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  DODGE CITY GANG

  
  












Rip Campbell was thinking about water when he saw the three men watching his herd from the ridge.

Not drinking water—though God knew he could use some of that—but the kind of water that meant grass, that meant his cattle would fatten up proper before he sold them. The kind that was getting scarcer the farther west they pushed into New Mexico Territory.

“Boss?” Jake Morrison rode up alongside, his horse stepping careful through the loose rock. Jake was maybe nineteen, twenty at the outside, still young enough to think an adventure was something you looked forward to instead of something that happened to you whether you wanted it or not. “Those fellas up there been watching us for near an hour now.”

“I noticed.”

Rip didn’t take his eyes off the three riders silhouetted against the sky. They sat their horses like men who had all the time in the world and nowhere particular to be, which in Rip’s experience meant they were very much somewhere particular and had business that wouldn’t wait.

The herd stretched out behind them, three hundred head of prime Colorado beef that had taken him six months to gather and two weeks to drive this far. Every dollar he had in the world was walking on four legs and making that particular lowing sound cattle made when they smelled water ahead.

Las Vegas, New Mexico, sprawled in the distance like something spilled and left to dry in the sun. Smoke rose from maybe fifty chimneys, and the railroad tracks caught the afternoon light like a scar across the landscape. The Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe had reached the town just last year, turning what used to be a sleepy Mexican settlement into something else entirely.

Something that attracted men like the three on the ridge.

“What you reckon they want?” Jake asked.

“Nothing good.”

Rip touched the Colt on his hip, checking it was loose in the leather. Twenty-five years old and he’d been carrying iron for more than half of them, first for the ranch in Texas where his pa had worked until the consumption took him, then for himself when he started buying and selling cattle on his own account.

The three riders moved then, picking their way down from the ridge in no particular hurry. They stayed well clear of the herd, but they were closing the distance all the same.

“Easy, Jake. Pass word back to keep the cattle moving steady. Don’t want them spooked.”

“Sure thing, boss.”

Jake wheeled his horse around and rode back toward the other hands. Good kid, Rip thought. Eager to please and not afraid of work, which was more than you could say for most youngsters these days. Of course, eager to please could get a man killed in certain situations.

Like this one, maybe.

The lead rider was tall and thin, wearing a black coat that had seen better days and a hat pulled down to shade his face. The other two flanked him at a respectful distance—respectful of him, anyway, not necessarily of Rip and his outfit.

They reined up about twenty yards away, close enough to talk without shouting, far enough to give everyone room to maneuver if things went sideways.

“Afternoon,” the tall man said. His voice carried the kind of education that didn’t usually end up on horseback in the middle of New Mexico Territory. “Fine looking cattle you got there.”

“They’ll do.”

The tall man smiled, showing teeth that were too white and too even. “I’m Hyman Neill. Most folks around Las Vegas know me as Justice of the Peace, among other things.”

Justice of the Peace. That was interesting. Rip had known a few JPs in his time, and they generally didn’t ride out to meet cattle drives with armed companions.

“Rip Campbell. These are my cattle.”

“I’m sure they are, Mr. Campbell. Fine animals, like I said. You’ll find good prices in Las Vegas—fair prices for quality beef.”

Neill’s horse shifted underneath him, and Rip caught sight of a badge pinned to the man’s vest. Justice of the Peace, all right, but there was something else there too. Something that explained why he was riding with two hard cases who looked like they’d be more comfortable robbing stagecoaches than enforcing the law.

“Much obliged for the welcome,” Rip said. “We’ll be moving along now.”

“Course you will. Just wanted to introduce myself, make sure you understood how things work around Las Vegas. We’re a peaceful community, Mr. Campbell. Like to keep it that way.”

The way Neill said “peaceful” made it sound like a threat.

“I’m a peaceful man myself.”

“I’m sure you are. Man in your position, driving cattle through unfamiliar territory, he’d want to avoid any… misunderstandings.”

One of Neill’s companions, a heavyset man with a mustache that drooped past his chin, spat tobacco juice into the dust. His hand rested on the butt of his pistol like he was warming it up for later use.

“No misunderstandings here,” Rip said. “Just planning to sell my cattle and move on.”

“Smart thinking. Las Vegas is a good town for smart men, Mr. Campbell. Not so good for men who don’t understand the way things work.”

Neill touched the brim of his hat in what might have been a polite gesture if it hadn’t felt like a warning. “See you in town.”

The three riders turned and headed back toward Las Vegas, taking their time about it. Making sure Rip and his hands got a good long look at them riding away.

“What the hell was that about?” Jake had ridden back up, his face flushed with excitement and maybe a little fear.

“Politics,” Rip said.

“Politics?”

“The kind that’s settled with iron instead of votes.”

Rip watched the three men until they disappeared into the heat shimmer rising from the desert floor. Justice of the Peace Hyman Neill. He’d remember that name, along with the way Neill had said it—like it was something he’d put on along with his badge, not something he’d been born with.

The cattle were getting restless, smelling the water that was still miles away but close enough to make them eager. Rip whistled to his hands and gestured for them to keep the herd moving. Three hundred head of beef worth maybe eight thousand dollars if he could get them to market without losing too many to thieves, weather, or whatever passed for law in Las Vegas, New Mexico.

“Move ‘em out,” he called.

But as the herd started forward again, trailing dust that hung in the still air like a question mark, Rip Campbell couldn’t shake the feeling that Justice of the Peace Hyman Neill was the kind of problem that didn’t get solved by moving on.

The kind that followed a man whether he wanted it to or not.

The kind that had teeth.
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The Las Vegas stockyards smelled like money and misery in equal measure.

Rip walked the maze of wooden pens, counting his cattle and trying not to breathe through his nose. Three hundred head had become two-ninety-seven somewhere between the ridge and town, which wasn’t bad considering the ground they’d covered. Three steers was the kind of loss you expected, the kind you built into your calculations.

What you didn’t expect was the way every man in the yards kept looking over his shoulder.

“Mr. Campbell?” The voice belonged to a soft man in a clean suit, the kind of clean that took work in a place like this. “Thomas Patterson, livestock agent for the railroad.”

Patterson had nervous eyes and hands that moved too much when he talked. His suit might be clean, but sweat stains were starting to show under the arms despite the cool morning air.

“Mr. Patterson. Heard you might be interested in prime Colorado beef.”

“Indeed, indeed. Fine animals you have here.” Patterson pulled out a leather portfolio, his fingers shaking slightly as he opened it. “Current market price is twelve dollars a head, delivered to the loading chutes.”

Twelve dollars was fair, maybe even generous. Rip had been expecting ten, hoping for eleven. Which made him wonder what Patterson was nervous about.

“Sounds reasonable.”

“Excellent. I’ll have my boys start the count, get them loaded for the noon train to Kansas City.” Patterson scribbled something in his book, then looked up sharply at the sound of shouting from the main street. “Just… just a misunderstanding, I’m sure.”

The shouting was getting louder, accompanied now by the crash of breaking furniture and what might have been gunshots or might have been firecrackers. Hard to tell in a town where both were common.

“Happens often, does it?” Rip asked. “These misunderstandings?”

Patterson’s laugh sounded like something was stuck in his throat. “Las Vegas is a growing town, Mr. Campbell. Growing pains, you might say.”

More shouting, definitely gunshots this time, and the sound of running feet on wooden sidewalks. Patterson jumped like someone had stuck him with a pin.

“Perhaps you should stay here,” Patterson said quickly. “Help supervise the loading. No need to… to involve yourself in local affairs.”

But Rip Campbell had never been good at staying out of other people’s business, especially when that business involved gunfire and running feet. He handed his horse’s reins to Jake Morrison and walked toward the street.

“Boss, maybe—”

“Keep an eye on the cattle, Jake. Make sure Patterson’s boys count honest.”

Grand Avenue was Las Vegas’s main street, wide enough for freight wagons and lined with the kind of businesses that sprang up around railroad towns: saloons, hotels, gambling houses, and stores selling everything a man with money might want and several things he probably shouldn’t.

The Close & Patterson Variety Hall stood at the corner of Grand and Center, its false front painted red and gold like a circus wagon. A crowd had gathered outside, but they were pressed against the buildings on either side of the street, giving the place plenty of room.

Through the batwing doors, Rip could see overturned tables and broken chairs scattered like kindling. A man in a star-shaped badge lay face-down on the sawdust floor, blood spreading out from under him in a dark stain that caught the light streaming through the windows.

Three men stood over the body, guns still in their hands.

The tallest was the thin man from the ridge—Justice of the Peace Hyman Neill, though he looked different now. Less like a politician, more like what he probably was underneath the clean clothes and educated voice.

“Marshal Carson drew first,” Neill announced to the crowd, his voice carrying easily in the sudden quiet. “Witnesses will attest to that fact.”

A murmur ran through the crowd, but it wasn’t agreement. It was the sound people made when they knew they were expected to agree whether they wanted to or not.

Neill’s gray eyes swept the crowd, cataloging faces, filing away names for future reference. When they reached Rip, they paused for just a moment, and Neill’s mouth twitched in what might have been recognition or amusement.

“Justice of the Peace will hold an inquest tomorrow morning,” Neill continued. “I expect the ruling will be self-defense, as is proper under territorial law.”

The crowd began to disperse, people moving away in ones and twos, heads down, not talking to each other. The kind of dispersal you saw when folks were afraid to be seen together, afraid their names might end up on the wrong list.

Neill holstered his gun and straightened his coat, smoothing out the wrinkles. The two men with him—one heavyset with drooping mustaches, the other lean and dark with eyes like chips of flint—flanked him as he walked toward the batwing doors.

“Tragic incident,” Neill said as he passed Rip. He didn’t stop walking, didn’t slow down, just offered the comment like he was mentioning the weather. “Marshal Carson was a good man, but he had a temper. Got him in trouble finally.”

“That what happened? His temper?”

Neill paused then, half-turning to look back at Rip. “That’s what the witnesses will say, Mr. Campbell. Reliable witnesses who saw the whole thing.”

“I’m sure they did.”

“Las Vegas is fortunate to have such civic-minded citizens. Men who understand their duty when called upon to testify.”

The heavyset man with the mustaches spat tobacco juice at Rip’s feet, not quite hitting his boots but close enough to make the point. Neill smiled that politician’s smile again.

“I trust you’ll find our town accommodating, Mr. Campbell. For a man who understands how things work.”

They walked away then, their boots echoing on the wooden sidewalk. The crowd had mostly scattered by now, leaving only a few stragglers and the body of Marshal Carson cooling in the sawdust.

Rip looked around for someone in authority, someone to report the killing to, then realized he’d probably just been talking to that someone. Justice of the Peace, Neill had said. Which meant he was the law in Las Vegas, or at least one version of it.

“Mister.” The voice belonged to an old man in a bartender’s apron who’d been standing in the doorway of the saloon next to the Variety Hall. “You’d best move along. Nothing to see here.”

“Marshal’s been shot.”

“Marshal’s dead. That’s different.”

The old man started to turn away, then seemed to think better of it. He looked up and down the street, making sure they weren’t being observed.

“You’re the cattle buyer,” he said quietly. “Saw you talking to Patterson.”

“That’s right.”

“Then take some advice from someone who’s lived here longer than he probably should have. Sell your cattle and leave town. Today if you can manage it.”

“Why?”

“Because Marshal Carson was asking questions about things that happened around here. Questions that certain people didn’t want asked.” The old man glanced toward the Variety Hall, where Neill and his men had disappeared. “Now he’s stopped asking questions permanently.”

“What kind of questions?”

But the old man was already moving away, wiping his hands on his apron like he was washing off something that wouldn’t come clean.

Rip stood alone on the sidewalk, looking through the batwing doors at the body of a man who’d died for asking the wrong questions in the wrong town. The sawdust around Marshal Carson was dark with blood, and flies were already beginning to gather.

In the distance, a train whistle blew, long and mournful, calling cattle and men to their separate destinations.

Rip Campbell walked back toward the stockyards, but he wasn’t thinking about twelve-dollar beef anymore. He was thinking about a dead marshal and a Justice of the Peace who killed men in broad daylight and called it self-defense.

He was thinking about questions that got people shot.

And he was starting to wonder what answers might be worth dying for.
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The livestock agent’s office was a small wooden box tacked onto the side of the main stockyard gate. It smelled of manure, cheap cigars, and fear. Thomas Patterson, the agent, sat behind a cluttered desk, counting out Rip’s money. His hands, which had been shaking earlier, were now slick with sweat. He kept licking his thumb before counting each bill, his nervous eyes darting toward the open door.

“Twelve dollars a head,” Patterson muttered, more to himself than to Rip. “Two hundred and ninety-seven head. That comes to… three thousand, five hundred and sixty-four dollars.” He finished a stack and pushed it across the desk. “All there. You can count it if you like.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Rip said, though he had already counted it with his eyes as Patterson’s hands moved. He didn’t reach for the money. He just watched the man. “You seem anxious to have my cattle on that train, Mr. Patterson.”

“Good beef sells fast,” Patterson said, not meeting his eye. He busied himself shuffling papers that didn’t need shuffling. “The buyers in Kansas City are always eager for prime Colorado stock.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Rip said. “You’ve been looking over your shoulder since I met you. A man only does that when he’s expecting trouble.”

Patterson froze, his hands hovering over his desk. He looked up at Rip, his face pale. “Las Vegas is a… complicated town, Mr. Campbell. A man in my position, he has certain… business expenses.”

Before he could say more, two men filled the doorway, their shadows falling long across the dusty floor.

One was a short, stocky man with a face that looked like it had been used to stop a bar fight. His clothes were filthy, and a pair of mismatched pistols were shoved into his belt. This was “Dirty” Dave Rudabaugh. He had a reputation that stretched from Kansas to Arizona, a man known for being quick with a gun and slow with a bath.

The other was taller, better dressed, with a neatly trimmed beard and the cold, calculating eyes of a card sharp. His name was J.J. Webb, and he was the man who handled Hoodoo Brown’s books.

“Afternoon, Patterson,” Webb said, his voice smooth as a worn river stone. “Just stopping by to collect the… shipping tariff.”

Patterson looked like a mouse cornered by two cats. He licked his lips, his eyes flicking from Webb to the stacks of money on his desk. “Of course, Mr. Webb. I have it right here.”

Rudabaugh grinned, a nasty expression that showed a row of yellowed teeth. He looked at Rip, his eyes lingering on the Colt tied down to his leg. “Who’s your friend?”

“This is Mr. Campbell,” Patterson said quickly. “He just sold us a herd. He’s… just leaving.”

“Is he now?” Rudabaugh said, taking a step into the small office. He smelled of stale whiskey and unwashed








































