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Leaves rustled as the wind blew down the otherwise soundless street. John Crudder 

slipped from the saddle of Midnight and looped the reins over the fence at the back of the 

livery stable. A horse on the other side of the fence nickered a greeting to Midnight but 

Midnight didn’t return the acknowledgment. 

John glanced at the sky and confirmed that dawn was still several hours away. This was 

the first of many planned trips back to Bandera since he gave up his job as town marshal the 

year before. He arrived in the wee hours of the morning so no one would know of his 

presence. 

Crudder slipped down the alley behind Main Street, carefully moving to not make any 

noise. He paused several minutes to take in the night sounds. All he heard was a coyote in 

the distance singing its nightly aria. John walked down the side of Davis Mercantile so he 

could see from one end of town to the other. All the hitching rails were empty except the 

one in front of the Cheer Up Saloon. The two horses left there had most likely been 

forgotten by their drunken owners as they slept off their stupor somewhere within the 

bowels of the saloon—most likely upstairs with some paid companionship. 

John couldn’t stand to see horses mistreated. Silently, he crept up to each of the 

neglected horses, released the girth, and carefully placed the saddles and blankets on the 

ground by the hitching rail. Both expelled air from their mouths and noses and dropped 



their heads to finally relax for the evening. Crudder resumed his slow move down Main 

Street until he got to the fancy Victorian home that stood as the centerpiece of town. 

Judge Gideon Anderson liked the fact that he was often called the father of the town, a 

title undeserved since he neither started the town nor made any significant contribution to it. 

But he was revered nonetheless. As chairman of the deacon board at the church as well as 

the presiding officer in the court, he came in contact with many of the Bandera citizens 

every week. Known for his philanthropy, Judge Gideon had contributed to various causes 

and had helped out numerous citizens who had fallen on hard times. 

No one seemed to know the source of the judge’s wealth. But his stately mansion stood 

in the heart of town as a monument to the man most of the town admired. Little did they 

know that he was the mastermind behind a group of six ruthless people who were 

systematically robbing the town and many of its citizens. They left a trail of blood hidden by 

the sudden disappearances of several ranch and business owners. One by one, the 

abandoned ranches and businesses were bought at bargain prices by the unholy six, the town 

council. 

The town council consisted of Mayor Farley Wright, Sally Jenson, who owned the Better 

Days Hotel, Betsy Hawkins, owner of the Cheer Up Saloon, Seth Davis, who owned the 

mercantile, and Harvey Fowler, who owned the bank. They were all equally guilty but 

someone had to be first. 

John Crudder slipped around behind the judge’s house. He placed a slim knife between 

the door and doorframe, flipping the latch out of the way. Cora Potter, the judge’s longtime 

housekeeper and cook, had her bedroom just inside the door across the hall from the 



kitchen. John could hear her rhythmic breathing as he made his way past her half-opened 

door to the base of the stairs. He had never climbed the stairs when he was marshal and 

came to call on the judge. However, Crudder knew that several of the treads would squeak 

for he had carefully listened on his previous visits to Cora as she went up and down. 

Carefully avoiding those steps, John climbed to the top of the stairs and paused to listen. 

He could still hear Ms. Potter’s loud breathing as he approached the judge’s bedroom. 

John paused outside the door and listened to Judge Gideon’s loud snoring. Slipping a candle 

from his pocket, Crudder lit it and cupped his hand around the flame to contain the light. 

Looking away from the flame to preserve his ability to see in the dark, he allowed the candle 

to burn for about a minute until it was dripping wax down all sides. He blew out the flame 

and quietly turned the knob of the judge’s bedroom door. Carefully closing the door behind 

him, John stood in the shadows and allowed his eyes to adjust to the darkened room. 

Silently, John reached his left hand up his sleeve and removed the dagger from its 

scabbard. Crudder approached the judge’s bed and listened to the contented snoring coming 

from the man who had so callously cheated and robbed the citizens of Bandera, all the time 

being revered as a pillar of the community. 

John placed the warm candle on the judge’s nightstand, clamped his right hand over the 

judge’s mouth, and then instantly placed the end of the dagger into the edge of the judge’s 

ear. 

“If you value the life of Cora Potter, you will not make a sound or move at all. If you do, 

I will be forced to take her life as well. This is judgment day for you. I am your judge and I 



will be your executioner. I am gonna remove my hand from your mouth but if you make a 

sound, you are deciding to end Ms. Potter’s life. Do you understand?” 

The judge nodded. Crudder said, “Judge, do you recognize my voice?” 

The judge nodded. 

“Judge Gideon, you have been found guilty of murder, theft, and numerous other crimes 

as you have lined your pockets and those of the other five members of the town council. 

You have been sentenced to death. You used your position and influence to enrich yourself 

and the rest of the council. Your guilt is greater than theirs. My only regret is that I can only 

execute you once for your crimes. Do you have anything to say before I carry out your 

sentence?” 

Judge Gideon Anderson began to weep, and meekly said, “I never meant to hurt 

anybody. And I only wanted people to look up to me for all that I do for the town. I’m not 

really a bad man.” 

Crudder had heard enough. With one quick movement, he drove the dagger home. The 

judge stiffened and then his body shuddered and instantly relaxed. John removed the dagger, 

carefully wiped it with his handkerchief, and returned it to the scabbard on his forearm. 

Then he picked up the candle from the judge’s nightstand, removed a small amount of the 

warm wax, and judiciously placed it in the judge’s ear. He then rearranged the judge’s body 

so it looked like he was sleeping, gently smoothing out the sheets and blanket. 

Just before he left the room, John removed his hat and bowed his head. “God, I think 

most people have some good in them but I have not been able to find anything in Judge 



Gideon’s life that is commendable. Perhaps there is somethin’ there I don’t know about. If 

there is, I hope you’ll consider that as you pass judgment on this earthly judge.” 

John left the judge’s bedroom, closing the door and moving back to the staircase. He 

crept down the stairs, once again avoiding the squeaking treads. Passing Ms. Potter’s room, 

he heard her contented breathing. Slipping out the screen door, Crudder made his way back 

down the alley to the back of the livery stable and mounted Midnight. He slipped out of 

town as he had come, silently without having been seen by anyone but the judge. 

Shortly after sunrise, Cora Potter knocked lightly on the judge’s bedroom door. “Are you 

awake, Judge? Your breakfast is on the table. Don’t let it get cold.” There was silence on the 

other side of the door. “It’s time to get up, Judge.” Ms. Potter turned the knob and pushed 

the door open as she called the judge’s name again. “Judge, you’re gonna sleep your life 

away. Get up for breakfast.” 

She walked to the judge’s bed and gently shook his shoulder. When she got no response, 

she placed her fingers beneath the judge’s nose. As she slowly realized he was not breathing, 

she sat down on the edge of the bed, and quietly sobbed for the man she had secretly loved 

for so many years. 



 


