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  Chapter One – Abridged Robbery

 


THE JOLTING WAGON slowed at the fork in the
rocky trail, and the driver turned to look suspiciously at the two
wrangling pilgrims jogging slowly toward him along the other road.
Behind them plodded a sad-faced burro, unmindful of the load on his
back and the endless arguments of his masters.

‘Yuh ain’t got the sense of
direction of a blankety-blank sheepherder,’ the pint-sized rider
was telling his companion. ‘I tell yuh that’s Goliath we’re headed
for!’

He straightened in his stirrups to squint
down into the long dry valley where a town sprawled at the foot of
a sheer-walled mesa.

‘If I hadn’t have let yuh talk
me into taking this trail at that last fork—’

‘We’d most likely still be
wandering up there among those ridges,’ cut in Long Jim
dryly.

Long Jim was six feet three and, despite a
voracious appetite, was thin as a rail. He had a long, horsy face
wrinkled deeply around humorous brown eyes and weathered by the
passing of more than two scores in the saddle.

He was a few years Windy’s junior and that
fact was injected into every argument by the belligerent man who
rode at his side. There was no subject Windy Harris wouldn’t take
up, and he argued with equal conviction when he was on sure ground,
such as placer mining, cows and rustling, as when the subject was
totally over his head.

Windy was a small man, crowding sixty, with
a small, leathery face dominated by snapping blue eyes and a
pugnacious button of a nose. His shapeless coat was too big over
his narrow shoulders, and the Colt .45, jutting from the
thonged-down holster on his right hip, seemed too big for his hand.
A white beard, speckled with brown, stubbled his cheeks and chin
and an uncultivated mustache drooped around a tobacco stained
mouth.

He and Long Jim had trailed together so long
they had forgotten their first meeting and, despite their constant
wrangling, more humorous than bitter, would have been lost without
each other.

They were on their way to Goliath to look up
Windy’s nephew, but finding themselves near the town of Apache
Wells they had decided to drop in on an old Virginia City friend,
Hardpan Jeffries. For the past ten miles the trail had led through
increasingly rocky terrain, and with every mile Windy had grown
more certain they had taken the wrong turn.

He settled back in saddle now, Long Jim’s
remark feeding his belligerency. ‘Why, yuh long-laiged, dim-witted
infant, if it wasn’t for me—’

‘Wait a minute!’ Long Jim
growled, waving a hand in the direction of the driver who was
looking back at them. ‘Yonder’s a gent who knows where he’s headed.
Let him settle the argymint. If it’s ’Pache Wells, we turn into the
nearest chow shack ’fore asking for Hardpan. If it ain’t we’ll
belly up to the nearest bar an’ drown our sorrows.’

Windy snorted at the proposition. ‘Chow
shack! We jest ate, yuh overgrown feedbag! Yuh an’ that fuzzy-eared
jackass, Blinky, cleaned out the last of the sow-belly an’ beans
less’n three hours ago!’

Long Jim ignored the observation. The wagon
ahead of them was a long, boxlike vehicle with a light canvas top
rolled up on three sides, revealing to Long Jim’s gaze a half dozen
long pine boxes that looked very much like coffins.

‘Howdy,’ Long Jim said, spurring
up alongside the driver.

The man looked down, noting the thonged-down
holster on Long Jim’s thigh and the Sharps buffalo gun that rubbed
its stock against Jim’s lean shank.

‘Howdy yuhself,’ he nodded. He
was a stringbean of a man, with sharp, stern features emphasized by
bushy gray brows. A long black coat and a stovepipe hat gave him
the look of a pious minister, but few ministers, thought Long Jim
cynically, wore shoulder holsters.

‘Yuh a native of that there
town?’ he asked.

The driver nodded. ‘Yep. Been living in
Apache Wells nigh onto ten years. Name’s Zachary Stack,’ he offered
gravely.

Long Jim turned in saddle. ‘Yuh lose,
Windy.’

Windy bristled. ‘Yuh shore that ain’t Blind
Corners, mister?’

The driver frowned. ‘Plumb
shore, hombre. Blind Corners is west of here, over yonder, behind them
hills. I jest came from there.’ He turned and nodded toward the
boxes in the wagon. ‘Bought these coffins in Blind Corners
yestidday.’

Windy scowled.

Long Jim’s grin threatened his ears. ‘What’s
the best place in town for grub?’ he asked. ‘Place where a couple
of wandering pilgrims can get a man-sized meal?’

‘Cassidy’s,’ Stack said
immediately. He glanced at the burro trailing them. Various kitchen
utensils suspended from the pack.

He looked at Jim. ‘Salesmen?’

‘Yep—salesmen,’ Windy said,
speaking for Jim. He looked innocently at the driver, but Long Jim
had to suppress a grin.

Salesmen they were—on the surface. But in
that conglomerate pack under which the burro plodded they carried
straight irons. Cheerful old reprobates, they roamed the wide
domains, running off a few cows here and there, and generally
winding up in some sort of trouble. More than one locality had
misconstrued their appearance as a pair of saddle bums, to their
later surprise and regret.

Windy said, ‘Yuh the undertaker?’

Zachary nodded. ‘Run the
Paradise Funeral
Parlors—only
establishment of its kind in town,’ he added proudly.

Long Jim glanced at the coffins.
‘Anticipating a lot of business?’

Zachary shrugged. ‘Can’t tell,’
he observed solemnly. ‘Apache Wells is primed for trouble. They’s a
heap of dinero locked up in the bank an’ Bighead Nevens an’ his outlaws
are rumored to be hiding out in these hills. Sheriff Cal Caulkins
is as nervous as an old maid with a man under her bed ...’ He
clucked at his team. ‘Nope—ain’t no telling what’ll happen in
Apache Wells no more. Not with the Perfessor spouting talk about
the power of the human eye an’ making faces at that tiger he’s got
caged—’

‘The Perfessor?’

‘Yep. ’Calls himself Perfessor
Eccleston. Rolled into town about a week back. Claims he’s the
inventor of a tonic that’ll make a rabbit step up an’ kick his
tiger in the teeth after a couple of snorts.’ Zachary shrugged.
‘Gents who’ve tried it says it tastes like pizen juice an’ giant
powder combined.’

‘Cripes!’ marveled Windy, and
Long Jim guffawed.

‘Sounds like Apache Wells’ll be
mighty interesting,’ Long Jim opined. ‘Well—maybe we’ll be seeing
yuh there, Zach. Adios.’

 


The trail into Apache Wells curled among
tawny rocks scattered haphazardly on the plateau, as if giants had
sown them when the world was young. Where the trail dipped down
toward town, Windy and Long Jim were halted by a stocky,
black-whiskered hombre who stepped abruptly onto the trail from
behind a rock.

‘Howdy, strangers,’ he greeted.
But he didn’t look friendly. And the rifle in his hands was pointed
their way.

‘Going into town?’

Windy sighed and looked at Long Jim. Then he
looked back to the guardian of the trail.

‘Yuh objecting?’

‘Maybe,’ the man replied. He
looked them over casually, eyed the patient burro trailing Long
Jim, and came to the conclusion they were harmless. Shifting his
wad of tobacco into his left cheek he turned and nearly drowned a
curious lizard that came out of a crevice to
investigate.

‘Guess you’re all right,’ he
said judiciously. ‘When yuh see the sheriff tell him I’m waiting
for my relief, will yuh?’

‘Sure,’ Long Jim agreed. They
rode on. Evidently the sheriff of Apache Wells was taking no
chances of a surprise raid by Nevens and his outlaw
band.

There were few men in this section of the
Southwest who had not heard of Bighead Nevens. A man with a huge,
lion-maned head and enormous shoulders, it was said he could run
down a wild horse and break its neck with his huge hands. Some of
the tales told around chuckwagons and across bars rivaled those of
the legendary Pecos Bill. However it may be, more than one lawman
filled a shallow grave because of the outlaw boss.

No wonder the sheriff in Apache Wells was
worried. The trail veered away from a low, crumbly-faced butte, and
it was here that Long Jim and Windy discovered the uniqueness of
the town ahead.

Just beyond the butte Long Lost Creek made a
bend and doubled back on itself. Most of the year the creek was a
dry bed of sand and stones—but repeated flood waters had ground out
a narrow, deep canyon. Enclosed within this loop which formed an
effective moat on three sides lay Apache Wells. Behind the town
Copperhead Mesa rose in a sere, forbidding, unclimbable
backdrop.

There was only one bridge into town, and it
was up when they came to it. Some ingenious soul had engineered a
crude cantilever affair, powered by a team of horses. The two
wanderers could see the animals, standing patiently in the hot sun
by the windlass. To their left a lean-to cast shade over an old
character who sat with a corncob in his mouth and a shotgun across
his knees.

‘How do we get across?’ Windy
yelled.

The character stirred. A wrinkled face
peered at them from under a floppy hat. He took the corncob from
his mouth and spat into the dust. Then he shuffled to the patient
horses. Grasping the nearest by the headstall he began to back them
in a circle around the windlass.

The bridge came down slowly, creaking and
groaning, and finally settled with a thud.

Long Jim and Windy rode across. The oldster
held out his palm.

‘That’ll be two bits each,
gents.’

Windy frowned. ‘That’s highway robbery—’

‘Yuh mean bridge robbery!’ Long
Jim snapped. ‘We won’t pay!’

The old character shifted his shotgun
muzzle. ‘Two bits,’ he repeated firmly.

Long Jim and Windy paid him.

The bridge-tender tested the coins between
tobacco-stained stubs of teeth. Nodding, he said, ‘Good luck to
yuh,’ and went back to the waiting animals.

Long Jim and Windy swung away, hearing the
bridge creak as the plodding team drew it up again.

 




  Chapter Two – The Suspicious Lawman

 


APACHE WELLS’ FIRST jerry-built structures
began a hundred yards away from the bridge. Windy and Long Jim
turned left into a wide, dusty street some wit had named Custer’s
Avenue, and paused to survey the structures sprawled on either side
of them.

A score of warped frame buildings, most of
them false fronted, baked in the late morning sun. At the far end
Apache Wells petered out into boxlike, adobe huts, cracked and
shaped into a composite of dust and filth and hung with crimson
banners of chili.

Behind the false fronts they glimpsed broken
corrals, littered lots with burros browsing on tin cans, a horde of
terra-cotta children playing alongside pigs staked out to wallow in
mire, and empty sheds sagging away from the prevailing wind.

Windy shook his head. ‘If Custer had seen
this,’ he remarked, ‘he would never have made his last stand.’

A coyote dog with a floppy ear came out of
an alley to greet them. Blinky, the burro, cocked a watchful eye at
the yipping canine. Blinky was distrustful by nature and hated town
dogs by instinct.

‘Shore can’t understand why
Jeffries settled in this excuse for a town,’ added Windy. ‘Must
have—’

‘Let’s find Cassidy’s first,’
Long Jim interrupted hastily. ‘We’ll ask about Hardpan after we
eat.’

They rode down Custer Avenue
until Long Jim suddenly pointed to a one story shack wedged between
two false fronted structures with the imposing names of
Gertie Lou’s Silver
Palace and The Riviera.

‘There’s Cassidy’s,’ Long Jim
said.

They drew up at the rail and dropped reins
over the tie bar. Blinky brayed raucously and Long Jim turned and
said, ‘Shut up, yuh long eared jackass! We’ll bring yuh some
beans!’ They turned—and halted.

Windy’s nose was two inches from a
long-barreled Colt .45. His eyes traveled from the front sight
along seven inches of blued barrel to a horny thumb clicking back a
spike hammer. Then his gaze shifted to the slight man with the
white goatee and the sheriff’s star on his gravy-stained vest.

The lawman had a tic under his right
eye.

‘All right, hombres,’ he
squeaked, winking rapidly. ‘Shed your hardware!’

Windy raised a hand in protest. ‘Yuh got us
wrong, Sheriff. We’re jest a couple of peaceable—’

‘Whitey!’ the sheriff snapped
rudely, not waiting for Windy to finish. ‘Get up off your hind end
an’ relieve these galoots of their hardware!’

A long human with a young,
slack-jawed face and a mop of white hair unfolded himself from a
chair propped against The Riviera’s shaded front and slouched toward them. He
shuffled like an old hound dog coming to its master after losing a
rabbit.

‘Kee-ripes!’ he exclaimed,
drawing Windy’s Colt from the bantam’s holster. ‘Little big for
yuh, ain’t it, grandpap?’

Windy bristled. ‘Listen, yuh spavined
yearling! I was handling a shooting iron ’fore your ma made her
mistake ...’

‘Shut
up!’
the sheriff
said.

Windy looked at the six-gun tickling his
nose and shut up. Whitey relieved Long Jim of his weapon, chuckled
at the weight of the heavy Frontier and turned to the sheriff.
‘Want them put with the others, Cal?’

Sheriff Caulkins nodded. ‘Take their rifles,
too,’ he reminded.

Long Jim scowled. ‘You’re making a mistake,
Sheriff. We ain’t owlhooters.’

The sheriff winked solemnly. ‘Can’t afford
to take no chances—’

‘Not with fifty thousand
American pesos in that two-by-four bank,’ grinned Whitey. Then he
glanced at the sheriff’s scowling features and shrugged
defensively. Aw—what the hell, Cal—they’re only a pair of saddle
bums. Yuh can see that with half an eye—’

‘That’s all yuh ever see outa!’
the sheriff snapped. ‘An’ yuh think like yuh had half a
brain!’

Whitey grunted and dragged himself away
toward an adobe building across the street with iron-barred windows
and a sign that told newcomers here was:

Sheriff’s Office, Apache
County.

Cal Caulkins,
Sheriff.

‘Lawd!’ the sheriff moaned,
raising his eyes heavenward. ‘The commissioners shore put one over
on us when they wished that long-laiged son of an addled jackrabbit
on me for a deppity!’

‘The good Lawd shore had
something on his mind when yuh was made sheriff!’ Windy snapped.
‘What’s the idea of the hocus-pocus with our hardware? We’re free
an’ innocent citizens, seeking to earn an honest
living—’

‘You’re free, all right,’ the
sheriff admitted, stepping back and holstering his Colt. ‘As long
as yuh make no wrong moves. As to being innocent’—He looked them
over carefully, his right eye winking disconcertingly—‘I reserve my
judgment.’

He waved a hand down the street to a squat
stone structure. ‘The town’s yours—but keep away from the bank. I’m
plumb nervous about that there institution. If you’ve come to stay
in Apache Wells a while, you’re welcome. If yuh wanna leave—come to
my office. I’ll see that yuh get your hardware back an’ are
personally escorted as far as the bridge.’

He left them openmouthed and staring, until
Blinky’s raucous braying shattered the stillness, reminding them it
was time to eat again.

 




  Chapter Three – A Ghost for Hardpan?

 


CASSIDY’S WAS LONG and narrow with a lunch
counter fronted by wobbly wooden stools. Cassidy was like his
place, long and narrow. He was hunched over the cigar box that
served as change box, chewing on an unlighted cheroot. He was
younger than the two men who entered, but old enough to brood over
a life he felt was misspent.

The counter man was a young, serious-faced
fellow whose job was to take the food from the small kitchen
opening where a Mexican cook alternately swore and sang over his
pots and pans and hand it to customers.

Windy climbed onto a stool and looked up at
the pencil-printed menu tacked on the wall behind the counter. Long
Jim slid one leg across another, frowning at the lightness of his
empty holster.

The youngster slid them each a glass of
water. ‘What yuh having, gents?’

‘Chicken,’ Windy said. ‘Ain’t
had a good drumstick to chew on since St. Looie.’

The youngster yelled the order to the cook
and received a voluble answer generously sprinkled with Mexican
cuss words.

‘No chicken,’ he said, turning
and picking up a pencil to draw a line through that item on the
menu.

Windy scowled. Long Jim said, ‘I’ll have the
T-bone steak, lots of hashed brown potatoes an’—’

The youngster barked the order. Again the
cook answered.

‘No steak,’ the youngster
interpreted, reaching up and drawing another line.

Windy and Long Jim looked at one another,
then glanced at Cassidy. The
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