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Preface

Both real and fictional places are named in this book. However, the characters and events portrayed in this book are purely fictional. The story is in no way intended to reflect on any real persons, including the current or past citizens of any actual places. Any similarities to real events or actual persons are strictly coincidental and should not in any way be considered factual.
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Bonnie Bass, Kelly Lyons, Joe Brewer

Dedication

This book is dedicated to The Wild Horse Preservation League for its tireless efforts to preserve wild horses in the United States.

According to environmentalists and historians, millions of wild horses existed throughout the western portion of the United States at the turn of the century (1900). However, by 1958, the Department of the Interior estimated that the number had been reduced to around 20,000. In 1971, the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act designated 51 million acres in the American West for the protection of wild horses and burros. That number has since been reduced to less than 32 million acres and ongoing efforts by lobbyists to further reduce the natural habitat of our wild horses continues to threaten the very existence of these beautiful animals that are such an important part of our heritage and the spirit of the Old West. 
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​​​​Chapter One
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Clyde Decker and his longtime partner, Rusty Gibb, were each leading a string of three mustangs along the sandy bottom of a narrow canyon. After spending two weeks building makeshift corrals, it was good to finally be doing what they had come to Utah for, which was rounding up wild horses. The two men rode in single file, hugging the sides of the canyon in order to take advantage of what little shade was available and escape the intense mid-day sun, which was nearly directly overhead now. Ahead of them, the heat waves dancing above the hot sand and the light reflecting off the red canyon walls continued to play tricks on their minds. Then suddenly, as they rounded a bend, they were confronted by six men on horseback. The sun reflecting off the rifles they held in their hands and the dark shadows cast on their faces by the wide-brimmed sombreros they wore made it impossible to see their faces, but Clyde and Rusty had no doubt that the men were part of a band of Mexican bandits that were known to be in the area. 

“Buenos días, señores.” 

“Buenos días,” Rusty replied as he reined his horse to a halt.

“I see you found our horses,” the same man said with the sun reflecting off the single gold tooth in his otherwise dark smile. “Gracias, Señores.”

“I’m afraid you must be mistaken, Señor,” Rusty said in a friendly tone and thick Texas accent as Clyde rode up beside him with the second string of mustangs. “These are wild horses. Me and my partner here just finished rounding them up earlier today and we was on our way to meet up with the rest of the men we’re with.”

“Oh no, Señor. It is you that has made the mistake,” the bandit said, laughing as he cocked the hammer on his Winchester.

“Well... maybe we did make a mistake after all,” Rusty said quickly, as he looked at the bandit and anticipated his intentions. Then, as he held out the rope attached to the mustangs, Rusty added, “Pido perdón.” 

The bandit smiled again as he motioned to the two men on his left to take the horses. The two men stuffed their rifles into their saddle scabbards and used the large rowels on their Mexican spurs to coax their horses forward. As the first bandit rode up to Rusty and reached for the rope, Rusty drew his pistol and shot the man. The rope burned a crease in Rusty’s glove as the panicked mustangs pulled free and raced past the line of bandits who were struggling to control their own startled mounts. Within seconds, another shot rang out and the bandit riding toward Clyde fell to the ground and quickly disappeared under the hooves of Clyde’s string of mustangs as they raced after the others. Rusty and Clyde quickly dismounted, holding onto the reins of their own horses that were now prancing nervously. More shots rang out as the remaining bandits managed to fire off a few hurried shots of their own. Bullets whizzed by Clyde and Rusty and then whirled wildly through the air after ricocheting noisily off the canyon walls. Rusty and Clyde steadied their aim, and as the bandits reined their horses around, spurring them into a gallop, two final gunshots echoed down the canyon and a split second later, the trailing bandit tumbled from the back of his horse.

“Let me guess...you were aiming at the same man,” Rusty said as the three remaining bandits disappeared around another bend in the canyon.

“I don’t know about that...but it was my bullet that dropped that last bandit!” Clyde bantered in his thick Texas drawl.

“Of course it was,” Rusty replied in a sarcastic tone as he started ejecting the spent cartridges from his Colt pistol.

“You okay?” Clyde asked in a concerned tone as he noticed the blood on Rusty’s cheek. 

“Yeah, it’s just a scratch,” Rusty replied after instinctively running his fingers across his cheek and looking at the blood on his glove. “Piece of rock must have hit me from one of them ricocheting bullets.”

“I wish you would have let me know you intended to shoot that first bandit instead of just pulling the trigger,” Clyde complained as he too started to reload his pistol.

“How was I supposed to do that?” Rusty replied with an irritated look.

“I don’t know, but I damn near wet my britches when you surprised me with that first shot!”

“Well, I wasn’t about to let them bastards take our horses after all the work it took to catch ‘em,” Rusty said as he holstered his pistol. “Besides, you don’t think those banditos would have let us go even if we had given them our horses...do you?” 

“Of course not,” Clyde replied. “I ain’t that gullible.”

“Sometimes I wonder,” Rusty chuckled. “Anyway...I’d bet my last dollar that if we had just handed over those horses without a fight... we’d be the ones laying here with our faces in the sand and those bandits would be ridin’ off with all our horses, our saddles, and our guns to boot.”

“I reckon we’re lucky they didn’t just shoot us right off,” Clyde said.

“Probably, didn’t want to risk spookin’ the horses,” Rusty said.

“You think they’ll be back?”

“I don’t know, but I reckon we best get out of this canyon,” Rusty replied as his eyes searched the steep sides of the canyon for a way out. 

“Yeah, we’re purty much just sittin’ ducks down here,” Clyde agreed. “A couple men up top with rifles could pick us off as easy as shootin' fish in a barrel.” 

“Looks like we’ll have to backtrack a ways. Ain’t no way we can get our horses up the sides of the canyon here,” Rusty said as he turned back toward his horse.

“We gonna bury these poor bastards first?” Clyde asked.

“I reckon so. Every man deserves a decent burying...even no accounts like these three,” Rusty replied as he pulled a tin plate from his saddle bag. 

After tying their horses to some boulders on the shady side of the canyon, Clyde and Rusty used their tin plates to scrape out three shallow graves in the sand. 

“Might as well see if any of their guns are worth keeping,” Rusty said as he walked to the closest body and pried the pistol from the bandit’s hand. 

The three bandits were armed with an assortment of older model cap and ball Remington and Colt pistols that had been converted to fire metallic cartridges and the rifles that their companions had dropped while trying to control their horses were in poor condition. So once the bodies were placed in the graves, Clyde and Rusty removed the cylinders from the dead bandit’s pistols and busted the stocks on the rifles before placing them in the graves next to the bodies. Then they began scooping sand into the holes and once the graves were filled with sand, Clyde and Rusty gathered rocks to put on top of the graves to discourage the coyotes from digging up the bodies.

“Well, I say that’s good enough,” Rusty said as he placed a final rock and began mopping the sweat from his neck and forehead with his neckerchief.

“Yeah, I doubt they would have done the same for us,” Clyde said, panting slightly. “More than likely, they would have just let the buzzards pick our bones clean.”

“Yeah well, we’re probably wastin' our time, anyway,” Rusty said. “First time the water from a good spring rain comes gushing down this canyon, it’ll wash away what’s left of the bodies anyway.”

The men walked to their horses and after stowing their tin plates, both men took a few swallows from their canteens and then wet their bandannas. They wiped their horse’s lips with the bandanas and after wringing the few drops of moisture into their horses’ mouths, the men swung up into their saddles and started back the way they had come. After riding for about an hour, they came to a place where erosion had cut a series of narrow gullies into the side of the steep canyon walls. Clyde and Rusty dismounted and led their horses up the gullies. 

“Sure hope we don’t come across no rattlesnakes or any of them gillia monsters,” Clyde said.

“Ain’t no such thing as a gillia monster...the g is pronounced like an h. Its Gila just like the Gila River,” Rusty said with a hint of irritation still evident in his tone. “Besides that...they ain’t no Gila monsters in this part of Utah. If you’d ever take the time to do some reading and try to sharpen your mind, you’d know that.” 

“I read plenty,” Clyde replied in a defensive tone.

“When was the last time you read anything besides the label on a whiskey bottle?” Rusty asked, laughing.

“Well...I read menus now and then and...I read signs...lots of signs...and...”

“When was the last time you read a book or a newspaper?” Rusty interrupted. “I bet you ain’t picked up a book since we was kicked out of school down on the Pecos.”

“I hadn’t thought about that for a long time,” Clyde chuckled. “You remember the look on Miss Horner’s face when she opened her desk drawer and found that bull snake in it?”

“Yeah, and I remember I couldn’t hardly sit down for a week after Papaw Jack tanned my hide, too.” 

“Well, you wasn’t the only one that got his britches dusted,” Clyde said, grinning. “Anyway, I reckon we had it comin’ after Miss Horner wet her bloomers and damned near died of a heart attack.”

“Yeah, it was a purty mean trick, alright,” Rusty said, smiling.

“By the way... you was wrong,” Clyde said. “I have picked up a book since then. It’s called the Bible.”

“Yeah, I reckon you have at that,” Rusty said, still smiling.

When they reached the rim of the canyon, Clyde and Rusty kept a vigilant watch for the three surviving bandits as they resumed following it to the west in hopes that they might find and recapture the six mustangs. But as the sun began to fade, they accepted the fact that the time invested in capturing the six wild horses had been wasted and they turned their horses north toward a box canyon with a spring-fed creek where Clyde, Rusty, and their other four adventurous partners had built makeshift corrals and established their primary camp. 

The crimson sky was already changing to shades of blue and grey when the men finally reached their camp. Beauregard Sanders and Zeke Griffin were shuffling around the campfire, trying to escape the relentless smoke that seemed to follow them without logic. Both men instinctively moved their hands to their pistols as they heard approaching hoof beats and then relaxed as they recognized the approaching riders. 

“Howdy, fellas,” Beauregard Sanders shouted as Clyde and Rusty came within earshot.

Beauregard Sanders was a slender, wiry man with a weathered complexion. Although younger in years than Clyde or Rusty, his life had been full of adventures, which resulted in experience and common sense that rivaled that of most men twice his age. 

“Surprised to see you fellas come back empty-handed,” Zeke Griffin, the other wrangler, said with a sarcastic grin as Clyde and Rusty rode into camp.

“We had us a few, but we ran into some of them Mexican bandits we heard about,” Rusty replied as he and Clyde dismounted.

“Lucky all they took was your string of horses,” Beauregard said with a sincere look as he noticed the mark on Rusty’s cheek.

“Well, that weren’t their intention, but we convinced them otherwise,” Clyde said. 

“Killed three of them before they skedaddled,” Rusty added.

“Glad to see you’re both okay,” Beauregard said. “You need some salve for that cut on your face?”

“Nah, it’s just a scratch,” Rusty said as he ran his fingers across his swollen cheek. 

“Well, we got coffee and a pot of beans cooking. Be ready by the time you put your horses up.”

Clyde and Rusty pulled the saddles off of their horses and after placing them near the campfire, they led the horses to the smaller of the two corrals. They were on their way back to the fire when they heard what sounded like pots and pans rattling off in the dark distance.

“What the hell was that?” Clyde asked as both men stopped in their tracks.

“Beats me,” Rusty said as he strained his ears, trying to make sense of the noise. “Kinda sounds like somebody is out there leading a pack mule loaded down with iron pots.”

“Maybe it’s a prospector,” Clyde said, venturing a guess.

Beauregard and Zeke had also heard the noise and they were staring out into the darkness with their hands on the butts of their pistols when Clyde and Rusty joined them by the fire.  

“Sounds like a wagon,” Beauregard said as the sound of clanking metal grew closer and the faint sound of creaking wood could also be heard. 

“Hello in the camp!” came a man’s voice out of the dark.

“Who’s out there?” Beauregard shouted.

“Just an old peddler looking for a place to make camp!” came the reply. “Saw your fire and smelled your coffee. Was hoping I might join you.”

“You alone?”

“Just me and my two mules,” the man chuckled.

“Okay, come ahead!” Beauregard shouted.

The noise resumed and in a few minutes, a rickety old wagon pulled by two sway-backed mules appeared in the firelight. The canvas top and absence of paint on the grey weathered wood made the wagon appear almost ghost-like in the flickering light of the campfire. 

“Whoa there, Jezebel,” the man driving the wagon said loudly as he pulled the mules to a stop.

As the driver set the brake and wrapped the reins around the brake handle, Beauregard and the other men walked out to meet the man.

“Evenin’ gents! They call me Tin Pan Sam,” the man said as he clambered down from the wagon.  

Sam was a man well up in years. He was dressed in faded denim trousers with rawhide patches on the seat and a tan shirt with frayed sleeves and holes in the elbows. As he turned toward the fire, the light reflected off of his leather-like skin. His eyes were grey and deep set behind high, hollow cheekbones and a broad nose that showed signs of having been broken a few times. His stubble-covered jaw was tight and chiseled with what appeared to be an old knife scar just below his right ear.

“I’m Beau, that’s Zeke and these fellas are Clyde and Rusty,” Beauregard said.

“Glad to meet you fellas,” Sam replied with a toothless smile.

“We was just about to get our supper,” Beauregard said, grinning. “It ain’t much. Just beans and coffee, but you’re welcome to join us.”

“Got some hard biscuits and venison jerky that I’d be glad to contribute,” Sam said with a twinkle in his eyes.

“Appreciate that,” Beauregard said, smiling again.

“You ain’t got any whiskey in that travelin’ store of yours by chance?” Clyde asked with a broad grin.

“Well now... that depends on who’s asking?” Sam replied with a guarded look. “You ain’t Mormons by chance?”

“Well, I don’t know about Beau and Zeke ‘cause the subject ain’t come up, but me and Rusty was raised as Baptists, but I reckon if we was to walk into a church right now...why, I imagine all hell would break loose,” Clyde chuckled.

“In that case... I might be able to sell you a jug or two, but you gotta give me your word you won’t tell nobody where you got it. Some folks don’t care for whiskey peddlers. And I always say there’s no sense making enemies if you don’t have to.”

“Amen to that,” Clyde replied, grinning. 

“Well, how many jugs you want?”

“I reckon one will be enough,” Clyde replied after glancing at Beauregard to see if he had any objection.  

“I didn’t use to care about a man’s beliefs,” Sam said. “The way I see it, there ain’t nothin’ wrong with selling whiskey to those that like to take a nip now and again, but I ran into some Mormons a few weeks back and when they found out I had whiskey in my wagon,  they busted up every jug I had...I figure it was over a hundred dollars worth.” 

While Beauregard and the other wranglers walked to their saddles and retrieved their tin plates and cups from their saddlebags, Sam climbed into the back of his wagon to get the jerky, biscuits, and a jug of moonshine. When Sam joined the men at the fire, the wranglers each contributed two dollars to pay for the jug of whiskey and Clyde anxiously pulled the cork. His eyes lit up as he took a sniff of the volatile liquid and then he poured two fingers worth of the dark amber juice into each man’s cup. 

“Woooo Weeee!” Clyde said loudly after sampling the whiskey. 

“What do they call this stuff?” Zeke asked with a distorted look on his face after taking a drink.

“The man I get it from calls it Black Panther,” Sam chuckled.

“By God, it’ll damn sure cure you or kill you,” Beauregard said, once he stopped coughing. 

“You sure this stuff won’t make us all go blind?” Beauregard asked with a wide-eyed expression. 

“Well, I make no claims, nor do I offer any guarantees on the stuff. But I will tell you... the man that makes it says he’s been drinkin’ nearly his whole life and he’s up in his seventies now. And he’s as spry as a jackrabbit and sharp as a fox! Matter of fact, he just took an Indian wife that can’t be more than a third his age,” Sam said with a cackling laugh.

“Wonder how many jugs of Black Panther he had to give for her?” Clyde chuckled.

The other men laughed as they wondered the same thing and then their attention shifted to food, which for the wranglers was their first hot meal of the day.  

After Beauregard dished out the beans, Sam gave each man a hard biscuit and a ration of venison jerky. Then, after filling their cups with black coffee, the men sat cross-legged around the fire and started eating their supper. And little more was said as the men wolfed their food and washed it down with strong coffee.

“Where you headed, Sam?” Beauregard asked once his plate was clean. 

Sam finished mopping up the last drop of bean juice with a biscuit and popped it into his mouth before replying. 

“Blanding,” Sam replied finally while still chewing. “How about you fellas? What are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere ?”

“Some rich rancher, by the name of Maxwell Jax, is paying us to round up wild horses and take ‘em to Grand Junction,” Beauregard replied.

“He plans on making a small fortune selling ‘em to the Army,” Zeke added with a chuckle.

“Well, there’s plenty of wild horses out here, alright,” Sam replied. 

“Yeah, and apparently there ain’t no shortage of outlaws out here, neither,” Clyde said, grinning.

“Outlaws?” Sam repeated with raised eyebrows, but no hint of actual surprise. 

“Yeah, me and Rusty found that out the hard way,” Clyde said as he wrapped his bandana around his hand and then reached for the coffee pot.

“You had a run-in with outlaws?” Sam asked with a hint of interest, but still no surprise.

“Mexicans by the looks of em,” Rusty said as he quickly stuck his cup out to Clyde. 

“Probably some of El Alacrán’s bunch,” Sam said, nodding with a slightly concerned look.

“The Scorpion,” Rusty translated.

“That’s right. You’re lucky to be alive!” Sam said. “Not many men cross his path and live to tell about it.”

“The one that did all the talking was a heavyset man with a thin mustache and a gold tooth,” Rusty said.

“That wasn’t El Alacrán himself,” Sam said, looking more concerned. “Probably just one of his lieutenants.” 

"How many men does this Scorpion fella have?” Zeke asked.  

“A dozen or so,” Sam said without hesitation. Then, in a less sure tone, he added, “At least that’s what I’ve heard.”

“Well, he’s got three less now,” Clyde said with no emotions.

“You killed three of his men?” Sam asked with a worried look suddenly appearing in his grey, bloodshot eyes.

“Yep,” Clyde replied, casually. 

“El Alacrán won’t take that lightly,” Sam warned in a nervous voice. “You fellas best keep a sharp eye out for his bunch from now on.”

“Reckon that means we better start posting a guard every night,” Beauregard said with a troubled look.

“Yeah, and we probably need to stick together from now on instead of working in twos,” Zeke added.

“If we do that, how we gonna search for more horses and keep an eye on the ones we already rounded up?” Rusty asked.

“That’s a good question,” Beauregard said, rubbing his chin.

“I hope Wilbur and Blaze haven’t run into any trouble,” Clyde said with a concerned look. 

“Yeah, I almost forgot about them,” Beauregard said, looking even more troubled. 

“I reckon it would be best if me and Rusty ride out in the morning and to try to find ‘em,” Clyde said.

“Might be better if we all go,” Beauregard said.

“Shouldn’t a couple of us stay here and keep an eye on the horses we already got?” Zeke asked.

“I’m not sure,” Beauregard replied. Then, looking at Sam, he asked, “How long have you traveled these parts, Sam?” 

“I been out here damned near my whole life,” Sam replied.

“Any idea where this Scorpion fella and his men might be hiding out?”

“You ain’t thinking of going after El Alacrán are you?” Sam asked with raised eyebrows.

“Well, I damned sure don’t like the thought of looking over my shoulder all day long and sleeping with one eye open,” Beauregard replied.

“El Alacrán is not the kind of man that you go chasing after, young man. It would be as foolish as trying to grab a rattlesnake by its tail!”

“I don’t intend to grab him by the tail,” Beauregard replied with a slight smile. “Been my experience that the best way to kill a snake is to cut off its head!”

“Maybe so, but you got to find it first,” Sam said with a guarded look.

“Well, I was hoping that’s where you might come in.”

Beauregard and the others sensed the sudden uneasiness in Sam as he remained silent, staring into the fire to avoid their curious eyes.

“I take it you’d rather not answer my question,” Beauregard said after the silence continued.

“Fellas, when I told you earlier that I been in these parts nearly my whole life...there’s a reason for that and there’s a reason I’m still alive too. My real folks were killed by the Shoshone when I was just a boy and I was later traded to the Ute. Near as I can remember, I was about five or six years old at the time. The Utes raised me like I was one of their own. I was nine or ten when a bunch of Mormon militiamen raided our village and killed my Indian parents. The captain of the militia said I was being liberated. Imprisoned was the term he should have used. They sent me to an orphanage run by the Mormon Church. In spite of all the beatings and abuse I got, I learned a lot while I was in that orphanage, but it wasn’t the kind of learning you get from no books! Anyway, I left that orphanage as soon as I could escape and I been on my own ever since. I’ve been a trapper, a miner, a cowpuncher, and just about everything else you can think of, including a dozen or more that I ain’t so proud of. But the important thing is...I’m still alive, which is more than I can say about most of the other men that tried to make it out here on their own. Nowadays, I travel around selling my wares to anyone that wants to buy ‘em. And it don’t matter to me if they is Indians, whites, or Mexicans. There’s a few things I learned a long time ago that you fellas best keep in mind if you want to survive out here...The first is to mind your own business and the second is to look the other way when things happen that don’t concern you.”

“I guess that means you wouldn’t tell us where the Scorpion’s hideout is, even if you do know,” Beauregard said, looking Sam in the eyes.

“Mister, I’m doing us both a favor by keeping my mouth shut,” Sam said with a sincere look. “Fact is, I’m probably taking a chance right now by breaking bread with you fellas. So, I reckon I best be movin' on.”

“We got no hard feelin’s toward you, old timer,” Beauregard said. “You’re welcome to stay the night.”

In spite of Beauregard’s offer, after watering his mules and filling the water barrel on the side of his wagon, Sam said a hasty goodbye and left. The men said little as they stood around the campfire listening to the cadence of the banging pots and pans fade into the moon-filled night. Then after a considerable silence, Rusty asked, “You still think we’d be wise to go after El Alacrán?” 

“Like I told the old timer, I don’t relish the idea of sleeping with one eye open or watching over my shoulder the whole time I’m awake,” Beauregard replied after rolling a cigarette and running his tongue along the edge of the paper. 

“The thought don’t set too well with me, neither,” Clyde said as he tossed the coffee grinds from the bottom of his cup into the fire. “When it comes right down to it...I’d rather be the hunter than the hunted!”

“I reckon some of us could back track to where we had the run-in with El Alacrán’s men and pick up their trail,” Rusty said.

“I thought of that,” Beauregard said after dipping a dry juniper stick into the fire and using it to light his cigarette. “But if we’re gonna go after the Scorpion... I figure we all aughta go.”

“What about the horses we already rounded up?” Zeke asked. “We leave them unguarded and I doubt they’ll be here when we get back!”

“You’re probably right, Zeke, but I figure we might be better off to lose the ten we got now instead of waiting for the Scorpion to hit us after we’ve got twenty or thirty rounded up. As it is... we’ll only be out a week’s work. I’d hate to go three months and then lose everything.”

“Besides that, if we don’t get rid of El Alacrán, it may be more than just horses we stand to lose!” Rusty said.

“Well, I guess we all aughta have a say in it,” Beauregard said after pausing to blow out a puff of smoke. “So, no sense talking more about it until after we find Wilbur and Blaze.”

“I sure hope they ain’t in a bad way,” Clyde said after letting out a long sigh.

“Yeah, me too,” Beauregard said. 

“So, are me and Clyde gonna ride out alone in the morning to find ‘em, or are we all going?” Rusty asked.

“Well, what do you say we get some shuteye and decide in the morning?” Beauregard replied.

“I’ll take the first watch,” Clyde said quickly, grinning.

“I’m sure you would,” Rusty said, chuckling.

“How about we draw straws,” Beauregard suggested after a quick laugh.
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