon?”

The dude didn’t turn a hair. “I didn’t expect it to be a luxury excursion, Flagg. I realize that we’ll be called on to rough it. But my dark wagon and my equipment must accompany us; pictures must be taken. My instructions are explicit in that respect.”

Roughing it! As if this was to be a sporting jaunt of some kind, or a hunting party like the one that some Russian duke had taken across Kansas not long ago, packing wagons, pack animals, guides, tents to be set up and taken down three times a day, servants, gun-bearers, and even wives. But the duke had been out looking for sport, not killers.

Gunner shook his head emphatically. “The wagon stays behind.”

Sylvester looked at him with those dark eyes, and Gunner began to suspect that this picture-taker was not quite as dudish as he seemed. He said with an unmistakable note of finality, “Very well.” He spread his hands on the table—long, tapered, well-cared-for hands—and shrugged. “But I must stay behind also.”

Gunner stared. He could see his thousand dollars taking wing. “Listen,” he said earnestly, “it’s just the way things are. What can’t be done can’t be done. There’s nothin’ I can do about it.”

For almost a full minute they were silent. Gunner waited for the dude to break. But he wouldn’t break, or even bend. He considered the situation thoroughly, coolly, then shrugged in resignation. “The newspaper has been put to great expense and myself to considerable trouble,” he said. “I assure you, Flagg, a journey from Kansas City to Dodge by train is not a pleasant one, except as seen in relation to a journey from Dodge to Tascosa by stagecoach. At the expense of my newspaper I had my dark wagon built especially for this assignment, in Tascosa. My equipment was expressed ahead of my own arrival and a valuable lens was irreparably damaged. All of these things I have endured on your assurance that, through your own good offices, this assignment could be successfully—”

“I never bargained for no picture-taker!”

“Be that as it may. Without pictures the assignment is nothing.”

Gunner studied him narrowly. “Meanin’ exactly what?”

“Meaning, Flagg, that I shall direct my team back to Tascosa tomorrow morning, at the earliest possible moment.”

Gunner was badly shaken. He could feel that money slipping through his fingers. Still, he knew that they could not drag that wagon with them into the Nations. What if they crossed a U.S. Marshal, or one of their paid posses? Or what if one of the “subjects” of the assignment, as the editor in New York put it, should decide that he didn’t want to be a subject? Gunner shook his head, thinking darkly to himself. No sir, he sure didn’t want to be caught in that hill and timber country tied to a picture-taker’s dark wagon. The thinner the ice the faster you had to cross it.

Sylvester stood up from the table. “If you change your mind, Flagg, I’ll be staying at the hotel.” He nodded stiffly and turned to leave.

“Just a minute!” Gunner blurted. But when the photographer looked back he couldn’t remember what he wanted to say. “I mean,” he ended lamely, “I’ll try to think of somethin’. And I’d be much obliged if you didn’t mention this ‘assignment,’ as you call it, to anybody.”

Sylvester nodded again. “Very well.”

He left Gunner to his glass of sour beer. Hell’s afire! the old man thought angrily. I must be gettin’ old. Lettin’ a pack of Eastern dudes ball up the slickest scheme Gunner Flagg ever thought up!



Doc Cooger was still stewing over the chessboard when Gunner returned to the Two-Wheeler. “I’m surprised you’ve got the gall to show your face in here,” the little Irishman snapped.

“Be quiet a minute,” Gunner said seriously, “and listen. You mind a big gully somewheres east of here? The one that filled up with snow a few winters back and a bunch of cattle fell in and froze?”

“What’s gullies got to do with it? I’ve been goin’ over every move here, from start to finish, and I’ve got you dead to rights. Caught you standin’ over the body with a bloody knife in your hand, by God!”

Gunner groaned with impatience. “Doc, will you listen to me a minute?”

“Listenin’ to you is what cost me the game. While you was spielin’ off one of your windies and got my attention off the board, you moved this rook, didn’t you? While I wasn’t lookin’.”

Gunner spread his arms in extravagant resignation. “All right. I moved the rook. I owe you a cigar. Now will you listen?”

Cooger squinted sharply at the whiskered face. It wasn’t like Gunner to admit to anything or to cut short an argument. “The winter of the big die-up was long before you landed in Academy. How come you’re interested?”

“It ain’t the die-up I’m interested in, it’s that big dry wash. Might be I’ll mosey over toward the Arapaho agency before long, and I’d just as soon not lose a good horse in that cutbank country.”

Doc considered this statement with suspicion. “What,” he asked, “would you be doin’ at an Indian agency?”

“If you just got to know, I’m takin’ a job as guide. That dude picture-taker that was in here, he’s a newspaper man. Aims to go over to the Territory and write up a yarn about the ranchers that’re renting grass from the Indians.”

“How come he wants you to guide? I don’t recollect you bein’ an expert on Panhandle geography.”

“Maybe I ain’t, but I do know the Territory. And even a few Indians. Anyhow, it ain’t so much what he wants as what he can get.” Gunner grinned. “I’m what you might call ‘available.’ ”

At least that much was true, Doc was clearly thinking. If Gunner had done any work since leaving Huntsville Prison and moving in with Amos, he hadn’t let anybody catch him at it. “Well,” he said sourly, “if it’s likely to get you off Amos’s hands for a while …”





Late that afternoon a
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