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 Dragoon Wells was just another dusty, two-bit
road-stop as
far as Jim Saddler was concerned. That is, until he discovered the
town’s two main attractions—the seductive Laurie McLandress and the
fiery Kate Flannery. Either girl was more than enough for any
man.

Then, almost before he knew it, Saddler
found himself pinned with a deputy’s star and the impossible job of
saving the town was renegade Peyton Ballard and his Mexican
pistoleros. Saddler had been through dangerous times and beautiful
women before—and he knew that when you put the two together,
someone is likely to die!
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One

 Women
have a way of getting me into trouble, but I give
them a lot of help.
This time though it was a fellow Texan who set me on the road to
ruin. They called him Gentleman Johnny Callahan and we both came
from the same part of West Texas, me from Jonesboro, Callahan from
Dimmit. I had known Johnny most of my life, and while both of us
had been raised by the ears, as they say in the Panhandle, I never
brooded about it. My folks were poor but all right in their way,
doing what they could for the kids. So being poor didn’t bother me
the way it did Callahan.

Years back, I remember him saying he would
never, never again wear old clothes, any kind of hand-me-downs—no
more patched overalls and broken boots for Johnny. He was going to
dress like a gent, and he did, right from the day he got his first
handful of folding money. I lost track of him for a few years; then
I began to hear about him, mostly in Texas. After some false
starts—running wet cows into Mexico, the finding of “stray” horses,
and the like—old Johnny became a town tamer, a pacifier of little
hellholes all over Texas. Not that John Callahan was a killer; he’d
much rather cheat a man at cards than kill him. Naturally, in the
line of work he followed, he had to douse the lamps of a few
badmen, but back shooting and shotgunning wasn’t much to his
liking. Like I say, he did it for a living.

It went along like that for a while. I ran
into him a few times, and while you’d have to stretch it to the
breaking point to call us bosom pals, we got along well enough,
things considering. We came from the hard part of Texas and away
from there any kind of friendship counted for something.

The funny thing was that Johnny made a small
but solid rep for himself, and then just dropped out of sight. He
was seen no more in the fleshpots of Fort Griffin; they missed his
nervy playing in the poker games of El Paso. After a few years,
people began to say he was dead. There were more than a few daring
liars who had seen him die, had witnessed his demise at the hands
of any number of notorious desperados. Only one thing was sure,
Gentleman Johnny Callahan was gone.

The last place I expected to find him was in
the town of Dragoon Wells, in the Arizona Territory. I knew there
was a town of that name three or four days ride from the Sonora
border. Back in the ’60’s when the Apaches were running wild, with
most of the men off to fight in Abe Lincoln’s war, a few old
codgers who had been dragoons in Alamo times stood off a whole mess
of Indians and saved the town. Hence the name. All that stuff I
learned later after I got to be marshal of the town.

I was on my way south to see what Mexico had
to offer in the way of easy money. Dragoon Wells was on the way.
Things happened and I stayed over and got into trouble.

I rode into town on a Sunday afternoon, and
out on the edge of this benighted place some of the sports had a
horse race going. On the bare brown hills surrounding the town were
worked-out mines, the galvanized-iron sheeting of the buildings
rusting in the sun. A second growth of brush was doing its best to
cover the scarred hillsides. The sky was bright and clear, and it
was hot. It didn’t look like much of a town.

I was in no special hurry—my intention was
to bunk in for the night, start again come morning—so I hung around
for the races. I didn’t get a good look at Johnny Callahan until he
fell off the horse. That was right at the finish of the race. They
were heading for the finish line and the rider who turned out to be
Johnny was far in the lead, whacking his coal-black Arabian with
his hat, urging the spirited critter to greater speed. There was no
need to put all that distance between himself and the losers, but
then Johnny always was a show-off.

That Arabian had his tail out straight as a
poker and if he’d gone any faster he’d have been flying. He hit the
finish ribbon like a bolt of lightning, and then it happened. Right
at that instant some dog decided to commit suicide by running right
under the Arabian. The dog got killed and the rider got thrown, as
if pitched from one of those Roman catapults. He had a short,
graceful flight and came down heavy. So heavy and hard you could
hear his legs breaking above the groan that went up from the crowd.
A few people stared at me as I drifted along to see the damage, but
the main attraction was the bunged-up rider. He lay there cursing a
blue streak, and when I got a better look I saw old Johnny
Callahan.

I guess he was surprised as I was, though
neither of us showed it. A glance passed between us before I turned
away. Johnny had all the help he needed, and seeing there was a
badge pinned to his shirt, I wasn’t sure that he wanted to claim me
as any kind of friend. Like Johnny, I had done a few lawless things
in my time, but my efforts were more recent. As I went away from
there I heard him yelling questions about his horse. I could have
told him that the Arabian was still spooked but otherwise all
right. What I didn’t have to tell him was that he wouldn’t be
walking for quite some time.

Nothing is deader than a small town on a
Sunday afternoon. This one was deader than most. Dragoon Wells had
seen better days but not lately. It must have bustled pretty good
when the mines were working; now it was just a town drowsing in the
sun.

There were two hotels and one was boarded
up, sun and wind taking their toll. The other hotel, right across
the street, was open for business, but there was no mob of room
seekers breaking down the door to get in. The door was open and I
raised a man from the dead, namely the clerk from his Sunday
afternoon nap, and got a key to a room for two dollars.

The clerk was interested in me, but not
enough to start throwing questions. He turned the register on its
swivel and gawked at my name before he settled back in his chair
and spread a bandanna over his face. A potted palm and a lot of
flies had died in the lobby; that’s about all there was, and maybe
the rest of the paying guests were at the races.

The room was No. 5 and there was a brass
bed, the usual boxwood furniture. The flowered wallpaper was
stained and faded. I had been in too many hotel rooms like this
one; it didn’t bother me. I put my stuff on the dresser and
stretched out on the bed.

I hadn’t been there much more than an hour
when somebody rapped on the door. I knew it wasn’t Callahan. A kid
with arms and legs all loose like a rag doll came in.

“Marshall Callahan wants
to talk to you,” he said, shifting from one foot to the other. That
didn’t suit him; so he shifted back. “Quick as you can he’d like
to.”

“You sure you got the
right room and the right man?” I wanted to know what name Johnny
was calling me by. In the West a lot of wanted men go by the name
of John Ryan. Not Smith—Ryan—and don’t ask me why.

“You’re Jim Saddler, ain’t
you?” the kid said.

I nodded. “Where do I find
him?”

The kid said the jail. “He’d be obliged
you came right now,” he said. “The marshal don’t like to be kept
waiting.”

I found the jail without the kid’s help. It
had been built when the town was a town, intended to remain a town;
a brick building of fair size, barred windows, iron banded oak door
with old reward posters tacked up on both sides of it, a porch and
a rocker.

A doctor was finishing up with Johnny when I
went in. He was all splinted up and riding an old wheelchair with
cobwebs still on it. A bottle and a glass stood on the desk with
the usual lawman’s office junk.

It was a good-looking jail; good looking as
Johnny himself. The damn place was painted and swept out; the wide
planked floor had been ground smooth and oiled until it glistened.
It smelled of good cigars and good whiskey, none of that
puke-and-sweat smell you get in jails. The desk wasn’t the usual
boot-scarred article but a heavy polished oak job with brass knobs
for the drawers. The whole place gave me the feeling that old
Johnny was doing all right for himself.

We just nodded. No hand pumping or
backslapping. “Take a chair, be with you when the doc gets
through.”

I sat and listened and the doctor, an
irritable old man, was laying down the law. “By rights you ought to
be in bed,” he said. “Why the hell do you want to sit a chair when
you can be in your bed?”

Johnny said, “Cause I don’t like bed except
for two things. Right now I don’t feel like neither. Now tell me
the rest of it. Maybe I’ll even believe you.”

“Makes no difference what
you do,” the doctor snapped. “You got two broken legs. Nice clean
breaks. You’re young enough so all you have to do is let the bones
knit. That’s what you’re supposed to do. Bang those legs around and
you’ll be walking on sticks the rest of your life.”

“What’s wrong with the
wheelchair?” Johnny said.

“Not a thing when you’re ready
for it. My guess is you’ll be glad to get to bed after a while. I’m
leaving some laudanum if the pain gets bad. It’s not whiskey,
Marshal, you take it by the spoonful. Don’t take too much, just
what I said, or you won’t have to worry about the legs or anything
else. You’ll be dead. Send the boy if you need me.”

“Ain’t this a bitch!”
Johnny said after the doctor packed his bag and left. Johnny
drummed on the splints with his fingertips. “What in hell are you
doing here, Saddler?”

“The kid said you wanted
to see me, didn’t like to be kept waiting.” I grinned at Johnny,
his fancy duds still dusty from the fall, at the worried look on
his lean, handsome face. Johnny must have some Indian blood in him.
He’s dark and has crow black hair with a shine to it. His light
blue eyes were the Callahan part.

“I mean what are you doing
in Dragoon Wells?” Johnny said. “You wouldn’t be dodging the law,
by any chance? For something big enough for them to start looking
for you here? No need to get your back up about it, just
asking.”

“Nobody’s looking for me
that I know of,” I said. “A few places I wouldn’t be welcome, no
more than that. Since you’re asking, how about you? You haven’t
been heard from these last few years.”

Johnny laughed and grimaced with pain at the
same time. “Hell no!” he said. “It happened I found a good thing
here and decided to stick with it. I’m a pillar of the community,
more or less. There’s some here wouldn’t cry if I moved on, but
never get up the nerve to say it. Others don’t mind me; I do a good
job for the town.”

I looked around the well-kept office, at
Johnny himself. “You look like you do a few things for yourself.”
Johnny’s smile was modest and that was worse than bragging. “A few
creature comforts, Jim, old pardner.” My fur went up when I heard
that old pardner stuff. Johnny is the kind who can be charming
without being friendly, a good kind to watch out for. I was
watching out real hard.

“You have something in
mind, or did you want to talk about the horse race?” I
enquired.

“What’s your hurry? You
sound like you’re not glad to see me.”

“Sure I am, Johnny,” I said.
“How the hell are you?”

“Got two broken legs,”
Johnny answered. “Otherwise good. How’s about you?”

I told Johnny a few of the things I’d been
doing. The big poker game I came out a big winner from in
Sandstream, New Mexico. The rich girl I busted loose from a gang of
outlaws in the Colorado mountains.

For a moment, Johnny looked homesick for the
rootless life he used to lead. Then it passed as I knew it would.
Johnny had that comfortable look that comes early to some men, even
if they aren’t married. When it isn’t marriage it’s money, and I
had a fair idea that Johnny wasn’t married.

“I don’t know,” Johnny
said. “All this moving about, it’s not all that great.”

I didn’t agree with that. I like to move
around. “Looks like you’re through with it,” I said. “Me, I’m on my
way to Sonora. I’ll see when I get there.”

Johnny wheeled himself around to the other
side of the desk and pushed the chair out of the way. Then he got
another glass from the drawer and filled that one and the one on
the desk. It was Jack Daniel’s, good stuff, no need of water. I got
mine and knocked it back and got another one.

“That’s what I wanted to
talk to you about,” Johnny said, getting out a box of long nines
for both of us. We lit up and Johnny said, “Don’t sound like you
got pressing business in Mexico.”

I can dicker too. “I’d like to get there,” I
said. “Where the money is.”

Johnny nodded and did the honors again.
“That’s the place to be. Of course there’s money all over if you
know how to get at it.”

“And you do?”

“I’m getting good at it,”
Johnny said. “There’s money here; you can have some if you
like.”

I said I’d like to get in the way of making
some money. “What do I have to do to get it?”

“Work for me is what. I’m
going to be needing a deputy. You could be him.”

I had another drink to see if I liked the
idea. I didn’t. “I’d feel foolish,” I said. “Look foolish, feel
foolish. Thanks for thinking of me, but the answer has to be no.
Look, old pardner, if you were in a real fix I’d probably help you
out for old time’s sake. You and me and the folks back home. But
you’re not. Tell me what’s so hard about finding another
deputy?”

“What’s so hard? Hard as
hell to find the right man. I need a man I can trust.”

“What makes you sure you
can trust me?”

Johnny smiled. “About this I think I
can.”

“You mean I wouldn’t be
after your job?”

“Exactly right. You’ll
never settle down and you know it. If you were a sensible man you’d
find something the way I did. I do just fine in this village. The
marshal’s pay isn’t too much, but I got a few sidelines. Got a
handle on the poker games in town, faro as well. The man that runs
a few girls upstairs over the saloon is kind of a partner. You
could say I got a few investments here and there.”

“What did you
invest?”

“My goodwill,” Johnny
said, smiling. “No, sir, it’s not what you’re thinking. I didn’t
stomp in there and tell folks here’s your new equal-share partner.
Plenty of lawmen do that, but that makes for bad feeling all round.
You do that to a man and he’s going to have the knife ready for you
if you stumble.”

“You did more than stumble
today. Where’s the knife?”

Johnny waved away the smoke from his
cigar. “So far it’s only a small knife. Let me lay it out for you
fair and honest. In some towns they got lawmen so mean, so crooked,
the only way they can get rid of them is to kill them. Hire some
gunslinger just as bad to do the job. Hire him and hope he won’t
decide to take over where the dead man left off. You know me, Jim.
I like money because I never had none. The thing is, I know how far
I can go. I cleaned up their town for them and haven’t robbed them
blind. I faced the killers and did away with the ones that wouldn’t
run. No help in the doing of it, just me.”

“But they still don’t like
you?”

“That’s too strong,”
Johnny said. “I doubt they’d hire a gun to kill me. When I was
taming the town I drew top wages. But I didn’t hold them up for the
same wages when the town got quiet. I got them together and said I
was going to work for half of what I’d been getting.”

I had to smile at Johnny’s gall. “What had
you been getting? Four hundred a month?”

Johnny smiled too. “Five,” he said. “I’m a
good man. Still, I did cut back by half. All right, I didn’t lose
anything after I started getting my contributions from the games
and the girls, other things. Even got me a sweet little horse ranch
outside town. You saw that Arabian I was riding today. That’s just
one of my fine animals.”

“How much do I get?” I
asked. I knew Johnny would try to beat me on the money, but I
didn’t want him to get too Scotch about it.

“A minute ago you didn’t
want the job.”

“You talked me into it,” I
said. “How much is my share?”

Johnny looked at me with the suspicion of
a wealthy widow, a rich fat lady of sixty faced with a man half her
age who had just sworn his undying love. “Your share, as you call
it, ain’t half. If that’s what you’re thinking, then my answer is
no. What did you have in mind, Jim, old pardner?”

There he went again. I did some adding and
subtracting in my head, estimated how much Johnny squeezed from the
pimps and the gamblers, then added about a quarter more than I
expected to get. I gave out the figure, adding, “If you need me as
bad as you say—” I didn’t say the rest.

Johnny got ready to bluff it, then changed
his mind. “The fact is, I do need you to back me. Not just back me,
hold down the job for me. The doc was right about the pain. I don’t
know how long I’m going to be able to ride this thing. I’m going to
have to work into it like the doc says. So it’s bed for me, for a
while. The minute that happens they’re going to appoint a deputy of
their own. I know how these fat merchants work. They’ll hire some
local shithead for less than half what I’m getting. Somebody tough
but dumb they think they can handle. They could even promise him
the job permanent if he can run me out of town. With me in this
thing”—Johnny beat on the arms of the wheelchair—“that wouldn’t
take much doing.”

“It could be done,” I
agreed. “What’s your offer, boss?”

We beat on the money until it took a shape
we both liked. I was to get half Johnny’s wages, plus twenty
per-cent of his take from the girls and the gambling, ten per-cent
from the whiskey business. That was slow at times, Johnny swore up
and down, and I didn’t believe him but I took it. Nothing would be
due to me from the horse ranch because it wasn’t making any
money.

Johnny set up drinks to clinch the deal. “A
month here will set you up just fine,” he said, losing his worried
look. “And the nice thing about it, you don’t have to do a damn
thing. About the only excitement we see here is when some cowhand
or farmer gets drunk. Then you lock him up, more than one if you’re
lucky, and collect a fine for drunk and disorderly the next
morning. Collect the fine as soon as they open their eyes. Water’s
free but I don’t serve breakfast. No, sir, and you can stop looking
at me like that. It’s none of your business what I collect from the
town to feed prisoners. You get your wages and that’s it.”

I smiled at this guardian of law and
order. “I didn’t say a thing,” I said.

“You didn’t have to. What
the hell, the fines are just small potatoes. You’ll get a fair
shake from me and I know you’ll give me the same.”

“If the money adds up
right.”

“That’s what I meant,” Johnny
said. “This is the tastiest little gravy boat you ever dipped into,
old pardner. Make it look good for me and I’ll never forget you.
Don’t get too rough with the people. They’re good folks, most of
them. Make your rounds on time, rattle the door locks on the
stores, give them the feeling of being secure. That’s what I do.
You’re going to get fat on this job, old pardner. You got anything
else you want to thrash out?”

“One small thing,” I
said.

Johnny looked suspicious again. “What would
that be, old pardner?”

“What you just said. That
old pardner business. Do me a favor and drop it.”

It wasn’t costing money so Johnny smiled.
“Sure thing, Deputy Saddler. Which reminds me, you got to swear and
so forth. Then you get a badge.”

I swore to uphold the laws of this and that.
“You’re supposed to keep a straight face,” Johnny complained as he
pinned on my deputy marshal’s badge.

“That’s asking too much,”
I said.


 


 


Two

 Kate Flannery came to town during my second day on
the job. After that
the job was never the same.

The first day was dead as dust. The only
excitement was the look on the town fathers’ faces when Johnny
announced that I was going to be the new deputy. He asked for a
meeting of the town council, so called, so he could give them the
good news, and I have to say this for them—they didn’t jump for
joy. Far from it. There was a lot of throat clearing and sidelong
glances before a burly banker named Dougal McLandress, a man with
an air of importance as big as his belly, ventured the opinion that
Marshal Callahan might have asked their advice before he pinned the
deputy badge on me.

“What do we know about this
man?” McLandress said, and those with nerve enough backed him up.
Some of the town fathers didn’t seem too concerned about me, and I
figured they were the ones who didn’t have to part with any money
to keep Johnny in racehorses. Even so, there was considerable
opposition to the idea of making me assistant lawdog of Dragoon
Wells.

Johnny, the old West Texas fox, didn’t get
tough about it. I knew he would if he had to; at the moment, he
didn’t. “I’ll stake my reputation on Jim Saddler,” he said. “A
finer man never lived than my friend here. Jim was a big help to me
in the taming of many wild towns.”

“Where was that?”
McLandress wanted to know.

“All over,” Johnny said
before he went on to tell more lies about me. “You can sleep safe
in your beds with Jim Saddler watching over the town. Jim Saddler
will die on his feet before he lets any harm come to
you.”

“What can happen here?”
McLandress argued. “Why not appoint a local man? Plenty men here
could use the work.” That was an appeal to local sentiment and the
banker got some response. Some of the town fathers muttered for a
while.

Johnny waited until they got through, then
he said, “You raise two good points, Mr. McLandress. What can
happen here, you want to know. The answer is, you never know. As
soon as word gets out that I’m laid up, it could be that certain
parties could take a notion to head this way. You ever notice they
don’t rob banks in busy towns, Mr. McLandress. The quiet towns they
go after. It could happen. Then where would your local deputy be?
Most likely he’d be dead and your bank would be empty.” McLandress
grunted at the wound in his wallet. “The point is, you should have
told us.”

“I’m telling you now,”
Johnny repeated. “A local man wouldn’t have the know-how, is what I
mean. I’m not saying Jim Saddler is the only good man in the
Territory. I’m saying he’s good and he’s here. Jim’s my new deputy,
gentlemen. I wouldn’t trade him no matter what.”

At last, the gloves were off and Johnny was
showing how hard his fist was.

McLandress hooked his thumbs in his
brocaded vest and rocked back on his heels, the very picture of a
man of substance. It was plain that he was the most important man
in that one-horse town; not getting his way didn’t suit
him.

“Then you won’t
reconsider?” he asked pompously, making the floorboards creak with
his weight.

Johnny’s light blue eyes hardened just
enough to back up what he told the banker and everyone there.
“Nothing to consider. Deputy Saddler’s already sworn in. You’re
going to like him fine, you’ll see.”

Johnny didn’t laugh until they got outside.
“That’s how you have to handle the sons of bitches. McLandress
there would like to punch a hole in my kettle, doesn’t know how to
do it. Which doesn’t mean he won’t keep trying. You’re here to see
he doesn’t. Now you can do what you like, I’m for bed. How in hell
am I going to do a woman with these things on my legs?”

“Use your head, Johnny,” I
suggested.

“Like the New Orleans
Frenchmen do?” Johnny sounded dubious about the idea. That would be
his West Texas Baptist upbringing.

“Nothing wrong with it,” I
said, thinking of a few sweet little fillies who liked it that way.
“You don’t have to be French to like it. Make a trade. You do it to
her, let her do it to you.”

Texas may be a big state but old Johnny,
the Panhandle shit-kicker, hadn’t been around that much. “You ever
try it that way?”

“Anything worth doing is
worth trying,” I said. “First time I tried it convinced
me.”

Just then the loose-limbed kid
came into the jail and said the buggy was waiting outside.

Johnny looked surprised. “What in hell are
you talking about, Calvin?”

“Doc Kline said you’d be
needing it along about now,” Calvin said. “You don’t want
it?”

Johnny turned to me grinning through his
pain. “That old quack knows too much. Anything comes up, send this
fool out to fetch me.”

“That’s me he’s talking
about,” Calvin said, holding the door open so Johnny could wheel
himself through.

“You’re on your own, Jim,”
Johnny said and went out.

I felt like a fool, honest I did. There I
was with a star on my chest and a town to protect. I have nothing
much against lawmen, nothing for them neither. Mostly, when I can
do it, I keep the hell away from them, and it makes no difference
to me if they’re straight or crooked. I like them best when they’re
like Johnny, a little of both. If the story ever got out, me being
a lawman, I would have to take a lot of joshing from the hard
people I know. But, hell, I could always deny it; right then I was
just interested in the money.

After I got my first look at Kate Flannery,
money took a back seat. I opened the jail door and there she was, a
vision with red hair in a green dress, going past in a new-looking
black buggy with red and gold paintwork. It glittered in spite of
the trail dust , and so did she. Perched on top of her head was a
dark silk hat the same color as her dress. If a swan could take
human form, she’d be it; she had the same lift and curve of the
neck and was proud as bejesus.

It was getting on toward sundown and the sun
was a glow instead of a glare. She knew she was making an entrance,
as the people say, and you never saw a nicer one.

A glossy black horse was pulling the buggy,
and proud to do it. The gold glow of the sun hit her eyes when she
looked at me. I had a feeling they’d be green, but that wasn’t all
of it. Anybody can have green eyes, but these were the real green
eyes of a real redhead. You see eyes like that three or four times
in a lifetime and you never forget them.

Women always know their good points and,
while Kate had many
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