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Chapter 1

The Devil’s Wind
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The blurry red ball which hung low in the west barely shone through the dense murk of the sandstorm.

Bruce Foston’s horse watered at the hole in the gulch. Now he took his turn to swill his dry throat, cool his burning eyes, and douse the dust from his face, drying it clean with the black bandana that had been around his neck. The small basin marked the edge of the rolling sand and the onset of brown and green shrubbery once again.

Behind Bruce Foston lay a huge, herbage-dotted range where the blowing sand had now begun to filter across the swaying greenery and lay heavy on its leafy foliage, quickly covering from view his tracks from the peaceful hills, gentle streams, and rustling leaves.

Ahead of him now dunes rose, their yellow crests sculpted by the wind’s violent gusts. Here the storm had smothered the wilderness, muting the roaming harmonies of wildlife that had accompanied him until a few hours ago.

Now, in the absence of nature’s songs, his ear rang with the relentless howl of the wind, a raw, unbroken sound that consumed everything else.

It had been a storm of fury made in hell. Sand clawed at his skin, driven by vengeful, raging gusts. It had howled without mercy, scouring him raw as the surrounding land turned blindingly copper. His clothes flapped uselessly against the onslaught, and his eyes, half-lidded swollen slits, burned from the grit and heat.

The tracks of the horse he had been following for two long days led him to the watering hole. They had passed over the first stretches of sand, but now they had vanished. The sand had covered them completely, leaving a layer so deep no man could trail.

He sighed, knowing they must lead somewhere, a town, a ranch, somewhere where he could rest up and fill his grumbling, empty stomach.

To an easy-going man, this might have been the end of the trail, but not for Bruce Foston. He was hungering for a good meal and aching for a comfortable rest. The hoof prints he had followed had come in from an easterly direction, and they had departed to the west of the watering hole to continue on the same course. He had become so familiar with the horse impressions he was sure he would recognize them again. All he had to do was ride quickly beyond the range of the blustering sand and pick them up again to continue on in the right direction.

In previous times of despair like this, he would turn to his Bible or recite a passage from memory. Not now, not now that he had left God behind him.

Even his melancholy could not wet nor blur his eyes. He recalled his wife, Lottie, and then Sissy, his daughter, both now dead and taken by the devil whilst their God idled in silence amongst the clouds. He shook away the visions of grief, cursed God, and gritted his teeth. His days of honesty and serving the divine were over. He’d banished God and replaced him with a somber awareness that the evil way, the path trod by Satan, was his way ahead. Hard work and the Lord’s way hadn’t brought him happiness, only pain and grief. The angel of death had lurked too many times above the ones he had loved, so now he chose to love no one and settle nowhere.

The storm would no doubt cover a huge area of northern Texas. It would be no small job to continue scouting it for one particular set of horse tracks, but he had no option, and as disappointed as he was at that moment, Bruce Foston never once thought of anything but going on.

With his bandana tight across his face to protect his skin and his hat pulled down hard to guard his eyes, he plunged straight into the laden wind. After a short time, however, the unprotected head of his horse swerved the animal away from the direct route.

He dismounted, cussed his horse, and stood in front of its head to use his own body as a shield. Then he angled south, planning to head back in the direction he had been riding once the gales had eased.

Over on the western horizon, through the clouds of sand, he saw that the sun was almost down. Soon, out here in the wilderness, it would be dark, too dark to ride, but too cold to stop and settle down for rest.

As the dusk darkened all around him, the wind began to gradually ease until finally the sand no longer stung his skin and impressions were once again left in the trail by his horse.

He kept riding, taking to higher ground whenever possible, on the lookout for the lights of a town or those from some ranch that might be close by. He wondered if tracking the horse had been the right call, but he reasoned the trail must be leading somewhere nearby now.

He’d seen plenty of dead men before, but seeing one slumped lifeless over a horse struck him. The bullet hole in the stranger’s back had ignited his curiosity.

He’d buried the poor fella after searching his pockets for identification and decided to find Augustine to inform the locals there that the sheriff they had appointed would not be arriving for work as they had hoped.

Apart from the employment contract from a council secretary named Garnett in Augustine, Randell Talbot had little upon him other than a shiny new Colt, a dull star-shaped badge, and a few dollars. He had no contact details and no letters detailing his origin. Must be a loner, Bruce grinned, like myself.

Bruce reasoned whichever coward had shot Randell in the back must have gotten careless and allowed his horse to bolt into the untraceable storm. Exhausted and sand-blinded, Bruce had approached the horse with a casual but careful ease and swilled out its crusted eyes with his canteen. Then he downed the cold body of Randell Talbot and covered it with a good layer of sand, knowing it would not survive the predatory night beasts and hungry coyotes.

Again, as he scanned the darkened horizon, he reasoned Augustine must be nearby. The slain Randell Talbot, whose destiny was meant to be the sheriff of Augustine, must also have known this, for he had no water or supplies.

The moon rose in the dark blue sky. In the distance and to the south, cedars, junipers, and ash trees screened the horizon. At last, there was little sand, and the wild grasses swayed at knee length.

The ground felt far better than it had for the last few days, and here Bruce expected to see some riflemen patrolling their herds. However, disappointingly, there was nothing to be seen, and he continued on several miles, entering the denser woodlands.

After a while, a flicker of light showed itself in the distance between the black shafts of trunks. Bruce hesitated about riding up to it directly, yet he needed food, and the warmth of a flame would ease his aches.

Cautiously, he secured Randell Talbot’s horse to a cedar. Then, turning, he rode directly toward the glow and, not wanting to arouse concern, began whistling when he neared.

As he drew nearer, the trees opened out, showing the glow of a cooking fire at the base of a juniper.

Beyond it, three horses munched in the undergrowth, and three men sat in an arc around the fire.

They heard Bruce as he approached, and now being visible to them in the moonlight, he rode into their camp and stopped a dozen steps away from the roar of the flames and the sizzle of their roasting meat.

The group stared at Bruce, and holding his position from the saddle, he looked down at them diligently.

“Evening, fellas.” He smiled with a friendly nod.

“Hi there,” came just one reply from the youngest-looking man, who lumbered to his feet.

“Riding across country,” explained Bruce. “Seen your fire.”

All three men were dressed similarly, wrapped in long dust coats with muddy saddle boots. Bruce noted they were all well-armed, with gun belts showing through their loose coats and rifles carefully positioned near their feet.

“Yeah.” A big man tilted his huge head and returned a surly answer. “Guess you might.”

“And smelled your food,” Bruce added, flicking a glance at the spit.

“You got anything to throw on the fire?” the younger man asked as he examined the stranger.

“No, I’m all out,” Bruce shrugged. “Been traveling for days now.”

“Well, now.” The third man, who modeled a thick black moustache that drooped around the corners of his twisted mouth, adjusted himself so he could balance on one knee. “That’s mighty unlucky, fella, b’cos we’re low ourselves.”

His gutsy sway did not nerve Bruce. “So low you can’t even offer a fella a sup of that coffee?” he defied.

“Sorry, we can’t give you more.” The young man swiveled and unhooked the kettle to pour out a mug of steaming black liquid. “Ain’t been able to catch a scratch b’cos of that darn storm,” he said in a youthful high pitch as he walked toward Bruce with the mug extended at arm’s length.

“I understand,” Bruce nodded and smiled at the ghostly-looking young man as he took hold of the coffee. “Got caught in it myself.” He slanted a glance at the ample stocks of supplies which hung next to their saddles. “Kinda wanted some place warm to spend the night.”

“Afraid it’s already too crampy around here,” grinned the man with the black whiskers.

“Suggest you ride on a little further. The trees will shelter you,” the big man continued to eye him. “And warm your back.”

Their supper was about ready, yet no invitation to rest and eat with them was forthcoming. Bruce knew from this reception that the men were not cowhands or ranchers who plied their trade on the vast ranges.

As the silence lengthened, their general appearance began to take on a sinister possibility. Awkward glances and stretching fingers met Bruce’s gaze, and he suspected he had found Randell Talbot’s killers. With the men now standing wide apart, however, he knew the odds of enacting vengeance for the slain man were not in his favor. He sipped the tasteless coffee the younger man had given him.

“Ah, don’t be like that, Sa...” The youth stopped himself from revealing the big man’s name.

“We’re all just a little weary and saddle sore. So take no notice of them, mister. We can all hunker up a little, and you can set yourself right here if you want to snuggle down near the fire.” He waved his arm in the general direction of their camp.

“I know the feeling,” Bruce raised the reins with one hand. “But I guess on second thoughts I just ought to keep on moving a while longer tonight.” He gently heeled his horse and pulled tight the reins, turning the horse’s head. “I’m looking for a town or ranch. You fellas know what’s nearest?”

“We wouldn’t know, fella,” the moustachioed man replied after a moment’s awkward silence. “We’re strangers in these parts ourselves... pretty much just as you appear to be.”

Bruce sensed the three of them would listen carefully to his reply. “I hear there’s a town straight east of here.” He swigged the mug empty and stretched his hand down in the direction of the younger man, whose reply was cut off by the narrowed-eyed man with the moustache.

“Maybe you heard wrong b’cos we rode in from the east and we ain’t seen nothing but hills and long grass.”

“Might be in your favor if you turn about west or head on south and keep riding until you find something, but there sure ain’t nothing east of here.” The big man smiled as he shouted.

“Well, thanks for the heads up, fellas, but I’m still hankering to see what’s behind them hills.” He turned his horse.

“You ain’t listening, stranger,” said the moustachioed man as he arose and walked nearer the fire. “You don’t want to go that way. We already told you we cut across that way ourselves.”

Swiveling his head to keep his eyes on Bruce, he arched down over the spit and tore a leg from a roasting rabbit. “Nothing there but bugs, wilderness, and coyotes,” he added, walking toward Bruce with the measly offering. “Feel awful we can’t offer anymore, but until we know what’s ahead tomorrow, we need to be careful without supplies.” He held up the skin-burnt rabbit bone to Bruce.

“Much obliged.” Although feeling insulted, Bruce still took the stingy portion and thanked the man, and then, taking one last glance at all three of them to make sure he would not forget their faces, he heeled his horse along the narrow path out of camp. Expecting a bullet in his back, he rested his hand near his waist as he ignored their advice and rode on, straight east from the inhospitable night camp.

He collected Randell Talbot’s horse and continued east for several miles, checking all the time that he was not being followed until finally, a couple of hours later, from the height of a plateau, below him and slightly to the west, he saw the flickering lights of a town in the distant darkness.

The three men in the camp had deliberately sent him away from it. Never once did he doubt what they had known all the time.

The town in the distance was there in clear view, just a few miles further. No doubt another unwelcoming town.
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Chapter 2

The Wrong Man Died
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A golden spray in the distance caught his attention. His eyes, accustomed to the dark, had to squint to see the silhouette of two fighting men burst through the saloon doors and, locked in a grapple, together they fell from the boardwalk onto the hard dirt of the wide street.

With arms and legs entwined, the men swung powerful blows of destruction as they struggled for supremacy, and after an exhausting struggle, they parted to regain their feet. Whilst panting for breath, they cussed and damned each other, and then, wiping clear the blood from their swollen noses, they bellowed threats of death.

Bruce halted his mount a few cabins distant from the fracas and paused to watch, but only for a few moments. Then, with a brief smile creasing his cheeks, he pulled both horses around and swung them into the corral to dismount. With the reins of the horses secured to the hitch rail, he strode to the centre of the street and began to approach the floundering combatants.

Gasps, shrieks, and bone-cracking thuds were heard from the street, but on the boardwalks and outside the saloon door, the silent gathering did not encroach upon the brutal fighters, and they did nothing to intervene.

Bruce stood unnoticed in the centre of the street, less than ten strides away from the brawlers. Now he could clearly see the features of a brute near to his own age and a grey-haired man many years his senior. The brute had now gained an advantage, and kneeling on top of the older fighter, he smashed his uncontested fist into the older man’s bloodied face.

Both men were exhausted, flowing blood indicating severe facial damage.

“You’ve cheated me out of my silver, and I can prove it,” Bruce heard the younger man shout through gasps.

“You’re a darn fool, Charlie Garcia.”

All the older man could do was shake away the blood blinding his eyes and grunt out a few words.

He was slammed to the floor and held by the stronger man, and his body was spent.

“You’re a liar and a cheat, Brady,” shouted Garcia through broken teeth.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Brady wheezed.

“Your tables are rigged, and everyone knows it.” Garcia clenched his right fist again and raised it to shoulder height.

“You’re just sore, Garcia.” Between a pant and a mouthful of blood, Brady stubbornly continued to provoke his assailant.

“I know what you’ve done, and I will not stop beating you until you admit it in front of the whole town.”

“You’ve lost your mind,” Brady spat. “Someone get his wife and...” The words did not finish leaving his mouth as Garcia dropped his fist to burst open more flesh and silence him.

There’s one in every town. Another foolish gambler, sore and embarrassed and looking for justice because he’s lost all his money. Bruce’s eyes scanned across the shadowy faces of the gawkers, and he questioned why no one stopped the beating. The fight was over. It was no longer a battle of strength, determination, and honour. The older man was well beaten and near to death.

“Tell ’em. Go on, tell ’em all what you’ve done.” Garcia shook Brady’s torn lapels until his eyes flickered, and then, releasing the semi-conscious man, he staggered to his feet. Swaying in an arched position, he withdrew his pistol and pointed the barrel at the prostrate man’s body.

“You’re crazy, Garcia.” Shaking his head and managing to clear his vision enough to see the gun, Brady raised his arms to shield his face. “I’ve done squat. The liquor has poisoned your mind, and now you’re just a sore loser.”

Any other man would plead for his life. Not this one. He’s got too much grit for his own darn good. Bruce smiled as he watched with interest.

“I know what I saw, and if you don’t holler out the truth for all to hear, I’m going to send you to hell with a hole in your head.” Garcia gripped his left hand over his gun-holding arm to steady his aim.

“You’re just washed-out crazy.” Finally realising he was about to take his last breath, he pleaded. “Ain’t somebody gonna goddarn save me from this lunatic!” The plea hurt his chest, and he winced from pain, but his call was loud enough for all to hear.

Thunder erupted from the barrel. A bright flash briefly illuminated the two men, and an ear-piercing scream from the prostrate man immediately followed.

“No more warnings, Brady!” Garcia threatened through the smoke. “Now tell ’em. Tell ’em all what you’ve done.”

Spitting bullet dust from his mouth, Brady released only a grunt.

“This is your last chance.”

Garcia levelled his arm and straightened the pistol toward the cripple. “Tell them! Tell them all what you have done!”

Brady’s eyes bulged with fear as the hammer clicked.

Caring nothing for heroic sentiment, Bruce had seen enough of the senselessness, and he withdrew his pistol. “Drop the shooter!” he ordered from the shadows.

“This is none of your business, stranger,” said Garcia, spinning on his heels to face the caller who stepped out from the darkness.

“I can’t let you kill a man who can’t defend himself,” Bruce warned.

Involuntarily, both men levelled their pistols at each other.

“It’s called murder where I come from,” he added.

“This is none of your business unless you’re one of them.” Garcia tilted his head.

One of them? Bruce did not understand the question. “I’m just a man stopping an execution.”

“You ain’t stopping nothing. This man deserves all the justice he’s got coming to him.”

“Look, fella. You’re just not thinking straight because of the fighting and all. Bet your pulse is racing faster than a jackrabbit.” Bruce raised the flat of his left palm to indicate he wanted the enraged man to calm down.

“That may be so, but this here is none of your business, so you need to turn around, mind your own, and go back into the dark where you came from.”

“Ain’t the beating you’ve given him enough?”

“No, it ain’t. This man’s going to die tonight unless he confesses his crimes, and fella—well, you are too if you don’t drop that shooter and get out of here real quick.” Garcia narrowed his eyes threateningly.

“Well, I’m sorry, my friend, but my conscience just won’t let me stand here and watch you kill a man,” Bruce persisted in a friendlier tone.

“Friend?” Garcia’s mouth curled into half a smile. “Well, friendly I am, but tonight, stranger, I’m warning you to stop your interfering and just turn around, because my patience is all spent right now.”

“Drop your gun, fool,” Brady coughed to Garcia.

“Either confess or shut your mouth, Brady. Because I ain’t telling you again.” Garcia half-swivelled and lowered his pistol to Brady’s head whilst keeping his gaze upon the silhouetted stranger just a few yards distant.

Bruce had been in situations before when he knew a man’s wild temper was not for changing, and knowing he had to intervene quickly, he pulled hard on the trigger until his pistol discharged lead and punctured Garcia’s calf.

Releasing a squeal, Garcia dropped to one knee and whirled his pistol in Bruce’s direction.

His manic, wide eyes contained a message that no threats or words of mercy could calm him, and cussing, he firmed his aim.

Bruce’s second shot was not aimed at wounding the man. He’d seen too often death conquer those misguided souls who’d dallied with hopes of mercy. Eyes upon the dead man, he wished he hadn’t gotten involved, but it was against his natural instincts to watch a man suffer.

Hands trembling free, looking for signs of danger, he flicked his gaze amongst the faces of the gathered. Then, satisfied he was in no danger, he holstered his warm pistol. There were murmurings and cowardly grumbles from the crowd on the surrounding boardwalk, but no one sought to intervene until someone shouted.

“You going to arrest him, Colonel?”

Bruce turned his neck. The glow of a cigarette in the side alley indicated a man’s position.

“I saw it,” came the reply as the amber was tossed to the floor and the hidden man stepped out from the darkness. “Garcia drew first.” He held his rifle levelled at the killer, who stood just a few yards in front of him. Gasps and moans caused Bruce to quickly shoot another glance across the boardwalk at the onlookers, who shuffled their feet uneasily and shook their heads, but for some reason, they all seemed fearful to speak out or object too loudly.

“Why the rifle?” Bruce demanded as he turned back to face the man who held the advantage.

“Insurance.” The man took a few slow steps forward, all the while keeping the rifle levelled at Bruce.

“Man is a hero, not a villain, Colonel Boon,” coughed Brady as he attempted to rise on one knee. “Deserves a reward for saving my life.”

He spat blood into the dirt. “Everybody saw what he’d gone and done.”

“Maybe so, Brady, but I ain’t taking no chances.” Boon kept his gaze on the killer. “What’s your name, fella?”

“Name?” Bruce was confused. He noted a hint of a grin appear on the face of the rifleman.

“Gun burst your ears?” The smile vanished.

“Bruce Foston.”

“Foston, you say?” He tilted his head back slightly and raised his chin to help sustain his glare.

“You heard.”

Although Bruce clearly heard Brady ask Boon if he was going to arrest him, he could not see a sheriff’s badge.

“Where you from, Foston?”

“Just passing through.” He wasn’t in the mood for cooperating too easily.

“Not what I asked.” Boon’s eyes narrowed, revealing his irritation.

“Nowhere abouts.”

Boon paused, then smirked again. “Well, alright then, Foston. Mister Bruce Foston from nowhere. It might be wise if you just raise your hands up a little.”

Bruce hesitated, but slowly he lifted both hands above his shoulders.

“That’s right. Now you just stay nice and put for a while whilst I clear out the gawkers.” Keeping the rifle levelled at Bruce, Boon shouted up to the boardwalks. “Okay now! You folks can all go about your business now. I’ll take care of this from here on.”

“Oh, poor Anna Garcia.”

“Who’s going to tell her?”

“Who’s going for the undertaker?”

“I’ll see if the new pastor will say a prayer for poor Charlie.”

Bruce heard the mutterings, but his attention was still drawn to the rifle pointing in his direction.

“You taking me in?”

“I’m going to need you to drop the gun belt,” Boon replied, indicating urgency by motioning with the rifle.

Then he shouted again to hasten away the dawdlers. “Come on, folks, and hurry it on up now. There ain’t nothing more to see here.” His eyes remained focused on Bruce. “Excitement’s over for tonight.”

“I said, are you taking me in?” Bruce tilted his head as he asked again.

“Killing is over for tonight. Ain’t it?”

“Looks like.”

“Then I just need you to drop by my office and help me with my report, but I don’t consider it wise to allow a stranger with an instinct for killing to carry his gun around town.” He pulled the trigger guard tight. “So be all nice and careful about it and drop the shooter, Mister Foston.”

“Sure.” Bruce unfastened the buckle. “Where’s your office?”

“On the corner over to your left. The brick one with the large Sheriff’s Office sign hanging above the door.”

“Sheriff, uh,” Bruce hesitated.
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