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BOOK ONE:


THE PLAINS OF ARIZONA
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‘ 

Where do you ride O desert man

With a rope, gun and sombrero?

With half the look of a desperate man  

And half some unsung hero?’ 

William Emmet Gray: ‘The Plains of Arizona’ 
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THE PLAINS OF ARIZONA


CHAPTER ONE:

THREE HORSES, TWO MEN
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Luke Summers, who proudly bore the silver star of county sheriff on his dusty buckskin jacket, squinted down the sights of his Spencer .56-56 rifle so that his foresight rested on the middle of the young outlaw’s chest.

“Looks like McCray,” he murmured, his finger tightening on the trigger of the gun; “Got to be McCray.”

Then he raised his voice just a little:

“What d’you think, Mope? Is it him?” 

His companion, a lean figure of medium build dressed rather oddly, considering their location, in a black suit and hat, black bolo tie, and boots way too smart for the arid plains, gazed long and hard at the boy on a big black horse.

“Not sure at this range,” said Mope Masterson, “but if you drop his horse we can go find out.”

Summers, his long mustache quivering with annoyance, lowered his gun. He slowly turned his head until his ice-blue eyes met those of the other man.

“No, Mope – I’m not shootin’ his horse,” he said tetchily, “If that’s one of Anderson’s men out there on legitimate business I’d be drummed out of office. Could be one of his outfit, even this far out. He got a rope.”

“Rustlers use lariats too, boss,” said Masterson. “I say shoot when you got the chance. He’s got a sombrero like McCray. Hell, he even rides like an outlaw, all hunched over and sneaky. Shoot, boss!”

Summers turned to his hastily-drafted deputy, harboring strong doubt that he’d sworn in the right material. He opened his mouth to speak, but a voice behind him made both men spin round.

“Mornin’ sheriff,” said Mort Skelly, his two Model 2 Smith and Wesson’s covering the pair of lawmen. “If you’d just lay them irons on the dirt a moment, I’d like a word.”

A stocky, bearded fellow, about thirty years old, he dressed somewhat in the style of a vaquero, though his face was distinctly Anglo-American. He wore a battered and grubby black and white sombrero on his head like that of McCray. His grimy dark green Mexican jacket and wide leather chaps had clearly seen better days, but the guns looked clean, well-oiled and menacing. He glared angrily over his gun-sights at the lawmen, his white teeth bared like the fangs of a wolf. 

Summers, rifle still in his hand, glanced sideways, exchanging looks with his deputy. Masterson was tensed ready to clear leather with his right Colt, a task he could do with lightning speed – but Skelly, with hammers cocked, had only to squeeze one of his triggers to check him. Therefore, his attempt would be futile, and he knew it.

“Steady, Mope,” said Summers sideways; “Do as he says.”

They laid down their rifles and pistols, Masterson wincing as his custom short Colts with shiny bur-maple grips dropped into the grit and sand.  

“Smart move,” said Skelly, still baring his teeth, “Ain’t gonna hurt ya – not ‘less you do somethin’ real stupid.”

“It’s you doin’ somethin’ stupid,” drawled Summers, “threatening a county sheriff. Put down that-”

“Hobble your lip, Summers!” said Skelly, cutting him short, his twisted mouth spitting in fury, “You ain’t in no position to dictate. Just shut up and listen. You know who I am?”

“Everyone knows who you are, Skelly,” said Summers; “I’ve seen you and your brothers in town often enough. And your father, come to that, though you seem to be making yourselves scarce lately.”

“Yeah,” said Skelly, “an’ you know why we ain’t comin’ to town no more. You sent a summons to my pa accusin’ him of rustling and I’m pissed, real pissed. He’s been ranchin’ thirty years and you accuse him! That’s rich, coming from the likes o’ you, mister Summers, bein’ as your spread an’ your lousy cattle keep coming our way. I want to know who’s bankrollin’ you to take on our operation.”

“Nobody bankrolls me,” said Summers tersely, “ever.”

“Bullshit!” snapped Skelly, “You get silver from that tinhorn lawyer for one – I bet he’s the brains behind the operation. Anglin’ to take my pa out of the game, huh?”

“You and your brothers are all on the summons, Skelly,” said Summers. “Ain’t nothin’ personal or crooked neither. Just a straight-forward application of law. You and your outfit changed Anderson’s brands to your own and now you got to pay.”

“You piece o’crap,” spat Skelly angrily, “I ought to kill you for that Summers.”

“What for, tellin’ the truth?” said Summers matter-of-factly, “Listen, Skelly, let’s stop pretendin’ – we both know what’s goin’ on. I’m not saying you’ll be found guilty, but you got questions to answer. Shooting me won’t change a thing.”

“Summers, I know your game – you’re gunning for us all right, you an’ that crooked lawyer! But I tell you, it ain’t gonna work, see? We got lawyers too, coming from Tucson.” 

“Oh yeah?” said Summers, “Well, they better be good, Skelly. We saw your brands, Anderson showed them. You put runnin’ irons over his stock, and he’ll swear it in court.”

“His word against ours!” said Skelly, “We’ll win any case agin’ you and Anderson any day o’ the week.”

“Not agin’ me,” said Summers coldly, “It’s you agin the state now. I’m just a humble agent of the law.”

“You son of a bitch!” said Skelly with fury in his eyes, “You damn hypocrite! I’m gonna kill you two right now!”

He squinted his eye down the barrel of his right gun, his finger tightening on the trigger. There was a tremor to his hands too, which did not exactly thrill Summers and his deputy. 

For long moments the lawman stared blankly back at Skelly, wisely remaining silent now, only fixing him determinedly with his ice-blue eyes by way of a warning. Few men, he knew, had the steel to kill a man in cold blood who looks them squarely in the eye. He just hoped that Mort Skelly was not one of the exceptions.  

Skelly’s eyes bulged, his hands trembled; then, slowly he lowered his guns until the butts rested level with his gun-belt, never averting his aim from the lawmen. Not willing to carry out the two murders, though he had thought about it long and hard, he seemed at a loss as to what his next move should be. Finally, he spoke, a little calmer  now.

“No. I won’t kill you,” he hissed. “We’ll see you in court. Our lawyers’ll pick a jury to stop your little game.”

“Your prerogative,” said Summers, mightily relieved the guns had been lowered, though his face remained austere as ever and gave away no clue as to his thoughts.  

“Now that we’ve settled that,” said Mope Masterson, who now had a huge smile on his face, “just two things, Mort.” 

“Button it, gun-man,” snapped Skelly.

“No, Mort, I won’t,” said Masterson somewhat bravely, considering those two pistols were now turned in his own direction, “and it’s your turn to answer a question.”

“I’m warning you!” said Skelly, his eyes flashing like a roped bull.

“First,” persisted Masterson, “what sort of respectable cattle-man holds up two officers of the law carrying out their legal duties?” 

“One that owns this goddamn land!” said Skelly. “My father took this land from the damn Indians and greasers and he ain’t giving in to the likes of you!”

“Second,” said Masterson, still smiling, “What sort of fool walks past three horses and holds up two men? I mean, it ain’t logical.”

Skelly frowned as this sank in. He turned round to count the horses, and sure enough, there were three of them. He had passed two horses, tethered to a fallen tree, but he saw now there was a third off to one side, happily chewing on some bunch-grasses. When he had tied his own nag to a bush a hundred yards back, then crept forward with the two lawmen constantly in view, he had failed to make the simple observation. Now, he scanned the rocky terrain leading back to the horses for a third man, but could see nothing out of the ordinary. He had begun to sweat.  

“Don’t move, Skelly,” said a voice from behind him. 

Stupidly, he turned anyway, and though he didn’t see the speaker of that command, a rifle crashed and a bullet whined off the ground next to his foot.

“Are you deaf?” growled the voice, now with some venom. “Now drop the guns or the next one is for you, rustler!”

The two Smith and Wessons fell to the earth, fortunately not going off, though they were still cocked. Model 2’s, having no trigger-guards, were notorious for discharging when treated thus.

“Now you can turn,” said the voice, a little less hostile than before.

But even looking back down the trail to the three horses, Skelly still couldn’t see the second deputy.

“Up here you big dummy,” said Ben Hope, lying flat on the top of a mound of sand, tucked in behind a boulder. “Hell, I go to check out them caves, come back and find you holding up my boss. Lucky I didn’t shoot you dead, Skelly.”

Purple with rage and hatred, Mort Skelly was almost unable to speak.

“Now you really got questions to answer,” said Summers, “and you’ll do so from jail. Tie his hands, Mope. If he resists, shoot him.” 

“Glad to,” grinned Masterson shoving Skelly in the small of his back. “How ‘bout it, rustler? Fancy makin’ a run for it?”

“My Pa will kill you for this!” hissed Skelly as the rope was tightened on his wrists. 

“Oh, sure,” laughed Hope, “I can just see that fat old fool ridin’ over the hill now.”

“Now, Skelly,” said Summers, trying to remove some of the grit from his Spencer, “tell me this. What the hell were you doing up in these hills alone? I mean, you boys usually go around in bunches, don’t you?”

“Got a score to settle,” said Skelly, “with that little sneak Matty McCray. Bad-mouthed me some time back, stole our cattle too, but Pa let him go.”

“Well, that was a big mistake,” said Ben Hope, now back on their level, “considerin’ we also came here lookin’ for him, an’ not you. Never thought we’d catch the likes o’ you.”

“Yeah,” said Masterson shoving Skelly in the back again, pushing him towards his horse, “we came all the way out here to catch a minnow, came back with a salmon.”  

“Talk of the devil,” said Summers, squinting at a dot on the horizon, “Isn’t that McCray over there by them cottonwoods?” 

“Yeah,” growled Skelly, “that’s him. Damn sneakin’ two-bit son-of-a-bitch rustlin’ piece o’dirt!”

“Well, ain’t that just the pot calling the kettle black!” said Summers drily. “Let’s go, boys – the minnow jus’ swum away – but we got salmon for supper tonight!”
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CHAPTER TWO: MATTY McCRAY’S DILEMMA
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“Now what in heaven’s name I gonna do?” said Matty McCray to his horse as he walked along, “I’m sure as hell gonna die by the rope if I go into town... and if I don’t go, well then, I may as well be dead anyhow... Sweet Jesus, I’m all lovesick I am, and like to git myself killed on account on it! How on earth’d I git myself in a fix like this?”

To find out how young Matty came to such a wondrous realisation, we must go back a few short weeks in time. There was a song he tried to croon, one that would not leave his head, as often happens with catchy, popular ballads imperfectly remembered. Well-known at the time to all cowpokes, ‘The Plains of Arizona’ was, for a time, sung in saloons and dance halls, and it appealed to the lawless, or at least mischievous, side of western ranch-hands. Like many other lonesome cowboys, Matty was in the habit of singing 

to himself as he rode along:

.

Oh once there was a country-boy

Upon the plains of ‘Zona

Chased them longhorns by an’ by

From Tucson down to Yuma

.

But then he faltered, distracted by the distant view. He seemed to see a band of riders heading straight toward him. They disappeared for a while, lost in the heat-haze. Then, as they reappeared, he laughed quietly to himself after noting that they were, in fact, riding in the opposite direction. If they were agents of the law, well, either they hadn’t seen him, or were on some other mission today. Pursuing some gang or other outlaw far into the Coyote Hills, perhaps. So, all was well, all was peace and safety – for now.

The short sweet grass so highly prized by cattlemen rippled in the southern breeze. The plains that stretched without a break from the Mexican border in the south to the Coyote Hills in the north were open range now, but would not be for long. The grazing was just too precious a commodity not to warrant ownership; and there would be many who wished it theirs, many who were prepared to risk their lives in disputes over it. 

It was the Gila River, and its several tiny tributaries whose  scantily  fringed  banks showed broad green margins even in the greatest drought, that made this range a real cattleman’s paradise, a refuge when newer ones turned arid, brown and lean. 

The plains here, then, were a profitable place of operations for the cattlemen; and in all their length and breadth the name of Matty McCray was known and feared. It was breathed with contempt in the camp, the circle, and the round-up. Not a corner of the grassy folds thereabouts had escaped his scrutiny, hardly a herd had failed to give him his spoil. They feared him, the ranchers, and they wanted him – dead.

So, this outlaw, aware of his own notoriety, oft-times had the vanity to sing that old saloon ballad as if it had been composed for himself – which it most certainly had not. 

Again, he sang, rather badly:

.

Oh once there was a country-boy

Upon the plains of ‘Zona

Chased them longhorns by an’ by

From Tucson down to Yuma

.

But he has done a bad, bad thing

‘Twixt Tucson and old Yuma

Picked a bunch o’ dogies out

An’ sold them in Fortuna

.

He laughed slyly to himself. The sentiment seemed to fit. A few cattle here and there he spirited away, and secreted them in a lonely spot as yet unclaimed by the livestock barons. Young beasts that had not yet felt the brand: his plan was to sell them over the border, or maybe drive them north if a deal could be had with few questions asked. True, he received only a few dollars a head, it being obvious the stock were stolen, but it was enough for him. One day he’d take the legal route, buy up a small ranch and make it pay. Till then, he’d stay among his hills, with some of his best cows kept back, fattening, growing. Like money in the bank, you might say.

For two years now, he had ridden the Coyote Hills and the abundant plains below, had made this country his hiding place. Each view and vista, each hill and valley, he had come to know them like well-thumbed pages of a book. It was always their entrancing beauty, not their resources, which caused him to pause, slouching in his saddle, his sombrero pulled low over his eyes, casting a wistful gaze over the dusty-gold landscape. 

Another verse came to him as he surveyed his vast acreage: 

.

‘Where do you ride O desert man

With a rope, gun and sombrero?

With half the look of a desperate man  

And half some unsung hero?’ 

.

Again, he smiled at its flattering phrases, thinking once more that it could have been penned for him. Yet, bold and vainglorious as he seemed, his lifestyle brought him little joy. Even in this peaceful setting, he remained as watchful and apprehensive as a lone wolf. He had a right to be so cautious, too. Though he seemed to have no fear, the devil-may-care attitude came at a cost, in two senses of the word.

Firstly, he paid for his outlaw ways by never being at ease with himself; for he had the one thing a law-breaker must not have, namely a conscience, having been brought up to know the difference between wrong and right. 

Secondly, there was the curse of real dollars hanging over his head, a thousand of them according to the last reward poster. Not a vast fortune, but enough to attract bounty hunters, and enough too, to affront the personal pride of Luke Summers, the most single-minded, proficient sheriff of the border country by a long way. So far, the young outlaw’s head, which was handsome enough, scruffily bearded, and blessed with a mop of long fair hair, had remained outside a noose or the county jail, and Summers’ pride was wounded. But should he make a mistake, Matty knew the sheriff would have no mercy. 

And so far as Luke Summers was concerned, it was only a matter of time. The flyer, along with several others, was pinned to the notice board outside his office. The fact that the poster had on it a face only vaguely reminiscent of the outlaw made no difference. Luke Summers was no fool; he’d know Matty when he saw him. Even without a badly drawn  flyer to guide him, he could pick an outlaw face out of a crowd with great certainty in just about three seconds flat. It was the eyes that always gave them away – an outlaw’s eyes were always guilty as hell – or so he believed.

Matty McCray’s eyes, guilty-looking or not, scanned the rolling plains about him as he roamed, free as an Indian, but possessive as only a white man can be. He felt the land from horizon to horizon belonged only to him. It had been a while, he thought, since he had seen his plains so green and fertile-looking. McCray was no ordinary desperado. The very qualities which allowed him to appreciate the beauty of the plains under a high, cloud-flecked blue sky made him a strange fellow, a youth more interested in the imagining of a ranch of his own, than one
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