
Table of Contents

Wes Crowley: Deputy US Marshal (The Wes Crowley Series, #10)

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28


Wes Crowley: Deputy US Marshal

Harvey Stanbrough

A novel from

StoneThread Publishing

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication

[image: ]


This book is dedicated to my friend of 50 years, Texan and fellow Marine Edward Lee Courtney. 

Thanks for everything, my friend, from your selfless efforts when I couldn’t get free of that one-horned mess of a brahma bull (#11, White Lightning, remember?) at the Silver Spur rodeo 

to your laughter when I rode that ol’ horse into an orange tree—

and of course, everything in between. 

To give the reader more of a sample, the rest of the front matter appears at the end.

Wes Crowley: Deputy US Marshal

Harvey Stanbrough
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Chapter 1
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From the mission of Santa Oscura some 20 miles northwest of Santa Rosa in the New Mexico Territory, Governor Lew Wallace and Texas Ranger Wes Crowley followed the Pecos River until it turned back due north. 

The governor pointed. “That’s Truchas Peak, the second highest in the southern Sangre de Cristo range. Only Wheeler Peak up north of Taos is taller, but only by about 60 feet. You’ll get a closer view of Wheeler if you ever have to visit Taos or Cimarron, but Santa Fe is probably the closest you’ll ever get to Truchas.”

Wes looked north for a long moment, then grinned as he looked at the governor. “That’s fine. Mountains are nice to look at from a distance, but I prefer to stay on the flats where a man can see what’s coming farther than from here to the next tree.”

The governor laughed. “Why does that not surprise me? But there are places back east where the land is flat or almost so and still covered with trees. Maybe you can visit someday.”

“Maybe, but I don’t think so.”

“Why not?” The governor grinned, obviously enjoying himself. 

“That’s probably fine up at St. Louis or some of the other cities back east where the city grows right up to the woods and all the wild men have left and gone west or else been driven west. But even then, how would you know for sure some of them hadn’t come back until you’re right out there in the middle of it?”

“Wild men? You mean the Indians?”

“Yes sir, I guess the Indians would be part of that. But I was thinking of the comancheros and the outlaws, and then guys like the Rangers and you and me too. Men who don’t belong in cities.”

“But I’ve lived in cities before. So has your captain, Jim Wilson.”

“Yes sir. I didn’t say we couldn’t live in a city. I only said we don’t belong. Living in a city wouldn’t suit us. Before too long something would have to give, and the cities ain’t gonna give so that leaves the man. His spirit or his location—one or the other would have to change.” 

The governor’s grin faded and he grew thoughtful. “I take your point. And actually, I think you’re right.” He paused. “But I interrupted you. What were you saying about being in the woods and not being sure some of the wild men hadn’t come back?”

“Oh. Well, I was just sayin’, the wild me aren’t all tied in a knot somewhere or under guard in a fort or on a reservation. And even if they were, there’s nothing sayin’ some of them couldn’t escape. So you couldn’t know for sure whether some of them had come back until you rode into the woods. That would be the only valid test, and it seems silly to me to bet your life on a test.”

“A test?”

“Yes sir. You’d ride into the woods, and then you’d either get attacked or you wouldn’t. If you didn’t, well, that would be fine, but then tomorrow you’d have to test it all over again. But if you did get attacked, about all you could do is ride straight at ‘em and hope your bullet hits and theirs misses.”

The governor frowned. “Why?”

“Because you’re all closed in. You can’t see any other options by just looking around. Out here on the plains if I get in trouble I can look around. I might spot a river or creek or arroyo, give myself a fighting chance. Maybe I can even plunge into a herd of passing buffalo and ride with them until the danger is gone. But if I’m all closed in by woods and deadfall on every side, I wouldn’t have any of those options.”

“Right. I was just thinking maybe you could outrun them instead of charging them.”

Wes shook his head. “No sir. Outrun them in which direction? How would you know which way to go? Even if you turn around and ride hard back the way you came, chances are they’ve closed in behind you. 

“No, it’s always better to deal with the enemy you can see and leave the others for later. You get too worried about the ones you can’t see, they’ll kill you for sure.”

“I have to say I’m a little surprised, knowing all the encounters you’ve survived.”

“Yes sir, but that’s the point. I’ve survived mostly because I can’t imagine ol’ Charley letting me ride him into a place where you could hide a hundred Comanches inside a quarter-mile and not be able to see any of ‘em.”

The governor laughed, but the more he talked with Crowley, the more pleased he was the young Ranger had agreed to help him out. “Here we are.” The governor pointed. Straight ahead the Pecos passed beneath a bridge and continued on north. He guided General Lee up a slight incline onto the road west of the bridge, then reined in.

Wes and Charley stopped alongside him. 

The governor pointed across the bridge. “The road runs southeast for eight, maybe ten miles, then curves back to the northeast to Springer and then Raton. I mention it only because it’s your fastest route to the northeast corner of the Territory. There’s a pass from this side of the mountains to the other up north between Taos and Cimarron, but it’s impassable for part of the year. Even when it is passable it’s difficult and long. The way it twists and turns and winds around, you’re probably traveling a third again the distance just to get through the mountains.”

Wes grinned. “I’ll take your word for it. I ever have to  go that way, I’ll come down here and loop around.”

The governor pointed to the northeast along the road. “This way it curves around a little too, but about 15 miles that way we’ll be in Santa Fe. Of course, you’ll stay with Susan and me until you’ve had time to get your own lodgings and settle into the job.”

Wes frowned. “Susan?”

He looked so surprised the governor laughed. “My wife. You are surprised any woman would marry a man such as me.”

“Oh, no sir. I just hadn’t heard of her before.” 

“She’s some woman, a true companion. Her gentle soul has controlled me and bent me to her wishes, but unselfishly, and always for my own good. And always so deftly that I am blind to the domination.

“She even followed me on this assignment to the dust country. She actually arrived in Santa Fe only three days before I left to come to Amarillo. Yet when I announced I was leaving for a couple of weeks, she laughed and said she had expected no less. 

“I think you and she will get along famously. She’s quite a good poet, you know. She’s fond of saying she’s no William Shakespeare, and I’m fond of reminding her if she were we would never have been married.”

The governor paused, then frowned. “I’m surprised I’ve never asked, but do you write as well?”

“Write? No sir. I enjoy poetry and some novels and history books, but I’m a reader, not a writer.” He grinned. “Maybe in another life. I suspect it would be fun to put down some of the things I’ve seen and done. But then, I might be too young to think of doing such a thing now.”

The governor nodded. “That is a possibility. I’ve written a few novels myself, and though they are fiction they are mostly occupied with history. I’d be pleased if you would read them sometime. I’m about to put the finishing touches on one I’ve decided to call Ben Hur: A Life of the Christ. 

“Interesting.” Wes hesitated. “Is that part of why you were curious about the mission back at Santa Oscura?"

“I hadn’t thought of that, but possibly.” He gestured toward Santa Fe, still hidden behind a low range of hills some 7 or 8 miles away. “Shall we?”

“Yes sir.” Wes nudged Charley with his heels and they started walking northwest up the road. He looked over at the governor. “I have to admit, I’m lookin’ forward to supper and a good night’s sleep. But first thing tomorrow I’ll give some thought to Messina and all that. Him sending people to attack us at Santa Oscura has me thinking again maybe he’s moving deeper into the Territory. But then that makes me wonder whether he’ll still retain control over the state line. Or he might put someone else in charge over there. Or he might just let it go.”

“You’ll have plenty of time to figure it out. When we get into town, I’ll introduce you to our livery man. He isn’t quite your Ramón Sanchez, but he’s a good man. Then if he’s still in the office—and I expect he will be—I’ll introduce you to the marshal, Micah Tanner. His wife, Emma, makes the best apple pie in town, though if you ever repeat that to Susan I’ll deny it.”

“Speaking of Marshal Tanner and whether he’s still in the office, how will that work? Will I share his office with him or—”

“Let’s not worry about that right now. We’ll see how things work out. For one thing, I’m hoping your appointment as a Deputy US Marshal has arrived. If you’re going to be the sheriff of Santa Fe County for any length of time, we’ll see about setting you up with a separate office. Even then you’ll only have it until your appointment comes through. 

“Micah is doing an adequate job so far, but the bigger Santa Fe becomes, the harder it is for him to get out into the county, so we’ll need a permanent sheriff soon, even if it isn’t you. 

“If your appointment has come through, then you’ll share office space with either Micah or the new sheriff. I’m thinking you’ll be out of town a lot, so you probably won’t need much more than a desk and a chair.”

Wes nodded. “Sounds right to me.”

“But we’ll start dealing with all of that tomorrow.”
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Only a short distance into Santa Fe, the governor reined General Lee to the left across a wide dirt yard toward a huge red barn. Over the double bay barn doors, which were standing open like two great rectangular wings, tall letters in white paint directly on the barn read Hart Livery and Blacksmith Shop. Below that it read Galen Hart, Proprietor.

As he dismounted, the governor said, “We’ll leave the horses here for tonight, let Galen pamper them a little. We’ll take a buggy on into town. Then tomorrow or the next day we’ll trade the buggy for the horses again and keep them in my makeshift barn.”

Wes nodded. “Makeshift barn?”

The governor grinned. “An outbuilding with two bay doors, but barely wider than those doors. I built a few stalls inside behind the left door, and I keep a store of alfalfa and bermuda grass on the right along with a barrel of oats and some tack. It suffices.” 
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Chapter 2
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Other than Hart Livery and Blacksmith Shop being much larger than Sanchez Livery in Amarillo—the barn itself was half again wider—otherwise it looked like every livery stable in every town that had one. It was basically a barn, part of which was dedicated to stalls and much of which held bales of hay, barrels of oats, and a small tack room where the owner kept spare reins, bits, farrier tools and other tack.

As Wes took in the whole façade, he realized why the barn was so wide. Toward the east end there was a second, considerably smaller set of bay doors. Over that set, a separate row of letters read Buggies for Rent or Sale. 

Taking his lead from the governor, Wes reined-in Charley in front of the original wide set of bay doors. As the two men dismounted, the governor emitted a shrill whistle, they yelled, “Galen, are you home?”

The heavy, clomping sound of boots on stairs was followed by the appearance of a tall, stout black man with a full head of white, curly hair and a broad smile. But he didn’t simply appear. He practically exploded into the light through the right side of the bay doors. 

Galen Hart towered over both the governor and Wes at 6’3” or 6’4” and he looked as if he weighed around 300 pounds. He wore heavy lace-up boots, dark grey trousers with dusty palm prints on them, and a loose white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. The shirt hung open from his throat almost to his abdomen. The muscles on his bare forearms and chest were so taut they looked as if you could strike a match on them. 

His voice, a booming baritone, might have announced their arrival to the rest of Santa Fe. “Governor Lew Wallace, my friend! Welcome back to you, sir!” He glanced at Wes, then back to the governor as he reached with a huge left hand to clap Wes on the shoulder. “And is this the young Texas Ranger you rode all that way to press into service?” Galen glanced at Wes again, then looked at the governor and shook his head. “And just as if the man didn’t have enough to do over there, fighting that Four Crows and his Comanches and fending off those comanchero gnats.”

Wes felt his own eyebrows arch. “You’ve heard of Four Crows?”

“Oh yes. I spent some time in Texas myself a few years ago. Just about the time that one was coming up from his mentor.” He paused, snapped his fingers a few times, then said, “Iron Bear. Is that right?”

“Yes sir, that’s right.”

“But you weren’t in on that Boquillas Draw thing were you?” He paused, then wagged one hand. “Naw, never mind. You couldn’a been. That was way before your time.”

“Actually, my buddy Mac and I were lazin’ around on the front porch of the general store up in Watson when Corporal Connolly and his troop rode in and negotiated for some fresh horses from Mr. Billings over at Billings Livery and Feed. Most impressive thing we ever saw, and we decided right then to ride down to Amarillo and join the Rangers. Later we found out those same horses were carrying the corporal and his troop to catch Iron Bear and his bunch in Boquillas Draw. That’s where Four Crows was born as a war chief.”

“Fascinating! You’ll have to tell me more stories like that some time. But about those comancheros, they are like gnats over there, aren’t they? The Comanches are at least fightin’ for somethin’. But the comancheros, seems to me they’re just flittin’ around annoyin’ people.”

Wes nodded. “That’s about the size of it.”

“Well listen, since the governor brought you all this way, if you ever need anything, anything at all, you come see old Galen, all right?” Again he clapped Wes on the shoulder. “I’ll take good care of you.” He glanced at Charley. “And your horse, of course.”

The governor laughed. “To make the introduction official, Galen, yes, this is Ranger Wes Crowley. I predict he will take us a long way toward statehood.”

Galen pumped Wes’ hand. “Well, let’s hope he doesn’t do quite that much damage.” Galen laughed. His deep baritone made his laughter seem a cousin to thunder. 

Wes might never have heard such a full, joyful sound. He grinned. “Thanks, Mr. Hart. Very good to make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise, likewise.” Still grinning broadly, he finally released Wes’ hand. The man’s handshake alone would almost take your arm off. But that booming baritone and wide smile was all but infectious. “You ever need anything, Ranger, you only have to let me know.” 

“Well, thanks again, but for now, could I ask you to be sure ol’ Charley here gets a good brush down tonight and a face bag full of oats?”

“Trust me, Ranger Crowley, that horse is gonna eat better than he’s ever eat in his life. I’ll take good care of him, so don’t you worry about that. And you do me a favor and call me Galen, would you? Mr. Hart is my daddy, and he’s been gone these past thirty years.”

“All right. I appreciate it, Galen.” 

“You’re the governor’s friend. That’s good enough for me. I’ll even sign on as a deputy if you ever need one.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

The governor said, “Galen, I hate to interrupt a budding friendship, but we have to go. I’m gonna borrow a buggy for the night if that’s all right. I’ll have it back in the morning.”

Galen gestured broadly. “My buggies are your buggies, governor. In fact, I’ve got one all hitched up for you.”

The governor frowned. “How’d you know we’d be in today?”

“A little bird mentioned the contents of a telegram to me. Puttin’ that together with my knowledge of you, I expected you either today or tonight.” He spread his arms again and beamed that smile. “And here you are, fulfillin’ my prophecy. Just look at what you’re doin’ for my reputation.” He laughed again.  

The governor laughed too, then raised one hand. “See you in the morning, Galen.” He glanced at Wes. “This way.” He turned away to the south, and Wes followed him toward the smaller set of bay doors.

Wes glanced after him, but said, “Excuse me,” and stepped past Galen. He patted Charley on the neck. “You get some rest and I should see you again in the mornin’, pard. All right?”

Charley nuzzled against Wes’ left shoulder, almost knocking the Ranger off balance. 

Galen grinned. “He’ll be all right with me, Wes. I promise.”

“Oh, I know that. I just like to say goodnight when I have the chance.” He reached over the saddle and pulled his Winchester from the saddle boot. 

Galen said, “Now you can leave that too if you want.”

“No, I guess not. I appreciate it, but I’d feel naked.” He chuckled, then looked at Charley. “See you in the mornin’, Charley.” He glanced up at the still-grinning Galen. “I believe you are the happiest man I know, Galen.”

“Don’t take no effort to be happy. Bein’ angry is what takes up all the energy.”

Wes grinned and shook his head. “See you in the mornin’, Galen.”

As Wes walked away, Galen nodded after him. “‘Night, Ranger. Rest well.” 
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As Wes approached the buggy, the governor grinned. “You could have left your carbine. Galen has a—”

“Naw. He invited me to leave it, but it’s been goin’ where I go all these years. I wouldn’t feel right without it.”

The governor nodded, flicked the reins, and drove the buggy out of the yard. At the road, he turned left. “Coming into town, this is the Pecos Trail. Starting about here, it’s State Street. At the moment it’s the main street in the town.” 

“I’d heard of the Santa Fe Trail, but not the Pecos Trail.” 

“Everything you need to know about Santa Fe, at least initially, is on this street. We’ll encounter the marshal’s office soon, and not much farther on, the Palace of the Governors.” He paused. “We’ve actually already set aside some land for the new state capitol building, not a half-mile south of the Palace of the Governors.” He pointed. “But a little farther up, the Santa Fe Trail comes in from the southeast. Anyway, you’ll learn any routes you need as you become accustomed to the area. Like you did in Amarillo.”

Wes nodded, but in Amarillo, almost everything was due east or due west and angled north or south. But then, they didn’t have all those pesky mountains and foothills to contend with. He looked around. Four Crows could hide half the Comanche nation within a pistol shot of where they were right now.

And it wouldn’t surprise Wes if he did just that.

He adjusted his Winchester, holding it with his left hand, the fore stock laying across the crook of his left elbow.

*
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Many of the buildings in the town—most of them, in fact—seemed to be of whitewashed adobe. From the top of any of the nearby peaks, the governor had said, the town probably looked like a diamond nestled among the foothills. 

Wes only nodded. Maybe that’s what being a writer gets you. Maybe you get all romantic and look at something the color of sun-faded bird droppings and see a diamond. He chuckled.

The governor looked at him. “What?”

“Oh, nothin’. Just a thought popped into my head. I’ll keep it to myself for now.”

The governor said nothing, but faced front and flicked the reins. 

The horses, pacing with a steady rhythm, neither slowed down, sped up, or changed direction. They knew a nervous tick when they felt one.

Finally, several minutes after they’d left the livery stable, the governor said, “Here we are. I think you’ll like Micah.”

Wes tossed his head a little.

“Micah Tanner, the marshal of Santa Fe.”

“Ah. Yes sir. I remember now.”

With Wes in tow, the governor crossed the boardwalk, turned the doorknob, and opened the door.
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Chapter 3
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The floor of the marshal’s office was heavy planks. To the right was a potbelly stove and the requisite stovepipe running up through the ceiling. To the left was a small desk and two chairs, and on the wall behind it, pegs for gun belts and jackets and hats. 

Then a corner and another stretch of wall, then a narrow door, and then a larger desk. That one had posters and other papers spread all over it, two hard, uncomfortable-looking wooden chairs in front of it, and a stout, older gentleman with a bald head atop a thick white fringe sitting behind it. He wore a white shirt with no collar and the sleeves rolled all the way down and buttoned, and a black vest. 

When the door opened, he didn’t look up. He only gestured toward the chairs in front of his desk and muttered, “Have a seat. I’m busy.”

The governor laughed. “Tanner, you old grouch.”

Micah Tanner looked up. The black vest was buttoned too, and on the left breast was a shiny five-pointed star. He grinned, then pushed his chair back from the desk and stood. He was about Wes’ height and a little shorter than the governor. “How are you, Governor? I thought maybe you’d decided to head on back to the green country much as you hate the dust and dirt.” He laughed.

The governor held his index finger and thumb a quarter-inch apart. “I was this close.” He chuckled. “I was actually on my way, but this young Ranger stopped me in Amarillo. He said I should give this statehood thing a go and even offered to help. Micah Tanner, marshal of Santa Fe, meet Wes Crowley.”

Tanner proffered his hand and the two shook. “Good to meet you, young man.”

“Likewise, Marshal Tanner.”

“Texas Ranger, eh?”

“Yes sir, for the past—”

The governor said, “Actually, Ranger Crowley is on leave from the Texas Rangers. He’s soon to be—”

“A deputy United States marshal.” Tanner quickly turned away. He shuffled a few sheets of paper on his desk. He picked one up, held it aloft and turned back around, a broad grin on his face. He looked at the governor. “The warrant just came through yesterday.” 

The governor looked at Wes, then Micah. “Oh, well, that is good news. 

Micah nodded, still smiling, then looked at Wes. “Congratulations, young man.”

“Thanks, Marshal. But I’ll reserve judgement on whether congratulations or regrets are appropriate ‘til I see whether it’s a step up or down from rangerin’.”

They all laughed. 

The governor frowned and looked at Micah. “Say, have you given anymore thought to whether you’ll toss your hat in the ring for sheriff?”

“The thing is, Governor, I would, but I don’t want to.” He chuckled. “Seriously, I don’t think Ellie’d put up with me bein’ gone days on end. And truth be told, I’m not sure my old bones would put
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