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Chapter One – The Candidates

Until the pounding at the door roused him
from his reverie, the sheriff was seated alone in the small parlor
of his home. The heavy walking stick was close to his left hand. He
would need it when he raised his bulk from the old leather-covered
chair and went out front to answer the summons. For almost five
years, he had needed that cane. He was lame, and the years were
catching up on him. One week from today, he would turn sixty.
Sheriff Edward J. Harridge would be retired.

The pounding was repeated. He grimaced,
shifted his gaze from the framed tintype of his dead wife and began
the effort to rise.

“Comin’!” he called, and the pounding ceased.
Leaning heavily on his cane, he limped along to the front door.
And, there, the caution born of many years caused him to drop his
right hand to the butt of his Colt and demand that the visitor
identify himself.

“Who is that?”

“It’s me, Ed!” The voice was familiar; one of
his old cronies. “It’s Mace Jago! Let me in!”

Ed Harridge opened the door. Jago, a local
storekeeper, stepped across the threshold. He was pudgy and florid
and, at this moment, perspiring freely.

“Ed—you’d better come quick. I’m sorry, but
…”

“Where to, Mace?”

“The Gay Lady.”

“Oh?” Harridge’s lip curled in disdain, as he
reached for his hat. He had naught but contempt for the pomaded,
dandified Tyler Veness, proprietor of the Gay Lady Saloon. “What’s
happenin’ down there?”

“It’s your son, Ed,” frowned Jago. “He got
into a fight with some hardcase stranger, and...”

“Good deputies don’t get into fights—they
break up fights.” The sheriff eyed his informant sternly. “And my
son is a good deputy.”

“He’ll be a half-alive deputy,” countered
Jago, “if you don’t get a move on. This stranger—unless I miss my
guess—is a professional.”

“You mean a gunfighter?” scowled Harridge,
and he limped out into Oak Road with the storekeeper in close
attendance.

“Prizefighter, more likely,” growled Jago.
“What he’s doin’ to young Clay with them fists of his—hell! It
oughtn’t happen to a dog.”

The sheriff hurried. It cost him pain and a
great deal of muscle-strain, but he hurried, limping along to Oak
Road’s east end, turning the corner of Oak and Main Streets and
moving downtown towards the saloon. He was a big man,
blunt-featured, with hazy blue eyes and a drooping moustache as
grey as his thinning hair. Over the past few years, the inactivity
enforced by his lameness had added weight to an already hefty
frame.

“Nobody stepped in to help Clay?” he asked
Jago.

“No,” sighed Jago. “And the barroom is
crowded.”

“This town,” breathed Harridge, “is full of
heroes.”

A few moments later, he was shouldering his
way into the jam-packed barroom of the Gay Lady. Grinning locals
made way for him, permitting him to advance to the cleared area in
front of the bar. And then, abruptly, the laughter and cheering
subsided. All eyes turned to the grim visage of the aged
lawman.

His son, Deputy Clay Harridge, was slumped
against the bar, almost unrecognizable, because his face was a
bloody wreck. He bled from nose and mouth. There were dark bruises
from brow to chin. One eye was swollen. He was gasping, shaking his
head as though trying to clear it.

Clay’s assailant stood by, his fists still
bunched, his handsome countenance creased in a triumphant grin. He
was, Harridge observed, considerably heavier than Clay, and much
taller, all of six-five. He wore a tan derby and a tight-fitting
town suit of checked pattern. The triumphant grin almost goaded
Harridge to take a gun barrel to him, but he held himself under
control, as he barked his challenge.

“What’s this all about?”

A sober-garbed teller from the Bayone County
Bank spoke up.

“The big feller was throwing his weight
about, Sheriff. Your son came in to—uh—remonstrate with
him—and...”

“And took a beating,” growled Harridge. He
stared hard at his sole surviving kin. “Clay, you were entitled to
use your gun. Why in hell didn’t you put your manacles on him and
march him uptown?”

“Damn and blast him...” Clay Harridge spat
blood, tried to straighten up. “He—tricked me. Called me
yellow—said I didn’t have the gizzard to arrest him with my bare
hands, said I was—hiding behind a gun and a tin star. It was a
trap—and I walked right into it. Next thing I knew, he was beating
the tar out of me.”

“Well, you’re admittin’ you fell for a cheap
trick, and that takes guts.” Harridge glowered at the two men
standing to the left of the bar, Tyler Veness and Arch Coyle.
“Feelin’ happy about this, Veness?”

The saloonkeeper bared his buckteeth in a
complacent smile.

“Happy enough, Ed. Happy enough. I reckon
your boy has proved he doesn’t have what it takes to make a good
sheriff.” He indicated his companion, the tall, bland-grinning,
cigar-smoking Coyle. “The voters know the score, Ed. They know Arch
would have handled this differently. Arch is the logical candidate
for sheriff.” He raised his voice to ensure his customers would
hear. “Bear that in mind when you cast your votes, friends. It’s
time for a clean sweep with a new broom. Every honest citizen will
get a fair shake when Arch Coyle—your friend and my friend—takes
the oath of office.”

“Make me no speeches, Veness,” scowled the
sheriff. “My stomach ain’t strong enough for it.” He emptied his
holster, lined the muzzle of his Colt on his son’s still-grinning
assailant. “What do you call yourself?”

“The name is Fry.” Insolently, the big man
doffed his derby and accorded Harridge a bow. “Sam to my
friends...”

Some of the onlookers laughed. Harridge
grimaced in disgust and muttered an order to his son.

“Put your manacles on this jasper. He’ll cool
his heels in a cell this night.”

Clay was barely capable of staying on his
feet, but he fought doggedly against his nausea. In his late
twenties, he was a shade under six feet, not muscular, but sturdy.
He was slow to anger and he lacked the cunning of his sire. Also,
he was short on personality, inclined to be colorless. Despite
these shortcomings, Harridge regarded him as his logical successor.
It wasn’t prejudice. He knew that, of the three candidates for the
post, his son was the best.

On election day, how many of his
fellow-citizens would share this view? Clay was no speech-maker.
Clay couldn’t campaign, the way Coyle and Trembath campaigned. No
cheering, drum-beating crowds were parading through Bayone,
Wyoming, toting banners demanding a vote for Harridge. The banners
read “VOTE FOR COYLE” or “VOTE FOR TREMBATH.”

Clay unhitched his handcuffs, trudged to
where Fry stood. Fry put his wrists together, offered them to the
deputy and enquired, with mock solicitude:

“You sure you’re strong enough to lift those
big iron rings?”

More derisive laughter. Harridge won silence
by glaring coldly at the crowd, then nodded to his son. Clay
secured Fry’s wrists.

“All right,” sighed the sheriff. “Let’s take
him out.”

They hadn’t even reached the batwings with
their prisoner before Arch Coyle was mounting a table to launch
into yet another campaign speech, citing Clay’s defeat at Fry’s
hands as proof of his unsuitability for the post of sheriff.
Harridge hustled Clay and the prisoner out onto the porch, then
paused a moment to listen.

“…a deputy—an underling...” Coyle was
ranting. “Beaten senseless before your very eyes. How much
protection could you expect from such a weakling? We all know Ed
Harridge was a fine lawman, but can the same be said for his son?
Give me your vote, friends. I stand for progressive law
enforcement, and...”

“If I listen to any more of that,” muttered
Harridge, “I’m apt to throw up.” He nudged Fry. “Move.”

On their way to the county law office, they
passed McLowery’s Barn and heard part of a Trembath campaign
meeting—the musical part—voices raised in the fervent singing of a
hymn. Harridge sadly shook his head. It wasn’t that he was
irreligious. He simply couldn’t reconcile the chanting of hymns
with an election campaign. Owen Trembath, the third candidate, was
a pillar of the Holy Brethren Church of Bayone. He passed the
collection plate Sundays, sang with the choir and worked the
pump-handle of the organ. He was true-blue, fair-square and honest.
It could even be claimed that he possessed more than his share of
moral courage. But, in Harridge’s opinion, the voters might as well
elect a ten-year-old boy, as pin the star on Owen Trembath. In time
of emergency, Stainless Trembath would be lost in the shuffle.

They came to the office. Harridge unlocked
the street door, moved in and lit a couple of lamps. He nodded to
the couch, and Clay moved across to flop on it, while the sheriff
walked Fry into a cell-block.

“He must be joking,” chuckled Fry, as
Harridge installed him in a cell. “I mean—putting himself up for
sheriff. He couldn’t fight to save his life. I whipped him
easy—without working up a sweat.”

Harridge shut and locked the cell-door, then
stared hard at the braggart and said:

“You’re a professional fighter. For you it
was an easy chore—makin’ my boy look foolish. And how much did
Veness pay you for that easy chore?”

“Why, Sheriff!” blinked Fry. “I don’t know
what you’re talking about!”

“Some day,” said Harridge, “you’ll be matched
against a brawler bigger than Clay, with arms as long as yours and
a punch twice as hard—a fighter just as fast on his feet. When that
happens, you’ll get what’s comin’ to you. And I hope I’m there to
see it.”

He returned to the office, slammed the
cellblock door and went to the washbowl to fill a basin. Clay had
removed his boots and gunbelt and was sprawled on the couch.
Harridge saturated a towel and limped to the couch. “Maybe,” he
frowned, “I should send for Doc Curtis.”

“That big jasper,” breathed Clay, “sure
worked me over. From head to belly he pounded me. But you don’t
have to send for Doc. I don’t think he busted a rib.” He lay quiet,
submitting to the wet towel, as his father dabbed at his cuts and
bruises. “Let you down, didn’t I?”

“You made a damn fool mistake,” shrugged
Harridge. “But, at your age, I guess I’d have done the same thing.
A hardcase calls you yellow, claims you’re no use without a gun in
your hand, so you try to take him with your fists. A fool
mistake.”

“I’m no gentle puncher—you know that,” sighed
Clay. “I can hit as hard as the next man. It’s just—I could scarce
land a punch on that galoot. He was too fast for me.

“He’s a professional,” growled Harridge. “You
were out of your class.”

“He was resisting arrest, if we want to get
technical about it,” offered Clay. “Why d’you suppose I went to the
Gay Lady? There was a hassle. This Fry hombre had braced a
couple of half-alive barflies. He was slapping them around.”

“We’ll get technical about it,” his father
assured him. “I’ll have Fry up before Judge Tollis at ten o’clock
in the mornin’—but Fry has nothin’ to worry about. The judge’ll
find him guilty of disturbin’ the peace and assaultin’ a law
officer. Fifty dollars fine, or ninety days in jail. And the
fine’ll be paid right-away—by you-know-who.”

“Ty Veness?” frowned Clay.

“Who else?” scowled Harridge. “You think this
all happened accidental? Guess again. Veness hired Fry for the job,
probably imported him special. Veness would do anything to make us
Harridges look foolish. He wants Coyle to win this election. If you
don’t know why—well—you ain’t smart enough to be a son of
mine.”

“Coyle’s paw is in Veness’ pocket.” Clay
nodded wearily. “If the voters give Coyle your star, the Gay Lady’s
profits will double. Veness will import cardsharps, crooked dealers
to make sure the house always stays ahead. Every once in awhile,
Coyle will Check Veness’ games of Chance. The roulette wheel will
be rigged, but Coyle will pretend not to notice. For a handful of
silver dollars, he’d let Veness steal candy from kids.”

“The hell of it is,” said Harridge, “Coyle is
mighty popular. He’s the kind of candidate folks admire. Even that
fool Trembath—with his psalm-singin’ and Bible-thumpin’—is more
admired than my son.” He rose from the couch, tossed the bloodied
towel back into the bowl. “You’d make a fine sheriff, Clay. Too bad
the voters don’t know it. They’ll never know it. You’ll lose this
election because, when it comes to makin’ fancy speeches, a
Harridge wouldn’t know how to begin. Harridge men never were
braggers. We’re doers. We get the job done. And folks are
forgettin’ that.”

 


In the northernmost sector of Bayone County,
around 10 o’clock of the following morning, two strangers to this
territory were engaged in the mundane but pleasing chore of
removing a five-day layer of trail-dust from their travel-stained
clothing and their hard-muscled bodies. Larry Valentine and Stretch
Emerson were bathing in a creek. As was customary, the Texas
Drifters had looked first to the comfort of their horses. Larry’s
sorrel and Stretch’s pinto had been watered and rubbed down. When
last seen, they were contentedly grazing beyond a screen of
willows. In the cooling waters the Texans soaped their
battle-scarred frames and relaxed. Their clothing was draped over
rocks along the creek-bank, drying in the hot sun. Their
Winchesters and side arms were stashed in plain sight at the base
of a tree. As for their bankroll—$2,500—Larry had temporarily
secreted that thick wad under a flat stone.

The nomads had been solvent for almost a
year, but still hadn’t become blasé about it. Their new grubstake
had begun as bounty collected on various wrong-doers, and had
fluctuated during Larry’s subsequent all-night sessions at
innumerable poker tables. The fortunes of war, and the whims of
Lady Luck.

At 10.20, Stretch Emerson rose from the water
and waded to the bank, stark-naked, uncommonly tall and deceptively
scrawny. Scratching at his sodden, sandy thatch, he announced:

“I’m hungry.”

“You were born that way,” yawned Larry
Valentine, as he followed his partner to shore.

In his bare feet, he stood almost six-three,
which made him some three inches shorter than his lofty saddlepard.
His brawny torso and sinewy limbs were liberally marked by the
scars of old bullet-wounds, the legacies of many a pitched battle
with the forces of lawlessness. And the lean frame of Stretch
Emerson was similarly marked because, in all those hectic
conflicts, the drifting trouble-shooters had fought side by side,
sharing the risks, trading shot for shot with the opposition and
thumbing their noses at the constant threat of sudden death.

Life was like that for the two fiddlefoots
who had drifted out of the Lone Star State some fifteen years
before, to begin a career of wandering—one long drift that had
taken them as far north as the Canadian line, as far south as the
Rio Bravo. They were nomads by choice, warriors by instinct. Their
natural enemies were the denizens of the owlhoot trails, the
rustlers, the stage-robbers the bank-bandits, the braggart gunhawks
who hired out to the highest bidder. In their own unconventional
fashion, they abided by the law. As for the duly-appointed
defenders of the peace, well, the attitude of the Lone Star
Hellions could best be described as one of grudging tolerance. Once
in a long time, they might encounter a badge-toter worthy of their
respect. But not often.

Having toweled themselves dry, the Texans
donned their clothes and strapped on their hardware. The
dark-haired, ruggedly-handsome Larry wore a single Colt in a
tied-down holster at his right hip. The homely, lantern-jawed
Stretch wore two. And, with those matched 45s, the taller Texan was
ambidextrous.

Larry retrieved their bankroll and thrust it
into a hip pocket, while Stretch collected their rifles. They moved
around to the far side of the willows, to the clearing where they
had left their horses and saddles. And then, for a long moment,
they stood very still, staring incredulously.

The horses had disappeared. So had the
saddles, harness, saddlebags and packrolls.

“No!” breathed Stretch. “It couldn't
happen, runt! Hell, no! Not to us!"

Between his teeth, Larry said, “Let me have
my rifle.”

Stretch nudged Larry’s Winchester into his
waiting arms. They readied the rifles and began a brief search of
the area.

In the soft ground, they found boot prints.
The horse tracks led westward to a range of craggy hills. Larry
nodded knowingly and put Stretch’s worst fears into words.

“No use foolin’ ourselves, big feller. We
just have to admit it. While we were takin’ a bath in that doggone
creek, some sneakin’ sons of guns stole our horses.”

“Well, damn their mangy hides!” raged
Stretch. “All we got is the clothes on our backs! They skinned us
to the bones!”

“They didn’t get away with our hardware,”
Larry pointed out. “We still have tobacco—and twenty-five hundred
green men.”

“But no grub,” fretted Stretch. “And I’m
hungry.”

He glowered towards the hills. “Still, I
ain’t so hungry I could stay outa them hills. That’s where they
took our horses, runt. The tracks are clear enough. Well? What’re
we waitin
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